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PART ONE

Pieces in Play

 






  

CHAPTER ONE

Aftermath

 

Gartnor crawled out from beneath the remains of his horse pushing the decapitated head from his chest and crawling over the stiffening legs which had crumpled beneath the animal when the demon’s tail had sliced through its neck. He reached the nearest body and pulled the young soldier over and then vomited as the top half rolled towards him whilst the bottom half remained where it was. There was blood everywhere, dark and thick on the black rock, pooling in cracks and crevices and splattered up the walls of the magician’s tower. He was soaked in it, mostly from the horse but a little of his own where he had cracked his head on a rock as the toppling horse had pushed him over. All around him was carnage; ripped and torn men and mutilated horses far worse than on any battlefield he had ever seen.
 

He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand smearing blood across his face as he staggered to his feet. His head swam from the blow he had received and his legs shook but at least he was alive, unlike the rest of the troop which had accompanied him and Sarrat to the magician’s tower. If it hadn’t been for Sarrat ordering him to give Maladran his horse he too would have been dead; ripped apart by the demon’s spiked tail or its sharp talons without having had the chance to pull his sword to defend himself. At the thought of his king he looked around wildly and then started to stagger from body to body searching for him. He hadn’t seen Sarrat fall so perhaps he still lived. Maladran, in the moments before he changed into a demon, might have remembered his loyalty to the king and spared him.
 

Gartnor turned bodies over, scaring away the carrion eaters with their graveyard feathers which had started to feast on the dead. They didn’t go far and as soon as he moved onto the next corpse they returned, picking at the torn flesh and covering their sharp talons and curved beaks with gore. When he had identified the last body and there was still no sign of Sarrat he turned his attention back to the magician’s tower standing starkly against the gathering darkness. He remembered Maladran coming out of his tower and stopping in the doorway when he saw his king waiting for him. Perhaps Sarrat had taken refuge inside when the demon attacked.
 

Taking care where he was putting his feet, Gartnor picked his way across the sharp black rock until he reached the closed door of the tower. He had been inside the tower several times before when he had accompanied Sarrat on his visits to the magician’s tower although most of the time he had only ever gone as far as the kitchens. Only on the day Sarrat had ripped the torc from the magician’s throat at the beginning of his long exile had he been into his private rooms and then they had left Maladran a weeping, shaking heap on the floor. The place gave him the creeps and as he reached the door he stopped to pull his courage together before he put his hand on the dark, solid wood.
 

As he touched the door, pain shot through his hand and arm and his mind exploded into a kaleidoscope of images; stone creatures with tusks and horns, sly hunters devouring human remains, rotting bodies, demons and dragons. Gartnor screamed and pulled his hand away from the door and fell to his knees. The last image, imprinted on his mind, was of the demon flying towards the forest with Sarrat’s body gripped in its talons.
 

He clutched his head and squeezed his eyes shut until the image faded and then rose unsteadily to his feet. In the distance, close to the forest edge and in line with where the demon had flown, a sly hunter called, followed by another and another. He started to run towards the call and the forest edge, stopping only once to pick up another sword from the hand of a mangled body.
 

The forest was dark and full of noise and tree leapers jumped out of his path as he bludgeoned his way through the undergrowth. Sky flyers shrieked as he disturbed them from their roosts in the tree tops and in the distance sly hunters called back to their pack leader. When the moon came out from behind the scudding clouds, Gartnor could see animal pathways through the forest which he followed as far as he could, tripping over tree roots and stumbling on loose stones, his breath ragged in his throat. He used his two swords to keep himself upright and to thrash at shrubs and briars that edged the narrow paths, making what he hoped would be enough noise to scare away any large predator.
 

To the right of the animal track he was following, the call of the sly hunters was almost continuous. As he careered forward he caught sight of the pack gathered around a tree out of the corner of his eye and he changed direction, charging through the undergrowth and screaming at the top of his voice. He had fought in a number of battles at Sarrat’s side, the most recent against Sandstrone’s desert nomads, and compared to them the sly hunters posed no threat at all; their growls and snarls just spurred him on with the need to get to his master before they did.
 

Before they could turn to face him he was amongst them slashing with his two swords at the lithe grey bodies as he fought his way through. Two collapsed as he cut their legs from beneath them and a third went down with a severed spine. He reached the centre of the pack and turned to face them, his back protected by the spreading everleaf the pack had been gathering around. There was no sign of a body but blood had run down the trunk of the tree and stained the roots at its foot.
 

Gartnor screamed something incomprehensible in fear and frustration and lashed out at the nearest animal, slicing through its jaw and sending the mutilated creature staggering back into its pack mates. The smell of blood from the freshly slaughtered sly hunters and the horse’s blood which soaked his cloak and clothes sent them into a snarling, snapping frenzy but when his sword ripped out the throat of the pack leader they quickly backed away out of sword reach. In relief he dropped the tips of his swords to the ground and relaxed his burning arms for a moment taking great gasps of breath to ease the pain in his chest and the pounding of his heart.
 

Bloody hellden,” he muttered to himself. “What the fuck am I going to do now?”
 

Around him the sly hunters snarled and paced back and forth but always just outside the reach of his swords. As long as he kept his back to the tree, his swords ready and himself awake he knew they wouldn’t attack but it had been a long day riding to Maladran’s tower from their last camp and before that, there had been endless days fighting the nomads.
 

He was exhausted and starting to feel the ache in every muscle as the adrenaline slowly left him. He needed a fire but dared not put his swords down to use his tinder and firestone. Instead he decided on a diversion to give him some room to move. It could only be a small one but it might give him enough time to find another way out of the dire situation he had managed to get himself into.
 

Carefully he propped the sword from his left hand up against his thigh where he could grab it in an instant if the pack regained its courage and attacked. He held the other sword out in front of him as far as it would reach, the tip wavering menacingly in the faces of the snarling sly hunters. With his free hand he unclipped the clasp on his cloak, pulled it from his shoulders and bundled it into a rough ball. It was still damp and stank of blood and dead horse. With a scream he took two steps forward and threw the balled up cloak as far over the heads of the sly hunter pack as he could manage. As he hoped the pack turned as one and fell on the bloody cloak, ripping it to pieces and snapping at each other over the scraps.
 

The diversion lasted only seconds but it was long enough for him to take another two steps forward, swap his swords for the knives at his belt and take a run at the tree. Everleafs had a smooth bark with a soft wood underneath and a hardwood heart. Their branches, two arm spans above the ground, spread wide with solid limbs more than able to take the weight of a man without breaking. This one was no exception and as Gartnor sprinted forward and leaped for the tree, he swung his arms and hands forward over his head and buried the two daggers into the trunk of the tree with all his force. It was a trick he had practiced as a boy but he had never tried it as a full grown man. His body slapped into the tree with a wallop and he gave an explosive grunt as the air left his body.
 

It was a desperate gamble and below him the pack snarled and snapped at his trailing legs. One of the sly hunters jumped and caught the heel of his boot so that he had to kick at it with the other leg to release the grip of the animal’s fangs. The movement loosened one of the blades buried in the bark enough to make him drop a finger’s length and making his heart skip a beat in panic. He scrambled to get some purchase with his knees and feet on the smooth bark in a desperate attempt to heave himself upwards out of the reach of the pack. As he increased his grip and started to squirm higher he looked up towards the branches he needed to reach and nearly lost his hold on the knives as a trailing hand reached down towards him.
 

“My Lord!” he gasped with relief as he recognised the royal signet ring on the calloused hand. 
 

He hauled himself upwards and with a powerful heave dislodged the loose knife and grabbed the proffered hand instead. It was stone cold and slick with blood but he hung onto it whilst he pushed himself up with the other hand, every muscle straining and the sinews of his neck standing out like knotted rope. Balanced on the handle of the remaining knife he released his grip on the king’s hand, grabbed his shoulder and pulled himself into the branches where he looked into the dead eyes of his king.
 

Gartnor rolled over the body and propped himself up between the forks of two branches where they met the trunk and stared at Sarrat’s remains. There was no doubt that he was dead. Two holes in his chest and another in his abdomen, where the demon’s talons had snatched him from his horse and pierced him through, had bled out. His body, which had wedged in the lower branches of the tree when the demon had dropped him, was bent backwards and his head, which rested on a branch, was twisted at an unnatural angle.
 

The Guardcaptain swallowed a sharp lump in his throat and his vision blurred. Sarrat hadn’t been an easy man to like but he had served the king faithfully all his life and had been at his side the night he took the throne. He had always followed his orders and had done his best to protect the man but now Sarrat was gone and he was alone. Gartnor wrapped his arms around his bowed head and wept.
 

*
 

He awoke to the sun’s early rays filtering through the canopy overhead, that and the sound of some large creature moving below him. Gartnor moved slowly, every part of him aching from the previous day’s exertions and stiff from the awkward position in which he had spent the night. He didn’t recall falling asleep and counted himself lucky that he hadn’t fallen out of his perch. Next to him Sarrat’s body lay cold and unmoving and even the blood had stopped dripping from the gaping wounds. The noise of movement below him prompted him to full wakefulness and being careful not to slip from his precarious position he stretched across the prone body to part the screen of leaves so he could see how many of the sly hunters remained.
 

The sight of a fully saddled and bridled horse standing beneath the tree took him by surprise and he managed a grim smile. It must have been one of their own horses that had unseated its rider and bolted when Maladran transformed into the demon. The reins were broken and brambles and twigs were caught in its mane and tail but other than that it appeared unharmed. The horse was startled and threw up its head when he commanded it to stand, but apart from a nervous flicker of its ears, the horse did as it was trained to do whilst Gartnor climbed out of the tree onto its back and then onto the ground. Closer to, he could see that the horse was covered in dried lather and was missing a shoe so he guessed it must have been galloping around for half the night before coming to rest where it felt safe in the company of men.
 

He took the trailing reins, tied them to a bush and checked through the contents of the saddle bags which were still slung across its withers. There was hard dry travel bread, dried meat and a few wild onions that the horse’s previous owner must have gathered on their journey back from Sandstrone. There was also a half skin of wine which he gulped down greedily. It wasn’t the wine that officers drank but the harsh acid red which was issued to the fighting men.
 

The rough liquid hit the back of his throat and burnt his stomach like fire causing his head to swim enough to make him stagger. He put the stopper back on the skin and hung it on the saddle pommel whilst he rummaged in the other saddle bag and pulled out the change of clothing he knew would be there. The shirt was crumpled and stained red from the desert sand and the breaches stank of beer and piss but they were in a better condition than the bloody rags he wore.
 

As he changed he chewed on the dried meat and journey bread, taking small bites of raw onion to give it some flavour and washing it down with a few sips of the cheap wine. It would have been more palatable if he could have made a fire and cooked a stew but he had no water or cooking pot; Sarrat’s troop had travelled fast and light. Instead he chewed the food, stared at the body in the tree and thought about what he should do next. He had commanded men since before Sarrat had become king but there had always been someone to command him and tell him what to do. Now he was alone and the task of deciding what was best was beyond him. He only knew that he had to get his master’s body back for proper burial so he concentrated on doing just that.
 

He knew that Great Lord Andron held all the lands north east of the forest and whilst Tarmin would probably be closer he would have to travel a day and a night just to reach the edge of the forest with Sarrat’s body draped across the horse. The chances of getting safely  out of the dense woodland and into the open countryside before the sly hunters picked up the scent of fresh meat was slight and he didn’t care for the idea of confronting them again. Andron’s estate was further away but the forest edge was closer, less than half a day’s ride, so most of the journey would be over open farm land and he was bound to find help on the way. Apart from that the Great Lord would know what to do with the body and how to go about finding a new king.
 

Using the horse to give him extra height he tugged on Sarrat’s dangling arm and tried to dislodge him from the tree but he was held fast between the forks of the branch. With a curse at his stupidity he climbed up onto the saddle and balanced precariously until he could heave himself back into the tree. Once there he tried to straighten Sarrat’s body so he could lower it to the ground but it had already become stiff and he realised that the only way he was going to get the body out of the tree was to break the corpse’s bones.
 

Gartnor wasn’t squeamish but it just didn’t seem right to him to do more damage to the body of the king as if it were just the remains of some peasant. Still muttering curses under his breath he lowered himself from the tree, retrieved the dead soldier’s blanket from behind the horse’s saddle and climbed back up. If he was going for help he needed proof that the king was dead otherwise the suspicious Great Lord would think that Sarrat had set a trap for him.
 

He tugged urgently at the ring with the royal seal on Sarrat’s finger but the finger had swollen and the ring wouldn’t budge. Unable to think of any alternative he took out his knife, cut the finger off and slid the ring onto his own hand, putting the severed finger into Sarrat’s pocket for safe keeping. As carefully as he could he wrapped the blanket tightly around the corpse, ensuring that any exposed flesh was covered and safe from the carrion feeders. Finally he tied the corpse to the branch so that nothing would pull it free and eased himself back to the ground.
 

By the time he’d finished the morning had gone and the sun’s rays had shifted to slant in through the trees at a different angle. Honey makers swarmed lazily in the warm still air and black buzzers crawled over the dried blood on the ground and the pile of discarded clothes. The horse was restless and in need of water and he needed to be clear of the forest before dark closed in. He marked the tree with his knife so that he could find it again, gave the wrapped corpse one last look and hoped that he had done enough to keep it safe from the sly hunters or anything else which hunted in the forest canopy. With that thought he climbed onto the weary horse and rode north east.
 

*
 

Gartnor stood as close to attention as his exhausted body and bound hands would allow as he thought of his journey. It had taken him longer to make his way through the close packed trees than he had thought it would so the sun had just set as he left the forest. He marked the last tree in a long line which went back to the everleaf in which Sarrat’s body lay and then he had travelled for most of the night without stopping using the North Star to guide him. Fortunately it had been a clear moonlit night which allowed him to guide his weary horse safely around the many ditches and walls separating field from field in Andron’s patchwork estate. When the North Star had dropped behind the horizon he stopped his horse, tumbled from the saddle and fell asleep on the ground beneath it.
 

Rain splashing onto his face just before dawn had dragged him from his exhausted sleep and he had stumbled onwards leading his lame horse down a muddy farm track that seemed to have no end. He was soaked through by the time he had eaten the last of his travel bread and had swallowed the last dregs of the sour wine. In the heavy rain which sheeted across the fields he had no idea how far he still had to travel to reach Andron’s manor house, but as there was no shelter nearby and he didn’t even have the protection of a cloak, he had no option but to keep going. Footsore, he had mounted his wretched horse and continued going straight into the wind and rain, which he guessed by its coldness, was coming from the north.
 

The horse died around midday. He had felt it shudder beneath him before it started to stumble so he had released his feet from the stirrups and rolled off the animal before it could crash to the ground and crush him. Whilst the horse took its last laboured gasps he undid the saddle and heaved the horse blanket free just as the last quiver left its body. The blanket was thick and matted and smelled strongly of horse and rotting leather, but it was better than nothing, so he pulled it over his head and around his shoulders to protect himself from the rain and the cold.
 

It was getting dark by the time he found the roadway which was lit by the moon that had risen from behind ragged clouds. He trudged on and eventually staggered to the gates of the fortified estate house where he dropped wearily to his knees. Despite the heavy rain the wind had died down but he still had to use the hilt of his sword to pound on the gates until someone heard him. Two guards, who were annoyed at having to go out into the wet, picked him up and dragged him inside where he tried to tell them who he was but they just took his weapons, his coin pouch and precious ring and locked him in a stone out house until morning. He had a vague memory of arguing with them and hitting one on the jaw but after that everything was blank.
 

Now he stood in the Great Lord’s stable yard with his hands bound in front of him and with four hostile guards surrounding him as they waited for Great Lord Andron to arrive. He hoped the Lord wouldn’t linger too long over his breakfast as he didn’t think he could stand to attention for much longer.
 

When the Great Lord strode into the stable yard Gartnor recognised him immediately. Andron was a tall man with red tinted hair and a drooping moustache of the same coppery shade beneath a long, thin nose. He usually wore bright red or orange clothing to set off his colouring but today he wore dark riding leathers and was armed with a heavy sword and a long side knife.
 

Gartnor had seen him many times at court dressed up in his finery like a coolly bird but, despite his flamboyant dress, he knew that Andron was the most intelligent, if not the most trustworthy, of the three Great Lords. At one time he had been a supporter of King Malute and had acted as one of his chief advisors but had been bright enough to make a show of changing his allegiance to Sarrat when he had taken the throne. Gartnor wondered what sort of king he would make.
 

Behind Andron stood his Guard Captain, a stout man of advancing years with a balding head and red nose from drinking too much grain spirit. He had once been a soldier of some renown but now looked more like a steward than a fighting man. Gartnor smiled to himself; if he played his cards right and supported Andron in his claim to the throne there could be a place for him at the new king’s side after all. He watched as the two men approached, coming to a stop an arm’s length in front of him before he gave a brief bow to the Great Lord.
 

“Where did you get this?” demanded Andron not bothering with an introduction but just holding out the royal signet ring in the palm of his hand.
 

“From the finger of King Sarrat, My Lord”
 

The Great Lord looked behind his prisoner as if he were expecting the King to be waiting there. “And where is the King?”
 

“I think, Lord Andron, I should answer your question in private.”
 

Andron took an angry step forward and raised his hunting whip. “How dare you, you insolent cur! I’ll have you….” He stopped in mid sentence and stared at the ragged man in front of him. “Gartnor? Captain Gartnor?”
 

“Yes, My Lord. We do need to talk in private.”
 

“Hellden’s balls, man! Whatever has happened to you?” Andron looked more shocked than Gartnor had ever seen him; including the day that Sarrat had announced to the Great Lords that he was their king. “Untie this man and get him some decent clothes, food and wine then bring him to my chambers.” He turned on his heel and marched back into his estate house with his Guardcaptain trailing behind him.
 

When he was escorted into the Great Lord’s chambers two candle lengths later, Gartnor felt considerably better. He had washed away most of the blood and grime and now wore clean clothes. They were the simple garments which a servant might wear, a white shirt and tan breaches, and were not what he would have chosen himself but they fit reasonably well and they were warm and dry.
 

The only thing that was missing was having his sword at his side and he felt uncomfortable and only half dressed without it. He had eaten two bowls of hot oats and half a loaf covered in dripping as well as a large pot of mulled ale. His head throbbed slightly from tiredness and some of his abrasions stung from the healer’s attentions but apart from that he felt reasonably fit.
 

“You look better,” commented the Great Lord waving the guards away and indicating that he should sit. “Now, where’s the King?”
 

“The King is dead, My Lord, killed by Maladran the black outside of his tower.”
 

Andron visibly paled and sat down heavily in the chair opposite Gartnor. “Dead? Please go on.”
 

“There’s not much to tell. We were fighting the nomads on the border with Sandstrone and had almost pushed them back across the border when we captured Prince Kremin, the Rale of Sandstrone’s son. Under torture he told Sarrat that King Borman of Northshield had been supporting Sandstrone in its invasion of Leersland from the start. Sarrat was furious and rode with a small troop back to Tarmin to raise another army to take north and have his revenge.
 

On the way he stopped to pick up Maladran but the magician changed into some sort of demon or dragon and attacked us. Its talons ripped Sarrat from his horse’s saddle and flew away with him. Everyone else was killed by the creature, but I managed to survive so I followed its flight through the forest and eventually found the King’s body in a tree. I couldn’t move it by myself so I covered it the best I could and came straight here marking the trees on the way so that we could go back and find the body and take it back to Tarmin for burial.
 

“And the ring?”
 

“I cut it from his finger to use as proof that what I am telling you is the truth.”
 

“Does anyone else know?”
 

“No, My Lord. As I said, the rest of the troop was killed by the demon. I was the only survivor.”
 

Andron stood and started pacing the room, a deep frown on his face. He paced back and forth until Gartnor gave up following his movements and stared longingly at the empty goblet of wine on the table in front of him.
 

“You know what this means? It means that the throne is empty; Sarrat had no relatives and no named successors. It means that the first person who gets into the fortress and places the crown on their head will be the next King of Leersland.”
 

Gartnor nodded and had he not been so exhausted or so preoccupied he would have heard Andron’s change of pace and direction. As it was he only had a moment to cry out as the Great Lord’s long knife sliced through his throat spilling bright red blood cascading down his simple white peasant’s shirt.
 

~   ~   ~   ~   ~

 






  

CHAPTER TWO

The Beast

 

The prisoner opened his eyes slowly and blinked into the almost total darkness, concentrating on the small square of light in the far corner where daylight filtered through an open metal grill in the wall high above him. He resisted the temptation to crawl towards it and instead closed his eyes and concentrated on his other senses. From the smell of stone and dirt he was in some sort of cellar far enough below ground for the cold to make him shiver but not so deep that light didn’t penetrate. The place also smelled of damp and he could hear the drip of water in what was otherwise total silence. The other smell was dried blood and he realized it was his own.
 

Carefully he sat up and winced at the sharp pain in his side. As he pulled himself across the dirt floor to prop himself up against the wall, the pain in his side spread across his chest and he gasped at its intensity. When he reached the wall he rested his head against its damp surface and winced again as the lump on the back of his head pressed against the stone. He gently felt the lump which was just above the base of his skull and his hand came away damp and sticky.
 

He closed his eyes to ease the pounding in his head and took stock of his injuries; slight concussion, a couple of cracked ribs and heavy bruising down one side, presumably from the heavy boots of Prince Newn’s royal guard. The fact that he was whole and the rest of him was relatively unharmed told him that the changes he had made to his appearance had worked well enough for him not to be recognized. Whilst he couldn’t see what he looked like in the dark, he was certain that his disguise still held. What he needed now was sleep and healing before they came back to question him again. He closed his eyes and was instantly asleep.
 

The man woke to the sound of his prison door being opened and shielded his eyes with his arms just before a torch was thrust into the darkness. Not that it did him much good as rough hands grabbed him by his arms, heaved him to his feet and pulled him up the stone stairs and into the daylight. He blinked to clear his vision and thanked the goddess for her gift of healing. The day was overcast and chilly but by the distant smell of baking bread he guessed it must have been early morning. His stomach grumbled as he thought about food and he looked over to the east side of the courtyard where he knew the communal kitchens were located.
 

This particular courtyard was a place he knew well; kitchens to the east, barracks to the west and stables, kennels and store rooms to the north. He had just come from that direction so his guess that he had been held in some sort of root cellar was probably correct. The south side opened onto an area of packed earth where the guards trained and behind that was the old king’s sprawling hunting lodge.
 

Beyond was the forest where the king and the highborn of Tarbis used to hunt wild tuskers and forest runner. He wondered if the old king’s son kept up the tradition. His question was answered when a small party of horsemen approached from that direction and he watched them until one of the guards pushed him to his knees and rested his sword on his shoulder a finger’s length from his neck, daring him to rise again.
 

Prince Newn stopped in front of him flanked by his two body guards and stared down at him. “Well, merchant, have you remembered where you’ve hidden the rest of your goods yet?”
 

He sighed; the prince had certainly grown up in the four years since he had last seen him. Gone was the thin sallow boy to be replaced by a remarkably good looking young man with broad shoulders, strong hands and deep, dark brown eyes. As it was, the Prince who had ordered him to be beaten, his hope that the vicious boy would have grown into a good and just man seemed unlikely.
 

“Your Highness, I’ve already told you I’m a poor merchant and the gift I brought you from the Rale of Sandstrone is all I have. Please believe what I say, if there was more I would give it to you.”
 

“Why should I believe you, merchant? Sandstrone is rich in gold and gems and all you’ve brought me is a worthless bronze tree with silver leaves. You may be old and ragged but if you come from Tallison’s court you’ll have far more to give me than that. Now where have you hidden the rest of your goods?” The ragged prisoner shook his head and dejectedly looked down at the ground between his knees. “Chain him up and let’s see if the touch of the lash will loosen his tongue.” 
 

He looked up in shock; this wasn’t at all what he had planned. Alarmed at what was about to happen he went to protest but before he could say a word the Prince gave the command to gag him. Two guards pulled him to his feet whilst a third forced a thick piece of rope between his teeth and pulled the ends roughly behind his head. He retched as the guard knotted the ends tightly over the lump on his head and choked as another pulled his shirt from behind, dragging at his throat and ripping it from his back. They dragged him across the courtyard and despite his struggles they shackled his wrists to the chains on the barracks walls and pulled his arms tightly over his head until his toes barely touched the ground.
 

“Well, merchant, I will give you one more chance to tell me what I want to know. Where are the rest of your goods?”
 

He shook his head, trying to get his thoughts together to prevent what they were going to do him, but when the first lash cut into his back the pain and shock scattered what little focus he had managed to gather. The second cut alongside the first, the tip of the lash snaking over his shoulder and drawing blood on his cheek. He tried to scream but the gag held his tongue down and cut at the corners of his mouth. Once again he tried to gather his focus but the third lash caught him high on the shoulders, the tip cutting his neck as it was withdrawn. The fourth crossed the other three and he lost control of his bladder. He sagged into the chains and after that there was just pain and fire and then oblivion.
 

When he woke again it was completely dark and he stank of blood and piss, sweat and fear. His back was a raging fire, his mouth was torn and blooded and his wrists were cut and bruised from the iron manacles. He shivered in the cold and longed for the water he could vaguely remember someone leaving in his cell.
 

Slowly he locked the pain away in a corner of his mind and focused his thoughts until a small ball of light flickered to life at the ends of his fingers. In its dim light he could see the bowl of water that had been left for him by the door. He eased himself to his hands and knees and slowly crawled over to it leaving a trail of blood behind him. The bowl of water was small, not enough to drink and clean his wounds, so he propped himself up as best he could and sipped the water, washing the taste of blood from his mouth.
 

“Damn fool. What would Allowyn say if he could see me in this mess?” he whispered to himself when he’d finished the last of the water. “Why couldn’t I do as I was told and just kidnap the Prince instead of going through all of this so he would have a chance to prove that there was some goodness within him?” He knew why of course; he owed it to the boy’s father who he’d served loyally for a dozen years or more.
 

He pulled the rest of his torn shirt from his arms and tore it into three ragged strips, wrapping two of them around his wrists to soak up the blood. The other one he used to wipe out the last of the dampness from the water bowl and dabbed the bloody cut on his cheek with it. “One last chance,” he muttered to himself as he lay down on the dirt floor, rolled onto his side and closed his eyes.
 

It was the small square of light shining in his eyes from the grill high up in the wall that woke him up; that and the sound of activity outside his cell door. He sat up and groaned at the pain in his back and the stiffness in his shoulders. In his sleep he’d accepted the goddess’s healing but not too much; it wouldn’t do to be completely healed when he was taken before the Prince again. Should Newn recognize him before he was ready to reveal himself then he could be in real difficulty. He checked his disguise in the square of light and chuckled to himself; ragged, bloody and dirty with three day’s growth of beard, made any other disguise unnecessary.
 

When his prison door opened he was still chuckling to himself but neither of the burly guards seemed to be amused by him or his stink as they pulled him to his feet and dragged him out of his cell. He stumbled in the bright sunlight and would have fallen if the two guards hadn’t had such a bruising grip on his arms. They marched him across the courtyard to where Prince Newn stood by a brazier warming his hands. When he and his escort came to a halt the Prince looked up and stared him in the eye. He shuddered, not just at the chill of the cold morning air on his bare chest, but the vicious glint in the Prince’s eyes. It reminded him of a beast just about to rip apart its defenseless prey.
 

“Well, old man, has a night spent in your own blood and filth jogged your memory of where you have hidden the rest of the gold and jewels you brought with you from Sandstrone?”
 

“Your Highness, please believe me I have no more gold and jewels, just the gift I have offered you. Please accept the bronze and silver tree and let me return to my home and family.”
 

“You lie. The Rale wouldn’t send me such a paltry gift as that.” The prince nodded to the guard next to him who handed him a thick gauntlet like the ones used by nobles to protect their hands from the talon’s of sky hunters. He pulled it on and flexed his fingers. “Hold him.” The Prince took hold of an iron rod which had been heating in the coals of the brazier and pulled it out of the fire. The tip glowed a menacing red. “Let’s see if this helps you to remember.”
 

“Enough!”
 

The prisoner clenched his fists at his sides and the two guards staggered back as if they had been hit in the jaw. He raised his hands and took a step forward focusing his power into the iron rod in the Prince’s hand. Instantly the red from the tip glowed brighter and spread along the rod and into the Prince’s gauntleted hand. The Prince screamed and dropped the burning metal, clutching the smoldering glove to his chest. He stared in disbelief as the figure before him shimmered and changed from the ragged, tortured merchant to the magician in his pristine white robes who he remembered from his childhood. “You!” screamed the Prince in anger. “Guards, take him! Kill him!”
 

Callabris took another step forward and the Prince retreated whilst around him his guards blinked in confusion and started to wander aimlessly towards their barracks. Callabris waited for them to leave until there was only him and the Prince in the courtyard. The sound of breakfast being prepared in the kitchen became muffled and then ceased and the fire in the brazier flickered out, the glowing coals turning to ashes. Even the early morning sky singers above them ceased to call as the sky dimmed.
 

Prince Newn, visibly shaken and still clutching his singed hand gave a small whimper of fear. “Callabris, my old friend and mentor, I didn’t know it was you. If I’d known it was you I would have gladly accepted your gift and would have made you welcome here. You remember this place don’t you? You and I used to stay here in the summer and go hunting with my father. They were good times weren’t they? We could do the same again, just you and me.”
 

Callabris said nothing but watched as the young man fell to his knees and began to grovel. “I am sorry, Callabris, I really am. I didn’t mean to hurt you; you must know that I would never hurt you, you’ve always been my friend.”
 

“Don’t lie to me, boy. You sent men to kill Allowyn and me, a foolish and stupid thing to do and if you had known I was not the merchant I pretended to be you would have done the same thing you tried last time.” He sighed again and took another step forward to stand over the Prince. “Ah, boy, what have you become? You are vicious, spiteful, callous and little better than a beast. Your land and the rest of the six kingdoms need to be protected from you.”
 

“Don’t kill me, please don’t kill me!”
 

“I’m not going to kill you, boy. I honour your father too much to kill his only child, even if you do deserve it.”
 

The Prince looked up and wiped his eyes on the back of his hand. “What are you going to do to me then?”
 

“I’m going to turn you into the beast that you’ve become. You will stay here with your guards to protect you and your servants to wait on you until the day you can demonstrate that you’ve learnt about compassion, mercy and justice. But don’t take too long, boy. If you haven’t changed your nature by the time the last silver leaf falls from the bronze tree I have gifted to you then you will stay a beast until the day someone stumbles upon this place and slays you.”
 

“No!” screamed the Prince. “You can’t do this to me, you bastard, I’m a prince and I’ll kill you for this!”
 

Newn stood and grabbed for the sword at his side but his fingers twisted and changed into bent claws in front of his eyes. He screamed again but his words turned into a throaty growl issued from a gaping maw lined with jagged teeth. The beast howled as its back bent and its arms stretched to match the length of its clawed hind legs. Thick fur sprouted across the muscular body, pushing off the remnants of torn clothing, sharp ears flicked forward and tusks protruded from the creature’s lower jaw. The only thing that remained of Prince Newn was his deep, dark brown eyes. The beast howled in anguish and tore at the ground with its claws.
 

Callabris shook his head sadly and walked away and as he did so a high wall burst from the ground taking the place of the pole trees and ornamental hedges which had surrounded the hunting lodge and its buildings. Stone monsters with claws and fangs settled on the top of the wall and the two sky hunters which rested on their perches transformed into two giant raptors with metal wings and razor talons. They rose from their places to settle onto the stone pillars guarding a high gate, which clanged shut behind him.
 

*
 

Callabris emptied his pot of ale, put the pot back on the table with a quiet click and leaned gingerly back against the wall in the corner he had chosen for his meeting. With satisfaction he licked his lips noting that everything people said about the ale in Vinmore was true. It was rich brown, smooth and clear with a distinctive nutty taste and perfectly complemented the meat pie he’d just eaten. He’d travelled the length and breadth of the six kingdoms, with the exception of Sandstrone where his kind were definitely not welcomed, and Vinmore’s inns were by far the best. It was a pity that Vinmore already had two magicians otherwise he would have settled there instead of in the cold of Northshield.
 

Even on Vinmore’s southern border with Tarbis, where traders and mercenaries passed to and fro, the inn was clean and orderly and busy too. He chuckled to himself; at least it was busy everywhere else except for a large semi-circle around where he sat. Despite magic being accepted as a part of everyday life in Vinmore, people were still careful to give a magician a wide berth, which was probably a good thing, as his guest, when he arrived, would not want their conversation to be overheard.
 

The downside of course was that he had been sitting in this inn for two days and had spoken barely a word to anyone except to ask the innkeeper for food and drink and a room for as long as he needed it. If Allowyn had been with him it would have been different. Allowyn would have been out and about in the border town finding out the latest news and listening to the gossip. Afterwards he would have returned to the inn and recounted what he had found, either seriously if the news had warranted it, or with cynical humour if it were the usual mundane gossip. If there was nothing to report, he could always be relied upon to initiate a discussion on the latest political maneuverings of the monarchs of the six kingdoms, or failing that, a debate on some obscure aspect of their calling.
 

However, Allowyn wasn’t here and he missed his protector more each day. Since their pairing they had been apart only the once when they had both searched for their brothers who had been slain but that had been many years ago. He had forgotten how alone he could feel without his constant shadow. Allowyn had taken the opportunity of his absence to visit the Enclave to renew his vows and he wondered if he’d managed to go there yet or if King Borman had him running errands.
 

Callabris sighed and contemplated leaving his isolated corner to go and talk to the local people who had crowded into the inn to have a pot of ale or a goblet of Vinmore’s famous wine before returning to their homes or wherever else they were going to sleep that night. Most wore the short tunics and long red breaches of vine workers, including three or four of the women. They gathered in a loose group by the door talking quietly amongst themselves. Next to them, closer to the bar, stood a group of mercenaries clutching pots of ale and laughing loud enough to cause annoyance to the vine workers; not that they would do anything about it with so many swords resting on hips ready to be drawn.
 

Apart from the four men who sat around a table with half a dozen bottles in front of them, the rest looked to be farmers or traders; too tired and grubby to be happy being disturbed by an outsider who wanted a chat. Callabris turned his attention back to the four men at the table with their selection of bottles watching them take small sips of wine, swish it around their mouth and then spit it into a spare pot which they passed around the table. It wasn’t difficult to concluded that they were vintners from different parts of Vinmore and as such would probably be educated enough to hold a decent conversation. He wasn’t sure how well they would react when a white robe butted into their private wine tasting but he was so bored that he was willing to take a chance of being rejected.
 

He stood, stretching slightly to get rid of the stiffness caused by sitting for too long and flexed his shoulder, grimacing at the ache across his back. Despite his healing powers he was still feeling the unpleasant effects of his brief stay in Tarbis. He picked up his ale pot, but before he could move to join the vintners, there was a commotion at the door and six guards in royal livery and carrying pikes pushed their way into the inn. The crowd at the door muttered angrily at the intrusion and stepped back into the mercenaries, pushing them further towards the bar. There was the scrape of metal as the mercenaries pushed the vine workers back and eased their weapons in their scabbards, but they decided against pulling their steel when the soldiers used their pikes to give their lord enough room to make a dignified entrance. Callabris sat down again and settled himself back into his corner to watch what would happen next.
 

The innkeeper, alerted to the change of mood by the clatter of weapons and the angry muttering of vine workers, put down the jug he was filling and grabbed the large club that he kept behind the bar. It was a good weapon with which to subdue trouble makers and rowdies. He pushed his way through the crowd with a determined look on his face, ready to sort out whoever was causing a disturbance in his well ordered inn. He took one look at the liveried soldiers and instantly stopped his forward march. Instead he bowed to his newest customer, trying his best to shuffle the club behind his back in the crowded space so that his exalted guest wouldn’t see it.
 

“My Lord Fallion, this is indeed a great and unexpected honour. May I welcome you to my humble inn.”
 

Lord Fallion looked annoyed at being hemmed into such a tight space and muttered something to the innkeeper which Callabris didn’t catch. He guessed what it was though and watched as the flustered innkeeper used his considerable bulk to move his regular customers aside so he could lead the regent of Tarbis across the inn to where he sat. Callabris stood and bowed briefly to the most powerful man in Tarbis, whilst the innkeeper pulled out a chair and cleaned off some non-existent dust with the cloth he had tucked into his belt. Fallion sat with a dissatisfied grunt and the innkeeper bowed and hurried away to fetch his best wine for his noble visitor.
 

“Callabris, it must be four years or more since we last met. I didn’t expect to meet up with you again, especially so close to the borders of Tarbis.”
 

“Lord Fallion, as always it is a pleasure to see you. May I thank you for accepting the invitation of my master to discuss matters of mutual interest.”
 

“Where is he? I expected King Borman to be here to meet with me, not his turncoat magician.”
 

Callabris smiled politely and ignored the acerbic remark. Fallion had aged in the four years since he had last seen him and the once smooth face was crossed with worry and frown lines. The once distinguished salt and pepper hair was now completely grey and the amused smirk, which he used to wear most of the time, had changed into a disapproving scowl. A downward tug of the lips with two deep creases descending from the edges of his mouth to each side of his pointed chin completed a picture of a very worried man. He tapped impatiently on the table waiting for Callabris to respond.
 

“How is the young master?” asked Callabris pleasantly.
 

“He’s damn well the same as he always has been, the bloody minded bastard, now where’s Borman?”
 

Callabris resisted the temptation to chuckle to himself. Clearly things hadn’t gone as well as Fallion had expected after he had arranged the murder of the Prince’s father and, knowing Prince Newn as he did, he guessed the boy had been making Fallion’s life a misery; a fitting reward for his treachery.
 

“You didn’t really expect the King of Northshield to come here and meet you in a public inn did you?”
 

“Where in hellden is he then?”
 

“In Northshield, where do you expect?”
 

“Here talking to me. That’s what the message said; he wanted to talk to me about a proposition of mutual benefit.”
 

“King Borman is tucked up safely in Northshield doing what kings do and I am here in his stead.”
 

Lord Fallion jumped to his feet, pushing his chair over backwards and glaring at the magician. “I’ll not waste my time talking to a turncoat who walks out on his master without a word!”
 

“And yet I am happy to deal with a traitor who kills his brother and his king so he can grab a throne.”
 

In a temper at having his time wasted Fallion turned to leave but the chair was in his way. He pushed it aside but as it fell the legs stuck out blocking his path. His temper even worse, he gave the legs a vicious kick which swung the chair completely around so that the back of the chair now blocked his path. One of his guards picked up the offending piece of furniture but instead of throwing it to one side he placed it directly in front of his lord. Fallion kicked it again and the chair fell backwards with its legs in the air but still in front of him and blocking his exit from the inn.
 

“Damn it, Callabris! Move this chair out of my way or I’ll have my guards run you through!
 

“The chair, like me, needs you to stay.” He sighed in annoyance. “Lord Fallion, I’m sure you haven’t come all this way just to look on the face of my master. His message said that he had something to discuss with you that would be to your advantage and that hasn’t changed just because he’s not here. Now, sir, please sit and listen to what I have to say.”
 

Callabris clicked his fingers and the chair flipped over onto its legs and the edge of the seat nudged carefully at the back of Fallion’s knees. With a muttered curse Fallion pulled it to the table and sat heavily with his arms folded stubbornly in front of him. The moment he sat the innkeeper came bustling over to the table and placed a newly poured flagon of Vinmore’s finest red wine in front of the regent.
 

With the same towel he’d used to wipe the seat of the chair a few moments before, he polished the two goblets he carried and placed them on the table looking extremely pleased with himself. He waited to pour the wine but caught a look from Callabris and hurried back to his bar. Callabris poured the wine and waited for the noise in the inn to regain its previous volume.
 

“My master sends his greetings and hopes that his cousin is in good health and high spirits.”
 

“Get on with it,” Fallion snapped.
 

“King Borman is genuinely concerned for your welfare and the welfare of your people. He’s heard that there is dissent in Tarbis and that opposing factions at court gather behind the Regent and the Prince. We are concerned that, without the aid of magic to help keep the balance, the situation could escalate into civil war which would damage Tarbis and could spread to the other six kingdoms. My master would not like to see Tarbis end up like Sandstrone; bereft of magic and in the hands of a fanatic.”
 

Fallion gave a bark of cynical laughter. “If you hadn’t deserted Tarbis and gone crawling to Borman this kingdom wouldn’t be without magic.”
 

“As I recall the assassins you sent to kill me were meant to give me a clear message that I was no longer welcome here.”
 

Fallion swallowed back his goblet of wine and put it firmly back on the table. “I know you will find this hard to believe, magician, but, as I told you before, I didn’t arrange King Hormund’s death. Neither did I arrange for you to be assassinated. Perhaps it was the boy; it’s the sort of thing he would do.”
 

Callabris looked at him curiously. “No, I don’t think it was Prince Newn, or at least not directly.”
 

“Then perhaps someone else is meddling in Tarbis’s affairs; there are others who would find this little kingdom attractive, including your King Borman.”
 

Callabris frowned and considered the idea and then shook his head and smiled. “One of the problems of being Federa’s servant is that magic is black or white, so we’re not good at unraveling the dirty grey of politics; we leave that to kings and regents.” He poured himself another goblet of wine and then regretfully decided that he had better not drink any more if he wanted to stay awake. “Prince Newn is a young man who has not yet learned what it is to be a king and until he has he’s a danger to himself, his people and the stability of the six kingdoms. Fortunately he has suddenly contracted a rare illness which will take him out of public life and out of your way for some time.”
 

Fallion sucked in a deep breath in alarm, looking genuinely concerned, and started to rise but Callabris waved him down. “The boy is unharmed and is confined to his hunting lodge with his guards around him to keep him safe and to keep unwanted curiosity seekers out. Nobody will be able to stumble on the place accidently and no man will be able to gain access, so you may find the place convenient to house the occasional long term visitor who you don’t want to hold in a more public place. I am sure they will be duly intimidated by the Prince’s changed persona. Newn’s absence from Tarbisian society will give you the opportunity to stabilize the kingdom and build good relationships with your cousin, who is most concerned about you.”
 

“And how long will this infliction last?”
 

“That depends. If the Prince learns how to be a king and gains the trust and affection of others there will be a very speedy recovery. However, if he doesn’t recover by the day he’s old enough to be crowned king, the affliction he currently has will be permanent, and you and your kingdom may wish to make other long term arrangements.”
 

The Regent leaned forward across the table and spoke in a low voice so others couldn’t hear. “I should be angry with you and Borman for interfering in the affairs of Tarbis but I’m not. You’re right, the boy was dangerous.”
 

“Don’t misunderstand me Fallion. My master and I cannot be seen to have any part in this that can be traced back to us. As far as the six kingdoms are concerned, the boy has an illness, and if at any time you accuse Borman or me of being its cause, then I will ensure that the illness really does become contagious. Do you understand?”
 

Fallion nodded with a disagreeable look on his face and pushed his chair away from the table. He turned to go but then returned to the table and emptied the last dregs from his wine goblet. “If at any time I decide that the people of Tarbis should find out about the Prince’s affliction and his lack of suitability to be king, would that cause you or your master a problem?”
 

Callabris smiled benignly. “As I said, the Prince has an illness. How you treat it is your own affair, but for his father’s sake, I wouldn’t want to see the Prince die of his affliction before he’s had the chance to redeem himself.”
 

Fallion smiled. “Thank you Callabris, I will keep that in mind.”
 

~   ~   ~   ~   ~

 






  

CHAPTER THREE

Journeys

 

 

The view took his breath away. It was different to Vinmore with its gentle rolling hills covered in vines and cool shady vales rich with fruit trees that produced the finest cider and mead in the six kingdoms. This was more like Leersland with its deep green horse pastures and everleaf forests, but the colours of Northshield were different than those of Leersland. The forests were paler, full of tightly packed slender silver bark, their leaves alternating between emerald and grey as the wind turned them on their supple stems. The fields also alternated colours, mostly the gold of ripening corn but many of them the creamy white of fibre leaf and shirt plant.
 

From his vantage point at the north east mouth of the Deeling Pass, Jonderill could see the winding snake of the Blue River sparkling in the sunlight as it wound its way from the north, separating Essenland from Northshield. Behind him and out of sight, the river flowed south through verdant pastureland and deep forests to separate Vinmore from Leersland. It would have been easier to follow the course of the river on his journey northwards, but that would have meant going into Leersland, which was not a good idea for a man with a number burnt into his arm and no freedman’s papers. In any case, if he’d followed the Blue River through the lowlands, he would have missed this breathtaking view.
 

His way ahead could clearly be seen; a grey ribbon of road crossing the river by the stone bridge and snaking its way into the distance to where Wallmore stood. From this distance it looked like a grey smudge on the horizon but, from what he had been told by those who he had met on the road, it was the largest and most unfriendly city in the six kingdoms. Having spent a part of his childhood in the kingsward compound in Tarmin, he found that hard to believe, but he had been warned.
 

Jonderill patted Sansun’s muscular neck and felt guilty that the horse’s fine silver coat was dulled by dried sweat and dust which had turned to the colour of mud in the last rain storm. He’d done his best to keep the horse groomed but, as they had climbed up through the Deeling Pass, they had both been soaked by heavy rain, battered by winds laden with grit and baked by the sun beating down between high rock walls. The last rainfall had left him feeling damp and itchy and smelling slightly musty. He guessed that he really didn’t look much better than his horse.
 

Sansun turned and butted him gently in the chest reminding him that he had stood for far too long in the one place and it was time to be on their way. Jonderill climbed wearily back into the saddle and Sansun set off of his own accord, picking his way down the rocky path until they reached the smoother roadway leading to the crossing over the Blue River. Despite leaving the mouth of the Deeling Pass when the sun had only just cleared the horizon it was late afternoon and two soakings later before they reached the narrow, stone bridge.
 

The Blue River might have looked blue and sparkling in the sunlight but under a dark, murky sky it looked a muddy grey, flecked with white caps as the gusting wind caught the top of the turbulent waves. A sturdy bridge with three arches crossed the swiftly flowing river, the stone dark and pitted beneath the arches and speckled with green and yellow moss where the spray from the river kept the stone constantly damp.
 

Two guards stood either side of the bastions at the entrance to the bridge with the tower and sword emblem of Northshield on their tunics and shields, a sword at their side and a halberd in their spare hand. Another two guards sat on a bench outside a stone building, which resembled a barn, bolt bows loaded and resting by their feet. As Jonderill approached one of them slowly stood and banged loudly on the barn door.
 

By the time Jonderill had come to a halt in the area between the building and the bridge and had dismounted, another guard had stepped from the barn and was walking towards him with the two bowmen close behind. He was dressed the same as the others except for the braiding around the cuffs of his shirt and a long brown cloak which identified him as an officer. Jonderill watched as the man looked him up and down, sauntered around his horse and returned to stand at arm’s length in front of him with his hands on his hips. The two bowmen took up position on either side of him, their weapons loaded and pointed at Jonderill’s chest.
 

“Papers.” demanded the officer.
 

Jonderill reached inside his jerkin being careful not to look as if he was drawing a hidden weapon. He removed the small scroll which had been sent to him from King Steppen and held it out at arm’s length. The officer took it roughly from his hand, unrolled it and stared at the contents, a scowl on his face.
 

“The mark of Vinmore ‘as no power ‘ere, this is King Borman’s bridge an’ if yer want to cross yer gotta pay a toll.”
 

Jonderill looked unsure; he’d never been in this situation before. “How much is the toll?”
 

The soldier looked appraisingly at the horse and then back at Jonderill. “Let’s say twenty Gellstart.”
 

He took a quick breath; twenty Gellstart was almost all the coin he had. “Does everyone have to pay that much?”
 

“They do if I says so.”
 

“And what if I can’t or won’t pay?”
 

“Then we takes it in kind see.” He nodded his head briefly to the two bowmen who dropped their bows and stepped to either side of Jonderill, drawing their swords as they did so. For a moment Jonderill thought of drawing his own sword but five to one was not good odds. Instead he gave a resigned sigh and unclipped the pouch of coins from his belt hidden beneath his jerkin. The guard snatched it eagerly from his hand and emptied out the contents, giving a low whistle of appreciation.
 

“Well, well, well. Looks like I didn’t ask for enough, did I?”
 

Jonderill stepped forward to protest but the two bowmen grabbed his arms and pulled him back away from their officer. Before he could say anything one of the guards punched him in the stomach making him double over, retch and gasp for breath.
 

“Den, ‘ave a look in ‘is things an’ see what else ‘e’s got.”
 

The guard by the bridge put down his shield and halberd and moved cautiously to the horse’s flanks giving him a nervous pat before rummaging through the saddle bags and dropping the contents onto the dirt. “There’s not much in here, just some food and spare clothes and this.” He held up the crumpled grey robe.
 

“What’s that?”
 

Den shrugged. “Looks like something me gran’ma would go to bed in.”
 

“Na,” said the other guard who had come to join the group. It looks like something Lord Callabris would wear only it’s too small and the wrong colour.”
 

Jonderill straightened up at the mention of the white magician’s name. “Leave them alone, they belong to me.”
 

Den ignored him and unwrapped the blanket tied behind Sansun’s saddle letting everything roll out. “Perhaps ‘e’s one of them magic workers.”
 

“Don’t be daft, do yer think ‘e would be letting us go through ‘is things if ‘e could work magic? The clothes aint worth owt but they’ll do fer cleaning me boots with.”
 

“What about these swords?” asked Den as the two weapons rolled out of the blanket and clattered to the ground.
 

“The new one should fetch a gellstart or two when we get back to Wallmore but the old bit of iron is useless. Now the ‘orse is a different matter, I reckon that under all that grime ‘es a real beauty.”
 

“I bet ‘e nicked ‘im,” suggested Den. “Got ter be a big reward for an ‘orse thief like ‘im.”
 

“Bet there is too.” The officer smirked at Jonderill and stepped forward to the horse, picking up its trailing reins.
 

“Sansun go! Run!” shouted Jonderill.
 

Sansun whipped his head around jerking the reins out of the officer’s hand and knocking Den to the ground with his shoulder. The officer staggered back cursing loudly and clutching at his hand where the reins had gouged a furrow through his palm and fingers. Sansun whipped his head back around again and snapped at the officer with his big teeth as he barrelled past, catching him in his upper arm with enough force to draw blood. Before the rest of the troop could move to stop him the horse was galloping away from the bridge, reins flying behind him, into the direction of the silver bark forest.
 

“Bloody animal bit me!” screamed the officer, clutching his upper arm. He turned back to where the bowmen were holding Jonderill with his arms twisted behind his back. “Yer goin’ ter pay for this yer bastard. Take ‘im out back an’ teach ‘im a lesson then lock ‘im in the wood store. Tomorrow we’ll ‘ang im from the centre arch as a warning to other ‘orse thieves who would try to trick us.”
 

*
 

Jonderill came slowly to his senses in the darkness, hardly daring to move as he listened to some small creature moving around in the back of the room where he lay. He hoped it wasn’t a gnawer; he hated filthy gnawers with their naked tails and sharp claws. The floor on which he lay was hard and cold and bits of wood chippings and bark pressed into his naked skin. His shirt had gone and he had vague memories of it being pulled over his head somewhere between them using their fists on his face and their feet on his body.
 

As well as his shirt his boots and his breaches had gone although he couldn’t remember them going. Pushing himself into a sitting position with his back to the stone wall, he winced at the bruises and split skin which covered the top half of his body and the welts across his back and his thighs. He didn’t recall them taking a strap to him but he had been beaten with one once when he was a small boy in the kingsward compound for taking another boy’s bread ration. He still remembered what it felt like.
 

Carefully he rolled his shoulders, moved his arms, legs and fingers and felt his ribs. Despite the beating nothing was broken which was a small mercy. The two guards were clearly experts at what they did, not that it mattered much if they were going to hang him in the morning. The thought added urgency to his assessment of the situation and once he was sure that the only real injury was a swollen eye he rolled to his knees and started to explore his prison. It didn’t take him long; there was a pile of chopped wood stacked at one end, solid stone walls around him, a solid wooden roof above and an even more solid wooden door locked from the outside. He tried to stand up but the ceiling was too low so he slumped to the floor in dejection.
 

“Where are you, Sansun?” He muttered under his breath before closing his eyes in misery.
 

When a gnawer ran across his bare feet, its tiny claws digging into his skin like small needles and its long hairless tail trailing behind like a dirt crawler, he woke with a start, jumped to his feet and banged his head against the low ceiling. He cursed loudly but remained as upright as he could in the cramped space. There was no way he was going to share his prison with a filthy gnawer, especially one he couldn’t see.
 

In desperation he thrust out his hand and instantly a small ball of light appeared in the centre of it. He blinked his one good eye in amazement. It had been nearly five summers since he’d last produced elemental fire and even then, with daily practice, it had been a struggle to maintain a small flame but here it was sitting in the palm of his hand with barely a waiver.
 

Now, with the light in his hand, he had his first chance to have a good look at his prison. The door was as sturdy as he had felt it to be with no handle on the inside and just a small hole where a key would fit into the lock. The walls were plain stone with no windows and the low ceiling was made of thick boards without any gaps which he could lever apart. The woodpile, where the gnawer had escaped to, was loosely stacked against the far wall leaving a gap between the top of the pile and the wooden ceiling. From what he could see of the far wall, it was only made up of a thin wooden partition rather than stone blocks which the other walls were built from.
 

“That’s it,” whispered Jonderill to himself. If he could just break through that wall he was certain the living quarters would be on the other side. If the guards were asleep and he was very lucky he might be able to make his way out and escape before they woke. He stood and looked at the wall trying to work out how to break through it whilst his optimism faded. There was only one way to get through the partition but by the time he’d beaten the wall down with chunks of wood from the wood pile the guards would be awake, armed and waiting for him.
 

He abandoned that idea and studied the wall for a bit longer, the flame bright in his palm but bending slightly towards the partition wall with the draft coming from under the door.  Then he smiled to himself. If he set fire to the wall sheltered behind the log pile, the wall would burn through and the slight draft from the door would send the smoke away from him to engulf the soldiers while they slept. Hopefully it would suffocate them before they realised what was happening. It wasn’t a terribly good plan but it was the best he could come up with and much better than waiting for them to hang him.
 

Jonderill lowered the flame to search the floor for wood chips and kindling which he could use to start the fire and noticed a grey bundle of rags by the door. Hoping that it was something which would burn well he picked the bundle up and discovered that it wasn’t made up of rags but was the old grey robe which the white magician had given him on his apprentice day. He tried to tear it into strips but the fibres wouldn’t part so, instead, he gathered up the scraps of wood and bark from the floor and piled them onto the old robe and then clambered over the top of the woodpile to reach the far wall. As he’d thought, the woodpile was loosely stacked which made clambering over it difficult, but it meant there would be plenty of gaps for the air to get to the lighted kindling. 
 

When he was near the far wall, he pulled back as many of the logs as he could reach and placed the scraps of wood and bark in a hollow between two thick branches. A memory of him once before having to light a fire when the need was desperate and failing miserably passed through his mind but he dismissed it; then he didn’t have elemental fire to light the kindling. He lowered the flame to the small pile of scraps and waited for the first wisps of smoke to spiral upwards before placing some larger logs over the top, leaving enough space for the fire to get going. It wasn’t as close to the wall as he would have liked but he was certain that it wouldn’t matter once the fire caught.
 

In the darkness he slithered back along the woodpile, cursing under his breath as the rough wood scraped against his already bruised flesh. He felt his way along the wall until he reached the locked door, the old grey robe still in his hand. It had been a very long time since he had worn the thing and he had grown since then but he thought it might at least cover his head and help to keep the spreading smoke from his eyes and nose. He pulled the rough fabric over his head and was surprised when it slid easily down his body far enough to cover his small clothes.
 

On the other side of the woodpile the flames didn’t seem to be doing much except for making far more smoke than he’d anticipated. Already the top half of the wood store was shrouded in smoke and suffocating clouds were beginning to roil along the ceiling and down the walls. As the smoke became thicker he started to cough so he lay down on the floor with his nose and mouth pressed against the small gap beneath the locked door, greedily sucking in air.
 

It occurred to him then that this wasn’t a good idea after all and perhaps he should have checked to see how damp the wood was before setting light to it. Dark clouds of smoke started to roll down from the ceiling and over his back in a thick grey mass smelling of rotting trees and mouldering leaves, stinging his eyes and burning his throat. 
 

In desperation Jonderill scraped at the hard packed earth at the bottom of the door, trying to make the gap big enough to put his mouth to it, but years of being trampled by solid boots had packed the earth to stone hardness. The smoke continued to fill the room, wrapping around Jonderill like a smothering blanket and he took one last gasp of fresh air before he was completely engulfed. On the other side of the door he could hear a scraping sound as if something metal was being drawn across the ground and the door rattled as something large pushed against it. He staggered to his feet desperately trying to wave the smoke away from his face so he could take a deep enough breath to shout.
 

“Sansun! Sansun, push!” He yelled, trying not to inhale the smoke. 
 

The door rattled again and he could hear the horse snort as it pushed against the door of his prison.
 

“Again, Sansun! Push again!”
 

The horse pushed again making the hinges and lock rattle but still the door wouldn’t move. Jonderill began to cough violently and in frustration and fear banged both hands against the door. Instantly he was thrown back across the room as the door shot open. He hit the wood pile and slithered to the floor, the smoke nearly blinding him. By the flickering light of the fire, which had at last ignited, he could just make out the outline of his horse as the smoke twisted and turned in its escape through the open door.
 

He crawled across the floor with his eyes closed until his hands found Sansun’s trailing reins and hung onto them, whilst Sansun moved steadily backwards dragging him out of the smoke filled building. Coughing and choking Jonderill staggered to his knees and then onto his feet, clutching at the saddle to keep upright.
 

“Go!” he coughed and, with him hanging onto the saddle, Sansun started walking away from the building following the course of the river downstream away from the bridge and into the darkness.
 

Jonderill staggered alongside the horse, trying to clear his head and lungs of smoke and fighting off waves of dizziness and nausea. Behind him he could hear shouting and when he turned to look back he could see a smudgy red glow through his steaming eyes. Putting out the fire would keep the guards busy for some time but it wouldn’t be for long. By the time they had put the fire out and gathered their horses he needed to be well away from the bridge. He pulled Sansun to a halt and clambered unsteadily into the saddle, still gasping for breath.  Sansun waited until he was settled and then broke into a steady trot away from the bridge as quickly as he dared in the darkness.
 

As the false dawn started to light the sky to the east Jonderill pulled Sansun to a stop and slid wearily from the saddle. The early morning was chill and he shivered where the breeze blew against his bare legs. He was blackened with soot and smoke, hungry, thirsty and sore from his beating. Beside him Sansun’s head drooped with fatigue and steam rose from his heaving sides in the cold morning air.
 

“We need a bath and some food and some sleep, old friend.”
 

Jonderill stroked the horse’s nose and felt helpless. Anything of any use was gone; his saddlebags with his store of food and clean clothing, his coins, his letter of freedom, even Plantagenet’s old battered sword had been taken. All he had was his old grey robe, a horse and a saddle. He felt carefully under the saddle flap for the hidden cloth bag which held the torc and sighed with relief as he felt its familiar shape. At least they hadn’t found that, not that it was much use in their current situation. He looked at the lightening sky and realised that they’d been travelling in the wrong direction, away from Northshield and back towards Leersland. They needed to go back in the other direction but as he stood there he was sure he could hear the distant drumming of hooves and the shouts of mounted men.
 

They couldn’t go back the way they had come otherwise they would run into the guards and neither of them were in a fit condition to go forward at any speed to escape their pursuers. As he stood there trying to decide what to do, wisps of dawn mist, touched pink by the rising sun, curled around his ankles reminding him of how close they were to the river’s edge. The mist rose from it in a thick blanket spilling across its banks and obscuring the other side. He thought that the far bank had to be a long way across, possibly further than he had ever swum before, and he had no idea how strong the current would be but the sound of galloping horses was getting louder and he had run out of options.
 

Being as quiet as he could, he led Sansun to the river’s edge and tried to make out the other side. With any luck the riders would gallop past them in the mist and wouldn’t see them swimming across the river. Once the guards realised that they had lost their quarry they would have to back track and when they found where they had crossed the guards would probably not follow them across the water but go back to the bridge and cross there. By that time he would either be far away or drowned.
 

“I hope you can swim, old boy,” he said as he led his horse into the water, the mist swirling over them and hiding them from view.
 

The sun was well over the horizon by the time Sansun pulled him out of the water and onto the far bank. With the last of their strength they staggered a dozen paces up the steep bank and disappeared into a small coppice of silver bark which lined the river. It had taken them longer to cross the river than Jonderill had anticipated, the current having taken them half a morning’s walk further down the river from where they had entered the water and the mist was thinning rapidly. Above the mist the sun shone brightly and sky singers flew in circles calling to each other. Jonderill collapsed onto the loamy floor of the small wood and instantly fell asleep. 
 

When he woke Sansun was contentedly cropping grass at the far edge of the coppice and his stomach rumbled noisily. At that moment he wished he could eat grass too. He stood up and walked over to the horse which looked no worse for his swim except that his mane was knotted and the saddle had slipped sideways and was sodden with river water. Jonderill removed the saddle and checked to make sure that the torc was still secure in its hiding place. The sweat and the dust which had marred Sansun’s silver coat had been washed away and, whilst he didn’t gleam, the horse looked reasonably well cared for. This was more than could be said for himself, looking like a beggar in the short grey robe and bare feet.
 

He pushed his fingers through his hair trying to undo the tangles and went in search of some food. In the bushes he could hear long eared hoppers moving about and he had seen their scat but he had nothing with which to catch them and not enough patience to make and set snares. He knew there would be fish in the river which he could catch but there might also be guardsmen watching the river bank for him so that wasn’t an option either. Instead he picked a few late berries and some fallen nuts that he’d found and settled on those. When he’d finished his meagre meal he headed back to his horse, retrieved the torc from the ruined saddle and together they set out for Wallmore. 
 

Riding without a saddle was a new experience for him and before the sun had set his legs were sore from rubbing against Sansun’s hide. Everything else ached with the strain of staying balanced on the back of the horse without the aid of stirrups. When they crossed a small stream which meandered away into some woods he decided it was a good place to stop for the night. He brushed Sansun down as best as he could with handfuls of dried grass and then collected some deadwood and used elemental fire to set it alight. After that he dug up some flour roots and wild onions which he placed in the embers at the edge of the fire to cook for his dinner. They were a bit old and dry and would be tough to eat but they were better than nothing. 
 

Whilst he was waiting for them to cook he found an old log and pushed it to the edge of the fire and sat with his arms wrapped around himself trying to keep warm in the chill night air. Painful memories of another night he had spent like this when he was a small boy and had just met Maladran passed through his mind. Despite what had happened he missed the black magician, in fact, he missed everyone and came to the conclusion that he didn’t like being alone.
 

The feeling left a hard lump in his throat and the thought of food turned his stomach so he slid off the log and curled up in its protection. He found himself listening for the calls of sly hunters but everything was silent except for the crackle of the fire and the scurrying of small animals in the bushes which faded away as he drifted off to sleep.
 

*
 

When the first light of morning touched the pale leaves of the white bark trees Jonderill had reached a decision. It was a day’s walk to Wallmore, most of it along the open road he had seen from a ridge the previous afternoon. He had learnt a lesson from his encounter with Northshield’s guards; a beggar riding a horse of Sansun’s quality was too conspicuous and was asking for trouble. It wasn’t that he thought the guards at the bridge would have made a report about a horse thief who had escaped them but, even so, one look at him and Sansun together would be enough to arouse the suspicions of most people.
 

It was far too dangerous to take the horse further and Sansun would be safe in the woods where there was plenty of food and water until he could return for him. He buried the torc in its black bag, explained his plan to the horse and then left him to walk away from the edge of the woods and across the fields towards Wallmore.
 

Jonderill had left the fields behind around noon and had joined the roadway concentrating hard on avoiding loose stones which would bruise his bare feet whilst at the same time watching the city becoming larger and larger as he drew closer. He had stopped twice on the road; once to drink at a roadside well and once to help a carter unload and then reload his wagon because a wheel spoke had been in need of repair. For that he had received two copper gellstart, a hunk of bread which was at least two days old and a much welcomed ride to the city gates. Now he stood in line with families and traders, journeymen and farmers, waiting to get through the main gates and into the city.
 

The walls of Wallmore were massive; nearly three times the height of a man and the depth of a horse and cart. Firing slits penetrated the wall at regular intervals and soldiers with bolt bows manned the ramparts. It was nothing like open and peaceful Alewinder. By the time he reached the gates it was almost dark and most of those who had been in the queue behind him had given up any hope of getting into the city before the gates closed and were setting up camp outside of the walls for the night. Four guards were already pushing the massive gates closed and another two stood ready to drop the locking bar in place as he squeezed through. They all scowled at him.
 

“Papers.” snapped an irritated guard as he walked up to Jonderill with his hand out.
 

Jonderill tried to look innocent. “I’ve lost them.”
 

The guard looked him up and down in disdain. “We don’t allow beggars into the city at night. You’ll have to go before I lock you up.”
 

“I’m not a beggar,” said Jonderill. “I’ve got money and I’ve come to work for someone in the city.”
 

“Prove it.” Jonderill pulled the two copper gellstart out of the pocket of his robe and held them out in the palm of his hand. “Now isn’t that a coincidence? Two copper gellstart is the tax for staying here overnight.” The guard held out his hand and Jonderill looked at him defiantly. “If you want to come into my city you pay what I say you will.” Jonderill sighed in resignation and reluctantly handed over the two coins.
 

“Now who is it you want to see?” asked the guard as he pocketed the coins.
 

“I’ve come to see Callabris, King Borman’s magician.”
 

The guard gave a bark of laughter and waved the other guards over. “This one says he’s come to see the white robe do some tricks. Well you’re out of luck mate, Callabris don’t mix with the likes of you and even if he did he’s gone and won’t be back for a season. You two, chuck him out.”
 

Two of the guards grabbed Jonderill’s arms and dragged him to a small gateway which another guard unlocked and held open. The guards pushed him roughly through the door and slammed it shut behind him cutting off the sounds of their laughter.
 

Jonderill stumbled on the roadway and fell to one knee grazing it and the palm of his hand on the gritty road surface. He swore to himself under his breath and slowly rose to his feet hoping that nobody around had seen his undignified exit from the city. On the trampled land around the main gate carters and merchants were setting up camp for the night. Those with hand carts and single pack animals had gathered in one area and already a communal fire had been lit.
 

There was the smell of cooking food in the air and, as he looked around, he could see people gathering around a large cauldron donating bits of meat or fresh vegetables to the communal pot. Others were unrolling bedrolls or heaping packs around the fire as the travellers staked out their claim to the best sleeping places for the night as close to the fire as they could get.
 

Beyond the communal fire the owners of the larger wagons and the caravan drivers were claiming their own space, parking wagons, seeing to their stock and lighting their own fires to cook their evening meal. If any had noticed Jonderill’s forced exit from the city they didn’t acknowledge it but carried on with their evening preparations as if it were a well ordered routine. Jonderill brushed the dirt and specks of blood from his knee and hands, looked towards the distant forest which was fading into the gloom and tried to decide if he could make it back to the forest edge before total darkness fell. 
 

The distant call of a sly hunter answered by its mate helped to make his mind up and he turned away, making his way carefully to where the communal fire lit up the outside of the city walls. As he passed the small hand carts draped with waxed covers to protect their contents from the evening dew, the smell of hot food coming from the cauldron suspended over the fire made his stomach rumble and his mouth water. It had been so long since he had eaten anything except burnt flour roots and over baked wild onions that the smell of fresh mushrooms, spiced beans and yard birds cooking together in a thick stew made his head spin.
 

He made his way through the small crowd towards the edge of the fire where two women, dressed in brown dresses tied at the waist with rough hemp belts, were cooking flour cakes on a hot stone. The younger of the two, with her hair held back by a scarf made of the same material as her dress, deftly turned half cooked flour cakes on a hot stone with a flat, broad knife. The older woman, as thin as a pike staff and with a sour expression, flipped the flat cakes off the hot stone and onto a platter which she held out to the people as they passed, nodding to each one as they took the offered food.
 

Jonderill took his place in the line but when he reached the old woman she pulled the platter of hot flour cakes out of his reach. “Where’s yer bit?” Jonderill looked blank and the old woman sighed in irritation. “What yer put in the pot, boy?”
 

“Nothing,” muttered Jonderill.
 

“Where’s yer coin then?”
 

“I don’t have any.”
 

“Then bugger off, this aint no charity fer bleedin’ beggars.” She shoved Jonderill out of the way and offered the platter with its hot flour cakes to the next person in line.
 

Jonderill went to protest but looking down at his bare feet, legs covered in dirt and poorly fitting robe he realised that he must have looked and smelled like a street beggar. He walked away with as much dignity as he could muster and made his way to where the bigger wagons and caravans were parked for the night hoping that someone would take pity on him. A number of small fires had been lit and pots of stew hung over several of them.
 

Others were tended by men or women who pushed wrapped bundles into the ashes to cook and one fire had a spit on two iron posts over it on which a pond wader roasted, dripping  sizzling fat into the fire. Everyone turned their backs on Jonderill as he passed by and ignored him except for one fat merchant huddled in a richly embroidered blanket and flanked by two armed guards. He followed Jonderill with his eyes as he passed and then spoke softly to the guard on his left.
 

Dejectedly, Jonderill walked to the edge of the camp and sat with his back propped up against a large everleaf; close enough to the camp to benefit from its protection but far enough away that the smell of hot food wasn’t a torment. It was a long time since he had been very hungry but he remembered the unpleasant feeling and the unhappy memories which went with it. He almost jumped when a tall figure coughed loudly beside him and he looked up to see one of the fat merchant’s guards standing next to him, relaxed but with his hand firmly on the hilt of his sword.
 

“My employer would like a word with you.”
 

Jonderill shrugged but didn’t move. “What does he want?”
 

It was the guard’s turn to shrug. “Don’t know, he don’t tell me his business but we’ve got a dozen wagons and not enough hands to manage the merchandise so perhaps he’s got a proposition for you.”
 

Jonderill looked across to where the caravan was parked well away from the others with its covered and guarded wagons. There seemed to him to be lots of people in the encampment, most of them armed. The camp’s fire was the largest he had seen and two huge cauldrons were suspended over it cooking more food than could be eaten by those he could see. The guard followed the direction of his gaze and gave a rough laugh.
 

“Stews about ready, could be that the merchant will exchange some of the surplus for a bit of hired help.”
 

His stomach rumbled again making his mind up for him. “Lead the way,” he said as he stumbled to his feet.
 

He followed the guard to the edge of the camp and then through the gap between two covered wagons grimacing at the smell of rotting flesh and animal waste as he passed by them into the light of the fire. The merchant sat in a portable chair as far away from the wagons as he could get. When Jonderill reached him the merchant looked him up and down with small beady eyes almost hidden in between heavy eyebrows and fat cheeks. He tapped a fat finger bedecked with rings against his painted lips and smiled. Instantly Jonderill knew he had made a mistake and took a step back into the guard behind him who gave him a shove forward closer to the merchant.
 

“Nice, very nice,” muttered the merchant. “Pity about the dirt but that’ll wash off. Is he alone?” The guard behind Jonderill gave a brief nod. “Good, I think I have a buyer in mind who would be pleased to purchase a strong young man.”
 

Realisation of what the smell had been from the wagons and what the merchant traded in suddenly hit Jonderill and he turned to run but the guard made a grab for him, catching his robe at the shoulder and at the same time hooking his bare feet from under him. Jonderill hit the ground hard and rolled, wrenching his robe from the guard’s grip and scrambling to his feet. Behind him another two armed men closed in blocking his exit.
 

He turned to face the new threat and in desperation threw two balls of flaming elemental fire at the approaching men. One of the guards knocked the ball away to one side with his sword but the other ball of flame hit the second man in his chest, igniting his tunic. The man screamed and rolled in the dirt to put the flames out and Jonderill took his opportunity in the confusion to run, but before he had taken two steps, a brilliant light and intense pain exploded in his head followed by total darkness.
 

*
 

Jonderill regained consciousness with a groan, his head throbbing in time to the beating of his heart. Wherever he was it was moving and his body and head was being jostled against a hard wooden floor. He came to the conclusion that he must be in one of the wagons he had seen in the merchant’s camp. When the wagon suddenly tipped into a pot hole his head banged sharply against the floor almost making him pass out again. His stomach roiled against the pain and the stench of the other bodies and their filth closely packed in the wagon. He tried to roll over and get to his knees, but his hands were firmly tied to rings in the floor so instead he turned his head to one side and vomited bile onto the wagon floor.
 

“Agh, puke, more stink,” croaked a voice next to him.
 

Jonderill turned his head away from the reek of his own vomit and tried to focus his blurred vision on the man who had spoken. “Where are we?”
 

“In Fubrig’s caravan on the way to Essenland’s silver mines, that’s if any of us live that long.” The speaker gave a hacking cough and spat red phlegm on the floor.
 

“But how? There’s no slavery in the six kingdoms.”
 

The man gave a cynical laugh. “Yer got anyone who’s goin’ to miss yer, boy? See, this is ‘ow Borman gets rid of those ‘e don’t want in ‘is kingdom; the ‘omeless and the beggars. ‘E sells them ter Fubrig and ‘e sells them to Essenland to work in their mines. Turns enough profit fer everyone ter turn a blind eye ter what’s goin’ on.”
 

“But King Porteous would never allow that to happen.”
 

“Where you been ‘iding mate? Porteous, the old windbag, don’t know owt about it, it’s that bastard Vorgret that does it an’ now that Porteous ‘as abdicated an’ Vorgret is king, there aint no stopping ‘im.”
 

Jonderill swallowed hard. It wasn’t the first time he had been sold but that had been as a stable hand and then a kitchen boy, being a slave and digging silver in a mine was a whole different matter. He lay back on the bouncing floor, closed his eyes and tried to think of a way out of his situation.
 

Without any warning he was thrown into the air and then sharply yanked back down again by the ropes around his hands which tethered him to the floor. Around him men screamed as they were thrown around from one wall to another as the wagon rolled drunkenly from side to side in its forward career over the rough roadway. The man he had been talking to was thrown into his side knocking the breath from him and then his legs were whipped away again as he lost his grip on the rings which secured Jonderill to the floor.
 

On the other side of the wagon there was a scream followed by a crack as another of the prisoners was thrown against the side of the wagon, his head hitting the rough metal side supports. Blood sprayed across Jonderill’s face mixed with the loose effluent which coated the wagon floor.
 

Jonderill tried to roll away but as he did so his world turned upside down. His body hit the wooden sides of the wagon with a thud that sent spikes of pain through every part of him and then he was yanked downwards with his feet scraping the top corner of the wagon until he was standing on the ceiling with his arms twisted behind his back and anchored to the floor above him. He balanced on his toes as the wagon swayed and settled knowing that his slightest move would break his arms or dislocate them from his shoulders.
 

An eerie silence settled over the wagon with only the occasional cough or groan to show that there were others still alive around him. Outside of his upside down world there were the distant sounds of clashing steel and the shouts of fighting which faded away into silence.
 

He really needed to relieve the pressure on his arms and toes but dared not move. Instead he took a deep breath and shouted for help but the rasping croak which was all he could manage was barely loud enough to echo around the wagon. He spat out the blood in his mouth where he’d bitten his tongue and tried again but the cry was still not loud enough to carry beyond the wagon doors. Flickering lights started to dance in front of his eyes and the edges of his vision darkened. Close to passing out he closed his eyes searching for a focus and with the last of his fading energy screamed out for help in his mind.
 

With his arms being slowly pulled from their sockets he balanced on his toes and fought to remain conscious. Next to him the man who had spoken to him groaned and cursed whilst someone at the far end of the wagon muttered a prayer to some unknown god. Above the noise he was sure he could hear the sound of running footsteps and shouted commands. He held on grimly as the rear door of the wagon was wrenched off its hinges and lantern light flooded the interior of the wagon. Men cursed and pleaded and wept as they were helped from the wagon and Jonderill collapsed gratefully into someone’s arms, moments before he would have passed out, as the ropes which bound his wrists to the rings in the ceiling were cut.
 

*
 

Jonderill woke to dappled sunlight playing across his face and an ache in his body as if he had been trampled by a herd of horses. He vaguely remembered being lifted from the overturned wagon and being given something sweet to drink, but after that, there seemed to be nothing. He opened his eyes slowly trying to work out where he was but from his position on the ground, all he could see were tufts of grass and the blurred shapes of people moving around him.
 

The odd angle made him feel dizzy so he closed his eyes again and listened to the sounds of a large camp. Men talked and called to each other and, somewhere to the right, he could hear horses move as they stood at a picket line. Closer by, a fire crackled, and he could feel the warmth of its flames on his back and the tantalising smell of food cooking on it.
 

The smell of hot oats and fresh bread made him realise how hungry he was, but more than that, it struck him that he could no longer smell himself; the smell of soot in his hair and the stench that had surrounded him in the wagon had gone. He opened his eyes again and started to mentally check his body for damage which, surprisingly, was very little. Beneath the blanket he was naked except for a cloth around his loins and two strips of linen around his wrists which gave off a vaguely herbal smell. Whoever had rescued him had gone to the trouble of bathing him as well, and apart from the aches and a few minor scrapes which had been covered in balm, he felt remarkably well.
 

“Good morning, you’re awake at last.”
 

With considerable effort and a muffled groan as his shoulders protested, Jonderill heaved himself into a sitting position clutching the blanket around him against the morning chill. In front of him stood a man with dark eyes and long dark hair pulled back and tied with a leather thong. He was older than Jonderill and had the build and stance of a warrior. The man was unarmed except for a baldric of small throwing knives across his chest but his clothes showed the marks where armour had recently been fitted. He smiled at Jonderill and held out a bundle of clothing and some boots. Jonderill had the feeling he had seen him somewhere before but couldn’t place him.
 

“These are for you. We’ve washed your robe which is still drying but, in any case, I think you will probably be more comfortable travelling in these.” He put the clothes and the boots next to where Jonderill sat. “When you’re ready come to the fire and eat.”
 

The man turned away and went back to the fire where a group of men were gathering around a large pot of food. Jonderill recognised the slave from the wagon who had spoken to him and was pleased that he had survived. Some of the others had clearly been the occupants of the other wagons by the way they were wolfing the food down, but most were young men dressed in grey uniforms who reminded him of his friend Barrin.
 

He dropped the blanket, pulled the soft green shirt over his head and then stood to pull on the slightly too large breaches which he fastened with a finely tooled leather belt. The leather jerkin and boots which had been left for him were made of good quality leather with fine stitching, and Jonderill smiled to himself at the absence of a sword. Clearly his rescuers were happy to clothe him, but giving him a weapon was another thing entirely. He walked to where his rescuer sat on a log by the fire, two bowls of hot oats dotted with the crispy rashers he’d smelled cooking and a pile of hot flatbread already waiting by his side.
 

“Thank you,” said Jonderill as he took the proffered bowl and sat. He slowly scooped the hot food into his mouth with the flatbread being careful not to eat too fast despite his hunger. The food was a delight and neither spoke whilst they downed the first bowl. Before he had quite finished a young man took the bowls away and replaced his with another bowl of oats, this time flavoured with a dollop of honey. The man bowed to them both before returning to the others around the fire.
 

“Thank you for rescuing me,” began Jonderill once the edge of his hunger had been sated. “I thought I was going to die in there.” He shuddered at the memory of what had happened. “Who were they and who are you?”
 

“So many questions!” the man smiled at Jonderill. “Fubrig was a slaver, not an official one mind you; slavery is frowned upon in the six kingdoms. He traded in men and sometimes women who were homeless and wouldn’t be missed and for a price relocated them to places where their labour and eventually their lives were stolen from them. He won’t be doing that again.”
 

“You killed him?”
 

“Yes and his cronies; they won’t trouble the roads anymore.”
 

“Is that what you do, stop slavery and the like?”
 

“No, although having seen the misery which Fubrig’s trade causes I almost wish it was my job. No, this was something special. I was sent to find you and to bring you into the safety of the goddess’s temple before your ignorance got you killed.”
 

Jonderill looked surprised and put his unfinished breakfast on the ground. “I don’t understand. Who are you?”
 

“We have met briefly before. My name is Allowyn and I am Callabris’s protector. My master is away in Tarbis at King Borman’s command and I have been using the time to visit Federa’s temple and renew my vows. It was the Goddess’s servants who sent me to find you.”
 

“I remember you now. You were at my apprentice day testing.” Jonderill reddened slightly at the embarrassing memory. “How did you know I was in trouble?”
 

“I didn’t but the Goddess did. She told her servant, the High Master, that it was time for you to discover your true calling and so they sent me and these armsmen to find you.  Tomorrow, after you have rested and eaten your fill, we’ll leave for the Enclave and the goddess’s temple.”
 

“And what if I don’t want to?” asked Jonderill hesitantly.
 

Allowyn raised his eyebrows in surprise. “You misunderstand. You don’t have any choice in the matter; you belong to Federa now.”
 

 

~   ~   ~   ~   ~

 






  

CHAPTER FOUR

Players

 

He stood in front of the full length mirror and studied the figure looking back at him. It wasn’t the first time he’d done that but today was different, today a king stood in front of the mirror and instead of the king’s heir, the new ruler of Essenland looked back at him. Apart from the crown nothing much else had changed though. He was still shorter than average with thick arms, hands and legs. His neck was still too short and so thick that there seemed to be no distance between his heavy shoulders and his jutting, square jaw. His skin was still pock-marked from the red plague which had almost taken his early life and his nose was still nearly flat from a mistimed sword stroke by a guard who later died as a slave in his silver mines.
 

What made all the difference was the crown he wore on his head. He might not have the lean body and type of looks his brother had, which made women lust after him, but he too had enough bastards to populate a small town. Laughing to himself he smiled at his reflection and decided that whilst he didn’t have his father’s ingratiating smile or diplomatic skills, nobody would dare ignore his demands. Like his mother before him, what he lacked in looks and grace he made up for in a belligerence and dogged determination that neither Porteous nor Pellum could ever rival.
 

Vorgret turned to present his other profile to the mirror, the one where a puckered scar ran from his ear to his chin and caught sight of the reflection of his father standing behind him. He still burnt with anger whenever he thought of how his father had always dismissed him in favour of his younger brother. As usual his father wrung his hands and grinned like a boy who had won a treenut competition. Porteous, Steppen and Hormand had ruled half of the six kingdoms with a soft skin glove, allowing the peasants to do as they wished, but now it was his turn. He would show them all that he wasn’t the compliant idiot they all thought him to be. Readjusting the crown on his head so it sat straighter and further forward he smiled at his father’s refection.
 

“Ah, my boy, the crown looks good on you but never forget it’s only a bit of metal. What’s really important is the way your people see you and the love that your people have for you. If you can keep a kingdom peaceful and prosperous as Steppen and I have done since before you were born then you will truly be a great king.” Porteous hesitated for a moment when his son didn’t respond; it was such a pity that Vorgret was his eldest child; Pellum would have made a much better king. “I know it will be difficult for you to understand everything that you are supposed to do as king but don’t worry, I will always be here to advise you.”
 

Vorgret swiped the crown from his head and threw it onto the table with a clatter before turning on his father. He took a threatening step forward. “You are a stupid, old fool. Do you think that doing nothing except fucking the wife of your best friend is the way to secure a kingdom? Don’t think for one moment that I don’t know that Daun’s my half sister and that you made sure that your son married her so that the two kingdoms would be joined by blood. 
 

“Well, listen to me, I’m not like Pellum; there’s no way I am going to fuck my own sister to secure my throne. If it wasn’t for me there would be no bloody throne. You used the kingdom’s wealth to make your life easy and the people happy but without me and my mines and the slaves I own, you, my prick of a brother and the happy peasants would be nothing. Now that you’ve gone I’m going to have everything. I’m going to be a real king and people are going to do what I say. I’m going to take the power of Federa’s servants and make it work for me. I’m going to take the Western kingdoms including that of my bastard sister and make them my own and I am going to do all of this without you or your advice or even your presence.”
 

Porteous stared at him in utter shock and disbelief.
 

“Guards. Take this bag of ancient bones and blubber and dump it outside of Essenland’s borders with a grey plodder, a bag of scraps and six silver gellstart. If he tries to return across the borders of my kingdom I will pay an equal bounty for his head.”
 

Porteous made to protest but four guards in his son’s new, black livery had already surrounded him and were bundling him out of the audience chamber before he could recover from the shock. Vorgret picked up the crown from the table and placed it back on his head before once again contemplating his reflection in the mirror. Yes, he thought, they all believed he was some sort of idiot to be confined in the north and away from court, but he had his own court with his own guards and his own followers.
 

Whilst his father and his pathetic brother had been bowing and scraping to Vinmore and the rest of the Western kingdoms, he had been creating the wealth which would make the other kingdoms grovel at his feet. He despised them for their weakness as much as they mocked him for being the heir that his father didn’t want, but he would show them. Sarrat had turned Leersland into a powerful kingdom and he had everything that Sarrat had and more besides. He looked again into the mirror and smiled in satisfaction as a dark figure reflected back from behind him.
 

“Ah, Sadrin, the black suits you as I said it would.”
 

The young magician stepped forward, his robes almost black except for the fleeting grey shadows which swirled around him like a maiden with her first ball gown. “Your Majesty,” he said, tasting the words on his tongue to see how they fit. “Your Majesty, the kingdom is yours and I am your loyal servant.”
 

“Yes, I know you are and together we will be great, far greater than even Sarrat and Maladran are. However, before we can show the rest of the six kingdoms just how great we can be, we need to turn this kingdom’s greedy nobility and lazy peasants into productive workers and obedient soldiers, willing to die for their king when asked. For that we will need a change in attitude and coin, lots of coin. To get that coin we need men with special skills and in the same way as I have chosen you and have nurtured your skills, I have been developing others to rise to the challenges before us. Are my guests waiting outside?”
 

“Yes, My Lord, and I assume by the way they are snarling at each other they are strangers and have not met before.
 

“Yes, that is so, so this should be interesting. Show them in.”
 

Sadrin walked to the plain door of the audience chamber and opened it. He beckoned the three men in whilst Vorgret took an ornately carved ebon seat with deep red cushions on a raised dais where he could look down on people but still see his reflection in the mirror. The three men lined up in front of him with Sadrin slightly behind them and all four gave brief bows.
 

“Kneel before your king,” commanded Sadrin, seeing a scowl cross Vorgret’s face at their lack of respect. Two responded immediately but the third hesitated until a blow from behind knocked him to the floor.
 

“Thank you, Sadrin, it was so good of you to remind my guests of their manners. Now gentlemen you may rise.” The three men stood and the one who had been knocked to the ground by the magician’s spell looked over his shoulder and glowered at him before returning his attention to the king.
 

“As my black magician has announced, I am now King of Essenland and it is time that the three of you repaid the investment I have made, in making your life more comfortable than you deserve and developing your individual talents. If you work hard you will all be very rich men with enough land, slaves and whores to keep you happy for the rest of your lives. On the other hand if you disappoint me or even dare to think that you would like to sit in this chair with a crown on your head, Sadrin will burn you alive from the inside out. Do I make myself clear?”
 

The three men nodded.
 

“Captain Bant.” The man on the left in the black uniform came to attention and saluted. Even without a sword at his side he looked dangerous; massively built with the scars on his arms and hands gained from a life as a mercenary. The calluses around his wrists identified him as a onetime slave.
 

“You will take command of my army. Take your men and dispose of the high command starting with Commander Stanis who was a favourite of my father. Make sure their heads are on pikes outside each barracks before the guards parade in the morning. When the first man complains I want the men in that unit decimated, messily, and then work the rest until they drop. If there is any dissent after that, execute the dissenter and his family. Once you have their loyalty you are to train them to be real soldiers in your image, not the dressed up fops my father allowed.”
 

Bant gave a sadistic grin and saluted again.
 

“Quim, you are my tax collector. You will go to every dwelling in the city, starting with the nobility, and assess their wealth. I want half of it as a first payment by the time the next moon is full and, as from now, all their warehouses and their contents belong to the crown. When you have finished with the city you will move into the towns and do the same with the merchants. Whilst you are doing that you will send your men into the villages to deal with the peasantry. You may dispose of anyone who objects unless they have any worth as slaves. 
 

Quim, tall and thin with sharp, pointed features and a scraggly beard on the end of his chin, bowed. He too had slave marks on his wrists. The third man, even more massively built than Bant with a patch over one eye under which an angry scar ran from hairline to ear looked eagerly at his king.
 

“Dorba, you’re my enforcer. You and your thugs go with Quim and make sure my decree is put in force. By the time you leave the city I want half the male population to have been conscripted into the army and any dissenters sent to the mines.”
 

Dorba grinned and slapped Quim on the back almost knocking him over.
 

“Well, what are you waiting for? You have your orders now get going! I want this kingdom changed and ready to go to war by the end of next winter.” The three men saluted and left.
 

“What task do you have for me My Lord?” asked Sadrin who had stood by without saying a word.
 

Vorgret stood and walked back to the mirror where he readjusted the crown which had slipped slightly. Behind him, reflected in the mirror, he could see Sadrin studying him closely. He looked too young to have so much power: young and innocent. The magician was young and naïve but he would change all that. The slave girl he had given him, a gift from Borman, would be able to teach him what he should know and when she’d finished with him there would be others who would develop his skills.
 

“Your job is simple, Sadrin, you protect me. You protect me from the army, the nobility and most of all, you protect me from those three thugs. When I need to teach them a lesson you will provide a display of power that will convince them that I am unassailable and when I no longer need their particular talents you will kill them.”
 

“And in return?” 
 

“Don’t be greedy, magician. Being alive and serving me should be sufficient reward. However, when I’m king of all the Western kingdoms, I will do as I promised and make you High Master of Federa’s Enclave, then you can take your revenge on all those who mocked you and ignored your talent.”
 

*
 

“Put more wood on that damned fire!” snapped Borman, pulling his thick cloak around him and staring morosely into the flames. Rastor stepped forward from where he’d been waiting at the far side of the ornamental stone hearth and jammed another cut log into the already crowded grate. For a moment sparks shot upwards and flames licked around the edges of the smouldering logs then everything settled back to how it had been before; glowing embers and grey smoke. Rastor refilled his king’s goblet with cold red wine and returned to his place by the hearth.
 

“I hate this place,” grumbled Borman. He took a swig of the red wine, pulled a sour face and thumped the goblet back onto the table. Red wine sloshed over the side and pooled around the goblet’s base.
 

“It’s cold and miserable and full of peasants and fishermen. I should have let the northern raiders have the land and be done with it, but instead I ride north with my army and play the hero. And what have I to show for it? Half the army with holes in them or worse, the other half down with the flux and me stuck here freezing my balls off.”
 

Rastor tried hard to keep the smile off his face but it was difficult. He had served Borman as his Guardcaptain for fifteen summers and knew all his moods. This one would pass quickly if he could find his master the right sort of distraction.
 

“The men will recover, My Lord and the lords of the north were extremely grateful for your intervention. Without you coming to their aid they would have lost their homes and their lands. As it is, only the coastal lords lost anything and most of that can be rebuilt using the wealth we took from the north men’s boats. And then there are the slaves we have taken. They have been particularly useful in raising the men’s spirits.”
 

Borman looked up and Rastor gave him a wolfish grin. “You have tried one?”
 

“Several, My Lord. They fight like demons but we have them chained so their claws can’t reach you but they do grunt and squirm as you plough them. Perhaps my lord would like to take his pleasure with one or two?” Borman shook his head and took a gulp of wine, grimacing at the acid taste. “There are a few boys worth having as well if you would prefer, My Lord. They’re not virgins any more but some are still tight enough to make the experience worthwhile.”
 

“No, Rastor, I’m not in the mood tonight for such pleasures. No, what I need is news. Is there no word from Callabris?”
 

“No, My Lord. We escorted him as far as the border of Tarbis and then left him there. His protector has returned to the Enclave and as far as I know he’s still there.”
 

Borman scowled and stared thoughtfully into the fire. “I shouldn’t have separated them. Callabris is too vulnerable to be without his protector and if anything should happen to Callabris I will be at a disadvantage. What I need is another magician; a black would be good but failing that another white who knows how to look after himself and has more ambition than Callabris and has less scruples.
 

“I wonder if there’s any more news of that boy we watched in Vinmore? Callabris was very taken with him and thought he had potential. That was some years back so he must have improved by now. Perhaps I should take a trip to the Enclave whilst I’m in the north and talk to the High Master and even sample some of the delights that the acolytes offer to important visitors.”
 

“Travelling through Essenland uninvited may be more difficult now that Vorgret is king,” suggested Rastor. “I hear that he has posted more men on his borders and that anyone who travels through his kingdom without his permission is taken for ransom or to work in his silver mines.”
 

“Don’t be so stupid. He’s hardly going to attack the king of Northshield on the way to worship at the goddess’s temple is he? Yes, that would get me out of this dreary hole and if the boy is there I could purchase him. With a magician like that at my command I could move into any of the six kingdoms any time I pleased. Even Sandstrone would fall before me. Talking of Sandstrone, has there been any news of my cousin?”
 

“None as yet, My Lord. The girl has been sent to Vorgret to serve his needs and I have returned Prince Iselin’s remains after my men had finished playing with him. It wasn’t a pretty sight so I expect Tallison will take his revenge out on Rothers and will return him in pieces at some time in the future. It’s a pity about Rothers though; he made a good body servant and he was the nearest thing you have to a successor.”
 

Rastor took a deep breath. This wasn’t the best time to talk about the succession but as he had raised the subject and had not been instantly dismissed he decided to continue. “Your Majesty, some of the lords have been talking amongst themselves and they are really concerned about the succession and what will happen to Northshield if you have no son to follow you.” He waited for the usual explosion of anger when the succession was mentioned but only received an irritated grunt. “Some of the lords say that you should name a successor and take them into your confidence just in case.”
 

“I bet they do,” snapped Borman. “What do you think would happen if I raised one of them up to be my heir?”
 

Rastor thought about it for a moment. “I suppose the others would be a bit put out.”
 

“You’re damned well right they would be put out. They would gang up in little factions and before I knew it, I would have a civil war on my hands with me in the centre of it. They’re like a pack of hounds; give them nothing and they lick your hands in supplication, give them a bone and all hellden breaks out.” 
 

“I never thought of it like that.”
 

“No, I don’t suppose you did think.”
 

“Well, what about taking a wife? Lord Drest’s daughter’s a pretty thing and Lord Tooley’s eldest is quite charming.”
 

“One’s hardly out of nappies and the other’s as fat as a grunter,” muttered Borman disdainfully.
 

Rastor continued despite his master’s acerbic comments. “Then there’s Lord Sullin’s youngest; she’s not married and I hear that she is quite something in bed.”
 

“They are all ugly, fat or sluts and none of them are worthy to be my queen.” He sighed in frustration. “The problem is that not one of the six kings has bothered to sire a female heir with the exception of Steppen and the Princess Daun but she’s married to that idiot boy, Pellum.”
 

“She’s a queen now that Steppen has abdicated.” Borman glowered at him but Rastor continued regardless. “Perhaps when you’ve taken Vinmore and got rid of Pellum you could marry her. I bet with her tits and long legs to push apart she’d be a great fuck.”
 

“Enough!” screamed Borman. “Get out!” 
 

He threw his half full goblet of wine at the wall where Rastor had stood moments before. The silver goblet bounced from the wall splashing the contents across the cream stone like droplets of blood. The door closed loudly behind him and he looked for something else to throw, but as there was nothing to hand he kicked the smouldering logs with the sole of his boot heel sending sparks flying upwards.
 

If there was one thing he hated it was Rastor’s crudeness and lack of insight, but he was right of course; Daun was the only real option and it would make his conquest of Vinmore just that bit more palatable to that country’s inhabitants if he married her and she gave him a son. A hesitant knock came at the door and he scowled as Rastor poked his head around the edge of the door.
 

“My Lord,” said Rastor quickly before Borman had a chance to shout or throw something else at him. “My Lord, there is a messenger just arrived for you from Captain Malingar.”
 

“At last. Show him in.”
 

Rastor opened the door wide and ushered a man in mismatched clothing forward. He followed him into the room and closed the door behind whilst the messenger went down on one knee and bowed his head waiting for permission to speak. Borman vaguely recalled the man as one of his veterans and one of those who had been chosen to serve with Malingar to make sure he remained loyal and wasn’t tempted to branch out on his own. He felt irritated that the man was here instead of watching Malingar for signs of treachery but clearly the man had ridden hard for many days; his clothes were splattered with mud and his face was grey and lined with exhaustion.
 

Borman nudged him with the toe of his boot. “Well?”
 

“Your Majesty, Captain Malingar sends his compliments and begs to report that King Sarrat has repelled Tallison’s nomads from Leersland at considerable cost to his army but with minimal loss to those you sent to assist him. Captain Malingar reports that he has returned to Tarmin and, as you ordered, has made contact with the rebels and awaits King Sarrat’s return.”
 

“And then?”
 

“I don’t know, Your Majesty, the captain doesn’t share his plans with his men but we have been told to treat King Sarrat’s returning army as our brothers in arms.”
 

“Good. Rastor, what do you think? You know Malingar better than me.”
 

“I would say he’s doing just what you commanded him to do by keeping Sarrat sweet and staying in his good books until you’re ready to move. If he can hand the rebels over to Sarrat when he returns that will get Malingar close to the king. It’s a pity that the rebel leader will have to be handed over though, I met her when I was delivering your gold to support her cause and she is something quite special. She’s meant to be King Malute’s daughter you know.”
 

Borman raised an eyebrow and looked questioningly at the messenger. “I believe so, Your Majesty, although I haven’t seen her myself.”
 

“It’s a pity Sarrat won’t appreciate her,” put in Rastor with a wolfish grin.
 

“It can’t be helped.” Borman poured himself another goblet of wine and stared thoughtfully into its depths. “When you’re rested you are to return to the captain and tell him to continue ingratiating himself with Sarrat until I tell him otherwise. And tell him to keep the girl from harm if he can.”
 

The messenger stood and bowed and then left the room as Rastor opened the door for him. He closed the door again and turned back to the king with a smile on his face.
 

“Take that stupid smirk off your face, this is business not pleasure. Now get those who are fit to travel ready to move. We leave in the morning for Wallmore and the rest can follow when they are able.”
 

“Yes, My Lord, and perhaps some entertainment?”
 

Borman scowled at the suggestion but then thought about it. No, I will leave the prisoners to you but do ask Lord Sullen’s daughter if she would care to join me for a nightcap.
 

*
 

Tarraquin looked at the smudged plan drawn on the back of an old shirt in charcoal and frowned. “I can’t make head or tail of this,” she grumbled. “It looks like a tangle of dirt crawlers have squirmed across it with dirty feet and have left muddy prints behind. It could be anywhere.”
 

Across the table propped up in a padded chair Jarrul studied the upside down plan trying to make out which lines represented the outside walls of the fortress and which were the corridors and rooms. He’d been a huntsman all his life and could follow the faintest of animal tracks through any kind of forest, but reading a plan, particularly such a rough one as the one on the table, was beyond him.
 

The other problem was that his heart wasn’t in it. The last time they had tried to get into Sarrat’s fortress it had ended in disaster. Half of the rebel force had been killed in the streets when Lord Tulreth had betrayed them and they had been the lucky ones. He and twelve companions had been captured and taken to Maladran’s tower where they had been turned into stone monsters and he had been tortured. If it hadn’t been for Jonderill rescuing him he would have died there.
 

He looked down at his bandaged hands and wrists and moved uncomfortably in his chair. The healer said he would recover despite being half a hand span taller than before he had became Maladran’s reluctant guest. It was unlikely that he would ever have the strength to draw a bow again, or the ability to creep quietly through the forest. Sometimes he wondered if putting Tarraquin on the throne of Leersland would be worth all the pain and death that had gone before. He would do almost anything for the woman he secretly adored but the thought of trying to get into the fortress again terrified him.
 

“What we need is someone who has worked inside the fortress and knows the passages and the way to the throne room. If they worked with my man Tordray, who is good with maps and plans, they could come up with something which would make more sense than this thing.”
 

Jarrul looked up at the man who had spoken as he leaned over Tarraquin’s shoulder and pointed at the plan on the table. He was tall with dark hair and dark eyes and at that moment his body was pressed against Tarraquin’s side and his lips were far too close to her ear for his liking. It wasn’t that he disliked Malingar, he just didn’t trust him. Until recently he’d been fighting the nomads on the border with Sandstrone alongside Sarrat and here he was plotting with the rebels to overthrow the very same king. It didn’t make sense. Why would a mercenary with nearly five hundred men to arm and feed change sides and align themselves with a coinless rebel?
 

He’d asked Malingar that question and had been told it was because he didn’t like Sarrat and his men preferred to support a just cause, but he didn’t believe that. Unfortunately Tarraquin did believe him, either because she was desperate for some support or possibly she was in love with the mercenary. Jarrul turned away as Tarraquin gave the Captain a broad smile.
 

“That’s a good idea. Perro here used to be a servant in the fortress when my father was king. Whilst they work on turning this into something useable we can move onto more important matters.”
 

She turned away from the table leaving Tordray and Perro pouring over the map and strolled across to the four comfortable chairs pulled up either side of the hearth. A small fire burnt in the grate and she put on an extra log on the fire before settling herself into one of the chairs. Malingar moved to the dresser and poured two goblets of wine, handing her one before taking the seat opposite her.
 

“It was a good idea of yours to move into this inn, it’s much more convenient than the camp in the forest, not to mention more comfortable.”
 

Tarraquin shrugged. “We were lucky to find a sympathiser in Tarmin who owned such a place and could be persuaded to take the risk helping us.”
 

Malingar laughed. “The promise of a rich reward and a knighthood from the future queen is always very persuasive. It’s not just the improved comfort which makes this such a good place to be though; it means that we have better access to information about Sarrat’s movements.”
 

“Has there been any news?” asked Tarraquin anxiously.
 

“No, nothing’s changed. When my men and I left Sarrat and his army, they were still pushing the last of the nomads across the border. Prince Kremin was Sarrat’s prisoner and without him the nomads are leaderless and more or less defeated, so there was no point in me and my lads hanging around any longer. If everything goes as it should, it will be at least two moon cycles before he returns to Tarmin, by which time, you will be sitting on the throne of Leersland and the people will be firmly behind you.”
 

“I wish I could be sure.”
 

“Don’t worry. When we are ready to move a squad of my men, supported by the remainder of your rebels, will take out the guards in the fortress, there’s not many of them anyway. The rest of my men will enter the city under Captain Dandon and will secure the barracks and city walls. If there is any opposition they will deal with it. By the time Sarrat arrives Tarmin will be firmly in our control.”  
 

“What about the men Sarrat brings back from the border war with him?” she asked. “Won’t there be enough of them to retake the fortress?”
 

“From what I’ve seen of them they are a rag tag lot. In any case they are going to be fewer in number than when they left Tarmin and weary from fighting the nomads for so long. If Sarrat wants to fight a battle outside of Tarmin’s walls, then it could be a close run thing, but with the city behind us I suspect most of the lords and their retainers will just drift away and leave him to it.”
 

“And what if they don’t?” asked Jarrul as he hobbled towards the fire supported by one of the rebels. He dropped gratefully into the chair next to Tarraquin.
 

“Well that depends a lot on you, doesn’t it?” snapped Malingar. “If you’ve done your job properly and have roused the city in support of their rightful queen there won’t be a problem. All those soldiers sitting behind Sarrat will have family and friends in Tarmin and they won’t want to fight and perhaps kill them, especially once they know that Tarraquin is King Malute’s rightful heir.”
 

“That’s all under control, isn’t it Jarrul?” asked Tarraquin.
 

“Our friends are talking quietly to all those who count and Tavlon is travelling the inns in the city with his ballad about the true heir returning to Leersland but if we are not to alert those who are loyal to Sarrat, or the royal guard, we have to be careful. It takes time to start a rebellion and overthrow a tyrant.”
 

“Time is something we don’t have much of.” snapped Malingar.
 

“That’s enough.” put in Tarraquin. “It doesn’t help to have the two of you squabbling all the time.”
 

“Even if the returning army doesn’t support him,” said Jarrul, ignoring Tarraquin’s admonishment, “Sarrat could still go to the Great Lords and raise an army from amongst their retainers.”
 

Tarraquin gave a cynical laugh. “If I know the Great Lords as well as I think I do they would rather cut Sarrat’s throat than help him to keep his throne. No, the Great Lords are not a problem; they have no power left and will sit on the side lines and do nothing.” She looked up as Tordray and Perro approached carrying a roll of parchment and looking pleased with themselves.
 

“Your Highness, Captain Malingar sir, I think we’ve found it.” They unrolled the parchment and propped it up on the spare chair. “It’s here,” said Tordray pointing to a thick black line which ran around the edge of the plan. “The track is outside the city walls not inside as we thought.” Tarraquin and Malingar leaned over to get a better view. “This is the entrance which is hidden by a gully so that it cannot be seen by the guards on the city wall. It leads to a passageway that runs inside the wall until it connects with the wall of the fortress just here.”
 

Perro nodded excitedly. “We always wondered why the two walls met at that spot and nowhere else.”
 

Tordray continued. “There is another passageway along the inside of the keep and two exits. It looks like one opens onto the courtyard behind this building and the other opens out into the throne room, either behind the throne or a bit further down.”
 

“The throne room entrance must be hidden by a tapestry and the other comes out behind some drapes and supporting pillars.” concluded Perro triumphantly. “It looks like the passageways are only wide enough for one person to walk at a time, but it means that we should be able to get into the fortress and the throne room without being seen.”
 

“Are you sure of this?” questioned Tarraquin. “I wish Jonderill were here so he could confirm it.”
 

“We are sure this is the way Maladran gets into the fortress without being seen,” said Perro firmly.
 

“If Maladran used the passageway it might be protected by magic.”
 

“I think I know someone who will be able to help with that.” They all looked at Malingar questioningly.
 

“And will your friend be able to help with Maladran when Sarrat sets him loose on us? I’ve seen firsthand what that black-hearted bastard can do with his dark magic,” said Jarrul bitterly. “If we can’t deal with Maladran, then none of this will work.”
 

Malingar started to respond but was stopped by the sound of shouting and boots pounding up the wooden stairs. He drew his sword and pushed Tarraquin behind him just as the door burst open. Captain Dandon rushed in flanked by two of his squad; all three had been riding hard and were covered in dust.
 

Dandon saluted briefly. “Captain, Your Highness. Sarrat has left the border and is on his way back to Tarmin in a hurry. He’s a day or two at the most behind us.”
 

“That’s it then.” Malingar sheathed his sword and took Tarraquin’s hands in his own. “We move now or not at all. Tomorrow, Your Highness, you will sit in your rightful place on the throne of Leersland.”
 

“Or we’ll all be dead.” muttered Jarrul under his breath.
 

~   ~   ~    ~    ~

 






  

CHAPTER FIVE

The Enclave

 
 

 The smell of roasting forest runner broke into his dream, out of place in the solitary darkness of a cold cell where he was chained to the wall. He licked his lips which should have been dried and cracked from being a prisoner for so long but instead they were moist and his mouth watered at the promise of food. At least his hunger made sense and his stomach tightened with the need to eat. He strained against the chains which held him and rolled onto his side as the iron manacles from his dream disintegrated and his nightmare dispersed like morning mist.
 

Unfortunately the ache in his back and shoulders was real enough but when he opened his eyes, speckled sunlight filtering through the everleafs lit up a large clearing alive with sounds and smells and activity. Jonderill blinked away the confusion and slowly sat up, ignoring the complaints of aching muscles and bruised flesh. He struggled to dispel the last remnants of his unpleasant dream, which still played at the edges of his mind, but the bustle of the campsite was pushing it further away.
 

The smell of roasting meat was coming from the fire at the centre of the camp, where two men in grey livery attended to a spit which held the carcass of the small forest runner. They took turns turning the spit and basting the meat with the contents of a small skin which made the fire spit and crackle as the surplus fell on it. On the other side of the fire another man in the same livery threw a handful of dried leaves into a pot of steaming water, stirring it gently. Beyond the fire a group of men with rolled up shirt sleeves brushed the coats of the horses or combed out manes and tails whilst one worked his way along the string of horses checking legs and hooves.
 

To Jonderill there seemed to be less horses there than there had been the night before, but as his recollection was a bit hazy he couldn’t be sure. A clash of weapons from the other direction made him start and he turned to watch six lightly armoured men face off in pairs going through the movements which the Cadetmaster had taught him and which once had been so familiar. They were good, very good, and he could almost hear Swordmaster Dilor calling out the moves. Instead Allowyn, minus his bronze armour and formidable array of weapons, called out corrections as the moves were repeated again and again.
 

Jonderill pulled himself to his feet, rolled up the blanket with which someone had thoughtfully covered him and took it to the neat mound of blankets stacked under a waterproof covering. His new shirt and breaches were crumpled from having slept in them, but apart from that and his stiff muscles, he felt better than he had done for several days. He picked his way over to the fire and took the proffered bowl of herb tea from the man by the cauldron. It was hot and bitter and hit the back of his throat like grain spirit, but by the time he had finished the bowlful, his head was clear of sleep and the echoes of his dream had disappeared.
 

Seeing Jonderill awake, Allowyn dismissed his men and joined him by the fire. “Good evening, I hope you are feeling better?”
 

Jonderill looked a bit sheepish. “Yes I am thank you. I’m sorry; I don’t usually fall asleep straight after breakfast, I don’t know what came over me.”
 

“Don’t think anything of it; it wasn’t your fault anyway. Dozo put a sleeping draft in your second bowl of oats. You needed the rest and some time to recover from the beating you’d taken.” Jonderill looked suspiciously down at the dregs of his herb tea and Allowyn laughed. “Don’t worry, it’s not something Dozo does often but as well as being our cook he’s also our healer. He would have asked your permission if he thought you would have given it so instead he asked me. I hope you will forgive us this once, I promise I won’t let him do it to you again.”
 

Jonderill nodded and smiled. “Do you always ride with a healer?”
 

“No, only when I’m on Federa’s business, then I take men with as many different skills as possible as I never know quite what we’ll run up against.”
 

Jonderill looked around the camp. “Where are the rest of your men and the others you rescued from the slaver?”
 

“All those we rescued were asked if they wished to join us at the goddess’s Enclave, but no one volunteered, very few do. So some of my men have taken them in a wagon to Vinmore where they will be safe. The rest of my men are either on patrol, on fatigues or are on an errand for me. We will stay here until they return.”
 

He took Jonderill’s empty bowl from his hand, refilled it and led the way to the log they had shared at breakfast that morning. “Jonderill? That sounds Esslandian, is that where you’re from?”
 

Jonderill shrugged. “I don’t know but it is unlikely; it’s the name that was given to me when I was a kingsward in Leersland. As far as I know I’ve never been to Essenland or anywhere apart from Vinmore, although I did set out to go to Tarbis once as I wanted to see the great ocean, but I never got that far.”
 

“What happened?”
 

“Some people I knew in Vinmore had a problem so I went back to help them.”
 

“It’s a pity you didn’t get there; the great Southern Ocean is worth seeing. I went there once with my brother; his name was Jonderill too which is why I thought you might have come from Essenland.”
 

Jonderill looked at him quizzically. “Where is he now?”
 

“Dead. He was a protector like me but he died trying to protect his master, or at least that is what we believe. Neither his body nor the remains of his magician were ever found although we are pretty certain that Tallison destroyed his brother’s magician when he murdered his brother to take the throne of Sandstrone.”
 

“I’m sorry.”
 

It was Allowyn’s turn to shrug. “Don’t be, we both knew what could happen to us when we took up our calling as protectors, but neither of us would have it any other way, you wait and see.”
 

“Have you always been a protector?” asked Jonderill curiously, not certain what a protector was.
 

“Aye, nearly all my adult life. I was called by the goddess in my twelfth summer which is a bit old for a protector to start training, but I’ve always had a bit of magic, you know, enough to light a fire or move small objects a short distance or open the occasional door. I think it was that which brought me to the attention of the goddess. I trained at the Enclave for ten winters before I was eventually paired with Callabris. I was beginning to think I would never be called to serve and would spend the rest of my days as an armsman like these men you see here.”
 

Jonderill looked thoughtful. “So not everyone who is taken to the goddess’s Enclave becomes a protector or a magician?”
 

“Good goddess, no. If they did there would be magicians and protectors everywhere and that would cause chaos. No, there is a natural order to things, ordained by the goddess and controlled through the High Master who is Federa’s voice and the master of all those who live, work and study in the Enclave.”
 

“Then if I decide to go to the Enclave with you I could spend the next ten winters learning to be just a man at arms?”
 

Allowyn frowned and shook his head. “As I told you this morning, you have no choice in whether you go or not. The goddess has called for you and even the High Master cannot override her wishes, although I heard that he doubted the wisdom of taking you in. You see most acolytes are called before their tenth summer and some are even born in the Enclave in the shadow of Federa’s temple.
 

“They all go there hoping they will become a magician, but those who have no power train to be the best at whatever talents they were born with, whether it’s blacksmithing, farming or healing or anything else. And everyone learns the use of arms in case they are called upon to become a protector and to be paired with a white robe that has come into their power.”
 

“What did you train as?”
 

Allowyn looked down at his feet and shuffled them around piling up a small mound of earth and leaves between his toes. “I had some magic so they thought I might be a white robe but I never got any further than producing a bit of elemental fire and opening the door to the wine store. I got into a fight in my third summer and accidently killed someone and after that, all the magic I produced got absorbed into my fighting skills.”
 

“I’m sorry.”
 

“Don’t be. Like my brothers before me I am one hellden of a good protector and I have a fine life travelling the six kingdoms serving my master. On the rare occasions when he cannot take me with him it gives me the chance to return to the Enclave to hone my skills and renew my vows to Federa. Callabris is a good man who I would be proud to lay down my life for should the need arise.”
 

“I would have thought magicians would have been able to defend themselves; Maladran never had a problem with that.”
 

Allowyn looked at Jonderill in surprise. “You knew Maladran?” Jonderill just nodded. “Maladran was of the black and has no need of protection unless it’s protection from himself. Callabris is of the white and cannot use his magic to protect himself or to kill another, that’s why he needs me.”
 

“What about Plantagenet and Animus?”
 

Allowyn gave a gentle laugh. “Both are retired from a long life serving the six kingdoms. In her wisdom Federa left them enough magic to live in comfort but not enough to cause themselves or anyone else any harm.”
 

Jonderill laughed. “You have clearly never been around Animus when he’s trying to use his wand.” 
 

They both laughed and sat in companionable silence for a while watching the activity of the camp.
 

“I can’t think why your goddess should take an interest in me; you’ve seen how much magic I have and that’s after being apprenticed to Plantagenet and Animus for more summers than I care to count. I probably have enough talent to make a mediocre armsman, either that or the goddess has made a mistake.”
 

“The goddess has her own reasons for who she calls and she certainly doesn’t confide in the likes of me, but when we reach the Enclave the masters will test you and if it’s Federa’s will, you will discover what your calling is to be.”
 

“Tests! What tests?”
 

Allowyn shrugged. “Everyone has a different test but nobody has been harmed by them yet.”
 

“There’s always a first time,” muttered Jonderill under his breath.
 

“It could be that Federa is seeking a new servant or even a protector for the future. Since the passing of Coberin there haven’t been enough white robes in the six kingdoms to maintain the balance of power so someone must come into their power soon.” Jonderill looked confused. 
 

“I am not permitted to say more but the masters will explain everything to you when we reach the Enclave. Until then I think I need to teach you how to use a sword so that you can at least protect yourself next time someone tries to take you prisoner against your will.” He held out his hand and pulled Jonderill to his feet. “The meat won’t be ready until moonset and some exercise will ease your stiffness.” He laughed at Jonderill’s look of uncertainty. “Don’t worry, I’ll go gently with you.”
 

Together they walked across the camp to the open area where Jonderill had seen the guards practicing with Allowyn earlier, stopping to borrow Dozo’s sword on the way. The protector handed the hilt of the sword to Jonderill and went to show him how to hold the blade but Jonderill ignored him, made a few practice swings and walked away to take up a defensive stance. Allowyn saluted in acknowledgement and took up his stand opposite.
 

Slowly they circled each other until Allowyn made the first move, a simple upward cut which Jonderill easily parried. Allowyn attacked again with a slightly faster diagonal slice designed to disembowel an opponent. Jonderill batted the strike aside and followed through with a straight cut at thigh height which was blocked with a move so quick that he hadn’t seen the sword move. He licked his lips nervously and moved back into a defensive position. Again they circled each other until Allowyn lunged forward and snagged Jonderill’s shirt at the waist and withdrew before Jonderill could react. A small bead of blood stained the shirt where the sword had nicked his body.
 

“First blood!” called one of the armsmen who had come to watch.
 

They circled each other again and this time Jonderill stepped into the attack with a head cut but before the strike could make any contact, Allowyn had moved behind him and the broadside of the sword landed with a thwack on his exposed back making him stagger forward and stumble.
 

“Second blood!” called the same armsman to a ripple of laughter from his comrades who had joined him.
 

Jonderill retook his defensive stand, his face flushed with embarrassment and his mouth set in a firm line determined to do better. He’d thought that he was good with a sword but he’d been a fool trying to show off his meager skills in front of this expert swordsman. They circled again and this time he concentrated on looking for the small signs of attack like the tensing of muscles before a lunge, but there weren’t any 
 

When the attack came it was all he could do to catch the blade on the hilt of the sword and hold it there against Allowyn’s pressure. Instead of increasing the pressure to force him backwards as he expected, Allowyn took a step back, slid his blade upwards and with a deft flick sent Jonderill’s sword tumbling through the air and onto the ground. Jonderill followed its flight and when he looked back the tip of Allowyn’s sword rested in the hollow of his throat.
 

“And out!” cried the armsman to a round of applause and some derisive laughter.
 

Allowyn withdrew the point of his sword and turned to glare at the laughing armsmen. There was instant silence and they all hurried away back to their duties. He walked to where Jonderill’s sword had landed, picked it up and handed it back to Jonderill. “You’ve been well taught but you’re a bit out of practice and dangerously overconfident.”
 

Jonderill grinned sheepishly. “Not to mention piss stupid and arrogant.” They both laughed.
 

“Let’s just practice some forms, shall we?” suggested Allowyn
 

Jonderill nodded in agreement and for the next candle length they practiced together with Allowyn working alongside Jonderill and correcting his movements as each form changed. Jonderill settled into the steady rhythm of the exercise, relaxing with the familiarity of what he’d been taught by the Cadetmaster and Swordmaster Dilor. When the last form had been completed and they had saluted each other he was gasping for breath, sweating and steaming in the cool night air like a horse after a long race. Next to him Allowyn was barely breathing any harder than normal.
 

He smiled at Jonderill and slapped him on the back. “Well done, we’ll make a swordsman out of you yet. Now go and wash up and grab some food before my men eat it all and leave you with nothing but the bones, horns and hooves.”
 

Jonderill staggered away to the stream and when he returned to the fire, Dozo had saved him several thick slices of hot meat and spiced wild onions piled on a platter of fresh flat bread. He sat next to Allowyn and devoured the food as if he had never eaten before and washed it down with gulps of sweet red wine from a large skin which was passed companionably around the circle by the armsmen. When he dozed off and nearly fell off the log backwards they all laughed and two guards helped him to where his blankets had already been laid out for him. He went to protest about taking his turn on watch but he was asleep before the armsmen had chance to respond.
 

*
 

He woke to the sound of the camp being broken up and realized that today he would be escorted by Allowyn and his men to Federa’s Enclave to face a future he didn’t really want any part of. For a moment he thought about leaving whilst everyone else was busy and just walking in the opposite direction but there was little point. He had nowhere else to go and his experience so far of travelling by himself was enough to put any sane person off walking the roads of the six kingdoms alone.
 

Jonderill rolled out of his blankets and did his best to smooth down his crumpled shirt and breaches. He wasn’t going to make a very impressive sight arriving at the Enclave like he’d slept under a hedge for a seven day. His shirt had a hole in the side and was stained with the dried sweat from the sword practice of the previous day and there was a grass stain on the knee of his breaches. He sighed to himself and thought how useful it would be if his clothes were made of the same stuff as a magician’s robe, then they would never need cleaning or mending. The idea made him think about his old grey robe and he wondered what had happened to it. Perhaps Allowyn or Dozo would know.
 

Jonderill folded his blankets and carried them across to where the pile of spare blankets had been. Now they were neatly rolled and strapped ready to be loaded onto the horses. The armsman in charge took the blanket from him and left Jonderill staring around the remains of the camp, which seemed a totally different place than the night before. The central fire had gone although the stones surrounding it remained. What was left of the ashes, which had been dampened down, were being carried away and tipped into the now exposed latrine pit. Two guards stood nearby with shovels ready to fill the pit in with earth and replace the cut turf. 
 

Most of the horses were saddled and those that were not were having a last brush down. The remains of the slaver’s wagon had been chopped up for firewood, which had been stacked next to the empty ring of stones waiting for the next traveler to camp there. Dozo stood on the other side using the stump of a tree as a table, wrapping packages of last night’s meat and flat bread into leather pouches for the journey. He saw Jonderill and waved him over pushing a chunk of hard cheeses and some travel bread in his hand before returning to his task.
 

With all the activity he hadn’t noticed that the only person who wasn’t involved in the preparations for departure was Allowyn. He looked around the camp site and was surprised to see him alone and fully armoured in the centre of the practice area. Jonderill wandered over and squatted on the ground nibbling his cheese and watched as the protector went through his exercises. Each movement was familiar to him; they were the same ones that all swordsmen practiced but he had never seen them preformed like this before with such speed and precision.
 

Jonderill watched as Allowyn moved seamlessly from movement to movement without any hesitation, firstly with a single sword and then with sword in one hand and his long, wickedly sharp knife in the other. His strange leather and bronze armour glistened in the early morning sunlight, and sword and knife flashed and blurred with the swiftness of cut and thrust. At the climax of the movements, when a swordsman would usually hold the pose of the final thrust before winding down, Allowyn thrust forward with his knife burying it at waist height into one of the four posts which had been erected in the practice area.
 

Then he was gone again, moving fluidly into a new set of movements. This time the movements were delivered at an even faster speed as Allowyn attacked the posts, cutting from every direction but with such control that each blow stopped fractionally short of its target. With each turn Allowyn pulled a knife from his baldric and threw it at one of the posts until each post had two knives buried in their wood at head height.
 

When the last knife had left his hand he drew his second sword from the scabbard at his back and without slowing repeated the forms. The final climax, when it came, was delivered with such violence that Jonderill took two steps back and stared in awe as the swordsman stood with crossed swords held a fraction from each side of a post at head height, his muscles quivering with the need to complete the move.
 

“Impressive, isn’t it?” said Dozo at his shoulder making Jonderill jump. “And you are privileged to see it but you’d better let him be for a while; it’s dangerous to go near him until he’s come fully back to himself from his devotions.”
 

“Thanks for the warning.” He turned back and stared at the protector who still held his pose, his body completely still, but every muscle tense.
 

“When he’s ready he will need a hand off with his armour and these.” Dozo pointed down to the towels, clothes and water skin at Jonderill’s feet and a large bag containing rags and oil.
 

“Should I help collect his knives or something?”
 

Dozo gave a bark of a laugh. “Only if you want one buried in your throat, young man. Nobody touches a protector’s weapons and lives, not even their magician. Just keep an eye on him until he recovers and make sure he towels off properly; protectors have been known to sometimes neglect such matters and I don’t want to have to treat him for a chill before we get back to the Enclave.”
 

He gave Jonderill a friendly pat on the shoulder and walked back to what was left of the camp site. Jonderill turned back to the practice area and could already see a change in Allowyn. It was as if oil was draining from a small skin, each part relaxing as the oil drained away. After a few moments Allowyn stepped back from his stance, gave the post a brief bow and sheathed his swords. One by one he acknowledged each post with a brief bow and retrieved his throwing knives and finally his long fighting knife.
 

When he reached Jonderill he didn’t say a word but waited patiently whilst Jonderill fumbled with the unfamiliar straps and lifted the heavy armour from his body. Underneath the metal strips the padded jacket was soaked through with sweat and he helped to pull it free of Allowyn’s body before handing him a towel and using the other one to wipe his back. His whole body was covered in thin white scars like spiders’ webs which criss-crossed each other and other scars which were larger and faded with age.
 

“Thank you.” croaked Allowyn between rasping breaths. He took the water skin, poured half over his head and drank the rest, and then pulled on his shirt and leather over tunic and piled his armour into his bag.
 

“I think I will just have time to clean this before the others return from their errand.” He smiled at Jonderill. “Have you eaten?”
 

Jonderill nodded. “Have you?”
 

“Not yet, not before my devotions, but I expect Dozo will have something ready for me; he’s a bit of an old woman like that.”
 

He led the way back to the remains of the camp site and dropped the bag of armour beside the log around the empty fire ring. Before he’d finished cleaning the first piece, Dozo approached with bread and cheese in one hand and Jonderill’s grey robe draped across his other arm. He held it out for Jonderill to take.
 

“It took a bit of drying but all the stains have come out.”
 

Jonderill held it up and studied the garment. “Many thanks for having a go at it. I think the sun has bleached it a bit but apart from that it looks as good as new.” He folded the robe in half and rolled it into a ball.
 

Dozo gave the protector a quizzical look and turned back to Jonderill. “Aren’t you going to wear it?”
 

Jonderill shook his head. “No, not unless you want these clothes back which you lent me.” He looked between the two of them. “Is something wrong?”
 

“No,” said Allowyn, “Unless…” He was interrupted by the sound of approaching horses which drew their attention. 
 

Around the camp the men stopped what they were doing and ran into a defensive line with Allowyn at its centre and Jonderill behind. A piercing whistle in the near distance followed by another announced the arrival of friends and the whole line of men relaxed their grip on their sword hilts. A dozen grey clad armsmen rode into the camp, tired, lathered and dusty and in the middle of them trotted a silver-grey stallion a hand and a half taller than any of the other horses. It barged its way through the escort using its teeth when one horse and rider were slow to move out of his way and walked up to Jonderill giving him a playful head butt in the chest.
 

Jonderill staggered back a step and then threw his arms around the horse’s neck. “Sansun! Am I glad to see you.” The horse gave a gentle whicker in reply.
 

“Any problems?” asked Allowyn.
 

The man at the front of the troop, who Jonderill thought was one of the leaders that had rescued him from the slave caravan, shook his head. “None at all. The guards at the river crossing were easily persuaded that it was better to return Jonderill’s things than to be dead. They were a little more reluctant to pay interest or damages but in the end they saw sense.” There was some laughter amongst the rest of the troop. 
 

“We had no problem finding the horse, in fact, he found us and as long as we didn’t try to mount him or lead him the horse was happy to come along.” He looked at Jonderill who was gently stroking the horse’s nose. “That’s a very special horse you have there; you need to be more careful about where you leave him.” He beckoned to one of the armsmen who came forward with a large bundle which he handed to Jonderill. “I think these belong to you.”
 

Jonderill put the bundle on the ground and undid the straps around it whilst the troop leader dismounted and took Allowyn to one side. Wrapped inside the blanket were his own clothes, the sword that Swordmaster Dilor had given him and Plantagenet’s old iron blade. The small bag of gold which had been a gift from Animus seemed to have grown heavier and the parchment with his pardon from King Steppen was noticeably more crumpled. The only things that were missing were his introduction to Callabris, which he no longer needed, and Maladran’s golden torc. He was sorry that it had gone but thought he was probably better off without it.
 

“Thank you,” he said to the armsman and then repeated his thanks to Allowyn. 
 

Allowyn nodded in acknowledgement and then moved Jonderill to one side. “They also found this.” He handed Jonderill a black silk bag. Jonderill loosened the neck of the bag and took a brief looked inside; the ruby eyes embedded in the torc glowed in the darkness. “Do you know what this is?”
 

Jonderill nodded. “It’s the torc Maladran wore.”
 

Allowyn gave him a questioning look and shook his head. “The thing is evil Jonderill. You need to keep it safe and out of sight until we reach the Enclave and then give it into the keeping of the High Master.” He turned back to his waiting armsmen. “Now that matter is dealt with we can proceed with the goddess’s business. When the horses are watered we’ll take Jonderill to meet Federa.”
 

*
 

Jonderill rode up next to Allowyn and pulled Sansun to a stop. They had been riding westwards for nearly three and a half days across increasingly barren hills and through small woodlands. The weather had been pleasant with clear skies and a slight but cool breeze. It seemed to raise the spirits of the men as they rode and they talked and laughed whilst Jonderill became more and more nervous. Standing next to Allowyn, in the clear morning sunlight, he could see right across the valley to the steeply wooded hill on the other side and the distant mountains which reached to the horizon.
 

The valley sides here were steep and rocky although further along the valley they were greener and less steep. There was only the one well ridden pathway winding downwards from where they had stopped and an equally steep pathway leading upwards on the other side. Neither pathway would give easy access for a large force if it wished to reach the valley bottom at speed. On the floor of the valley, surrounded by a patchwork of cultivated fields, stood the goddess’s Enclave, a dark and menacing presence in an otherwise green and peaceful setting.
 

Sunlight reflected off the crystals buried deep within the grey granite walls, but instead of rainbow colours, the reflected light cast deep shadows across the barren land around it so that the very outline of the city seemed to blur. A line of pillars stood sentinel on each side of the roadway leading up to a towering archway supported on either side by two turrets. Even from this distance Jonderill could see the soldiers who guarded their crenulated walkways. Other turrets and towers broke up the continuous line of the outer wall whilst close to the entrance of the Enclave, towering above the walls, was a huge dome which glowed the colour of dried blood in the early morning sunlight.
 

The size of the Enclave took Jonderill by surprise. He’d expected a small village built around a stone temple, but instead the goddess’s Enclave was the size of a city, and a well guarded one at that. He sat and stared at the dark city gates and the doubts that had troubled him since Allowyn had first told him of the goddess’s call grew tenfold.
 

“Impressive, isn’t it?” said Allowyn, breaking the silence.
 

“You never said it was so big and that so many people worshiped Federa here.”
 

Allowyn laughed at Jonderill’s surprise. “There are only ever a few of us who are devoted to Federa and worship at her temple but there are many many more who live and prosper under her protection.”
 

He pointed to the eastern side of the Enclave where a grey pall of smoke hung over a corner of the city. “Craftsmen all live and work in the east of the city and where you see the smoke rising, that’s where the metal smiths can be found. Smiths from all over the known world come to perfect and ply their craft there and the weapons and armour they produce is the finest in all the six kingdoms.
 

The High Master controls the sale of all the smiths produce ensuring that a balance is kept between each of the armies of the six kingdoms. The same goes for leather goods or silks or anything which would give one kingdom an advantage over the others. It has been that way since Federa brought magic to our land and I pray to the goddess that High Master Razarin has the strength to keep it that way.”
 

He pointed to the west side of the city where a large stone building with rows of windows could be seen rising just above the city walls. “That’s the House of Learning where the Enclave’s acolytes discover what their calling is to be. All those who wear the white and the black have passed through its doors.”
 

“It’s a big place for so few,” commented Jonderill.
 

“It would be if it were just for magicians, but the finest administrators in the six kingdoms and in lands beyond our shores have learnt their trade there. Everyone who goes through those halls learns the ways of the goddess and of peace and justice as well as how to keep records and accounts. It’s another way that the High Master keeps the balance within the six kingdoms.”
 

“And the protectors, where do they fit in all this?”
 

“We have no single place which is ours in the Enclave. We work with the craftsmen in their quarter or learn with the acolytes in the House of Learning or train with the masters in the area beyond the city. In between that we man the walls and attend to the goddess’s business. We do as the High Master commands until the day we are paired with a white robe and then we do as they command until the day we die.”
 

Jonderill raised an eyebrow, “That is a lot of doing what others command. I’m surprised that anyone would want to be a protector.”
 

“You’d be surprised how many do. As I told you before, being a protector is a good life and the greatest honour any armsman can ever achieve but only a few are ever paired, the rest are used by the High Master to maintain the balance of power in the six kingdoms or do his bidding.”
 

“It seems to me that High Master Razarin has a lot of influence and power without being a king. Don’t the other kings object to his interference?”
 

Allowyn shrugged. “The goddess’s representative has always been respected in the six kingdoms and until recent times the rulers have always followed his guidance and put the welfare of the six kingdoms before their own ambitions.”
 

Jonderill looked skeptical.”What about Tallison of Sandstrone? Killing your own brother to gain a throne seems ambitious to me.”
 

“We are forbidden to talk about Sandstrone. In fact, I shouldn’t be telling you about any of this; when the High Master wishes you to know something, he or his masters will tell it to you.”
 

Allowyn kicked his horse forward leading the way down the steep path and Jonderill watched him with concern, not certain if he had been reprimanded or not, as the rest of the troop followed behind. 
 

Only Dozo hung back and as he passed Jonderill he leant slightly out of his saddle so that the others couldn’t hear what he had to say. “Don’t you mind Allowyn too much; he gets a bit moody when anyone talks about Sandstrone. You see, he and his brother were very close and when his brother and his magician were killed Allowyn wanted revenge, but the High Master never allowed him to take it. Callabris and he are too valuable to risk their lives going into Sandstrone and it burns him up inside whenever it gets talked about. He’ll be okay again when Callabris returns.”
 

Dozo rode on to catch up with the rest of the troop who were eager to return to their homes and Jonderill followed behind, the only one reluctant to reach his destination. His reluctance increased as he approached the city and the shadow of the sixteen huge pillars crossed the cobbled roadway in front of him. Sansun slowed and then came to a halt as if he too was unsure if he wanted to go any closer to the Enclave. Jonderill looked around him and then up at the first pair of pillars.
 

The pillars were made of buff coloured stone and from a distance, looked to be plain, but up close he could see that each was carved with unfamiliar lettering and strange symbols. In between the unfamiliar words were strange creatures which seemed to twist and move around the stone pillars as if they were alive. Some were similar to the woodland creatures that he had grown up with or had hunted in Vinmore’s forest, but with parts of their body out of proportion or with extra claws or tusks, whilst others looked like demons or creatures out of a nightmare.
 

Jonderill urged Sansun to move forward to the next pair of pillars which were different again. Instead of creatures being carved into the stone, dark figures of beaten metal had been fixed to the pillars, their cloaks seeming to ripple and sparkle as the sunlight reflected off them. Sansun shifted nervously beneath him and Jonderill could almost feel the power radiating off them. He moved Sansun onwards where figures, some with wands in hand, had been carved into the stone. Other figures, smaller but wearing strange armour and with curved swords stood behind them interspersed with the outlines of cities with impossibly tall spires.
 

He moved on and stared in awe as thousands of tiny carved soldiers marched in columns round and round the pillars from their fluted tops to their broad bases. Some wore ancient armour and carried old fashioned wooden bows, whilst others looked like the soldiers of Vinmore or Leersland or any of the other six kingdoms. In amongst them, made of beaten bronze and fixed to the pillars, were protectors with their double swords. Jonderill tried to make out if one of them was Allowyn, but his search was interrupted by Dozo riding up alongside him.
 

“My Lord Jonderill, it’s not wise to stay in the shadow of the Pillars of the Allkinds for long, and in any case, you must come at once, you have been summoned to the High Master’s presence and he waits for no one.”
 

Jonderill felt a moment of concern. Allowyn had told him that it would be days, perhaps even a moon cycle, before High Master Razarin would see him, and he could use that time to wash and repair his clothes and become accustomed to living in the Enclave and the way of the masters. It looked like that luxury was going to be denied to him. Dozo rode behind Jonderill almost herding him forward and Sansun snapped irritably every time his horse came too close.
 

“Does the High Master usually summon people before they’ve arrived at the Enclave?” Jonderill asked.
 

“No, My Lord, never, or at least not since I have been at the Enclave and that is over thirty summers now.”
 

He jostled Jonderill forward again passed the other pairs of pillars, not giving him the chance to see what was engraved on them, and then fell back as Jonderill and Sansun reached the archway which was the main entrance to the city. Beneath the archway stood two severe looking men in grey robes, their hair cut short and their hands hidden in their wide sleeves. The rest of the troop had disappeared from view and only Allowyn remained kneeling to one side of the two grey robes
with his head bowed. Jonderill could feel Sansun tense beneath him as if he was about to bolt so he slid from the saddle and took hold of his bridle, gently stroking his long nose to calm him.

 

The taller of the two grey robes looked him up and down with a sneer of disdain on his face, whilst the other dismissed Allowyn with a wave of his hand. Dozo trotted forward and wrestled Sansun’s reins from his hands, giving him an apologetic smile before he led the horse away. Jonderill tried hard not to look as confused as he felt.
 

“The High Master has summoned you to his presence,” stated the grey robe who seemed to be in charge without bothering with a greeting. “You will follow me with your head bowed and your eyes lowered. You will not look at anyone and you will speak to no one unless you are commanded to do so.” 
 

Both grey robes turned away and started striding into the city and Jonderill followed behind. Just beyond the archway the cobbled road separated into two, with one road going east and the other west. Where they forked, a smooth pathway of red veined marble, like veins in a man’s hand, led straight on towards the huge temple building. Jonderill followed them along the pathway feeling a bit like a miscreant as people stopped what they were doing and stared at him.
 

He could hear their whispers as he passed them and even some sniggering laughter from a group of young men in short cloaks and light grey robes who lounged against a nearby wall. The pathway ended abruptly in a flight of dull red marble steps that led up to the double temple doors. They were huge, at least the height of two men and six arm spans across. Each door had a large metal ring at the edge of its centre post and was bound in silver and bronze.
 

When the grey robes reached the bottom of the steps they turned and glowered at Jonderill. “Remove your clothes and boots,” commanded the grey robe.
 

“Why?” demanded Jonderill looking defiantly from man to man.
 

“You will do as you are commanded or you will leave the Enclave immediately,” snapped the other. “And you will do it in silence.”
 

Jonderill hesitated for a moment trying to decide if he really wanted to be here and conform to their petty rules or if he should just take Sansun and ride away to find a different life. He thought of his attempts so far at travelling the roads alone and decided that a little bit of humiliation was probably going to be worth it. With a resigned shrug he removed his boots, noticing that a fairly large crowd had gathered behind him to watch and he tried to ignore them.
 

He took off his leather jerkin and folded it neatly over his boots followed by his shirt. A mumble of disapproval erupted behind him which was instantly silenced by a stern look from the grey robe. Jonderill self consciously fingered the faded brand on his forearm but wasn’t sure if it was that which had caused the comments behind him or the welts and bruises across his back. He looked down at the leggings which covered his ankles and feet and his breaches and then defiantly back at the grey robe.
 

“I said remove your clothes.”
 

Jonderill hesitated and then took a deep breath and removed his breaches and leggings doing his best to ignore the whispering crowds behind him.
 

“Enough!” said the shorter of the pair when Jonderill reluctantly started to remove his small clothes. “You will wait here until you are summoned.”
 

He waved a servant forward who collected the pile of clothes and disappeared into the crowd. The grey robes gave him one last disparaging look and turned their backs on him without saying another word. He watched as they climbed the marble stairs and disappeared through a small door to one side of the great doors bound in bronze and silver. Jonderill remained where he was, goose bumps starting to prick at his skin as a chill breeze blew over his naked flesh.
 

Feeling foolish he looked down at his feet and wished that he was standing on something warmer than marble. Behind him he could hear the murmur of the crowd and the shuffling of feet as people started to lose interest and move away to return to their own business. Uncomfortably he shifted his weight onto one foot and lifted his other foot off the smooth marble to give it some respite from the cold for a moment and then repeated the process with the other foot. 
 

He wasn’t used to the cold, especially standing in it with no clothes on and he tried to imagine the summer warmth of Vinmore to stop himself from shivering. When that didn’t work he concentrated on the building in front of him, counting the close fitting stone blocks which made up its circular wall. When he’d counted all the blocks he could see from his position in front of the great doors, he turned his attention to the people he could see moving around the building.
 

At first he thought they were wandering aimlessly along the side of the curved wall, but then he spotted a red brick pathway running around the outside of the building and realised it was the same people who were walking circuits of the building. He watched them as they passed through a tunnel beneath the marble steps and emerged from the other side to continue their circuit. At regular intervals, small alcoves had been excavated into the stone blocks with which the building was constructed. Some of the alcoves had wooden benches built into them, and occasionally someone stopped to sit in one of the alcoves either to read or talk to a grey robe, but none of those appeared to be the ones walking round and round the building.
 

Jonderill studied their faces as they passed him and decided they all looked as miserable as he felt, the only difference was that they were warm and he was cold. With the thought of being cold he started to shiver again so he concentrated on trying to discover who the walkers were and what they were doing. For a start they were all young men around his age wearing varying shades of grey clothing in roughly three styles.
 

There were clearly the rich ones in short cloaks and light grey robes decorated with embroidery at the edges who held their heads high and walked with a swagger. He’d met their type at Vinmore’s court; sons of the nobility who looked down on everyone else. There were five who wore short grey tunics and leggings and bowed slightly whenever they passed anyone who wore a robe. They reminded him of clucking yard birds pecking at weeds. The other two wore dark tunics, breaches and long cloaks and were heavily armed. They looked a bit like Allowyn only much younger.
 

By the time he had sorted the men into groups and had counted how long it took them to walk a circuit of the building, the sun had dipped behind the red metal dome. He was now standing in the shade of the building, and despite concentrating on other things, he was shaking with the cold. Irritably he increased the speed in which he shifted his weight from foot to foot in an effort to keep his feet from freezing until he was almost running on the spot, but it didn’t help much.
 

He even tried to produce elemental fire in the hope that the flame would warm his hands, but every time he tried, his focus seemed to be sucked away by the looming building. After his third failed attempt, he came to the conclusion that he’d had enough of freezing and being ignored and decided he would go and look for Allowyn or Dozo, even if he did look foolish walking through the streets in just his small clothes. He turned to leave and almost fell over the young man who had walked up behind him.
 

“My pardon, My Lord,” said the young man stepping smartly back out of Jonderill’s way. “I thought you might like to borrow this.” He held out the long grey cloak that he’d been wearing as he walked round and around the temple building and gave Jonderill a friendly smile. “I have finished my penance for today and will be returning to my rooms. I think your need of a cloak is greater than mine.”
 

“Thank you,” said Jonderill through chattering teeth. He took the cloak and gratefully wrapped it around his shoulders almost sighing with relief at the instant warmth. “Now I have this I won’t look quite so stupid walking through the city with nothing on but my small clothes.”
 

“You are leaving?” questioned the young man in alarm.
 

“Yes, I’ve had enough of standing here freezing my feet off and looking like a fool for no good reason.”
 

“You can’t do that; they’ll send you away if you do.”
 

Jonderill looked down into the earnest blue eyes of the young man and couldn’t help smiling. He was younger than Jonderill by at least two summers, slight and wiry, but with strong hands which rested on the two sword hilts at his side. He reminded Jonderill a little of Perguine the Pocket, only more innocent looking.
 

“Tissian! What in hellden’s name do you think you’re doing?”
 

Tissian gave an impatient sigh as he turned away from Jonderill and waited for the speaker to come to a stop in front of him. The newcomer was older than Tissian by at least four summers and was a good hand taller and much more muscular. He too wore a long cloak and double swords.
 

“What does it look like, Gellidan? I’m doing what a protector is meant to do and protecting this man from freezing to death.”
 

Gellidan gave Jonderill a brief appraisal and then ignored him. “If the masters have left him out here to be cleansed then that is their business and not yours. You’re not a protector yet and if you interfere you will do more penance than just walking the temple for a day. Now get your cloak and return with me to the chapter house and I will say nothing to the masters about your disobedience.”
 

“No.” said Tissian defiantly.
 

“That’s an order not a request.”
 

“No.” repeated Tissian pulling himself up taller and taking a step forward, his hands planted firmly on the hilts of his swords. “This man is under my protection, so if you want to remove the cloak that he wears, you will have to go through me.”
 

“You’ll not disobey my order; I’m the senior protector here.” 
 

Gellidan pulled his swords threateningly from their scabbards, but before he could go further, Jonderill stepped between the two of them and held up his hands to stop them both. There was a sudden flash of bright light and Jonderill jumped back in shock whilst Gellidan’s swords went spinning from his hands and across the marble floor with a loud clatter. 
 

“What is the meaning of this?” demanded the taller of the two grey robes who had left Jonderill standing outside the temple earlier. He hurried down the marble steps and immediately both Tissian and Gellidan fell to one knee and bowed their heads.
 

“You,” he said glaring at Jonderill, “were told to stand there and wait to be summoned by the High Master, not to start fights between two acolytes.” He turned to the two kneeling men. “This is not what is expected from two acolytes who aspire to be protectors. You will both return to the chapter house and you, Tissian, will wait on the pleasure of the Master of Penance. Gellidan, collect your swords and beg the goddess’s forgiveness for defiling them and you, boy, take back your cloak.”
 

They both stood, but whilst Gellidan went to collect his fallen weapons Tissian stood his ground and looked rebelliously at the grey robe. Before he could protest and make matters worse Jonderill slipped the cloak from his shoulders and handed it back to him.
 

“Thank you for the loan of your cloak; it’s the only kindness I have been shown since I arrived here and I won’t forget it.”
 

Tissian took the cloak and gave Jonderill a deep bow and the grey robe a cursory nod before turning and following Gellidan along the pathway away from the temple building. The grey robe went to say something to Jonderill but changed his mind. Instead, he walked back to the temple building and beckoned Jonderill to follow him. Jonderill walked quickly behind him, up the marble steps and through the small door expecting the inside of the temple building to be dark and gloomy.
 

Instead, hundreds of oil lamps lit up a large hallway with passageways leading off it. In between the entrances to the passageways were a number of doors and men in grey robes or grey tunics were busy going in and out with rolls of parchment or leather bound books. The walls were the same grey stone as the outside of the temple, but instead of marble, the floor was made of polished wood which shone a deep red from the light which filtered in from the dome above.
 

Jonderill stopped to look around him for a moment, staring at the huge dome which curved overhead without any visible sign of support. The grey robe ignored him and hurried towards the largest set of doors which were firmly closed at the other side of the hallway. When he reached them he turned back and impatiently beckoned Jonderill over to where he stood. Jonderill reluctantly obeyed feeling even more out of place inside the building than he had outside.
 

Two guards in blue and gold uniforms stood to attention beside the door, armed with sheathed swords and halberds. One of them eyed Jonderill suspiciously and the other hid a smirk making him wish he still had Tissian’s cloak to cover him instead of standing there in his small clothes. The grey robe spoke to one of the guards, knocked on the door and opened it indicating that Jonderill should enter. As he walked forward into the room he had to hold back a sigh of relief as its warmth enveloped him and his feet sank into a deep piled carpet. The door closed behind him leaving him alone with the crimson robed man who sat behind a large weiswald desk. In the centre of the desk lay Jonderill’s old grey robe and Maladran’s golden torc.
 

“Welcome to Federa’s Enclave, Jonderill. Allowyn tells me that you’ve had a difficult journey and that the goddess’s protector only just arrived in time to save you from further harm.”
 

The man stood and walked from behind his desk appraising Jonderill as he circled him, stopping for a moment to inspect the welts on his back and the other abrasions he’d gathered on his travels. Jonderill remained silent, uncomfortable with being inspected like a prized horse and unsure of what he was supposed to do. The old man returned to his desk and fingered the grey robe before turning back to Jonderill and giving him a brief but insincere smile.
 

“You must forgive us for our less than warm welcome; I was busy and the masters can sometimes be over zealous in their work.” He picked up the grey robe and held it out to Jonderill. “I’m sure you will feel more comfortable with some clothes on and something warm inside of you, and then we can talk about your future here and how we, who serve the goddess, can help you.”
 

Jonderill made no move to take the robe but just looked at the man in front of him. He was as tall as Jonderill but with a heavier build and had the look of someone who used to be fit and active but had gone to seed. The man’s face, framed by medium length hair the colour of squeaker fur, had deep frown lines across his forehead and downturned creases around his eyes and mouth as if he was very dissatisfied with his life.
 

“Where are my other clothes and my swords?”
 

“Tch! Such rudeness! Still standing in the cold half naked for most of the day would make one a little tetchy. However, rudeness or disobedience are not tolerated from the acolytes so I will give you one warning; if you wish to remain here you will address me as High Master Razarin and you will do as I or any other master tells you. Now take the robe and put it on and then I will answer your questions.”
 

Jonderill thought about refusing but there seemed to be little point so he took the robe and pulled it over his head. The cloth felt soft and warm against his cold skin as it slipped easily over his shoulders and back and hung in gentle folds to mid calf. He flexed his shoulders slightly and the robe adjusted the way it hung until it felt comfortable and more natural to wear than it had ever done before.
 

“There, that’s better isn’t it? You will find some slippers beside that chair that will fit you and when we have finished our little talk and you have settled into your rooms, your clothes, boots and weapons will be returned to you. Now please sit.
 

“And what if I don’t want to stay?”
 

The High Master ignored his question and indicated a padded chair to one side of his desk. Jonderill hesitated, waiting for an answer, but when it didn’t come he reluctantly sat and pulled on the soft slippers that were on the far side of the chair. They were warm and comfortable and reminded him of the slippers Plantagenet and Animus had given him to wear when he had lived in their tower. He had a sudden desire to be back in the safety of their rooms and looked around Razarin’s room searching for something familiar.
 

The room was large and well lit by oil lamps which hung on chains from the ceiling. A number of chairs were placed around the weiswald desk as if the High Master had numerous visitors all at once. Some of the chairs, like the one he sat in, were soft and padded and had a side table beside them whilst others, mostly the ones directly in front of the desk, were hard and upright.  Shelves lined all the walls except the one where the door stood. They were laden with books neatly placed in straight lines and scrolls stacked in pyramids three high. 
 

Next to the door was a long dresser with an assortment of mugs and plates. There was also a small silver kettle which the High Master was using to make tea. Jonderill could smell the herbs releasing their scent as he poured the hot water over them. The room felt very familiar but it lacked Plantagenet’s untidy heaps of books open on every available surface and Animus’s half forgotten experiments cluttering the floor.
 

The High Master handed Jonderill a mug of herb tea and placed a plate of small pastries on his side table before taking his place back behind his weiswald desk. Jonderill sipped his tea gratefully feeling its warmth flow through his body. “Now, young man, I have some questions for you and then, perhaps, some explanations. Firstly, where did you come by that robe?”
 

Jonderill fingered the soft fabric and wondered what Dozo had done to it. It felt so different from the rough grey cloth he was used to. “Callabris gave it to me on my apprentice day six summers ago.”
 

“Did he now? Callabris had no right to do that without you being tested to see what form your gift would take. Only I, as the goddess’s voice, can confer such an honour. It would seem that I will have to have serious words with Callabris should he return to the Enclave. And what about this?” He picked up the torc and held it gingerly with his fingertips as if the thing would burn him.
 

“That belonged to Maladran. It came to me when Maladran died.”
 

“When Maladran died?” The High Master asked in astonishment.
 

Jonderill nodded and the High Master stared at him in disbelief and waited for him to say more. When Jonderill remained silent, Razarin replaced the torc carefully on his desk and pulled a piece of black cloth from a draw to cover it, blocking out the glow from the engraved dragon’s two ruby eyes. “Do you know what this is or what it does?” He pointed at the covered torc.
 

Jonderill shook his head. “No, High Master.”
 

“Do you know what you may have unleashed by taking this from Maladran?”
 

“No, High Master.”
 

“Do you know anything about magic?” he asked in exasperation.
 

Jonderill didn’t bother answering but just shook his head again. The High Master slipped the torc and its black covering into a drawer in his desk and locked it with a key which hung on a long chain around his neck. He stood and walked to where Jonderill sat and took a seat nearby, leaning forward until he was almost touching him.
 

“I blame Callabris for your ignorance; he should have never left you with those two doddering old fools to find your own way. If he thought you had magic, which he must have done to give you that robe, he should have brought you here; it was his duty. Still, what is done cannot be undone.” He paused for a moment and sat back in the chair tucking his hands into his long sleeves. “If you are to stay here you must understand about the balance and how what we do with Federa’s precious gifts affects all those who wield the power she has given them.
 

“You see the six kingdoms are very special; they are the only lands that exist which have been blessed by Federa’s gift. Fear of magic keeps other nations from invading and attempting to conquer our small kingdoms one by one although the barbarians from across the Northern Sea seem to lack the imagination to fear even that. However, to prevent any one of the six kingdoms becoming too powerful and overthrowing the others, magic has to be balanced so that each kingdom controls an equal amount of magic.
 

There also has to be the right mix of magic so that there is both passive magic for peace and prosperity and aggressive magic for battle and defense. Federa in her wisdom gave her gift to four of the white to care for her lands and to bring justice to her people. Her gift was given to one of the black so they could use their powers against an aggressor and her final gift was given to the crimson so that he could hear her words and maintain the balance.”
 

Jonderill looked up from his herb tea and frowned. “But I thought Callabris was the only white magician?” 
 

“Just so,” Razarin answered irritably. “It’s unfortunate that one of the kingdoms became deaf to the wisdom of Federa and turned their hearts towards Talis, an evil and vengeful god. When Coberin was slain the balance was disrupted and the black grew in power. It became necessary to control those of the black to prevent the power turning them to madness and that was why the torc you have brought here was created by the goddess.
 

“I was as concerned for Maladran’s sanity as I was for Yarrin’s before him so I told Sarrat what must be done and when Sarrat became king he placed the torc around Maladran’s throat and the power of his black magician was contained. Or at least it was until Sarrat foolishly thought he could use madness to punish Maladran and removed the torc. It appears that Maladran found a way to thwart his king even though it cost him his life.
 

“With Maladran’s death the balance has once again been disrupted and I have been commanded by the goddess to restore her order to the six kingdoms. For that reason I must keep the torc safe. It is also the reason why you have been brought here.”
 

Jonderill looked confused, “Do you think I am some sort of magician then?” he asked hesitantly.
 

“Callabris clearly thought so and the goddess has taken an interest in you.”
 

Jonderill gave a cynical bark of laughter and shook his head. “I think you have the wrong person, High Master. I can barely produce elemental fire. Maladran tested me and could find no power within me and in eight summers Plantagenet and Animus failed to teach me one bit of magic. If the goddess has taken an interest in me, it must be for some other reason. Perhaps she wishes me to be a protector or even one of your armsmen; I am quite handy with a sword.”
 

“Perhaps, but those of the white do tend to come into their powers late.”
 

Jonderill shook his head. “I’m sorry to disappoint you but you’ve got it wrong. There is no way I could be a white magician; they can’t take another’s life but I already have the blood of another on my hands. Now if you wouldn’t mind, High Master Razarin, I would like to have my clothes and weapons back and see to my horse so that I can leave this place in the morning.” 
 

He stood to leave and the crimson magician followed him to the door with a deep frown on his face. Razarin put a restraining hand on Jonderill’s shoulder. “Jonderill, please wait. I know that this all seems strange to you but Federa is never wrong, although I do sometimes misinterpret her words. If you leave now without even trying to release the power within you, you will never know if the goddess was right or not. Stay in the Enclave with us and even if the goddess is mistaken, we will teach you enough magic to protect yourself and then you can decide if you want to leave or not.” 
 

Jonderill shook his head but didn’t move to open the door. “Allowyn was sent to find you by the goddess herself and he went to a lot of trouble to bring you here; he would be very disappointed if you left without even trying to touch your power.”
 

Jonderill sighed and gave a half smile. “You’re right, it would be ungrateful of me to leave without trying, I owe Allowyn that much. I will stay for one moon cycle and learn what I can.”
 

“Good. I will arrange for rooms and fresh clothing to be provided for you and you will train with the Master of Magic himself. When you are rested and more settled we will talk again about your future.”
 

He opened the door and beckoned to one of the acolytes giving him instructions for Jonderill’s care and then watched them leave the temple together. Razarin turned back to his room and closed the door before crossing to his desk and taking his seat.
 

“You can come in now, Master Tressing.”
 

One set of shelves moved silently forward allowing the tall master in his long dark grey robes to enter the room. He pushed the shelves back into position behind him.
 

“Well? What of the testing? Is he what the goddess says?”
 

Tressing bowed and sat in one of the upright chairs opposite the weiswald desk folding his hands in front of him. “The boy is a fool. He has no idea of the power he has inside him or how to use it. Standing in the shadow of the temple for the best part of a day would have most people on their knees but he was barely shivering. What’s more he used his power to disarm Gellidan without even knowing he did it. And then there’s the robe. He wears it as if it had been given to him by the goddess herself.”
 

The High Master sighed in frustration. “If only we could be certain of who his father was we would know what the boy was capable of. I have spoken to Allowyn who reports that the boy didn’t show any signs of recognition when he talked about his brother Jonderill’s death, and when I mentioned Coberin the name seemed unfamiliar to him. It could be just a coincidence that the boy has taken the protector’s name and Callabris’s interest in him could be misplaced.”
 

“It would explain why Callabris failed to bring him here when he first found him but it doesn’t explain what happened outside.”
 

“Perhaps he has just enough power to be a protector; apparently he’s already taken a life and he says he’s good with a sword.”
 

“We don’t need another unpaired protector, High Master. I have acolytes turning on each other because they have no one to pair with. If we announce that we are going to train yet another there will be jealousies and someone will be killed. If that someone should be Gellidan, then Vorgret will want vengeance for his cousin’s death.”
 

The High Master sighed in frustration. “You’re right, Tressing, we cannot afford to bring the king’s wrath down on us but neither can we afford to pass up the power or the advantage that a new white robe would give us. With personal tuition from the Master of Magic we will only need one cycle of the moon to discover exactly what he is.”
 

“Will he stay that long?”
 

“Oh yes, he will stay. I have arranged for him to have the king’s suite of rooms and the finest clothes, food and wine. In fact everything which a peasant such as he could ever dream of having.”
 

“Do you want him guarded in case he changes his mind?”
 

“No, because he won’t, but tell Gellidan he is to befriend him, and if he turns out to be what we hope, then the king’s cousin will achieve his ambition to become a protector.
 

“And if he doesn’t turn out to be what we are hoping for?”
 

“Then you will tell Gellidan that the boy is an imposter and that he has made a fool of him, and with a little encouragement, Gellidan will use his tame pack of lordlings to remove our problem so that no blame could ever fall on him or us.”
 

Tressing smiled and stood giving a brief bow. “It will be done High Master.”
 

“Oh, and Tressing, send word to Vorgret and Borman informing them that we have a new white robe and that I would be pleased to accept their emissaries.”
 

“Isn’t that a little premature?”
 

The High Master shrugged. “Yes, a little, but it takes time to sell a magician to the highest bidder.”
 

~   ~   ~   ~   ~

 






  

PART TWO

Opening Moves


  

CHAPTER SIX

Pretender

 
 

“Stand still, Your Majesty. I cannot make you look like a queen if you squirm around like a girl preparing for her first dancing lesson.”
 

Tarraquin glared at the little man with his shears in one hand and pins stuck to a pad on the other like the back of a prickle pig. “Don’t call me that. Until I sit on the throne with the crown of Leersland on my head I’m just Tarraquin, pretender heir to my father’s kingdom and wanted outlaw.”
 

“Just so,” muttered the tailor, lifting the breast support slightly and inserting another pin to keep it in place. “But if you don’t want to look like a peasant you need to keep still whilst I raise your breasts enough so that the royal seal nestles in your cleavage just right and proclaims your right to the title of, Your Majesty.” He pushed the right breast upwards, secured the support with another pin and stepped back to admire the effect.
 

“Damn, that looks good,” announced Malingar. “Nobody will miss the royal seal displayed on that neck.”
 

“Not unless someone severs it,” muttered Jarrul under his breath.
 

It was true though: he’d never seen a scion of the royal house look so regal, and if the people of Leersland could be persuaded by looks alone, his Tarraquin would be queen by this time tomorrow. But that wasn’t the way things worked and he knew it, even if she didn’t. Those faithful to the long dead King Malute would support her, but those with the real power, especially those who owed their position to Sarrat, would denounce her as soon as they stepped into the throne room. If there was anything he could do to stop this and save her life he would, but things had gone too far.
 

“You look stunning, Your Highness,” commented Malingar giving her a warm smile.  Tomorrow, when the people enter the throne room and see you crowned, there won’t be a lord, councillor or guildmaster who won’t acclaim you as the rightful queen.”
 

He pushed himself away from the wall of the tailor shop and offered his hand to Tarraquin as she stepped down from the platform. Sometime in the last seven day he’d changed from his previous dark garb of a mercenary into the rich clothing of a court advisor. The only things that remained were his long sword, his serrated side knife and confident smile. Jarrul hated him.
 

“Is everything in place?” Tarraquin looked at each of her two advisors. “If we don’t get this right first time and Sarrat gets back into the fortress, all our heads will be on pikes in front of the city gate by this time tomorrow.”
 

Malingar took her hand and smiled reassuringly. “Don’t worry, my men are in place and as long as Jarrul has done his part there will be no problems.” He looked hard at Jarrul, waiting for a response.
 

“Jarrul will do his part; he’s never let me down before.” 
 

Tarraquin smiled at him and his heart lifted slightly from the black pit in which it had lain since they had agreed on this plan. “We’ve done all we could to turn the people against Sarrat and to declare for Malute’s heir, but the people are afraid.”
 

She took Jarrul’s arm and patted his mangled hand fondly. “I have faith in you,” she whispered. “If anyone can move the people it will be you.” She smiled at him and turned to the rest of the room. “That’s enough. Master tailor here needs to disrobe me and provide more support to the bosom which must display the royal seal, and if you don’t mind I would rather disrobe in private than in front of an audience.” There was a general mutter of approval as the courtiers filed out.
 

Once outside the tailor’s shop, Malingar’s charming smile, the one he kept just for Tarraquin, disappeared and he reverted to the hard features of the soldier he was. He turned sharp left trapping Jarrul between him and the wall and glared at him.
 

“We have just one chance at this and if things go wrong tomorrow it will be because she will have placed her faith in you and you’ll have let her down. I don’t care if the people are afraid, I don’t even care if they want Sarrat to be their king. All I care about is that tomorrow the people who matter put Tarraquin on the throne and the crown on her head.” He stepped closer to Jarrul and pushed him hard against the wall. “You will make sure that happens or I will kill you myself.”
 

He gave Jarrul a final shove and stormed off leaving Jarrul shaking and breathing hard. When he’d composed himself he straightened his jacket and turned in the other direction hobbling slowly up the street towards the inn which had been the rebel’s headquarters for the last moon cycle. As he passed the street corner where the city guard had one of their watch stations, he took note of the two men leaning casually against the wall. 
 

Jarrul knew them to be Malingar’s men by the way they wore their swords and hoped that nobody else would reach the conclusion that they were potential trouble. He looked across the square and noticed two more sitting on a low wall by the cross roads. Malingar had told them that he’d already posted men at all the critical places in the city just in case, which was fine, but he hadn’t said in case of what. 
 

It occurred to Jarrul that, if Malingar wanted to, he could probably take the city for himself at any time he chose. Getting the people to accept him would be more difficult, but with the map to the fortress’s hidden entrance in his possession and five hundred armed men to support him, there wasn’t much to stop him declaring himself king. Jarrul put the thought to the back of his mind and turned into the inn. 
 

At this time of the day the inn was usually busy with merchants who had finished their day’s trading and wealthy carters who could afford to employ a foreman to supervise the loading of their wagons whilst they relaxed and had a drink or two. Today was no exception, but instead of the usual noise of people enjoying an end of day drink together, the common room was hushed, and people sat in small huddled groups keeping their conversations between themselves. When he entered, everyone stopped talking and looked at him, before returning to their muted discussions.
 

He went to the bar and nodded to the innkeeper who poured him a small goblet of wine. It was unusual for him to drink wine so early in the day but he needed to take stock of who was in the room and with whom they were meeting. Apart from that, Malingar’s threats had unsettled him and he needed a drink to steady his nerves. He looked at the wine and wished it was grain spirit. Across the room one of the counting house masters looked up and gave him a brief nod. Jonderill ignored it but felt slightly more optimistic. The man was influential amongst those who controlled the finances of the kingdom, and the others at his table sharing a flagon of Vinmore’s best red, owned most of the counting houses in the city. It was he who had been charged with ensuring that those who held the purse strings were well represented at tomorrow’s coronation and he seemed to be doing a good job of it.
 

Jarrul studied the other groups, but no one else looked up, which wasn’t quite so encouraging. He already knew that the cloth merchants would be there along with representatives from the metal smiths, horse traders and those who imported spirits into the kingdoms, but what he really needed was the carters who employed large groups of men, both inside the city and across Leersland. With their support the message that the rightful heir had taken the throne would spread quicker than even a whole company of mounted couriers could carry it.
 

The sound of raised voices stopped the conversation in the room, and everyone turned to look at the group of five men in the far corner. It was clear from their richly embroidered coats and the colourful feathers in their decorative hats that these were not coin lenders, wine merchants or horse traders, but the nobility of Leersland. One of them stood and brandished a small cane at the man who sat opposite, whilst the person next to him held onto his arm and tried to pull him down into his seat.
 

It did no good though, the man, a minor lord with an estate just outside of Tarmin, brought his cane down hard on the table, making the goblets rattle, and glared at the person next to him until he released his arm. With a last harsh word he stormed across the room and out of the door. Tordray and another of Malingar’s men, who had been sitting at the table by the door, stood and followed him out. Jarrul looked anxiously at the group of nobles as one of them gave him a small shrug and turned away. It was always going to be a problem getting the nobility on their side; they were the ones with most to lose if it all went horribly wrong. 
 

There was also the problem of one of them betraying the rebels during the recruitment process. Malingar’s men had been posted at the inn’s doors to manage such an occurrence, and he hoped they would follow their orders and just restrain the young lord instead of killing him, but he didn’t hold out much hope. There was a sudden movement around the table and the other lords stood and shook hands. Three of them left together whilst the young man who had given Jarrul the shrug sauntered across to the other side of the common room and climbed the stairs. Jarrul gave him a few moments and then followed him up.
 

When he opened the door of the large room at the end of the upstairs corridor, the young noble was not alone. Jarrul closed the door behind him and crossed the room, holding his hand out in greeting. “Lord Istan, it’s good to see you.” Istan took Jarrul’s hand and shook it carefully.
 

Jarrul glanced at the other man in the room and his spirits lifted slightly. He knew the master of the carters’ guild by sight as did most of the city’s inhabitants. He was a very large man and next to him the slight and youthful Istan looked insignificant. Jarrul knew that the lord’s appearance was deceptive; with his curly blond hair, blue eyes and permanent smile, he looked like one of the frivolous minor nobility who filled the better class inns every night, but to the rebellion, he was one of the key players. It was Istan’s role to ensure that enough of the nobility were present at Tarraquin’s coronation to legitimise her ascension to the throne. He wondered if the guildmaster was aware of the influence Istan wielded amongst the sons and daughters of the nobility who, one day, could be his customers.
 

“Jarrul, it is good to see that you are still alive. Let me introduce you to Guildmaster Jobes, master of the carters’ guild.”
 

Jarrul gave a brief bow and reluctantly held out his mangled hand desperately hoping that the man’s grip would not be as strong as he looked. Fortunately the big man kept his hands in his pockets and looked Jarrul up and down. “Thank you for agreeing to talk to me, Guildmaster. I assume that Lord Istan has explained the situation to you?”
 

“Oh aye, his nibs has told me that a bunch of traitors led by a cripple and some slip of a girl, who claims to be Malute’s heir, is going to take the throne from King Sarrat. I suppose you’re the cripple?”
 

“I am Master Jarrul, Princess Tarraquin’s first advisor, and yes, our intention is to put the rightful heir onto the throne of Leersland. Her Highness, who really is the daughter of the murdered King Malute, would like to call on the loyalty of the carters’ guild and their guildmaster both in taking the throne and when that is done, in spreading the good news across the kingdom.”
 

The Guildmaster gave a bellowing laugh. “And why would I be daft enough to get involved in a harebrained rebellion which will see all your heads on pikes outside the city gates when Sarrat returns?”
 

“The answer to that is simple. Sarrat is isolating Leersland from the other kingdoms and closing down trade with them. What little trade remains he is sharing amongst his cronies. Very soon there will be no work for Leersland’s carters and then what use would there be for a guildmaster? When Princess Tarraquin is queen she will reopen trade and the carters’ guild will be more powerful than ever.”
 

Jobes thought about it for a moment. “You have a point but what’s in it for me?”  
 

“You mean apart from being one of the most important guildmasters in Leersland and being able to look down on the metal smiths and brewers guilds?”
 

“Yeah, that’s what I mean.”
 

Jarrul hesitated for a moment and Lord Istan stepped in. “How about a place on the Queen’s council?”
 

The Guildmaster raised an eyebrow. “You mean sit in the same room as the Queen and tell her what to do?”
 

“Something like that,” said Jarrul rather vaguely and giving Istan a hard look. “That and having a front row seat at the Queen’s coronation.”
 

“And all I have to do is provide transport for you and your gang?”
 

“Yes, and keep it quiet until we tell you and then carry the good news to the rest of the kingdom.”
 

“Seems easy to me but if things go wrong me and my guildsmen will swear we had nowt to do with you, the girl or the lordling here.”
 

“That’s understood,” put in Istan angrily, “but if you fuck up, me, or one of my lordling mates, will make sure you never fuck anything again. Do you understand?”
 

The Guildmaster swallowed hard. “Yes, My Lord.”
 

“Now go. You have much to do if your guildsmen are going to be ready for tonight’s activities.”
 

Jobes bowed briefly and left the room somewhat sullenly.
 

“Can he be trusted?” asked Jarrul taking a seat at the table.
 

“He can be trusted as much as anyone else can be in this dangerous enterprise, except you, me and the Princess of course. He’s big and loud but it’s all bluster. He won’t pass up the chance of sitting in the same room as the Queen and the high and mighty masters of the metal smiths and brewers guilds.”
 

Jarrul smiled and poured two pots of ale from the jug on the table. He took a long draft from the flat, slightly warm ale, grimaced and looked serious again. “How is recruiting going?”
 

Istan shrugged. “It is better than I’d hoped for. So far I have only had two refusals. Great Lord Pollerin is under guard in his town house and you saw the other lord who refused to join us leave the inn with Malingar’s men following him. You don’t think they will kill him do you?”
 

“Tarraquin has ordered that there should be no bloodshed unless Sarrat starts it, but I can’t vouch for how good Malingar’s men are at following orders.”
 

“Let’s hope they are disciplined. It would cause a lot of resentment if any of the nobility were harmed.”
 

“What about the other Great Lords?”
 

“As far as I can find out they are both on their estates and quiet. With luck the first thing they will know about the change in management will be their summons to the palace and the sight of Sarrat’s mounted head as they ride through the city gates. What about you, Master Jarrul? How do things fare with you?”
 

“Everything is prepared as far as it can be. The master of the metal smiths’ guild has done a fine job with the fake crown and seal, but I wish we’d been able to get the Lord Keeper of the Keys on our side. It won’t help matters if he turns up at the crucial moment with the real things in his hand. Apart from that it’s just a case of waiting for the time to move and hope that nobody talks out of turn. Then it’s all down to the princess.”
 

“Yes, you’re right. In the end it will all be down to Tarraquin.”
 

*
 

The last of the wagons drew to a halt in the lee of the city wall and Guildmaster Jobes, who insisted on driving the last wagon himself, climbed down from the driving bench, dropped the rear boards and drew back the waxed linen flaps. Six armed men stood at the rear of the wagon with swords drawn and looking for trouble. Their belligerent demeanour made the Guildmaster take a hasty step back. They leapt down and one of them sheathed his sword and helped the tailor and two maids out of the wagon. Jarrul followed and behind him came Tarraquin looking determined but shaking slightly.
 

He helped her down giving her cold hands a gentle squeeze of encouragement. A large boulder beside the wagon marked the hidden entrance to the city and Malingar eased himself out from behind the narrow space between the overlapping city walls. He held his finger to his lips and waved them forward. Once they had all passed sideways through the narrow entrance and were out of sight, the Guildmaster climbed back onto the driver’s bench and steered the draught horses back up the incline and towards the distant road.
 

Moving people in and out of the city without them being noticed was always going to be a problem. The sudden exit of an unusual number of people just before dark would have aroused suspicion, whilst an even larger number of armed men coming into the city would have definitely raised an alarm. Fortunately the guards on duty at the city gate were used to the comings and goings of the carters in the candle length before the gates were closed for the night
 

They only stopped the one wagon, the rear of which was stacked full to the top of the waxed linen roof with crates of greens, carrots and onions ready for the next day’s market. The guards had taken a quick look, helped themselves to a small supply of carrots and onions for their evening stew pot, and had allowed the wagon to proceed. Behind the market produce. the fifty men quietly returned their swords to their scabbards and waited for the wagon to reach its dropping off point in a deserted warehouse.
 

The six guards who had been assigned to protect the future queen were the last to squeeze into the small space between the overlapping city walls. They had been chosen for their slight build but even so it was a tight fit and their array of weapons scraped noisily against the rough stone. At the front of the small procession, Malingar frowned irritably as the noise echoed along the narrow passageway. He held the only lantern, half shuttered as the light was not yet needed. The passageway was so narrow, with walls pressing on either side, that the only way to move was sideways. 
 

Behind him Tarraquin fixed her eyes on his retreating back and tried to ignore the feeling of stone pressing in on her. Jarrul followed behind wishing that the two whispering maids who followed him would be quiet. They weren’t really maids but a couple of whores from a house of pleasure near the inn where the rebels met who had volunteered for the role, in the hope of escaping their life of bound servitude. He supposed that the thought of losing your head wasn’t too frightening when you were forced to lead the sort of life they did. They both said they were not afraid of the dark, but both showed their fear of being trapped in the narrow passageway.
 

Behind the maids came the small tailor who had no option but to follow with one of the six guards occasionally prodding him in the back with his dagger. After walking a quarter of the length of the city wall, the stone passageway opened out and Malingar stopped to fully open the shutter on the lantern. Tarraquin moved up to stand next to the captain with Jarrul at her side and looked questioningly at him. 
 

The open space was formed by a junction of passageways. To the left, the city wall continued on its way, and the opening to the passageway looked narrow and dark. On the right, two new passageways had been formed by the corner of a building, and where the wall angled sharply there was a table and chair with an empty wash bowl and water jug. A comb and a mirror lay on the table and some clothes pegs had been hammered into the wall. An old black cloak, covered in dust and cobwebs, hung forgotten on the furthest peg. Malingar smiled down at Tarraquin and pointed to the right.
 

The small procession set off again along a wider corridor lit with the occasional lantern. After a short while it turned sharply right and then stopped at a solid brick wall. Malingar held the lantern high and then dropped the shutter plunging them all into darkness. The tailor gave a little squawk of surprise followed by a shuffle of feet and a stifled grunt as the guard placed a firm hand over his mouth.
 

Tarraquin blinked in the darkness trying to clear the bright spots from her eyes, but then realised that it wasn’t the afterglow from the lantern at all, but pin pricks of light seeping in through a number of small holes in the wall beside her. She stood on tip toe to reach the nearest hole and gasped in surprise as she looked out at the dimly lit throne room from somewhere just behind the throne. Malingar opened the shutter again and pressed his hand to the top right hand corner of the wall in front of him.
 

With a tiny click the wall moved and swung open with only the slightest grinding of metal wheels on stone, and two guards with drawn swords stepped forward to challenge him. The captain hissed something at them and they stepped smartly back to allow the party to enter the small, enclosed area. The corridor continued further, but where they stood, the wall to the side appeared to be less solid. Malingar pressed forward slightly into the wall, stepped sideways and disappeared from view. With some trepidation Tarraquin followed and then stopped in amazement at the scene in front of her.
 

The last time she’d been in the throne room was the night that Sarrat had murdered her father and, with the aid of his magician, had taken the throne. She’d been a small child and had only the vaguest memories of her father and none at all of this room where her life had been so dramatically changed. Whilst she might not have been able to remember the room, she felt as if she knew every inch of it. Lord Istan had drawn a plan of it and described the room and its contents in detail.
 

He had helped her to memorise the position of every pillar, guard station, platform and floor marker, and had taught her who had the right to walk and stand where. She left the others standing in front of the tapestry that concealed the secret entrance, behind and to one side of the throne, and walked to the foot of the dais on which the throne stood. Slowly she walked up the marble steps and looked down at the ugly, uncomfortable chair that tomorrow, if the goddess willed it, would be hers.
 

Malingar came up behind her. “Try it; see how it feels to be the Queen.”
 

Tarraquin shook her head. “I’m not the Queen yet. When I am, it will be mine, and I will sit in it then by right of succession.”
 

Malingar shrugged. “As you wish, My Lady.” He gestured around the room. “What do you think?”
 

Tarraquin looked around her at the ordered chaos which had no place in any throne room. Over a hundred men in the dark garb of mercenaries sat or lay on bedrolls eating cold rations or sharpening weapons. Behind them lines had been stretched between the pillars and bright red uniforms with gold braiding hung like so many ghosts. A small area at the far end had been cordoned off as a latrine and she could already smell it from where she stood.
 

More lines had been stretched between the pillars on the other side of the chamber and these were hung with thick blankets to provide small private enclosures. Boxes were stacked around them and already the tailor and the two maids were unpacking their contents. The large oak table used by the court scribes had been moved from its normal position behind the throne to a space in front of the screened off enclosures. It was set with plates and platters of cold food and three chairs had been pulled up around it.
 

“I hope it looks better than this tomorrow,” commented Tarraquin.
 

“Don’t worry, it will. Everything we need is here; it’s only a matter of putting it together in the right order and in the right place and hiding the packaging.”
 

Jarrul shook his head. “What about the noise, won’t that attract someone’s attention? Or what if someone comes in?”
 

“With Lord Istan’s assistance I have substituted some of my own men for the palace guard assigned to patrol this area; that’s how I managed to get so many of my men in here. In any case with Sarrat away from home, nobody has a reason to come here, but if they do, we’ll deal with them.”
 

“I said no bloodshed,” snapped Tarraquin.
 

The Captain bowed to her slightly. “Unfortunately, My Lady, sometimes there is no alternative. Now come, let’s eat and then you must sleep. Every man’s life in this room will depend on you being bright, alert and beautiful tomorrow.”
 

Malingar’s words might have been right but they didn’t help to unravel the knot in Tarraquin’s stomach which had stolen her appetite. She picked at her food, pushing the different cold meats from one side of her plate to the other. She nibbled at the edge of her small loaf and then picked at it so the crumbs scattered over and around her plate. The cheese and creamed eggs remained untouched and only the freshly picked wine berries tempted her. Jarrul managed no better.
 

When Malingar had eaten his fill and had enough of them picking at their food, he sent them off to their separate screened sleeping enclosures, Tarraquin by herself and Jarrul to share with the tailor. Sleep came surprisingly fast to Jarrul, but Tarraquin remained awake on her thin mattress for a long while listening to the sounds of the men settling down for the night and wondering if her long dead father would approve of what she was going to do.
 

She wished she could remember something about him, but all she knew about the dead king was what others had told her. They said that he was kind and generous but firm and determined when he needed to be. She had also been told that he cared for his people and believed in justice and honour. Tarraquin hoped that she could be like him and with that thought she fell asleep.
 

One of her maids, the tall one with dark hair, woke her, gently shaking her shoulder. The other maid, small and blond with bright blue eyes, lit a lantern and poured a small amount of water into a wash bowl. The maid who had woken her helped her up from her mattress and started to undress her whilst the other one stood ready to wash her with a damp cloth and perfumed soap.
 

Tarraquin had been a small child when she last had a maid and the thought of these two strangers washing and dressing her was not one she felt comfortable with. She pushed the hands of the tall maid away and when she tried to undress her, she took off the shirt she had worn to sleep in by herself. Taking the hint, the second maid curtsied, handed her the damp cloth and scented soap and then turned away whilst Tarraquin washed herself all over. When she had done, they handed her new delicately embroidered small clothes, and a long silk shift. 
 

The taller of the two guided her to a seat at a small table and began to brush her long auburn hair whilst the other laid out an array of cosmetics, and then went to fetch a mug of herb tea and a small loaf for her breakfast. As they worked away painting her face and piling her hair into twists and curls on the top of her head, she realised that she knew nothing about them except that they were whores. She’d only met them the day before and then they had been dressed in low cut tunics which exposed the colouring around their nipples and were made so short that a man could easily press himself into them without having the bother of moving any clothing out of the way.
 

Then they had both worn heavy makeup with deep red lips and had brightly dyed hair, and for a moment, she wondered what she was going to look like by the time they had finished with her. She looked up at the maid applying the makeup and noticed that today she wore very little lip colouring and no dark kohl and that her fair hair, which yesterday had been bright orange, was neatly platted. Tarraquin turned to look at the other maid who was arranging her hair and was relieved to find that she too looked fairly normal. Both had changed into long plain dresses with high collars.
 

“Hold still, My Lady; I nearly painted an eyebrow on your nose.”
 

“Sorry. Perhaps it would be easier for all of us if you were to tell me your names?”
 

“I’m Sheevar Twenty Two and she’s Sheevar Fourteen.”
 

Tarraquin looked puzzled. “Sheevar is a pretty name. Are you related?”
 

Both of the maids laughed loudly. “No, My Lady. Sheevar is the name they give all the kingsward whores who are like us. It means we’ve been bought and bound to a pleasure ‘ouse an’ anyone can ‘ave us if they ‘ave the coin. Our number tells us apart.”
 

“Oh,” said Tarraquin, embarrassed by her own question but still curious. “Does that mean you have a different man every night?”
 

“Depends,” said Sheevar Twenty Two. “If yer lucky one man will want yer all night but most of the time its three or four different ones in which case yer bound to know at least one of ‘em. 
 

“Oh,” said Tarraquin, wishing she hadn’t asked. She tried to clear her mind and concentrate on what was to come but the more she tried the more nervous she felt.
 

“You really should try to eat, My Lady. You’re shaking like a leaf.”
 

She knew she was and tried desperately to think of something which would take her mind off what she had to do. “Tell me about yourselves; it will take my mind off things.”
 

“There aint much to tell, My Lady. My dad was ‘ung for theft and I became kingsward. When I’d seen nine summers I was bound to the whore ‘ouse as a servant an’ when I’d ‘ad me first bleedin’ I became a whore. Sheevar Twenty Two ‘ere was sold to the whore ‘ouse by ‘er dad when she ‘ad seen twelve summers and started whoring straight off as ‘er mam ‘ad done. It’s in yer blood yer see.” 
 

“That’s awful,” said Tarraquin, truly shocked.
 

“It could be worse, at least at the pleasure ‘ouse we get a decent kind of client. Now Lord Istan, he’s one of our favourites, none of us mind bein’ laid by ‘im.” Sheevar Fourteen nodded in agreement.
 

“I’ve never been with a man,” said Tarraquin coyly. “What’s it like?”
 

“Gawd! We aint the best ones to ask are we. We don’t do it for pleasure or love like you will.”
 

“Then why do you do it?”
 

“When you’ve got a kingsward number burnt onto yer arm yer don’t ‘ave any option do yer? And it’s better than runnin’ an’ being on the streets with no roof over yer ‘ead. Yer learn early on that its better ter spread yer legs willingly and be groped fer a couple of gelstart than to be raped and brutalised fer nowt. It’s a bit of wisdom yer should remember, not that it’s ever likely to ‘appen to a lady like you.” 
 

“I hope not but I will remember it just the same, as I will remember what you have told me about your life. When I’m queen I’ll make things better for you, I promise.”
 

“You already have, we’re lady’s maids now.”
 

“And as lady’s maids you should have proper names not numbers. What would you like to be called?”
 

They both giggled. “My mother named me Birrit and it would be nice to be called that again,” said Sheevar Fourteen.
 

“Don’t rightly know,” said the other. “Never thought ‘bout it so I’ll stick with Sheevar but without the number.”
 

“You’ll have to choose another name when you become my ladies in waiting, Sheevar. Even without a number Sheevar wouldn’t be appropriate.”
 

They both laughed again. “Hellden’s balls lady, we aint no ladies in waiting. What would yer court ladies say if they saw us with yer? No, we’ll just be ‘appy to be maids if you’ll ‘ave us.”
 

“I would be honoured.”
 

“There,” said Birrit, putting the makeup away in a small box. “All you need now is the dress, crown and jewels and you’ll be a real queen.”
 

She pushed the screening blanket to one side and slipped out, returning moments later with an armful of starched petticoats and the nervous tailor carrying the heavily embroidered overdress. Birrit and Sheevar helped her into the layers of petticoats and then eased the dress over the piled coils of hair letting it fall gracefully around her. The tailor went to fasten the buttons at the back but was shaking so much with nerves that he couldn’t hold the buttons so Sheevar had to take his place. 
 

He stood back to admire his work and tutted loudly. “The breasts are not high enough; they need to be more prominent.” 
 

The tailor stretched his hand forward to lift the left breast higher and had his hand slapped out of the way by Sheevar. “Leave ‘er tits be, yer dressing a queen, not a whore. Go an’ get the crown an’ the jewels so we can finish the job.”
 

Complaining loudly the little man hurried away and quickly returned with two boxes. He opened the first and brought out a slim pendant flared at the end like a bell and engraved with the royal crest. Birrit took it from his shaking hand and adjusted the length of the chain until the royal seal nestled perfectly in Tarraquin’s cleavage. The tailor opened the second box and lifted the crown out earning a gasp of surprise and awe from the three women who hadn’t seen it before.
 

“Hellden’s balls, it’s beautiful,” muttered Sheevar. “Is it real?”
 

“Of course not, the real one is locked away and only Sarrat and the Lord Keeper of the Keys can get to it.” The tailor turned the gold and silver crown around in his hands so that the light made the imitation jewels sparkle. “However, apart from them the only people who know it is not the real thing is the guildmaster of the metal smiths guild and those in this room.” He placed the crown on Tarraquin’s head and gave a small titter of amusement. “I’ve never crowned a queen before.”
 

Tarraquin reached up and adjusted the crown with her finger tips. She had practiced walking and sitting with a wooden ring on her head made from a bowl that had its bottom cut out but hadn’t expected the crown to be so heavy. She hoped she wouldn’t have to wear it for too long otherwise she was going to have a stiff neck. Birrit came forward with a hand mirror and Tarraquin looked at her reflection. Gone was the inexperienced woman and in her place was a regal and serious queen. If it hadn’t been for her eyes she wouldn’t have recognised herself.
 

“Are you ready, Your Majesty?”
 

Tarraquin nodded and then wished she hadn’t as the crown slipped forward slightly and had to be repositioned.
 

“Yes, if everything is prepared you may remove the screen.”
 

She turned towards the blanket wall and her two maids scuttled behind her to make sure her dress was hanging perfectly. The tailor slipped outside and in a moment the blanket which had screened off her private enclosure was removed.
 

Malingar stood to one side, his blood red uniform edged with gold braid complimenting his dark features. An ornamental helmet with a thick red plume was tucked under one arm and his gloved hand rested on an ornamental sword hilt studded with gems. Jarrul stood on the other side in a plain dark jacket and breaches with his dark hair tied back making his pale skin look whiter than ever. His only ornamentation was a band of pale blue silk which ran from one shoulder, across his back and chest and met at his waist. The royal crest of her father’s house was embroidered on the front at heart height.
 

They both bowed and stepped forward and Tarraquin gave them each a brief nod and a warm smile as she stepped past them, ignoring the supporting arm they both offered. She walked out of the shaded colonnade and into the early morning sunlight which flooded through the high windows above the throne room floor. As if she had been a queen all her life she gracefully mounted the dais and with the assistance of her maids who adjusted her dress around her, Tarraquin sat regally on Leersland’s throne.
 

She looked around the room and smiled in satisfaction. The chaos of the previous night had gone and instead of bedrolls and empty uniforms both sides of the throne room were lined with guards in bright red livery, ceremonial helmets and black knee length boots which shone like silk. Each man held a highly polished halberd and a small shield emblazoned with the royal crest, both of which would be useless in a fight. At their sides though, each wore their own mercenary sword, the only non standard items amongst them. Tarraquin wondered where so many new uniforms had been found in such a short space of time but decided it must have been a much easier task than producing the replica crown and seal which she now wore.
 

When Malingar and Jarrul had taken their places to each side and slightly behind her she eased back into the uncomfortable throne trying to ignore the heavy carving which dug into her back and legs. The room was absolutely silent and the only movement came from shimmering dust motes which floated downwards in the beams of light from above. Then in the distance there was the sound of raised voices and the pounding of feet, quiet at first and then louder as the commotion came closer.
 

Now she could hear someone shouting above the noise of arguing voices and her heart beat faster in anticipation of what was to come. From outside there was a sudden clash of weapons and the huge doors at the far end of the throne room were pushed open. A tall man in long, dark robes with a large silver key hanging on a chain around his neck strode into the room. He stopped abruptly after a dozen strides, took a quick look around the room and pointed an accusing finger at the seated figure on the throne.
 

“Traitor!” he screamed. “Seize that woman!”
 

~   ~   ~   ~   ~

  






  

CHAPTER SEVEN

The Challenge

 

Despite the fact that she’d been expecting this or something very like it and had rehearsed what would happen next, the Lord Keeper of the Key’s challenge came as a shock. She raised her hand to give the signal to proceed with their plan and felt it shake so she dropped it quickly back onto the arm of the throne before anyone could see just how afraid she was. From behind her Malingar took two steps forward and gave a single command. The two lines of soldiers moved smartly into their allocated positions and before the Lord Keeper of the Keys had a chance to say another word he was surrounded by a small phalanx of armed guards.
 

Another section of the guard had formed a formidable barrier in front of the throne room doors blocking the entrance and keeping the crowd at bay. Despite the ceremonial appearance of their weapons none of those outside the throne room felt inclined to press forward into the shiny, sharp tips of the polished blades so they milled around outside instead. The remainder of the guards had left the throne room at a run with their swords drawn, bypassing those trying to get into the chamber and engaging the surprised and unprepared palace guard. They had been summoned by the Lord Keeper of the Keys when over two hundred lords and worthy citizens had unexpectedly turned up at his door demanding immediate access to the throne room.
 

This was the tricky part. If the palace guard was at full strength then Malingar’s men would be overwhelmed and the few that were now left guarding the entrance to the throne room would be insufficient to hold the palace guard back; then the game would be over. If, however, the men who had been smuggled into the city the previous evening had been successful in disabling the off duty guards and those on patrol in the city the whole thing might just work.
 

Tarraquin sat and listened intently for the clash of steel and shouts of battle but all she could hear was the cacophony of voices of those waiting to gain admission to the throne room. If there was a fight going on, it was happening some distance away; not that that was any consolation. The plan had been to wait for word that the palace guard had been subdued before making the next move, but it seemed to Tarraquin that it was taking far too long and they were in danger of losing control of the situation. Without looking at him, Tarraquin raised her hand again and Jarrul stepped forward from his position at the rear of the throne. 
 

“Lord Keeper of the Keys, you may step forward and address Her Majesty.”
 

The guards at the front of the phalanx stepped smartly to one side and then flanked the Lord Keeper of the Keys as he strode the length of the throne room to the foot of the dais where the queen sat. He was a tall and imposing man and the sound of his heavy boots and metal tipped cane hitting the floor echoed around the open chamber. When he came to a halt in front of the throne he ground his cane down hard into the polished marble and glared at Tarraquin.
 

“What is the meaning of this charade? How dare you invade His Majesty’s palace and sit on his throne. He will have all your heads for this insult.”
 

“Lord Keeper of the Keys, it is customary to bow before your monarch,” interrupted Jarrul sternly.
 

The Lord glared at Jarrul and then back at Tarraquin. “King Sarrat is the ruler of Leersland, not this girl. I will only bow to the rightful monarch.”
 

Malingar stepped forward from the other side of the throne to respond but Tarraquin held out a restraining hand. “My Lord Keeper of the Keys.” she said quietly. “I understand how difficult this must be for you, and that I’ve placed you in an awkward position. For many summers you have been a loyal servant to Sarrat, believing him to be the rightful king and now, it must be upsetting for you to find that you have been serving the wrong person all that time. Sarrat murdered King Malute, my father, and took the throne by force. As the true heir I am now taking back what is rightfully mine. I would ask you to see reason and to serve me as well as I am sure you served the usurper. Will you do that for me? Will you be my Lord Keeper of the Keys and share the keys of the kingdom with me?”
 

The Lord thought for a moment and then took a pace forward and showing his disrespect rested one leg on the first step of the dais.  “Madam, King Sarrat is the crowned ruler of this kingdom and I will only serve the rightful king. He has charged me with keeping the kingdom’s keys, crown and seals and that is what I will do until he returns to reclaim them.” He removed his foot from the step and gave a mocking laugh. “You and your claim to the throne are as counterfeit as that crown on your head and the seal around your neck. Once the people of Leersland realise that you are a fraud they will have your head and I hope that I’m there on that day to lead you to the headsman’s axe.”
 

Tarraquin sighed in disappointment. “I’m sorry you feel this way, I would have preferred to have you at my side rather than beneath my feet. Captain Malingar, you may have him taken away but treat him gently until dawn tomorrow. That will to give him the chance to reconsider his decision. If, after that time, he has not changed his mind, your questioners may do whatever is necessary to make him reveal where he keeps his keys and the location of the crown and seal.”
 

“Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 

“You cannot do this to me!” shouted the Lord Keeper in protest but Malingar had already signalled to the guards surrounding the Lord and they once again closed around him   marching him from the room still protesting. Tarraquin watched them go and then waved her two advisors to her.
 

“What now?”
 

“We use the backup plan and get Lord Istan to declare you queen, after which you take oaths of loyalty from those who have gathered.”
 

Tarraquin turned to Malingar. “Have we any news of the fighting?”
 

“No, but I am sure we will have soon.”
 

“Yes, I’m sure too, one way or another.” She frowned slightly as she considered the situation. “Then we proceed and hope for the best.” 
 

They both nodded in agreement and Malingar gave the curt command to the row of men who guarded the entrance to the throne room. Slowly they pulled back and the guards on each side of the retreating line fell out and took up their previous positions along the sides of the room until only a single guard remained. He turned and bowed to the queen and then took up his own position at the side of the dais.
 

From the throne room doors, the crowd of supporters filed into the room led by Lord Istan and slightly behind him the huge figure of Guildmaster Jobes of the carter’s guild. When all of the supporters had entered the throne room, Tordray and two other guards followed them in. Tordray stood framed in the doorway until he caught Malingar’s eye and then bowed briefly. He turned and walked out of the throne room again leaving the two guards to close the door behind him.
 

Malingar gave a smile of satisfaction and leaned down close to Tarraquin’s ear. “The fortress is ours, my lady.”
 

Tarraquin nodded distractedly as she watched the crowd move forward and spread out to fill the throne room to about a third of its length. “And the city?” she whispered back. 
 

Malingar just shrugged as the supporters milled about muttering amongst themselves. Most of those present hadn’t been into the throne room before or even into the palace for that matter, and they stared around in wonder at the rich carvings, portraits and tapestries which decorated the walls. The few lords who had been part of Sarrat’s court waited impatiently for their fellow conspirators to stop whispering and pointing out things to others who stood with their mouths open, gaping around them.
 

Once everyone had settled and there was silence, Lord Istan stepped forward, his dark tailored coat and blue sash with the royal emblem embroidered on it matching the one that Jarrul wore and making him look older than his twenty five summers. He approached the throne and bowed deeply to Tarraquin before turning and facing the silent crowd. 
 

“My lords, guildmasters and worthy gentlemen, I present to you Queen Tarraquin, King Malute’s only child and rightful heir to the throne of Leersland.”
 

He turned back to the queen and knelt on one knee with his head bowed. Behind him there was absolute silence and no movement. Tarraquin looked out at the faces before her, some confused, some blank, one or two angry and a very few smiling. She kept her eyes fixed on the crowd as the guards at the edge of the room shifted nervously, waiting for a command from their captain.
 

“Your Majesty,” grunted Jobes as he went heavily to one knee almost pushing the man next to him out of the way as he made space for himself.
 

Around and behind him others fell to their knees naming Tarraquin queen until the entire crowd were on their knees with their heads bowed. Jarrul gave Tarraquin an encouraging nod and she stood with a small, relieved smile on her face.
 

“My lords, guildmasters, worthy gentlemen, the honour you have shown me is gracefully accepted. You may rise.”
 

She retook her seat on the throne as the crowd regained their feet, the older ones with stiff joints being aided by their younger neighbours. When everyone was standing and there was silence again, Istan turned back to the queen.
 

“Your Majesty, may I present the lords of the realm, masters of the principal guilds and worthy gentlemen of trade, accounting and law who have gathered here today to witness your accession to the throne and to give you their vows of loyalty and allegiance.”
 

“Thank you, Lord Istan, for your introduction.  I am pleased to accept the vows of loyalty and allegiance of those present. However, if there are any amongst you who cannot make their vow in truth and honesty they may leave now without any loss of honour or fear of reprisals.”
 

For a long moment there was absolute silence and nobody moved. Then the great door of the throne room opened and Tordray ran in followed closely behind by a cloaked man in dusty mercenary garb. Everyone turned to watch, muttering amongst themselves at the unexpected interruption, as the two soldiers marched swiftly along the length of the throne room until they reached the dais, where they bowed deeply to the queen.
 

“Your Majesty, Captain Malingar,” began Tordray breathlessly. “There’s an army approaching the city.” Behind him there was instant uproar as those who only moments before had been ready to swear their allegiance started to panic and demand to know what was happening. Tarraquin felt her heart drop and the little bit of confidence that she had started to feel that things might work out after all evaporated like mist in the sunshine. She looked to Jarrul for support but he too looked white and shaken so she turned back to Malingar with a questioning look.
 

“With your permission, Your Majesty, I think we need to listen to this news in private.” Tarraquin nodded numbly. “Silence!” yelled Malingar, instantly hushing the voice of the crowd and attracting their attention. “Her Majesty needs to consider this man’s report and decide what should be done about it. Whilst Her Majesty is doing so, you will wait here and when a decision has been made you will do as your queen orders. Guards! Close the doors and secure the room!”
 

Before the babble of voices could restart the guards rapidly dispersed to all the doors, closing them and dropping the locking bars into place. They lowered their halberds to prevent anyone trying to leave. Malingar led the way to a small door behind the throne which he’d discovered the night before and Tarraquin and the others followed. At the bottom of the dais, Jarrul waved Lord Istan over to join them, and as they stepped through the doorway into the small receiving room, Jobes followed him in. Jarrul went to protest but the look on the Guildmaster’s face stopped him dead. Instead he just shrugged and closed the door behind them all.
 

“Report!” commanded Malingar.
 

“There’s an army approaching the city. It is less than half a day behind me and should be here just past noon.”
 

“Did you recognise them?”
 

“No, My Lord, I didn’t get that close and in any case I’m not familiar with Leersland’s nobility or officers.” 
 

“It must be Sarrat,” said Jarrul numbly.
 

“Unfortunately, yes. I had hoped for some time to organise our defences before he returned but now we’ll have to think of something else.” Malingar rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “How many men does he have with him?” 
 

“I think there are around three or four hundred men. There is also a small line of wagons and spare mounts.  There’s no siege equipment though.”
 

“That’s a small number,” said Jarrul with a frown. “I heard that he’d left for the south with nearly two thousand men.”
 

“Perhaps he had heavy losses when he fought the southern nomads or maybe he’s left his wounded behind.”
 

“Perhaps,” said Malingar carefully. “But if he has then he’s played into our hands. Tordray, what is the situation in the city?”
 

“We hold the city gates and all the main crossroads and squares. The palace guard and most of the city guard are being held in the warehouse district, but there is unrest on the streets. The people know that something is going on and once news gets out that Sarrat is bringing an army into the city to retake his throne there is going to be panic and riots. We don’t have enough men to deal with that, man the walls and keep Tarmin’s guards under lock and key.”
 

“What if we don’t have to quell any riots but have the people on our side. What are our chances then?” asked Tarraquin.
 

“Our forces will be about equal in number but our men are fresh whilst Sarrat’s have just fought a war and have been travelling for a moon cycle.” Malingar gave Tarraquin the smile he kept just for her. “What are you thinking, My Lady?”
 

“It seems to me that we have most of the city leaders waiting in the next room. If they could be persuaded to talk to the people and keep them calm, or even to get them to help, your men could be freed to counter the threat. What do you say, Master Carter? Do you think the great and the good next door could be persuaded to bring the people to our cause in time?”
 

“Aye, if you scared them enough but you need to do it now or there won’t be enough time left to do anything.”
 

“Thank you, Guildmaster, for your advice and support. Now is your chance to set an example for the others to follow. Captain Malingar, go with the Guildmaster and replace your men on guard duty with the Guildmaster’s carters. I will leave what other preparations are needed to defeat this army to you. Jarrul, Lord Istan, you will come with me.”
 

Tarraquin turned and strode to the door, opening it wide and returned to the throne room and her hushed supporters. She gave them a brief look, noticing that they had all gathered into small groups depending on their livelihoods, and mounted the dais. Jarrul and Istan followed her up the steps and stood behind her whilst Malingar led his small group quickly out of the room. She waited until they had closed the door behind them before she moved to the edge of the platform.
 

“My lords, guildmasters, gentlemen,” she paused whilst the room became quiet and she had everyone’s attention. “Gentlemen, I regret that the morning’s entertainment and the planned celebrations must be postponed for a short while due to the arrival of uninvited and unwanted guests.” There were one or two titters of amusement and a couple of nods of approval. 
 

“Once the gatecrashers have been dealt with we will finish our oath taking and rejoicing. Until then I’ve a need to call on your services. The people of our city are unsettled and afraid and are in danger of causing more damage to your livelihoods and homes than the army which approaches the city. Unfortunately, due to Sarrat’s poor timing, it isn’t possible to defend Tarmin from the danger both from without and within these walls. I therefore call upon the city’s leaders, gathered here in this room, to bring their people together, tell them the joyous news that King Malute’s daughter is now their rightful queen, and to persuade them to resist Sarrat’s return. If they are unable to do that, you must persuade them to return to their own homes and protect their families once the fighting starts.”
 

There was a general muttering in the room as each of the small groups conferred with their members and then one man stepped forward and bowed. Lord Istan leant forward and whispered the man’s details into Tarraquin’s ear. 
 

“Master of counting house Zott, you have a question?”
 

“Yes, Your Majesty. It is the same question which we all wish to ask. Why should we risk our lives and everything we have to support your claim when the crowned king returns with his army?”
 

“A good question indeed, Master Zott, and I will give you three good reasons. Firstly I am the true queen of Leersland and Sarrat is a murderer and usurper. Secondly I will rule fairly and justly as my father did, whilst Sarrat will take what he wants and leave you to starve. And thirdly, if Sarrat returns to this city, every man in this room will lose their heads along with their wives, sons, daughters and any other family members who live in Leersland. If, Master Zott, you wish to see your new baby daughter impaled on the swords of Sarrat’s thugs then do nothing and let him take his throne back.”
 

Arguments instantly broke out and the volume increased as the groups discussed the truth of the matter. Tarraquin let it run on for a short while and then gave Istan a brief nod. He stepped forwards and raised his hands. “Gentlemen, the time for talking is over. We either support the queen or accept the consequences.”
 

“Lord Istan, Your Majesty. It would seem that we have very little choice in the matter.” Zott turned to the gathered crowd which reluctantly nodded in agreement. “By your leave, Your Majesty.”
 

Master Zott bowed briefly and turned to lead the masters of the city’s counting houses out of the throne room. There was some muttering amongst the other groups but in the end they followed behind. Tarraquin watched them go from her position at the edge of the dais and when the last one had left and the doors were firmly closed behind them, she took two staggering steps back and collapsed into the throne oblivious to its hardness or its protruding carvings.
 

*
 

The sun had just passed its zenith when Great Lord Andron crested the last ridge before the pleasant vale in which Tarmin nestled. Even with the clouds scudding overhead sending dark shadows racing across the open land before the city, Tarmin was an impressive sight. The grey, granite walls barely contained the sprawl of dwellings, trades and warehouses. 
 

From his vantage point, Andron could see the remains of earlier city walls in concentric rings within the city where they had been overwhelmed by the growth in the population and new walls had been built. In the centre of the city, but slightly to one side so that its protective wall just touched the city wall, stood the ugly grey fortress which was the heart of Leersland’s power and his destination.
 

His Guardcaptain rode up next to him and his old, heavy horse came to a halt with an irritable grunt. Andron gave them a cursory glance and came to the decision that when he was king he would find himself a new Guardcaptain who was young and fit instead of old, fat and bald headed. Someone like Lozin, who sat on his other side, good with weapons instead of with a harp. He glanced at Lozin and gave him an encouraging smile and the young man returned a pained smile and tried to lean further away from the smell coming from the small pannier attached to the other side of his saddle. 
 

Andron turned his attention back to the city wondering if the guards on the city’s walls had spotted him and his army yet. They would, of course, assume it was King Sarrat returning from the southern border. As soon as they saw the royal standards, which flapped noisily behind him, they would alert the Lord Keeper of the Keys and then there would be hasty preparations for his return. He hoped the preparations would not be too grand, after all, his entrance into the city should be solemn and the people should mourn their dead king. The grand celebrations could happen once he had been crowned.
 

He turned in the saddle to look at the army which followed him and hoped he didn’t have to use them. Four hundred good soldiers, some of which had experience of border skirmishes but none of them had been tried in a full battle. He could have brought more but they were just recruits and boys and they would have been more trouble than they were worth. In any case, with most of the fighting men of Leersland still in the south, it should be easy to ride into Tarmin and take the throne which, as the senior Great Lord, was rightly his.
 

He’d only brought his army to create an impression of power. Lozin leant across and touched him on his arm to attract his attention and then pointed towards the city. Andron squinted into the distance and then gave a satisfied smile. Yes, his army had been spotted, there was definitely more activity along the walls and at the main gate. He raised his hand and signalled the advance.
 

Tarraquin watched the army pour over the hill and enter the large area of clear land in front of the city with some trepidation. She was no military expert, but from what she could see, the approaching army looked to be in good order, and if the speed of their approach was anything to go by, they were fit and fresh. Below her position on the battlements, by the main gate, Malingar gathered his men, a ragged bunch in a mixture of mercenary black and ceremonial red with a smattering of those in civilian clothing amongst them.
 

Horses appeared to be a problem as most of the mercenary army had been smuggled into the city and had left their horses hidden some distance away. Animals of various breeds and sizes had been hastily requisitioned but they didn’t add to the army’s appearance as a cohesive fighting force. For the first time, her faith in Malingar waivered.
 

“This is going to be a close run thing,” whispered Jarrul next to her. “I really do think you should return to the safety of the fortress.”
 

Tarraquin shook her head but said nothing. She’d already had that discussion with him back in the throne room whilst sipping the herb tea that Birrit had made for her and recovering from the stress of the morning. If she were to be Queen of Leersland, then she needed to be seen defending her people, even if that only meant standing on the battlements and cheering on those who fought for her.  Neither Jarrul nor Istan approved, but once they understood that she would not change her mind, they organised her coach and horses and a small royal escort to clear the crowds who thronged the road from the fortress to the city gate, having heard that their new queen would be passing by.
 

Malingar, who had changed from his blood red and gold uniform into his usual black, hadn’t noticed her arrival in the general confusion. Now he was mounted at the head of his troops and she watched as he led them out of the city gates and formed them up into squads as they waited for the opposing army to arrive. 
 

Tarraquin shivered as the gusting wind tugged at the cloak she wore over her coronation dress and tried to pull it tighter around her. Behind her Birrit and Sheevar, who had insisted on accompanying her, clutched blankets around their shoulders and Jarrul guarded the wooden box in which lay the fake crown and seal. Next to her Lord Istan leant over the parapet intently studying the leader of the opposing army. He stood up straight with a puzzled look on his face.
 

“Your Majesty, there is definitely something wrong here.”
 

“I know, it’s an army,” muttered Tarraquin in annoyance without looking at the young lord.
 

“No, Your Majesty, I mean that something is not right. That’s not Sarrat who is leading the army.”
 

Tarraquin turned to him in surprise. “It’s not? Then who is it?”
 

Istan turned back and had another look. “I think it is Great Lord Andron, although what he’s doing here I have no idea.”
 

Tarraquin turned back and peered over the battlements. She’d never seen Sarrat but she had met Andron on a number of occasions when he’d visited the High Lord. Although a few years had passed since then she remembered him as being surly and sly and propositioning her brother.
 

“I think you’re right. Does Malingar know who he is?”
 

“I wouldn’t have thought so, Your Majesty, but as the Captain and his mercenaries fought alongside the king they will know that the man isn’t Sarrat.”
 

Jarrul stepped forward to peer over the battlements. “That means if Malingar engages this army and loses a large part of his force, Sarrat could come along behind them and finish us all off.”
 

“You’re right,” said Tarraquin thoughtfully. “We need to do something about this and fast otherwise Captain Malingar is going to place us in a very difficult situation without knowing it.”
 

Great Lord Andron pulled his horse to a halt and stared in disbelief at the sight in front of him. He’d expected the Lord Keeper of the Keys with an honour guard to greet him and wouldn’t have been too surprised if the city guard had been turned out to welcome him as well, but this was neither. In actual fact he wasn’t sure what it was. It looked like a rabble at a horse fair except that the mounted men were in orderly lines and appeared to be heavily armed.
 

“I don’t like the look of this,” said Guardcaptain Sharman, riding up beside him. “I’ve had a quick count and I reckon we’re evenly matched in numbers.”
 

“Who in hellden’s name are they? Sarrat’s man said the remains of the army were in the south awaiting orders to return. Surely it can’t be them?”
 

“I don’t think so, My Lord, they don’t look like regular troops for all their straight lines. They could be mercenaries.”
 

“Scum!” Andron spat over his side leaving a grey streak down Sharman’s boot. “Bloody mercenaries, they’re all gamblers, beggars and thieves. Sound the charge; we’ll wipe them out.”
 

“I don’t think we should do that.” Guardcaptain Sharman took a swig of wine from his water skin. “If we take that lot on it will be a blood bath.”
 

“Are you a coward, Sharman?” demanded Andron angrily, his face going red.
 

“No, My Lord, I’m just nearing retirement. Anyway, it looks like we might not have to fight, they want to parley.”
 

The Great Lord turned his attention back to the small army which blocked the gates to the city and watched as the centre column parted and a small group of riders moved through the ranks to the front where the commander waited. From where he sat on his horse, one of the riders appeared to be a woman in fancy dress, but as that was unlikely he turned his attention to the rider at her side and the long pennant he held. A gust of wind caught it, unfurling its length and displaying the royal crest of the long dead King Malute. Andron cursed and gripped at his sword in anger.
 

Having pushed her way through the mercenaries Tarraquin’s patience was being sorely tried by Malingar’s intransigence. She took a deep, calming breath and changed tactics. “Captain Malingar, have you forgotten that I am your queen and you have given me an oath of loyalty and obedience? I have given you an order and you will obey it.”
 

Malingar went to argue again, looked at Tarraquin’s determined face and gave in. His orders had been to try and keep her from harm but if she insisted on doing something stupid then there wasn’t a lot he could do about it. He turned to Tordray and gave a quick command and then turned back to the queen who, he’d thought, he’d left safely in the throne room with her two advisors and her maids to wait on her. Whilst he’d been gathering his men and preparing for the inevitable battle she had been causing chaos.
 

How in hellden she had managed to completely change the situation in such a short time was beyond him. It had taken him less than a candle length to complete his preparations and have his men in formation outside of the city gates. However, in that time she had left the safety of the fortress, found a horse, white flag and royal standard and now sat in front of him looking every bit the queen and in command of the situation.
 

She was impressive too, sitting on her horse without a saddle looking as if she had been born there, which was more than could be said for either Jarrul or Istan who she had persuaded to go along with her dangerous plan. They looked like they would slide off the broad backs of their requisitioned coach horses at any moment, whilst she looked magnificent with her long dress flowing down the sides of her horse and her cloak draped gracefully over its quarters.
 

From the moment she had ridden up to him with her two lackeys in tow, he’d tried to persuade her against her plan, but she wouldn’t be moved. He cursed under his breath at her interference. It was typical of a woman to want to resolve a situation like this peacefully when what was needed was bloodshed. The man next to her unfurled the white flag he’d been given and Jarrul handed her the crown which she placed on her head, pushing it down as hard as it would go to stop it falling off. Tarraquin gave Malingar a brief smile which he didn’t return and together they trotted into the space between the two armies with their small party behind them.
 

Andron waited until he was certain how many people the enemy commander was bringing with him and then set off with two more guards for good luck. As he drew closer he could see the crown on the head of the woman and cursed under his breath at her audacity, but he would wipe that smile of her face once he showed her what Lozin carried in his pannier. He pulled his horse to a stop and Lozin and his Guardcaptain rode up beside him whilst his four guards fanned out behind.
 

Tarraquin rode a few paces forward of the rest to meet him. “Great Lord Andron, welcome to Tarmin. It’s always a pleasure to see you although it might have been better if you’d left your friends behind.”
 

“Madam, you have me at a temporary disadvantage. Who in hellden are you and what are you doing with that bloody thing on your head?”
 

Malingar rode up beside her and went to pull his sword at the insult but Tarraquin gently restrained him. “That’s no way to address your queen,” he said instead.
 

“Queen! What fucking queen?”
 

“Lord Andron,” interrupted Istan riding up next to Tarraquin. “May I present the daughter of King Malute and rightful heir to the throne of Leersland.”
 

Andron let out a bellow of laughter. “Malute’s been dead for over ten summers, boy; don’t you know your legal constitution? If there’s no successful claim of succession within ten summers then the one who holds the crown becomes the legitimate ruler. It’s the law in all the six kingdoms.”
 

“That’s true,” conceded Istan, “but if the claimant can prove the ruler murdered the king and then prevented the rightful heir from making a claim, then the ten summers rule doesn’t apply.”
 

“Unless the ruler is dead and cannot be taken to account for his crimes in which case his heir or the senior lord of the realm becomes the legitimate ruler,” concluded the Great Lord with a satisfied smirk.
 

“So?”
 

Andron leant from his saddle and reached into the pannier carried by the horse next to him and pulled out the decaying remains of Sarrat’s head. “Sarrat’s dead.”
 

They stared in horror at the blackening, slightly bloated lump hanging by its hair from Andron’s hand with its swollen tongue protruding from the side of its mouth and one eye hanging lose from its socket. Tarraquin turned aside and vomited as the wind wafted the stench of decay her way and Andron threw the lump onto the ground between them with a wet thud.
 

“You killed him?” asked Jarrul in a shocked voice.
 

“Of course I didn’t kill him, his magician did that, but Sarrat is dead right enough and without leaving any legitimate heirs, which leaves me the highest ranking noble in Leersland, so that makes me king.”
 

“I think not,” responded Istan. “Malute’s daughter was anointed on her first summer’s day. She outranks you so that makes her queen.”
 

“Besides which,” put in Jarrul, “She has received the oaths of loyalty from Leersland’s leaders, the public acclaim of her people and she wears the crown. I really do think that makes her queen.”
 

“Not in my eyes it doesn’t,” snapped Andron. “And I will fight anyone for what is rightly mine.”
 

“That would not be a good idea, Great Lord,” said Tarraquin quietly. “If you fight a great many men will die and even if you win the battle, the palace guard will not let you into the city. It would be far better if you were to return to your estates and reconsider your position and when you have seen the sense of what I have said, we can talk about a suitable role for you in the government of Leersland.”
 

The Great Lord dropped his hand angrily to his sword and went to draw the weapon but Sharman leaned across, pressed the hilt of his master’s sword back into its scabbard and whispered something urgent in his ear. Andron glared at him but removed his hand from his weapon. He turned back to Tarraquin and gave her a look of pure hatred.
 

“You win this round girl but you won’t always have that bunch of paid thugs at your back. There are plenty of fighting men in this kingdom including the remains of Sarrat’s army who will follow me and then there are those outside of Leersland who will want to see a strong king on the throne, not some slip of a girl. Enjoy your time playing at being queen. It won’t last long.”
 

He turned away and Tarraquin watched him go wondering if it wouldn’t have been better fighting him after all.
 

*
 

“How could you not know that Sarrat was dead?” demanded Tarraquin angrily.
 

“How could we know?” replied Jarrul tiredly. He sat on a hard backed chair in the corner of the chamber Tarraquin had taken as her working room, nursing a mug of herb tea which Birrit had made for him. “Even now we don’t know the details except that he died some time ago by Maladran’s hand and that Andron found the body.”
 

The queen shook her head in disbelief. “If only we had known we could have marched into Tarmin and taken the throne openly instead of going through all that cloak and dagger nonsense.”
 

Tarraquin sat back in the padded chair by the fire and fought off the temptation to close her eyes and go to sleep. She felt as if she had been awake for a moon cycle and yet only a day and a night had passed since she had slept on the throne room floor waiting to face her people. In that time she had been crowned, prevented a war, formed a council and overseen the execution of the Lord Keeper of the Keys.
 

Of all the things that she had done to take the crown, that was the one she regretted. The man had held out longer than expected under the ministrations of Malingar’s questioners before he divulged the whereabouts of the keys, crown and seal. Considering the state of his mutilated body, his quick execution had really been a mercy, but she still felt guilty. She looked at the crown sitting on the desk and decided she preferred the fake one; it wasn’t nearly such a burden.
 

“More importantly,” said Malingar breaking into her thoughts, “We could have captured the loyalty of the remnants of Sarrat’s army in the south. I fear that we may be too late and that Andron has already given them his own version of Sarrat’s death and his rightful claim to the throne.”
 

“I’m sure you’re right,” said Istan. He’d propped himself up by the window and despite the early hour, he was sipping at a goblet of wine. His only concession to the time of day was that the wine was a delicate white and not the red he usually drank. “I also think we should not dismiss his other threats. If he goes to the other kingdoms with stories of a murdered king, mercenary armies and a usurper on the throne of Leersland then he is bound to get some support.”
 

“But it wasn’t like that.”
 

“No, it wasn’t, Your Majesty, but that’s what he will say.”
 

“Then we must do something about it.” She thought for a moment resting her aching head in her hand.
 

“What we need are more soldiers to defend Tarmin and Leersland from attack,” said Malingar with conviction.
 

Jarrul shook his head. “No, fighting is not the answer. What we need to do is tell our version of the story before Andron does.”
 

Malingar jumped up and turned on Jarrul ready to defend his point, but Tarraquin held up her hand to stop them. “Gentlemen, you are both right. What we need is help from those who know that I am the rightful queen and I don’t think we are going to get that by sitting around here arguing amongst ourselves.”
 

“What we need are envoys,” put in Lord Istan. “They used to come to Sarrat’s court from time to time and he was obliged to listen to them. He even agreed to their proposals on rare occasions and he always treated them with the utmost respect to their face, if not behind their back.”
 

The queen nodded in approval. “That’s a good idea. We could put our case and ask each of the kingdoms to provide a small force against any insurrection until I have secured my throne. That way no one kingdom would be tempted to invade for fear of upsetting the others and Andron could easily be contained. What do you think?”
 

The others nodded cautious ascent. “Who will you send?” asked Jarrul.
 

“Why, you of course, along with Lord Istan.” She smiled at Malingar. “You have connections in Northshield, don’t you?”
 

“Yes, My Lady. I would be pleased to present your request to King Borman.”
 

“And you, Lord Istan?”
 

“My house and the royal house of Essenland have had close ties for generations and Prince Pellum and I have hunted together on a number of occasions. I would be happy to go there and then on to Vinmore.”
 

“Jarrul, can you manage Tarbis?”
 

“I’m no diplomat, My Lady, and besides which, if we all go who will be here to advise you.”
 

“I have faith in you, Jarrul, and don’t worry about advice. Haven’t I just appointed a council, including Guildmaster Jobes?” She looked at Istan accusingly and gave a small laugh. “That’s settled then. With the exception of Sandstrone, which I don’t think would be pleased to see any of you; my three special envoys will seek support from the six kingdoms.  Good luck my friends.”
 

“I think we are going to need it,” muttered Jarrul to himself.
 

~   ~   ~   ~   ~






  

CHAPTER EIGHT

Acolytes

 

“No! No! No! Haven’t you learnt anything in the twenty summers you have lived in this land of magic?”
 

The Master of Magic, a small round man with the face of a cherub flicked Jonderill around the ear with his thin, whippy wand making a sound like the snapping of a twig and making Jonderill jump. The brief strike didn’t hurt, or at least the first one hadn’t but after half a dozen such assaults, his ear was starting to feel tender and the irritable flick felt like the sting of a buzzing insect. That wasn’t what hurt though; it was the humiliation of being an utter failure.
 

After a complete moon cycle of instruction, cajoling and threats he still hadn’t been able to move a single wine berry on the table in front of him at all, let alone from one side of the table to the other. Now his humiliation was complete as the wavering ball of elemental fire at the end of his fingers spluttered and went out leaving the candle, he was trying to ignite, unlit. Behind him he could hear the small group of acolytes whisper amongst themselves and snigger at his failure. This time the master didn’t bother to silence them but just stood with his hands on his hips and glared at Jonderill.
 

“I don’t know why I’m wasting my time on you, boy. Even these fools can control elemental fire and move small objects around and they are just ungifted boys. Why the High Master believes you to be anything more than an ignorant peasant beats me. Now try again. Use what little bit of a brain the goddess has given you and concentrate on rolling that wine berry across that table.”
 

Jonderill took a deep breath and stared at the wine berry but the wine berry remained where it was. He raised his wand and pointed at the wine berry and concentrated on its roundness and how easy it would be for it to roll across the table, but still it wouldn’t move. Feeling completely foolish he leant forward and put the tip of his wand a fraction from the smooth red skin and muttered the words he’d been taught under his breath but still nothing happened.
 

“Louder!” commanded the Master of Magic; flicking his wand once more into the side of Jonderill’s ear.
 

“Damn it!” shouted Jonderill bringing his wand down on top of the wine berry, splitting the skin and squashing it messily into the table top. “I’ve had enough of this and enough of you too.”
 

He threw the wand on the floor and barged past the surprised master almost knocking him to the ground. The others watched in stunned silence as Jonderill threw open the door of the instruction room and slammed it shut behind him. For a moment there was silence and then the small group of acolytes burst out into excited conversation.
 

“Silence!” commanded the Master of Magic as he straightened his robes that Jonderill had knocked askew. “You will leave now and you will say nothing of this disgraceful exhibition to anyone, do you understand?”
 

The acolytes nodded and meekly trouped out of the room under the stern eye of the master without saying a word.
 

“There’s not much hope that they’ll keep that incident to themselves, is there?” said a voice from behind the master.
 

He jumped in surprise and turned and bowed. “I regret not, High Master. You saw what happened?”
 

“Only the last few moments, but I assume that the rest of the time he has spent with you has been equally unproductive?”
 

“The boy’s an idiot. I’ve spent a moon cycle trying to teach him the basics of magic but he lacks concentration, his enunciation is peasant and his movements are as coarse as a muck digger. He’s only fit to be a servant and a lowly one at that.”
 

High Master Razarin wandered slowly around the room thoughtfully touching the array of objects that the Master of Magic used in his lessons. “And yet the blessed goddess favours him?”
 

“Perhaps the goddess is mistaken.”
 

“Perhaps, but Callabris too saw something in the boy.”
 

The master shrugged. “Since the death of his brother, Callabris searches for a replacement. The boy has green eyes but that is where the similarity ends. Believe me, Jonderill is definitely not another Coberin.”
 

“You may be right but I don’t think we should give up on Jonderill just yet.” He smiled at the Master of Magic as he studied a wooden bowl full of squashed red fruit. “I think you need to buy yourself some more wine berries.” He pushed the bowl into the hands of the astonished master and left by the same hidden door which he’d used to enter the room a short time before.
 

Jonderill had marched out of the House of Learning slamming every door behind him and stamped across the carefully manicured lawns until he reached the main roadway through the city. From there he turned away from the goddess’s temple and the buildings where the acolytes lived and followed a lesser road. It brought him to Smith’s Square where he took the second exit under an archway, turned around the corner of a building and stomped loudly up the wooden stairway which led to the collection of small rooms above the Armsmaster’s Inn.
 

As usual, the outside door was unlocked and the inside hallway was unlit, so he slipped inside and in the dark, counted down four doors until he found his room. He retrieved the iron key from the pouch at his belt, let himself in and locked the door behind him. Breathing heavily he stood in the dark room with his eyes closed. When his breathing had slowed and he’d stopped shaking with anger and frustration he opened his eyes, held out his hand in front of him and produced a steady flame at the end of his fingers which he used to light the small oil lamp at the side of his bed.
 

Slowly and with deliberate care, he pulled his grey robe over his head, rolled it into a tight ball and dropped it into the empty slop bucket in the corner. Equally as carefully he picked up the oil lamp and dropped it on top of his robe taking a hasty step back as the glass shattered and the flame caught. The spilt oil from the broken lamp flared up and lit the room with a lurid red glow. He sat on the edge of his bed in his small clothes and watched the conflagration until the flames had died down.
 

Yesterday he’d tried to rip the robe apart with his knife and had even hacked at it with his sword, but apart from it being a bit crumpled around the sleeves, the robe was undamaged. The day before that, he’d thrown it out of the window into the pathway of a passing squad of armsmen. The squad leader had returned it to him, apologising that it was slightly dusty but one good shake had removed any trace of boot marks. He looked at the bucket and decided he didn’t want to see what effect the oil and the flames had on the thing.
 

A knock on the door made him look up but he decided to do nothing about it; after his complete and utter failure to produce any trace of magic and his display of temper he really didn’t want to be lectured by some pompous master or goaded by a gloating acolyte. It was their mocking which had driven him out of his luxurious suite of rooms on his first day at the Enclave. He’d found the small inn hidden down an alleyway in the craftsmens’ quarter by accident after stumbling around the city in the dark for several candle lengths.
 

After he’d drunk a second tankard of ale, he had realized that he had left his coin pouch behind, but fortunately the innkeeper had believed him when he said he could pay for his drink, room and food but had left his belongings elsewhere. Just to make sure though the innkeeper had provided him with the pot boy to help him find his way back to the acolyte’s quarters so he could collect the few things he owned. His new room was small and cramped and the single window opened onto a steaming middin heap but it was his, or at least it was until his coins ran out.
 

The knock came at the door, louder and more insistent this time but he continued to ignore it. He’d promised High Master Razarin that he would stay for a moon cycle which should have been a long enough time for him to learn how to defend himself on the road, but so far all he had done was pretend to be a magician so others could laugh at him. His attempts at moving things had been a waste of time and his efforts at opening locked doors had all ended in failure. He’d tried enhancing his senses and constructing simple enchantments to refill empty goblets but nothing worked.
 

The only thing which had been vaguely successful was when he had tried to command others without speaking and then Sansun had arrived outside the House of Learning, hot and lathered having almost demolished the stall in which he’d been stabled. For a moment the knocking at his door increased in intensity and then abruptly stopped. He listened to the shuffle of feet outside the door of his room and then the sounds of footsteps walking away and finally being silenced as his visitor let himself out the outside door.
 

Jonderill gave a sigh of relief and produced a bright ball of light which he placed in the air just above his shoulder. He’d given the High Master and the others the moon cycle which he’d promised them. In that time he’d tried his best to be what they wanted him to be, but it hadn’t worked out so now, as far as he was concerned, he was free to leave. With his decision made he felt better, almost as if a weight had been lifted from him. He also felt hungry and realised that he hadn’t eaten since the night before.
 

Leaving the ball of light floating above in the air he rummaged in the chest at the foot of his bed for suitable clothing. He ignored the fine shirts and tunics which the master’s had provided and instead pulled out the shirt, breeches and boots which Allowyn had given him. They were a bit crumpled and the shirt had a small hole in it and a blood stain at waist height, but that didn’t matter, at least he would look normal for a change. He strapped on the fine leather belt and went to attach the sword and scabbard but stopped before he picked the sword up. Somehow it didn’t seem right to wear a sword to a peaceful inn when all you were going to do was eat a bowl of stew and down a few pots of ale. He left the sword where it was, snapped his fingers to extinguish the light and made his way down the stairs and around the corner to the door of the inn.
 

When he went inside the inn the common room was crowded and noisy, and the table in the corner, where he’d sat last night and the night before, was taken by four craft workers with the bulging arms of smiths or arms makers. The tables by the rear wall where you could prop yourself up and watch what was going on in the common room were also taken, leaving just those by the hearth or a few in the centre of the room. He’d tried the ones by the hearth on the first night and had almost roasted as the inn became more crowded and he was pushed closer to the fire. On the other hand he didn’t fancy the ones in the centre of the room either where people jostled and pushed past you to get to the other tables.
 

He sighed and went to return to his room when the boy who had helped him move into the inn grabbed his sleeve and tugged urgently on it. “Hey! Mister! Me master says ‘e’s got a space over ‘ere fer yer if yer aint bovered ter share the doss wiv some toffs later like.”
 

The pot boy pulled Jonderill in the direction of an empty table to one side of the bar. “’e says ‘e’s got stew an’ bread if yer want it, an’ some nice Vinmore red which ‘as jus’ come in today.” The boy shoved Jonderill the last few steps to the table and pulled him into a seat. “Now yer stays dossin’ an’ I’lls get yer grub an’ plonk an’ I’lls be back in a tick.”
 

He sat at the table feeling slightly bemused at being hassled by a slip of a boy but he was right; it was a good spot. The table was round with six chairs surrounding it and a large reserved sign sitting in the middle of it. He shuffled into the chair that was protected by the angle of the wall and the bar, but it gave a clear view of the rest of the room except the furthest most corner. Despite craning his neck around he couldn’t quite make out who was sitting at the corner table and whether they were likely to leave soon so he could move into it.
 

Clearly the table where he sat was being held back for someone with influence but with any luck he could eat his meal and disappear back to his room with the remains of the wine before whoever it was found him sitting at their table. As if he had read his mind, the boy arrived with a large bowl of steaming stew in one hand and a half flagon of wine in the other. He put them on the table along with a small loaf of bread from under his arm and a clay goblet and wooden spoon from the pocket of his grubby, grey shorts. He gave a gap-toothed grin, a quick salute and scurried back into the crowd.
 

Jonderill smiled to himself and wiped the spoon and the rim of the goblet on the sleeve of his shirt before attacking the meal. The stew was thick and rich and just spicy enough to make his tongue tingle and his throat burn; he was glad he wasn’t sitting near the fire. He broke open the loaf which was still steaming slightly inside and dipped it into the dark gravy washing it down with the soft, warm wine. For the first time that day he felt that life really was worth living.
 

“Well, what have we here then? I do believe it’s the Enclave’s new white wizard.” The speaker gave a cynical laugh and dropped his sword belt loudly on to the table in front of Jonderill, who didn’t bother to look up. 
 

“Nah, Dowin, that’s no wizard, from what I heard, the Master of Magic said he was a peasant or a muck digger who’s no better than a low servant.” The second speaker leant across the table and picked up the remaining half of Jonderill’s bread, breaking off a chunk and passing the rest onto his four friends. Jonderill ignored them and concentrated on finishing the rest of his stew as fast as he could. Around him the five young men pulled out the chairs and sat around the table.
 

“From what I heard Master Tressing say he isn’t even a peasant, but an escaped slave from Leersland.”
 

Dowin picked up his sheathed sword from the table and prodded Jonderill in the shoulder with it. “Hey, peasant, is it true what they say, that no goods like you get branded in Leersland like some kind of animal?”
 

Jonderill did his best to ignore them but the second speaker, who had sat down next to him, kicked him sharply in the shin under the table. “Hey, peasant, my friend here is talking to you.”
 

He looked up and recognised three of the young men as the acolytes who had been in the room of instruction with him earlier in the day. The others were younger but clearly of the same mould. He looked from face to face and decided it was time to leave. Jonderill went to stand but the two acolytes on either side of him pulled him down and pressed his forearms firmly to the table. Dowin pulled a thin knife and laid it on the table close to Jonderill’s left hand. He tried to push back his chair but realized now that his choice of seat had been a poor one and he was trapped in the corner.
 

“Now peasant, is it true what they say, are you a branded slave?”
 

Jonderill said nothing but when Dowin gave a slight nod the two acolytes who held his arms pulled back his sleeve revealing the faded kingsward scar.
 

“Well, well, well, so the rumours are true. Now what is the High Master up to trying to teach a dog like you magic tricks?”
 

“Perhaps we could get the dog to do some tricks for us,” suggested the acolyte sitting next to him. “How about getting him to beg?”
 

“Leave me alone,” growled Jonderill as he tried to pull away but the two acolytes either side of him held him fast. They looked to their leader with expectant grins.
 

“Why not? Come on, peasant; let’s see you on your knees begging for us to leave you alone.” Jonderill said nothing. “Chaslin, see if your knife can teach this dog to obey his betters.”
 

Chaslin, who picked up the knife, gave a wolfish grin and leaned over the table. With a laugh he carved the letter ‘D’ into Jonderill’s forearm with the tip of his knife. Jonderill gritted his teeth and blood dripped from his arm onto the table. Dowin nodded again and Chaslin pressed the tip of his knife into Jonderill’s arm once more.
 

“What in hellden’s name is going on here!” bellowed the innkeeper. Chaslin slipped the knife underneath the table and passed it to the youth sitting next to him as the others released Jonderill’s arms.
 

“Nothing. It’s just a little game,” said Dowin, giving the angry innkeeper a warm, confident smile. “We were just initiating our friend here into the acolyte brotherhood, weren’t we Jonderill?”
 

Beneath the table Jonderill could feel the knife tip prod him in the ribs encouraging him to nod in agreement.
 

“Well you’re not doing any of your magic stuff in my inn, so out, the lot of you and don’t come back, ever.”
 

The innkeeper stood with his arms folded scowling at the five acolytes with his pot boy hovering behind him. He waited until they had gathered their swords and cloaks and watched them weave their way through the crowd and out of the inn before turning his attention back to Jonderill. The pot boy had already given Jonderill a clean cloth to press against his cut arm and was wiping up the spots of blood with a well used rag.
 

“Not all the acolytes who study at the Enclave are like that, but they are an unpleasant bunch. If I had known that Gellidan had reserved the table for their use I would never have let them in. It used to be that only those dedicated to the goddess were allowed into the Enclave, but lately anyone can come if their father’s got enough coin or a title. That lot are all youngest sons of one lord or another and you would be well advised to keep clear of them, particularly if what they were saying about you is true. Now, if you don’t mind, I’ve got a full inn tonight and I need that table, so if you could drink up and leave I would be much obliged.”
 

The innkeeper returned to the bar and Jonderill watched as the pot boy cleared away his half eaten meal and disappear back into the crowd. If he had any doubts about leaving the Enclave his mind was now firmly made up. Carefully he lifted the cloth and looked at the cut on his arm which had stopped bleeding. It was a shallow cut and with any luck it wouldn’t scar. He poured the rest of his wine into his goblet and drank it slowly, watching the other customers eating and drinking with their friends. It occurred to him that they were all craft workers, mainly from the smithies but with a few weavers as well. He couldn’t see any armsmen amongst them which was a bit odd considering the name of the inn. There were definitely no other acolytes in the room and he wondered why his five tormentors had picked this inn for their evening’s entertainment.
 

When his goblet was empty he made his way slowly to the door but before he reached it he felt an urgent tug on his shirt sleeve. He looked down to where the pot boy stood behind him holding an old, cracked scabbard with a simple, iron cross-hilted sword sticking out of the top of it. “Me master says ter gives yer this ter show them toffs that you knows how ter stick ‘em if yer ‘ave ter. ‘e says ter bring it back when yer done wiv it.”
 

The boy thrust the sword into Jonderill’s hand and disappeared back into the crowd. He watched the boy go before stepping out into the night and closing the door behind him. After the brightness of the inn the unlit pathway seemed extra dark; even the light from the torch lit square barely reached the door of the inn. He turned to the left and followed the wall along and then turned again to reach the stairs to his room.
 

“Hello peasant,” said a deep voice out of the darkness. Two small balls of elemental fire lit up the darkness and Jonderill’s heart dropped as he recognised the five acolytes from earlier. “We have some unfinished business. My friend here wants to see you do some tricks and Chaslin has some carving to finish.”
 

Dowin and his friend, Jeb drew their swords and Chaslin unsheathed his knife and held it out in front of him whilst the two younger acolytes, who held the elemental fire, stepped back to give their friends more room.
 

“Why don’t you just go away and leave me alone. I don’t have anything you want and I don’t want to fight you.”
 

“Well, that’s where you’re wrong. Jeb here wants to see you beg on your knees, Chaslin wants more of your blood on his knife and I want you back in Leersland and chained up or whatever they do with slaves there.”
 

Jonderill sighed in resignation and pulled the old sword from its battered scabbard. It felt heavy and cumbersome and awkward in his hand. He had never held a cross-hilted sword before and, as he struggled to grip it, he wished that he had his own sword in his hand instead of which he’d foolishly left it upstairs.
 

Jeb attacked first with a cross body slice which Jonderill parried but the impact sent a shock through his wrist and arm making the heavy sword twist in his grip. He had barely regained his hold on the weapon when a reverse cut came back at him knocking his sword to the other side. He retook his stance and tried to remember all the things that the Cadetmaster had taught him. When Jeb advanced again with a number of chest height thrusts he was ready for them and was able to push them aside. Jeb repeated his cross body slice which Jonderill caught on his blade and held it there, hilt to hilt until Jeb retired with a grin on his face and Dowin stepped forward making practice swings through the air with the ease of a well practiced swordsman.
 

Jonderill parried his first two moves but the third thrust slipped past his guard and pierced his shoulder by a finger’s width. The Acolyte stepped back and saluted whilst drops of blood appeared on Jonderill’s shirt. Jeb took Dowin’s place and with little style bludgeoned at Jonderill’s sword until he lost his grip and the weapon spun from his hand. Jeb stepped back and Dowin moved in again piercing Jonderill’s other shoulder. This strike was slightly deeper and blood immediately blossomed on the front of his shirt.
 

“You can make this easy by getting down on to your knees and begging for mercy in which case Chaslin will just finish his carving or you can pick that sword up and we’ll teach you a lesson and then Chaslin will still carve you up. So, what’s it to be, slave dog?”
 

Jonderill looked down at the sword, took a deep breath and knowing it was the wrong thing to do he picked it up. It felt heavier than ever and the wound in his shoulder made his arm ache. He took up a defensive stand and backed up against the wall of the inn with the tip of the sword wavering unsteadily in front of him. Jeb came at him from one side and Dowin from the other. He parried Jeb’s high cut which would have taken his arm off at the shoulder but could do nothing about Dowin’s thrust which pierced him in the side. Jonderill gasped as he felt the steel blade being withdrawn from his body and dropped the sword to grip the bleeding wound.
 

“Painful but not fatal,” said Dowin. “Now get down on your knees, slave dog.” 
 

Jonderill stood defiantly with his back to the wall and blood dripping through his fingers. He’d lasted this far so he wasn’t going to give in now. Dowin gave an irritated sigh and thrust his sword towards Jonderill’s thigh but the hit never landed as his sword was deflected downwards; its tip scoring a line in the dirt by Jonderill’s feet. Dowin stepped back and raised his sword to attack the newcomer but before he could do so his attacker had scored two thin cuts down the length of one forearm. As he looked in astonishment at the blood marking the torn edges of his sleeve his opponent’s second sword flicked his wrist sending Dowin’s sword spinning from his hand.
 

Jeb charged forward swinging his weapon in a vicious head slice and from the shadows Chaslin threw his knife at the new attacker. The swordsman caught Jeb’s downward slice and deflected it to the side, trapping it with his sword hilt whilst his other sword knocked the knife from the air sending it bouncing harmlessly against the wall. In a fluid motion he turned the blade broadside and smacked it against Jeb’s ribs. Jeb gave a scream of pain, dropped his sword and stumbled after his retreating friends leaving the alleyway in darkness.
 

“If you can manage it a little bit of light would be helpful.” said Jonderill’s rescuer from the darkness.
 

Jonderill moved his hand away from the wound in his side and produced a weak ball of elemental fire that waved unsteadily at the end of his blood covered fingers. Opposite him, with a sword held in either hand stood the young man who had given him his cloak when he had first arrived at the Enclave.
 

“They’ve gone and I don’t think they will be back.” He sheathed his swords in the crossed scabbards on his back and stepped forward to drape Jonderill’s arm over his shoulder supporting his uninjured side. “Let’s get you up to your room and then I’ll go and get you some help.”
 

Taking most of Jonderill’s weight he helped Jonderill up the stairs and into his unlit room sitting him in the room’s only chair. He looked around the small chamber but couldn’t find what he was looking for. “Where’s your lamp?” Jonderill pointed in the direction of the slop bucket and his rescuer glanced inside at the crumpled robe and broken lamp. “Oh. You stay here then and don’t move. Dozo was in the inn when I left and he’s bound to have his kit with him.”
 

Tissian left and Jonderill closed his eyes and let his elemental fire fade away. The wounds in his side and shoulder were still bleeding and he was starting to feel light headed. Now that the shock of the attack had passed and the adrenaline was fading, he was feeling cold and was starting to shake. He needed something to keep himself warm, but didn’t want to get blood on his blankets so he pulled the slop bucket towards him, shook out the broken glass from the robe and wrapped it around his shoulders. The thing didn’t even smell of lamp oil let alone burnt fibers or soot. It was surprisingly warm though so he closed his eyes for a moment and drifted into sleep.
 

He jumped slightly when the key rattled in the lock and Dozo came into the room clutching a small bag followed by the young protector carrying one of the inn’s oil lamps and a bottle of grain spirit. Together they helped Jonderill remove his shirt and Tissian waited anxiously whilst Dozo cleaned the wounds with the grain spirit. Ignoring Jonderill’s protests at the sting of the strong spirit, he smothered the cleaned wounds with a white paste, which smelled of herbs, and bound them with clean linen from his bag. When he’d finished they helped Jonderill onto his bed and Dozo left, promising to return to change the dressings in the morning. Tissian poured the rest of the grain spirit into two pots and handed one to Jonderill. He shook out the robe and laid it over the clothes chest and removed his two swords before sitting in the chair. 
 

“Thank you,” said Jonderill sipping at his drink and feeling the grain spirit warm him through. “That’s the second time you’ve come to my rescue.”
 

“Think nothing of it, it’s what I do, I’m a protector.”
 

Jonderill smiled. “How did you know I needed protecting?”
 

Tissian looked a bit sheepish and stared into his pot of grain spirit. “I heard Gellidan and the others talking about what the Master of Magic had called you this afternoon, so I thought you might be feeling a bit low and in need of some company. I came around earlier but there was no answer so I hung around for a bit.” He looked up and gave Jonderill a quick smile. “I’ve been doing penance all day with Allowyn and his armsmen and had persuaded Dozo and some of the others to meet me here for an ale or two. We were sitting around the corner from you and I’d asked the pot boy to let me know when you left the inn so I could follow you out and talk to you.”
 

“I’m really glad you did.”
 

“You’d have been okay. I don’t think Dowin and his bunch wanted to kill you, just rough you up a bit. Give yourself a few more days to get the hang of how your magic works and then they’ll be too afraid to touch you.”
 

“I’m not going to be here in a few more days, I am leaving in the morning.”
 

“You can’t do that! What about your magic?”
 

“I don’t have any magic. You heard what the Master of Magic said and it’s true, I don’t even have enough elemental fire to light a candle and I could stare at a wine berry until I was a grey beard and it still wouldn’t roll across a table. No, I‘m leaving tomorrow and going south. I’ve always planned to see the Great Southern Ocean and now seems as good a time as any.”
 

“You can’t!” Jonderill shook his head in denial. “I mean that you can’t go without learning to hold a sword properly and to protect yourself. If those three could best you tonight how long do you think you would last on the road?” Jonderill continued shaking his head. “Look, I’ve got penance again tomorrow, another day of practice and devotions with Allowyn. Why don’t you come along and talk to him? If nothing else he can give you some tips on staying alive.”
 

Jonderill sighed in resignation. “Okay but just one candle length and then I’m gone.
 

“Good.” Tissian swallowed the last of his grain spirit and moved to the door. “I’ll be here at first bell.” He gave Jonderill a boyish smile and left.
 

*
 

When the first bell of the day rang across the Enclave and the pale rays of the sun were just appearing above the steep sides of the valley, Jonderill was packed and ready to leave. All but one of the fine linen shirts that he had been given were folded neatly on his bed along with the tunics, breeches and cloaks which had also been given to him. The innkeeper’s old sword and a small pile of coins lay next to them. It was too early in the day to say goodbye to the innkeeper but he would send a message later, before he left the Enclave for good. He hoped that the coin would be enough to cover the cost of his board and food for the moon cycle he’d been there.
 

The only thing he was taking with him which was not his own was the shirt he was wearing. He wouldn’t have taken this one but his own shirt now had three holes in it and several blood stains. It badly needed washing and mending. It was rolled up inside his grey robe along with his few other possessions. Plantagenet’s old iron blade and his finely crafted sword lay on the table next to his bundle as he waited for Tissian to arrive.
 

In the city the second bell had almost finished pealing before he heard Tissian’s hurried footsteps on the stairs. He opened the door before Tissian knocked and was going to ask him where he had been, but he looked slightly crumpled and bedraggled and a little bit desperate. His hair was damp and had been roughly finger combed and his clothes, which were the same as he had worn the previous night, looked like he had slept in them. Despite that his eyes still sparkled and he gave Jonderill a big grin.
 

“Good morning, Lord. I see that you’re ready, which is a very good thing as I’m running a bit late and Allowyn will have me doing double devotions if I don’t arrive on time and keep him waiting.” He picked up Jonderill’s bundle and the iron blade and passed him the sword. Jonderill took it and clipped the scabbard to his belt, wincing as the weight of the weapon pulled at the wound in his side.
 

“How are the wounds this morning?” Tissian asked as he quickly led the way out of the room and down the stairs two at a time. “Dozo said he would come by the practice ground later and said you shouldn’t do anything strenuous until he’s had a chance to look you over and change the dressings.”
 

Without waiting for an answer he hurried onwards leading Jonderill through small side streets where there were less people about. It was a part of the Enclave which Jonderill hadn’t seen before with straight rows of small dwellings, each with its own brightly painted front door and two windows. Some of the windows were open and the smell of hot bread and frying rashers made Jonderill wish they could stop to eat. They hurried across the city away from the temple and the House of Learning and Jonderill felt his spirits rise the further they moved away from their looming presence.
 

“I hope you don’t mind, Lord, but I took the liberty of having your horse prepared; Allowyn has chosen a place for my penance today which is some way out of the city and it would be too far to walk.” He turned down another side street which opened into a small square at the centre of which stood an armsman holding the reins of Sansun and two other horses. Sansun neighed a greeting and Jonderill stroked his nose and whispered a greeting back. He took his bundle of possessions from Tissian and tied them behind his saddle, pushing the iron blade carefully through the centre of the rolled blanket before mounting and quickly following Tissian through a small gate in the city wall.
 

Once outside the city the three riders broke into a steady trot on the hard packed roadway that led from the Enclave along the valley floor and the armsman dropped behind to act as a rear guard. When the sun finally climbed above the sides of the valley and warmed the morning air they slowed to a walk and Tissian handed Jonderill a small bundle containing fresh bread and hard, spicy sausage.
 

“I’m sorry it’s not better fare, Lord, but it was all that the inn keeper’s boy could find for me this morning.”
 

Jonderill frowned at him. “Please don’t call me lord. As the Master of Magic so rightly pointed out, I am definitely not a lord, my name is Jonderill”
 

“I’m sorry L…” He laughed and shook his head. “Jonderill. I will do my best to remember but it is difficult for a protector to call a white robe by their name. It’s part of our training to show respect and to honour those who have the gift of magic. It’s why I was walking penance on the day when we first met; I failed to bow low enough to Master Tressing.”
 

“Well, as I don’t have any magic you’re safe from doing any penance because of me.” Jonderill raised himself slightly in the stirrups and pointed to where smoke rose a short way in the distance. “Is that Allowyn’s camp?”
 

Tissian nodded but didn’t say anything. Instead he tried to smooth down his crumpled clothing and finger combed his hair again, finally checking that all his weapons were in place. Jonderill smiled to himself at the young man’s obvious nervousness. “What is this penance you have to do?”
 

“Three days of practice and devotions with a master for speaking out of turn, but I’m lucky, Allowyn agreed to be my penance master. Yesterday was blade work but I think today’s penance will be much harder and I’m not as fresh as I was.”
 

“Would it help if I had a word with Allowyn? Saving my life last night must be worth something.”
 

“Oh no! It’s a great honour to train with someone like Allowyn. It’s just that he’s so strict about being on time and appearances and doing the goddess the utmost honour in your devotions.”
 

Jonderill laughed. “Yes, I’ve seen him honouring the goddess in his devotions; it made me exhausted just to watch!” They both laughed as they turned into the large field where Allowyn had made his camp.
 

As they brought their horses to a halt, Allowyn left the armsmen he’d been talking to and walked to where they were. From the dampness of his hair and the slightly laboured breathing it was clear that he had already completed his morning devotions. He smiled at Jonderill but looked sternly at Tissian who hurriedly slipped from his saddle and went to one knee bowing his head.
 

“You’re late and improperly dressed. Before you start today’s work you will run ten circuits of this field in full armour.” Tissian bowed lower before scuttling away. “Jonderill, this is an unexpected surprise. I thought you were at the House of Learning. Come and have some breakfast and herb tea, it’s freshly made.”
 

Jonderill dismounted giving Sansun’s reins to the armsman who had ridden with them from the city and followed Allowyn to the small fire. Another armsman handed him a bowl of hot oats and a pot of herb tea which he gratefully took and joined Allowyn at a log to one side of the fire. The oats were hot and soft with bits of crunchy apple chopped into it and despite having already eaten he cleaned out the bowl. When he looked up, Tissian in full armour and carrying a halberd in one hand and a bolt bow in the other was starting on his second circuit of the field.
 

“Don’t be too hard on Tissian, he saved my life last night and it’s my fault he’s late this morning.”
 

“I know. I also know that he slept at the foot of the inn’s stairs last night just in case there was any further trouble.” Jonderill looked at him in surprise. “Dozo came by early this morning and told me what had happened.”
 

“In that case can’t you be a little easier on him?”
 

“No. One day, if the goddess wishes it, the boy will be a protector and his master’s life will depend on his skill and stamina. When that day comes they will both be grateful for the discipline and pain he’ll face today. And now, my friend, what are you doing here instead of at the House of Learning?”
 

“I’m leaving. In fact I would already be gone if it wasn’t for Tissian persuading me that I should talk to you first.”
 

Allowyn frowned in concern. “Why are you leaving so soon, Jonderill? You have only been in the Enclave for a moon cycle. It seems to me that one turning of the moon is a very short time to learn to be a magician.”
 

“I think if I had been here for the passing of three summers I still wouldn’t learn to be a magician, it just isn’t in me.”
 

“My master thought it was and the goddess herself has called for you. Do you think they are both wrong?”
 

Jonderill shook his head in confusion. “They must be. If I had what it takes to be a magician I’d be able to do more than produce the occasional bit of elemental fire.”
 

Allowyn didn’t answer but watched in silence as Tissian completed his fifth circuit of the field, stumbling slightly as his halberd dipped and caught in the grass.
 

“Did you see Tissian fight last night?” Jonderill nodded. “Do you think that Tissian would have been able to fight like that by just practicing for a moon cycle?”
 

“No, but that’s different. Tissian wants to be a protector; he looks and acts the part.” 
 

“And you don’t?” Jonderill stared into his empty pot and then watched as Tissian completed his final circuit. “To be the best you have to want it very much and not give in when things are tough.” He beckoned Tissian over to join them. Sweat ran down his face and his breath came in short gasps. “Tissian, I have no patience to work with boys who put no effort into their training. You may return to the Enclave.”
 

No master!” said Tissian in shock. “Please don’t dismiss me, I’ll try harder.”
 

“Then do the ten circuits again and at speed this time, not a slovenly jog.” The boy bowed briefly and ran off to do the circuits again. “That’s what wanting something means, doing things again and again until you get them right and not taking the easy way out.” 
 

He stood and watched a small group of armsmen ride into camp and waved one of them over. “I must return to my duties so I will leave you in Dozo’s hands but think about what I have said, Jonderill and decide what it is you really want to be. When you have reached your decision we will talk again.”
 

 

~   ~   ~   ~   ~

 






  

CHAPTER NINE

The Words of the Goddess

 

 

Jonderill sat in the common room of the Armsmaster Inn and stared thoughtfully into his half empty pot. As usual the inn was busy although not as busy as the previous night and the pot boy had been able to find him a small table by the back wall where he wouldn’t be disturbed. The remains of his evening meal sat on the table, picked over but barely eaten and next to it stood the two ale pots he had already emptied. He frowned as he once again turned Allowyn’s words over in his mind. What did he want to be and was he prepared to work hard to be it. 
 

The problem was that he didn’t know the answer to the first half of the question, and the more he thought about it, the further away the right decision slipped. Even his decision to stay another day at the Enclave felt wrong; it was as if something was calling to him to leave, but at the same time, something was holding him there. He’d returned to the inn from Allowyn’s camp with a small escort of guards after Dozo had redressed his wounds and had instructed him not to practice with a sword or exercise for at least two more days. 
 

It had been his intention to stay at the practice field longer but Allowyn and Tissian had left to do their devotions in private so there hadn’t been much point in staying. Apart from that he’d left his room at the inn with all the appearance of it being abandoned and he needed to get back there before the innkeeper let it to someone else. The thought of having to spend a night in the rooms given to him by the High Master was not a pleasant one.
 

When he reached the inn he’d been relieved to find that nobody had been into his room and the pile of clothes and coins lay untouched on his bed where he’d left them. The task of putting things back where they belonged had taken only moments and then he’d sat and stared at the two objects on his bed for a long time hoping that one of them would call to him but neither did. The grey robe looked as it always did; smooth and clean despite his efforts to burn it. The blood from his wounds of the previous night were nowhere in sight, and having been rolled up and tied behind his saddle for half a day seemed to have had no effect on it at all. His sword too looked like it always did; long, bright and sharp although it had felt heavy and cumbersome when he’d laid it on the bed. He put that down to the ache in his shoulder and side from the wounds he’d taken.
 

After a while he grew tired of staring at them and left them there whilst he set off for the House of Learning. The least he could do was apologise to the master for his failure to attend his instruction. He knew he should have taken his sword with him for protection, but he couldn’t bring himself to pick it up, so he was quite relieved when he noticed that one of Allowyn’s armsmen was following him at a discrete distance. When he reached the House of Learning the Master of Magic wasn’t there, so he spent the rest of the afternoon wandering aimlessly around the city and eventually ended back at the inn. He’d only just returned when the pot boy dragged him through the door, found him a table and thrust a pot of the inn’s best ale into his hand.
 

He was still staring into the half empty pot when the spare chair at his table was pulled backwards, its legs scraping noisily on the rough stone floor. Jonderill looked up in annoyance, straight into the bright blue eyes of Tissian who gave him a broad grin. “I hoped I might find you here. When Allowyn and I returned to his camp I thought you might have changed your mind and left the Enclave, but Allowyn was certain you wouldn’t leave without saying goodbye.” Jonderill gave him a half smile but said nothing, making Tissian a little less certain. “May I join you? I’m rather in need of a large ale.”
 

Jonderill thought of refusing but that would have been churlish and besides Tissian really did look like he needed to sit down. His hair was wet again and its darkness contrasted against his very pale skin. Whilst he’d changed his clothes from the ones he’d worn to penance, there were sweat marks on his dark shirt. A large bruise was starting to blossom on his left cheek, and his hands, which looked like they were propping him up at the table’s edge shook slightly.
 

“I think you’d better sit down before you fall down,” said Jonderill as he waved to the pot boy for more ale. “You look awful. Was it very bad?”
 

Tissian sat, wincing slightly at having to bend his legs and then sighing in relief as he stretched them out in front of him. The pot boy arrived with two pots of dark, brown ale and Tissian emptied one without stopping. Jonderill pushed the second one in his direction and Tissian took two large gulps before putting the pot back on the table with a look of satisfaction.
 

“Allowyn is a hard task master and has worked me all day without a rest. I think if he’d made me run around that field one more time I would have dropped at his feet and would never have got up again.” He took another gulp of ale.
 

“What about the bruise?”
 

“Oh, that.” He touched the side of his face gingerly. “That’s nothing; you should see the ones on my ribs.” He gave a small laugh and looked a bit sheepish. “We fought for a candle length without weapons and I was foolish enough to make a comment about losing speed and agility when you are past twenty summers. Unfortunately I wasn’t fast enough or agile enough to move out of the path of Allowyn’s right fist.”
 

“And the ribs?”
 

“Too slow defending myself with the pike-staff.”
 

Jonderill shook his head. “Why do you do it? There must be easier ways of earning a living.”
 

“There are but none that I want to do.” Jonderill shook his head again. “It’s all I’ve ever wanted to do; to be a protector. From the first day I came here at six summers old and the goddess spoke to me I’ve wanted to be just like Allowyn. He gave me my first sword and Callabris spoke up for me when the masters wanted to apprentice me to a weaver. I’ve trained every day since. Even when I have walked penance all day or I have been on guard duty I train and one day, if the goddess allows, I’ll be paired with a white robe and become his protector.”
 

“It must be amazing to know with such certainty what it is you want to be.”
 

“It is but I wouldn’t have known if the goddess hadn’t spoken to me.”
 

“I wish she would speak to me then,” said Jonderill despondently as he drank down the last of his flat ale. “I might then have a clue about what I am going to be.”
 

“Have you not heard the voice of the goddess?” asked Tissian in surprise. “I know that she hardly ever speaks to acolytes, not even someone like Gellidan who will be the next protector, but I thought that all those with magic would hear her words otherwise how would they know what their calling was?”
 

“That could be my problem.” He waved to the pot boy who hurried over with another two pots of ale and a bowl of fish stew for Tissian.
 

“Perhaps it is,” mused Tissian thoughtfully as he ladled the hot stew into his mouth. The pot boy returned with a small loaf of bread which Tissian used to mop up the sauce and clean the inside of the bowl. When he’d finished he sat back with a look of mischief on his face and gave Jonderill a big grin.
 

“I think you need to hear what the goddess has to say to you and as the High Master has not arranged for you to enter the goddess’s sanctuary to speak with Federa then I think the task will have to fall to me.”
 

“I’m not sure about that.” said Jonderill doubtfully. “Won’t you get into trouble?”
 

“I’ll only get into trouble if someone finds out.” He gave an excited laugh “Come on Jonderill, I think we should do it tonight, right now. What do you say? Shall we go and find out what the goddess has planned for you? At least then you will know if you should stay or not.”
 

Jonderill thought about it for a moment and then nodded. “Let’s do it then, but how do we get into the temple, it must be guarded or something?”
 

“Well, that’s where you come in. You’ll have to use your magic to open the doors.”
 

“If I could do that I wouldn’t need to go into the temple, would I?” He thought about it for a moment and then grinned. “I might not be able to open doors but I have something in my room which can.” He pushed his chair back swaying slightly from the effect of the strong ale. “Come on!”
 

Jonderill led the way out of the inn and up the stairs to his room where he took Plantagenet’s old iron blade from under the bed where he kept it. It felt strangely heavy and awkward in his hand and he felt a little dizzy as he held it at arm’s length. Tissian looked at him curiously but said nothing. Instead he led the way back down the stairs, past the front of the inn and into Smith’s Square.
 

The square was lit by flickering torches which gave people enough light to find their way along the pathway but sent long shadows dancing up walls and filled the corners with darkness. Fortunately it was a moonless night and was still, quiet and late enough for most people to be home or eating at an inn. Tissian led the way around the edge of the square keeping to the shadows. Half way around Jonderill stopped him so he could turn back to see if he was being followed, but the armsman that Allowyn had sent to watch over him had gone off somewhere else. They took one of the turnings off the square almost opposite the pathway which lead to the inn and keeping to the side streets and shadows they made their way across the city until they reached the wide area of marble paving which surrounded the temple.
 

Jonderill hadn’t been back to the temple since the day he had arrived at the Enclave and, in the darkness, the looming building looked even more forbidding than it had in the long afternoon he’d stood outside its walls watching people passing by. Tissian led them to a place about a quarter of the way around the building where the marble pathway was quite narrow and they couldn’t be seen from the front entrance with its massive doors and the night time guards.
 

“One of the advantages of having spent so many days walking penance around the temple,” whispered Tissian, “is that you get to study every block of stone and every mortared joint in detail.”
 

He grinned at Jonderill, took a quick look around to make sure that there was nobody about, and scuttled across the marble pathway until he was pressed tightly against the temple inside one of the small alcoves carved into the wall. Jonderill followed him in, cursing under his breath as the old iron blade clattered against the stone. They froze but nobody came to investigate the noise.
 

“I think this is a hidden door,” whispered Tissian. “The jointing is a shade lighter than the rest of the wall and when you touch it the stone is warm.” Jonderill felt the stone and nodded in agreement. “Can you open it?” 
 

Jonderill shrugged and turned to face the wall. If it was a door there was no sign of a handle or hinges and when he ran his hand across the surface he couldn’t feel any cracks where the door might meet the wall. He pulled the old iron blade from beneath his jerkin and held it firmly in his hand. Plantagenet had assured him that there was no magic in the blade and that it was just an old, disused iron sword, but he knew that it had opened all the doors in Maladran’s tower when he had needed it to. He muttered a quick prayer for the goddesses help and pressed his hand which held the blade against the stone wall. With a small click the door swung open.
 

As before he was so surprised at what had happened that he nearly fell over, but Tissian grabbed him by the shoulder and pushed him firmly through the doorway. Once they were on the other side the door closed gently behind them with barely a sound. If they had thought it was dark outside it was nothing compared to the total blackness of where they stood inside the temple. Hesitantly, not being sure that it would work, Jonderill gathered his focus and a small ball of white light appeared in the palm of his out stretched hand and lit up a long corridor.
 

“Where do we go now?”
 

“The only entrance to Federa’s sanctuary that I know of is through the High Master’s room, it was the way I was taken when I went there. Do you think you can open the door, it might be warded?”
 

“The outside door was warded and that opened okay so it shouldn’t be a problem. Do you know how we get there?”
 

Tissian nodded and led the way along the corridor, the light from Jonderill’s flame lighting up a small space around them and leaving the rest in darkness as they made their way forward. The end of the corridor opened into the large hallway which he remembered from his previous visit. His light was not bright enough to reach across the hallway and he wondered if there might be guards hiding in the dark. If there was then their game was up. Carefully they followed the wall around until they came to the door to Razarin’s rooms. Jonderill gripped the iron blade tightly as he pushed against the door and the door gave a small click and swung open.
 

The room looked different in the half light, less comfortable and welcoming and more sinister, as if unfriendly eyes were watching from the shadows. Jonderill made his way around the upright chairs and past the soft chairs by the hearth where he had sat and talked to the High Master. Tissian stopped to stare at a shelf full of books and beckoned Jonderill to join him. To Jonderill the bookshelf looked like all the others, neatly stacked with rows of books and small piles of scrolls but Tissian was running his hands around the edge with an excited look on his face.
 

“This is it! The goddess’s sanctuary is behind here.”
 

He stepped back to give Jonderill more room and Jonderill moved forward and pressed the hand which was holding the blade to the edge of the bookcase. Blue and silver sparks ran across his hand and an intense pain, as if he had been burnt, shot up his arm. He gasped in surprise, rapidly pulled his hand back and dropped the blade onto the carpeted floor with a loud thud.
 

“Blast! That hurt!” 
 

He clutched his tingling hand to his chest and rubbed his numb arm vigorously whilst Tissian picked up the blade and handed it back to him. “Have another go. The warding has probably broken now.”
 

Jonderill took the sword in his other hand and slowly moved it to the edge of the book case. As he did so his hand started to tingle and his arm ache. Both grew worse the closer he came to the hidden door. He stopped before his hand touched the bookcase and watched as small sparks jumped from the blade onto the hidden door. He moved the blade away and his hand and arm returned to normal.
 

“I don’t think this is going to work.”
 

“I think you’re right, but it’s a pity to have come so far and not be able to get through the last door.” They both looked disappointedly at the bookcase and Jonderill turned to go but as he took a step away he felt dizzy and the room lurched around him making him stagger back and clutch at the wall.
 

“Are you okay?” asked Tissian in concern.
 

Jonderill turned back to the bookcase and shook his head to get rid of the buzzing that was reverberating through his head. “Here, take this.” He handed the sword to Tissian, placed a hand on the edge of the bookcase and with a loud click it swung open in front of him.
 

“Hellden’s balls!” muttered Tissian to himself as he followed Jonderill into the goddess’s sanctuary. The door closed silently behind them.
 

If Jonderill had an image in his mind of what a sacred sanctuary should look like, then it was nothing like this. The room was circular and much smaller than the red metal dome which glowed with a dull bronze light far above. Its light reflected off the walls giving them a faintly pink hue and making the crystals in the stone sparkle and shimmer. Despite the bronze light from above, the floor remained pristine white and glowed like fresh snow in sunlight. Jonderill looked around for the source of the light but couldn’t find any lamps or candles. He clicked his fingers and the ball of elemental fire at his shoulder went out but the light in the sanctuary remained unchanged.
 

In the centre of the room, under the apex of the dome, stood a single pedestal of stone which rose to around waist height. It was plain and unremarkable except that its surface was silky smooth and one half was black and the other half white. A single crimson disk was embedded in its centre. Around the pedestal, spaced evenly apart, stood five chairs made of golden weiswald but without any carving or decoration. A sixth chair lay broken into small pieces on the floor. Apart from that the room was empty and the silence so complete that Jonderill could hear Tissian breathing and the sound of his own heartbeat.
 

“What do we do now?” whispered Jonderill, his voice sounding small and strange in the open space.
 

“When I came here the High Master put his hand on that pedestal and the goddess spoke to me. Perhaps you should do the same.”
 

“I’m not the High Master.” replied Jonderill with a frown but despite his denial it did feel the right thing to do. He moved to the centre of the room, stared down at the top of the pedestal and then hesitantly back at Tissian. Tissian nodded in encouragement and Jonderill slowly placed his hands on either side of the pedestal’s smooth surface. For a moment nothing happened and then the light increased in brilliance and a woman’s soft voice echoed around the room.
 

“Callistares, you have made your way to me
 

at last. I have
waited so long to bless the one
 

I have chosen but now our time together must
 

be brief. You must leave this place if you are to
 

keep your freedom, and you must keep your
 

freedom if you are to discover who you are.
 

 
 

Your road is a difficult one Callistares, difficult
 

and filled with pain but when you truly know
 

what you are, you will learn the reason for
 

the task that has been set for you. Only then
 

will you understand why it was necessary
 

to cause you such hurt.
 

 
 

Now go, and know in the darkest of times,
 

when all that you were has been taken
 

from you and you are no more,
 

that I am the light and I am always with you.
 

 
 

The light faded and Jonderill removed his hands.
 

“What was all that about?” asked Tissian. “Who is this Callistares? When the goddess spoke to me she called me by my name. You don’t think you got someone else’s message by mistake do you?”
 

“I don’t know. I’ve never heard of anyone called Callistares.”
 

“Well, if I were you, I would be grateful that you’re not this Callistares bloke, it sounds like his future is not very bright.”
 

“I think you’re right.” said Jonderill thoughtfully and then laughed. “Well, at least this has solved a problem for me. The goddess clearly didn’t want to speak to me did she? So I guess that means that I’m not going to be a magician after all. In which case I will take her advice and I will leave the Enclave tomorrow.”
 

“I’m really sorry Jonderill. I thought that would help.”
 

“Don’t be. As I told you I’ve always wanted to travel to Tarbis and see the Great Southern Ocean and now there is nothing to hold me back.
 

Jonderill turned away from the altar and the brilliant light faded. Across the room the door clicked and swung open and his ball of elemental light suddenly appeared above his shoulder without being bidden.
 

“I think that is our cue to go,” said Tissian. “Come on.”
 

Tissian lead the way through the sanctuary door with Jonderill following behind. He stopped at the door and looked back at the altar, almost hoping that the goddess would call him back but the room remained silent. He stepped into the High Master’s room and the door shut quietly behind him. Tissian had almost reached the door into the hallway when Jonderill called him back.
 

“Wait a moment, Tissian. High Master Razarin has something that belongs to me and I don’t intend to leave without it.”
 

He held out his hand for the iron blade which Tissian had been carrying and when he had it firmly in his hand he stepped behind Razarin’s desk. The High Master had put Maladran’s torc into one of the desk drawers, of that he was certain, and it was likely that it was still there. He wasn’t sure which drawer it was in, but the centre one felt right, so he held the blade in his hand, pushed lightly at the decorative keyhole and the drawer slid smoothly open. The torc lay on the top of its black silk bag, the dragon’s ruby eyes gleaming balefully in the dark. He picked it up and slid it into the bag and put the bag inside his jerkin before pushing the drawer closed.
 

Tissian frowned and shook his head. “The High Master is going to miss that and then all hellden will break lose.”
 

“He won’t know that I took it but just in case he suspects it was me, I will put it somewhere safe until I leave so he won’t be able to find it. Come on, let’s get out of here.”
 

They retraced their steps back out into the hallway, along the narrow corridor and back to the hidden door in the temple wall. Jonderill used Plantagenet’s blade to open the door whilst Tissian made sure that the way was clear. The night was dark and quiet and the streets deserted and when they reached the pathway that led to the inn they could see that the inn was closed for the night. They were surprised; they didn’t think they had been inside the temple for that long. 
 

Jonderill stopped and held out his hand. “Tissian, my friend, this is as far as we go together. I’m leaving at first bell tomorrow but now I’m going to hide Maladran’s torc so that nobody will be able to find it again, and I think it would be safest for you if you didn’t know where it was. I want to thank you for saving my life and for coming with me to the temple even if the goddess didn’t want to talk to me. One day I hope a real magician will come here and take you to be his protector; he wouldn’t find anyone better or more dedicated. You never know, perhaps our paths will cross again, but until then try and stay out of trouble and keep well away from the Master of Penance.”
 

Tissian took the proffered hand and shook it warmly. “Goodbye, Jonderill. I’m sorry you weren’t the one I could be paired with, we would have been good together.” He gave a final small smile and strode off across the square without looking back. 
 

Jonderill watched him go until he was swallowed up by the darkness and then set off in the direction of Sansun’s stable. He had one last thing to do before he could return to his room for the night and grab a few hours sleep. Tomorrow he would leave the Enclave and find his own place in the six kingdoms.
 

*
 

The door slammed open with a crash and Jonderill was instantly awake. He rolled over to make a grab for his sword, which was propped up in the corner, but stopped moving as a sword point was pressed into his chest. He eased back into his bed and the sword point was withdrawn fractionally. Four guards clad in dark blue and gold stood around his bed, all heavily armed and none of them smiling. He didn’t recognise any of them but he did recognise the uniforms as belonging to the men who guarded the High Master’s rooms and the doors to Federa’s temple. It didn’t take much for him to work out why they were here.
 

“Search the room,” snapped the squad leader. 
 

Two guards jumped to obey, emptying the contents of the chest at the foot of his bed and scattering clothes across the floor whilst the third guard remained where he was with his sword hovering just above Jonderill’s heart. One of the guards retrieved the iron blade from under his bed and threw it on the pile of clothes which the other guard was searching through. He found Jonderill’s pouch of coins, counted them out into the palm of his hand and with a satisfied grin pushed them into his pocket. 
 

“Get up,” commanded the leader. The guard with the sword prodded Jonderill with its tip and Jonderill hurried to obey, dragging the blanket off the bed with him to wrap around his body. The leader snatched the blanket from his hands leaving Jonderill standing in his small clothes as the guard ripped the mattress open scattering the rough wool and rag filling around the room.
 

“You will dress and come with me.”
 

“Why?” said Jonderill, “Where are you taking me?”
 

“Silence! You will say nothing until the High Master gives you permission to speak.”
 

Jonderill nodded knowing it was pointless to protest and eased himself away from between the wall and the tip of the guard’s sword. He started to sort amongst the scattered clothes for a clean shirt and breeches but his hand went automatically to his robe which he pulled out from amongst the crumpled garments instead. Quickly he shook it out and pulled it over his head, found some leggings in the pile and put them on along with his boots. When he stood he was surprised to find that the robe fell to just above his ankles, the smooth, almost white fabric flowing around him as if it was being stirred by a breeze.
 

Whilst he might have been impressed by the change in the robe, the guard with the sword wasn’t. He gave Jonderill a prod in the back with the sword’s tip and Jonderill followed the squad leader out of the door and down the stairs, thankful for the thickness of the robe which protected his back, otherwise the sword tip would have drawn blood. Outside the inn and along the side of the square, a large crowd had already gathered. Most of the crowd were craft workers who had been attracted by the commotion as they made their way to work. He recognised some as patrons of the inn. There were no armsmen amongst them but the innkeeper and his pot boy stood at the edge of the crowd. He gave the innkeeper a small nod of acknowledgement and whilst the innkeeper didn’t respond he did see him lean down to whisper to his boy who then scampered away.
 

The guards marched Jonderill swiftly along the main pathways towards the centre of the Enclave and in far less time than it had taken him the previous night he found himself outside of the temple building with a large crowd behind him. He wondered if he would once again have to wait on the High Master’s pleasure in front of the temple. If he had to he was damn sure he wasn’t going to do it in his small clothes like last time. The guards didn’t stop but hurried him forward, up the marble steps and into the temple hallway with the doors closing loudly behind him.
 

Inside the hallway it was full of guards and instead of the usual grey robes and acolytes moving from room to room there was a strained silence and all the doors were closed and guarded. The guards marched him across the hallway and without hesitating, another opened the door to the High Master’s room closing it firmly behind him. Jonderill took a swift look around the room and the apprehension, which had been building since the guards had woken him, doubled.
 

The room had changed. All the comfortable chairs had been pushed to one side and the hearth where a fire had burnt on his first visit was empty. The hard chairs had been removed from the room and the array of refreshments had been replaced with a set of leather and bronze armour. Even the books and scrolls on the book shelf looked different; slightly askew as if someone had been riffling through them looking for something. High Master Razarin stood behind his desk with Master Tressing and the Master of Penance behind him. On the desk lay an array of weapons; a baldric of throwing knives, a side knife with a long blade and double swords.
 

Tissian knelt in front of the desk with his head bowed, his hands bound and with Gellidan standing behind him. A new bruise joined the one on his face which Allowyn had given him the previous day and his bare arms showed fresh bruises and welts. Without his weapons he looked very young and vulnerable and Jonderill could feel his anger replacing the apprehension inside of him at the way the boy had been treated.
 

“How dare you break into the goddess’s sanctuary?” Jonderill turned his attention back to the High Master who was leaning angrily across his desk. “Did you think that I wouldn’t know that someone had been inside my room without my permission and had entered the goddess’s sanctuary and defiled her altar? Do you think I’m a fool and cannot sense who has desecrated Federa’s holy ground? You and this boy have broken the strictest rule of the Enclave and for that you will be punished. If you want that punishment to be easier on you, you will tell me what the goddess said.”
 

Jonderill glanced down at Tissian and wondered what he had already told the High Master. He didn’t want to get him into any more trouble than he was already in by saying the wrong thing so he said nothing. The High Master glared at him and after a moment he picked up the long knife and slammed it down, point first, into the desk in anger.
 

“Speak to me, boy. I know that the goddess spoke to you, now what did she say?” Jonderill still remained silent. “If you won’t speak to me then the boy will.”
 

He nodded to Gellidan who pushed Tissian to the floor with the sole of his boot and drew one of his swords.
 

“Federa’s words were for me and me alone,” spat Jonderill angrily. “Tissian heard nothing that the goddess said to me, so it doesn’t matter what you do to him, he will not be able to tell you.” He took a threatening step forward. “And I’m not going to tell you what Federa said either.”
 

Razarin glared at Tissian who had struggled back onto his knees. “Is this true?”
 

“Yes, High Master.”
 

Razarin turned back to Jonderill. “And what about the torc you took, where have you hidden that?”
 

“The torc is mine, a gift to me from Maladran. The thing is evil so I’ve put it somewhere safe where it cannot be found and cannot be used by others to cause harm.” 
 

The High Master sighed in exasperation and glared at Jonderill over the desk. “You will not defy me, boy; you will tell me where the torc is.” Jonderill folded his arms and glared back at Razarin. “Very well, if you will not cooperate I will have to teach you both a lesson you will not forget and make Tissian’s punishment your punishment too. Tissian, has it always been your wish to be a protector?”
 

Tissian looked up hopefully, “Yes, High Master.”
 

“And have you always worked extra hard to achieve your greatest desire?”
 

“Yes, High Master, always.”
 

“Then this will be your punishment.”
 

Tissian looked on in horror as the High Master held his hands over his weapons until they shattered into splinters. On the dresser the leather in his armour smouldered and turned into ash and the bronze plates melted into small puddles of liquid metal which dripped onto the floor. Tissian hung his head and wept.
 

“You were sent here to be apprenticed to a weaver but you lack the honour to do even that. Now you will spend the rest of your days sweeping, cleaning and labouring in the weaving sheds. You will be confined in the cells until a place can be found for you in the servants quarters and think yourself fortunate that it was just your weapons that I destroyed for your disobedience and not your life.”
 

“You can’t do that,” said Jonderill belligerently. “Being a protector is what Tissian lives for, it’s his life.” 
 

“I do what is right for the Enclave. I should never have listened to Callabris when he begged me to take this boy to train as a protector; he has been nothing but trouble. Master of Penance, take him away and lock him in a cell until he can be reassigned to his new duties as a servant.”
 

Gellidan pulled Tissian to his feet with a satisfied smirk whilst the stern Master of Penance bowed briefly to Razarin. “You, boy, will come with me. From now on you will do as you are told and you will only speak when you are commanded to do so.” He opened the door and marched outside without another word. Gellidan roughly pushed Tissian out into the hallway after him.
 

“As for you,” continued Razarin glaring at Jonderill, “You are foolish boy, foolish and naive. You try to pretend that you have no magic but you break into warded places that not even Master Tressing could enter. And just look at you, everything about you says you are one of Federa’s chosen. I suspect that if you try to pick that knife up or touch that sword your whole body would shake with revulsion, but have it your own way and go. We don’t want you here; you are a bad influence on those with weak minds, like that boy.” He turned to Gellidan. “Your time has come. You will go with Jonderill and you will do as you must until the day that death releases one of you.”
 

“I don’t want his protection,” stated Jonderill firmly. “I can take care of myself.”
 

“What you want is immaterial. Gellidan has been assigned to you. Gather your things and go and do not return to the Enclave until you have learnt what it is to be one of Federa’s chosen.”
 

Jonderill glared at the High Master and then stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind him.
 

“Gellidan, this is not the pairing I would have chosen for you, so if it turns out that Jonderill is unworthy of your protection, I release you from your vows, and would expect you to deal with the matter as you see fit, and then return here. Now go with him and make sure that he leaves the city before the sun is high. If you haven’t found reason to part company with him beforehand, it should take you no more than six days to take your charge to your cousin. I am sure he will find the boy a suitable place.”
 

The High Master reached inside the drawer and withdrew Maladran’s torc which he put in its black, silk bag and passed to a surprised Gellidan. “Tell Vorgret that the boy is a gift from me and that once that torc is around his throat he will have full control of what little power the boy has. Once that is done you will be free to return here until a white robe with real power requires a protector.”
 

Gellidan took the black silk bag which Razarin held out to him, bowed deeply to the two masters and left.
 

“You had the torc all along?” questioned Tressing.
 

“Of course I did; the thing was made by the goddess and calls to me so it was a simple matter to find where the boy had hidden it.”
 

“So why the charade?”
 

“I needed to test Jonderill. I needed to make sure that his power is limited to making elemental fire, opening doors and the occasional party trick. If he had any real power he would have been able to sense the presence of the torc.”
 

“I see, and what happens when Vorgret puts the torc around the boy’s throat?”
 

“If he has any magic he will become Vorgret’s property and if not and he lives that long the torc will do Gellidan’s work for him.”
 

 

~   ~   ~   ~   ~

 






  

CHAPTER TEN

Protectors

 
 

Jonderill and Gellidan sat either side of the fire staring silently into the flames. In the two and a half days they had been travelling together they had said barely a dozen words. Gellidan had taken over setting up the fire and cooking the food after Jonderill failed to produce elemental fire on their first night together, whilst Jonderill cared for the horses and set out their bedding. Even that arrangement had come about without a word being spoken between them. Gellidan gave an irritable sigh and drew one of his swords. He took the whetstone from the pouch clipped to his belt and ran it down the already sharp edge of the blade.
 

Jonderill looked up as the noise grated on his nerves. “What are you doing here, Gellidan? You know that I am no white robe who needs your protection.”
 

“The High Master has commanded me to stay with you,” muttered Gellidan without looking up.
 

Jonderill sighed in frustration. “Do I look like a magician? Do I act like one? Have you seen me do anything which is even remotely magical?” Gellidan remained silent and continued sharpening his sword. “You are wasted here, Gellidan. I don’t need you and I don’t want you.” He suddenly stood. “I’m leaving Gellidan and going south. Go back to the Enclave or go to your cousin’s. Go anywhere but don’t follow me.”
 

Jonderill turned and walked away from the fire to where the horses were tethered. He’d rubbed them both down earlier and had fed and watered them, but he’d kept Sansun bridled with his saddle close by. He propped his sword up against the tree, picked up the saddle blanket and saddle, and placed them on Sansun’s back with his small roll of belongings already attached. Sansun waited patiently, not at all perturbed by moving on again so soon. Jonderill bent to fasten the saddle girth and then froze as the tip of a sword prodded him in the back.
 

“Don’t do this Gellidan, just let me go.”
 

“I can’t do that, I have my orders from the High Master. Now turn around slowly.”
 

Jonderill felt the pressure of the sword tip being withdrawn and finished fastening the saddle before turning around. Gellidan was fully armed with both his swords drawn, his long knife at his side and his baldric of eight throwing knives across his chest. The only thing that was missing was his armour.
 

“Pick up your sword.” He waited until Jonderill had retrieved the blade from where he had propped it up against the tree to which the horses were tethered. “I know you’re not a magician otherwise you’d not be able to pick up that sword. I’ve watched you for two days and there’s nothing there, not the slightest hint of magic. You’re an imposter who wears a white robe without ever having earned it. High Master Razarin was right, you’re not worthy of me so now I’m going to kill you.”
 

With careful movements Jonderill eased himself away from the horses to give himself more room, and took up a defensive stance as he had been taught. He’d never seen Gellidan fight, but he guessed that he would have all a protector’s usual skills, in which case, he didn’t stand much of a chance.
 

Gellidan came at him with both swords held high. Jonderill parried one and ducked under the other which came so close to decapitating him that he could feel the moving air ruffle the hair on the top of his head. He scuttled backwards and took his defensive stance once more. Gellidan gave him a predatory smile and attacked again with both swords at waist height, preventing any attempt at ducking underneath. Jonderill tried to parry both swords at once but felt a shock run up his arm as his sword became trapped between the two blades. He pulled his sword free to the screech of grinding metal and retook his stance.
 

With a derisive laugh Gellidan came forward again, but this time Jonderill was ready for him, and instead of parrying, he lunged under the slicing swords and buried a finger width of steel into Gellidan’s thigh. Gellidan stepped back with a look of surprise on his face, and waves of nausea hit Jonderill as if he had been punched in the gut. His sword point dipped and he staggered slightly as he fought to control his heaving stomach and clear the sparking lights in front of his eyes.
 

“So you can use a sword well enough to score a hit, which proves you are no white robe. Now there is no doubt, I can stop playing with you and do this properly. Prepare to die imposter.”
 

Gellidan came at him so fast that Jonderill barely saw the movement in time to move and only saved himself from being sliced in half by throwing himself full length onto the ground in front of his opponent. He rolled and came unsteadily to his feet, his sword twisting in his hand. Before he had the chance to adjust his grip, Gellidan attacked again with both swords at waist height. Jonderill tried to repeat his earlier move of blocking both blades, but this time his sword became completely trapped. With a simple sideways move Gellidan dragged it from his hand and flicked it into the air to land out of arms reach.
 

Jonderill scuttled backwards until he stood against the hard trunk of an everleaf, and Gellidan gave him a grim smile of satisfaction. He raised one of his swords above his head and bought it down in a diagonal stroke designed to cut a man from shoulder to hip. Helpless to do anything about it, Jonderill clenched his eyes closed and waited for the blow to fall, but instead of the sharp cut of steel ending his life, he was showered with leaves and twigs and twisted branches which pushed him to his knees.
 

When his heart had slowed enough that he could catch his breath, he pushed the debris on top of him to one side and stumbled to his feet. Around him the outer reaches of a huge branch covered the ground. He looked around him in disbelief, and pushed more twigs and branches out of the way until he found Gellidan’s crumpled body beneath the shattered remains of one of the trees huge spreading limbs. From the blood that trickled from a cut on his head, it was clear that he had been felled by the falling bough. Jonderill placed a hand over Gellidan’s heart and then wasn’t sure if he was pleased or not when he found a strong beat. 
 

He searched amongst the fallen debris and found Gellidan’s swords which were buried in leaves and twigs. When he’d freed them, he removed his attacker’s long belt knife and used it to cut through the man’s baldric. He carried the weapons to where the horses stood and returned to Gellidan with a length of rope from one of the saddle bags. With a huge amount of effort, and not much care, he bound Gellidan’s hands and dragged him across to the fire, where he propped him up against one of the logs they had been using as seats. Using a bit of cloth he had torn from Gellidan’s shirt, he dabbed at the cut on his opponents temple until it stopped bleeding, and waited for him to regain consciousness. He wasn’t sure what he was going to do with Gellidan after that, but every time he thought about cutting his throat, his head pounded and his stomach roiled.
 

Gellidan had just opened his eyes and was groaning miserably when the sound of horses pushing their way through the undergrowth made Jonderill grab his sword and jump to his feet. Ignoring the waves of sickness that rolled over him he waited anxiously for the horsemen to show themselves, but sighed in relief when Allowyn rode into the clearing. Behind him were a small group of armsmen, and behind them rode Tissian. Jonderill put his sword down and gave Allowyn and Tissian a relieved smile of welcome. 
 

Allowyn pulled his horse to a halt and looked around the untidy camp site before returning his attention to Gellidan and then to Jonderill. “What’s going on here, Jonderill? Why is this man bound?”
 

Before Jonderill could reply Gellidan clambered to his feet and took a step towards the protector. “He used magic! He used magic to tear that branch from the tree. Razarin was wrong; he really does have magic.”
 

“Gellidan tried to kill me,” said Jonderill calmly.
 

“No! No I didn’t, you’re mistaken. You needed to use your power before we could be bonded as white robe and protector and that’s what I made you do. Now we are bound I’m truly your protector. Allowyn, untie me so I can serve my new master.”
 

Tissian pushed his horse through the group of armsmen and stopped next to Allowyn, staring disdainfully down at the bound man. “No true protector would try to kill their master.”
 

“I didn’t,” pleaded Gellidan. “Allowyn, you know how these things work. Didn’t you test Callabris’s power before you were bonded? 
 

“Yes.” said Allowyn slowly, “but I didn’t try to kill him.”
 

“And not twice,” muttered Tissian under his breath.
 

Gellidan returned his attention back to Jonderill. “Jonderill, you must release me. I’m your protector now and the High Master has paired us until the day death takes one of us. It’s the way it is with our kind and it cannot be undone.”
 

“Is this so?” asked Jonderill. “Must I have him even if I don’t want him to be my protector?”
 

Allowyn nodded. “It is the way the goddess has ordained it. The pairing can only be undone by the death of the master or the protector, although if the protector is killed another may take his place.”
 

“So that is what must happen,” said Tissian determinedly. He slid from his horse and walked to confront Gellidan. “Gellidan, you have betrayed your calling and I challenge you for the pairing of this white robe.”
 

“No!” interrupted Jonderill. “You can’t do that, he’s older and more experienced than you. He will kill you.”
 

Tissian smiled. “He may be older and have more experience, but I’ve trained longer and harder.” He looked to Allowyn. “Can it be done?”
 

Allowyn frowned, unhappy to be put in such a situation. “It could but such a fight is to the death and must be fought with your own weapons. You have none, Tissian and we are not permitted to give you ours.”
 

“I’ll have two swords if Jonderill will gift his own weapons to me.”
 

Jonderill nodded and walked to where the swords were stacked. He picked up his fine sword and Plantagenet’s old iron blade and returned to where Tissian stood, handing him the blades. “Please don’t do this.”
 

“It’s the only way.”
 

Allowyn shook his head but dismounted and released Gellidan from his bonds. “This man has been hurt and needs time to recover and we have been riding hard and need to set up camp. Tomorrow, when the sun rises, Gellidan and Tissian will fight for the honour of being this white robe’s protector.”
 

*
 

In less than a candle length the clearing had changed from a hastily made overnight stop to a purposely built, orderly camp. The fire had been extended and edged with stones, and the branch, which had saved Jonderill’s life, was cut and neatly stacked. Dozo and one of the armsmen tended the cauldron on the centre of the fire, stirring it occasionally or adding something from small packets kept in a waterproof skin bag. Flatbread cooked on a stone at the edge of the fire and the smell of its cooking drifted across the camp. Under the tree where the two horses had been tethered, there was a picket line of twenty horses or more, and armsmen worked on brushing coats and checking hooves. A shelter had been erected to one side of the camp, and bedrolls and other gear had been neatly stacked under its protection in case it rained.
 

It wasn’t just the physical appearance of the clearing which had changed. Instead of just the two of them glaring at each other across the fire, there was bustle and activity, and instead of silence, there was the buzz of voices as men went about their duties. An armsman at the edge of the camp whistled whilst he dug a waste pit, and further out, two guards called to each other as they walked the perimeter. The only thing that hadn’t changed, was the atmosphere, which was still full of waiting and tension.
 

Jonderill looked up from the shirt he was mending and watched the activity. In the flickering light from the fire it was difficult to do a good job of mending the holes where the acolyte’s sword tip had pierced his shoulder and side, but he’d borrowed needle and thread and had set to his task to take his mind off what was to come. Apart from that, everyone else was busy and the activity was infectious. He looked up when he heard Dozo call Allowyn’s name, and watched the protector cross the camp to where Dozo handed him a cloth and clean shirt. Allowyn removed his sweat soaked shirt, took the one offered and crossed to where Jonderill sat, breathing hard. He sat a little way from Jonderill and wiped himself down.
 

“Evening devotions?”
 

Allowyn nodded. “Yes, Tissian asked if I would share his devotions with him as he prepares for tomorrow.”
 

Jonderill looked down at his hands and felt his spirit drop even lower. “Isn’t there any way you can stop this?”
 

“No, and I wouldn’t even if I could. The only person who could stop tomorrow’s battle is you, by declaring Gellidan as your protector for the rest of your life, but I would advise against it. After what happened at the Enclave, this is likely to be Tissian’s one and only chance to become a protector, and if you took it away from him, I think it would destroy him.”
 

“Yes, I know. I saw his face when the High Master destroyed his armour and weapons. It was as if the world had ended and he’d lost his reason to live.”
 

“He was like that when I found him.” Jonderill looked up in surprise. “Do you recall the small pot boy from the Armsmaster Inn? Well, when the temple guards came for you, the innkeeper sent him to find Dozo.” Allowyn laughed and shook his head. “He’s only a little slip of a thing but he ran all the way from the inn to my camp. It took him half a day and he nearly collapsed when he got there, but he told Dozo that you were in trouble and I returned with him to the Enclave to see what could be done.
 

“You’d left with Gellidan by then and from the story Master Tressing gave me, I understood that you’d been paired with your protector, and had left of your own free will. It was too late to return to camp so I decided to stay for the night at the Enclave, and went to find Tissian to see why he hadn’t reported for penance that day. When I couldn’t find him I persuaded one of the acolytes to tell me where he was. After that I searched the cells until I found him.” 
 

Allowyn shook his head and paused for a moment while he pulled on his clean shirt. “He was just sitting there with his eyes blank, and when I asked him what was wrong, all he could do was to ask me to take his life for the goddess.” Jonderill looked at him questioningly. “It’s a kindness, which is used to end the suffering of a protector who is too badly injured to fight again, or one who has failed to protect their master and cannot live with their shame. I told him that before I could do that, we had to share one last devotion together. That seemed to break through his misery and we left the Enclave together.”
 

“Didn’t anyone try to stop you?”
 

“There were some temple guards who challenged us and who will be out of action for a few days, but it’s very difficult to stop a protector when they want to leave. Anyway, we rode back to camp and somewhere in the middle of our devotions he broke down, and told me what had happened. I told him that he was ten times a fool for breaking into the temple, and you were even worse for encouraging him, and then we gathered the men, packed up the camp and came after you.”
 

“It’s a pity you did, then at least Tissian would live beyond tomorrow.”
 

“Don’t give up on him Jonderill, he may be younger and less experienced than Gellidan, but his faith in you and the goddess is boundless.”
 

“Faith is a poor substitute for a longer reach and good weapons.”
 

“Tissian’s agility will make up for his lack of reach, and his devotions tonight were done with the weapons you gave him, so he knows their feel and balance.” Jonderill looked sceptical. “Well, alright, imbalance, but they are good weapons in their own way, and they were a gift from you which makes a difference.”
 

“One’s short heavy and blunt, and the other is long and thin, and will snap if Gellidan hits it too hard.”
 

Allowyn shrugged. “At least knives are not a problem. You took Gellidan’s knives from his body and haven’t returned them and until you do they belong to you and he cannot use them.”
 

“Could I give them to Tissian instead?”
 

“No, or at least you can’t whilst Gellidan is still alive. It would be showing favouritism and would shame them both.”
 

Jonderill shook his head. “I don’t understand this strange code of yours; it’s alright to kill your brother as long as you follow the rituals.”
 

Allowyn frowned and went to say something else, but was interrupted by Dozo and his assistant holding out bowls of steaming stew and hot flatbread. They took the food and started to eat. “It could do with some meat in it,” commented Jonderill as he searched amongst the vegetables.”
 

“It’s another of our rituals,” laughed Allowyn. “No meat for those who will just stand and witness single combat; all the meat goes to those who fight. Jonderill looked at him in surprise, his spoon suspended half way to his mouth. “And no wine, ale or spirits are to be taken either.”
 

“I bet that prevents a lot of fights taking place.”
 

They both laughed and continued eating in companionable silence. After they had finished their meal, Dozo brought them herb tea, whilst around them, those who were not on guard duty collected bed rolls and settled down for the night around the fire.
 

“When we talked last Jonderill, you hadn’t decided what you wanted to be. Have you made that decision now; I would hate for one or both of those young men to die tomorrow for nothing.”
 

Jonderill nodded. “I don’t think I have much choice in the matter. It seems that since going into the goddess’s sanctuary I’m unable to touch a sword without feeling dizzy and sick, and I can’t rely on branches crashing down to save my life every time someone attacks me. If others are willing to fight and die for me, the least I can do is try to be what they expect me to be.”
 

“And will you work hard to be the best magician you can be?”
 

“Yes, I will try hard, but I’m not sure how good I will ever be.”
 

“Good. I’ve heard that Callabris has returned from Tarbis so that after the fight is over, we will ride to meet him. If Gellidan dies tomorrow, neither the High Master nor Vorgret will be pleased, so I don’t think Essenland will be a safe place for any of us for a while. Now I must go and give my counsel to the two combatants, and you must get some sleep. Tomorrow one of them becomes the six kingdom’s newest protector and you the six kingdom’s newest white robe.”
 

*
 

Jonderill woke before dawn, at that time when the sky is dark but the silhouette of trees and hills can just be seen. He wasn’t the first to rise; a cauldron of water was already heating over the fire and Allowyn stood with his back to Jonderill, warming his hands. Jonderill rolled up his blankets and walked past the protector to where the shelter had been erected. It hadn’t rained in the night, but the dew had been , and the taut waxed linen was covered in tiny globes of moisture. He placed his blankets next to the other three and picked up his roll of belongings. It felt light and insubstantial without Plantagenet’s old blade thrust through the middle. He walked past the picket line, giving Sansun an affectionate pat, and followed the sounds of running water.
 

When he returned, he shaved off the light growth of stubble, combed his hair, tied it back with a leather thong, and he wore his white robe. He returned his roll of possessions to the shelter and joined Allowyn by the fire.
 

“No devotions this morning?”
 

“No, Gellidan and Tissian are eager to die, so as soon as the sun shows itself above the hills they will fight, and then we will be on our way.”
 

“Where will they fight?”
 

“Here in the camp. We will clear it the best that we can and put markers down for a fighting ring, but the fire remains lit until it’s finished. Dozo may need it to cauterise the wounds and Tissian has asked for his body to be cremated if the fight goes against him.”
 

Allowyn looked up at the sky which had changed from black to dark blue. In the east the sky was lighter and the details of the distant hills were starting to appear. Behind them the camp was waking, and some of the men were already eating the remains of last night’s flatbread and hard cheese. At the picket line the horses were being led away in twos and threes to be watered, and those that returned were being taken out of the camp area to feed on fresh grass. 
 

Jonderill watched as the camp was cleared away, and Dozo organised the removal of the stones around the fire to a perimeter around the inside edge of the camp. Those armsmen who were not tending the horses took up their positions between the stone markers. They all knew the two combatants and their faces were grim. When everything was in place, Dozo collected the cauldron of steaming water from the fire and carried it to where his medical kit was carefully laid out.
 

The first rays of the sun tipped over the distant hills turning the streamers of cloud blood red. “It is time,” said Allowyn, giving Jonderill a small smile. Jonderill nodded and followed him to the edge of the marked area.
 

Gellidan was the first to arrive, his two swords crossed at his back and the overlapping plates of his bronze armour gleaming in the sunlight. Tissian followed behind, a hand shorter than his opponent and dressed only in a half-sleeved shirt, leather jerkin and breeches. He carried his two mismatched swords at his side and shook slightly as he came to stand next to Gellidan. Both of them bowed low to Jonderill and Allowyn, and the protector stepped forward.
 

“By the honour vested in me by the goddess I speak for Jonderill, white robe of the six kingdoms and beloved of Federa. Today, in this ring, you fight for the right to be paired with this white robe. It is a fight to the death using only those weapons that you both hold. To the victor will go a life of servitude, honouring and protecting their master with no thought for themselves until death parts them. To the loser, there is only oblivion. Do you understand the choices before you?”
 

Allowyn looked at each in turn and both briefly bowed. “If you, Tissian, wish to withdraw your challenge and walk away from this place with your weapons unblooded, there would be no dishonour in the eyes of the goddess.” He waited for a response, but Tissian just shook his head. “Then let it begin.”
 

He stepped back and Gellidan and Tissian briefly bowed to each other. 
 

“You should have taken him up on his offer,” whispered Gellidan. “Now I’m going to cut you into small pieces and watch them burn on your funeral pyre.”
 

He pulled his two huge swords and strode confidently into the marked area. Tissian followed him, gripping his swords tightly. His hands were firm and the nervousness he’d felt only moments before had left him. This was his first real battle facing an enemy who wanted to kill him, not just defeat him, and he knew that the odds were against him. However, if it was to be his last battle, he would make sure that those who witnessed it, would tell their children and their children’s children how well Tissian the protector had fought for his honour.
 

He rolled his shoulders to ease the tension in them and inspected the edges of his blades one last time. The long, thin blade was sharp and deadly, but despite the hours he’d spent with a whetstone the old iron blade was still dull and would be better used as a club than a sword. He gave his opponent a brief salute across the marked area, but Gellidan just stood in an attacking stance with the morning sun reflecting off the razor sharp edges of his two matching swords. If looking the part could win a battle, then Gellidan was already the victor.
 

When Allowyn’s command came to begin, Gellidan came at Tissian with all the speed he had expected and he barely had time to raise his blades in defence before Gellidan’s swords crashed into his. The impact of the blades made his long sword buzz like a trapped insect, but the other held his attacker’s swords back until he could disengage. Tissian studied Gellidan in his full bronze armour looking for a weakness but he knew there would be none. The only way he could defeat him would be to break through his armour at the joints, where he would be vulnerable, or to strike a crippling blow to his legs.
 

Gellidan pressed another attack and Tissian parried again and again. He stayed light on his feet trying to circle around behind his opponent, but with his longer reach, one of Gellidan’s swords were always there battering at him from one side and then the other. His arms were getting tired with the constant pounding, and sweat ran down them making his grip on the long sword slippery, despite the leather he had wound around the hilt the previous evening. 
 

He beat back another attack catching a low slice on the iron blade which would have severed his leg if it had reached him, and leaped back out of reach but his heel landed on the edge of the fire and he stumbled on the partly burnt wood. Gellidan was on him in an instant and it was only a desperate roll across the outer limits of the fire which saved him. Ash and hot cinders scattered and he yelped in sudden pain as he rolled over a glowing ember. When Gellidan attacked again, he feinted to the right and struck out left with the long sword catching Gellidan in the elbow joint. Gellidan swore and dropped his sword, but swung the other at Tissian’s neck which would have taken his head if he hadn’t done an acrobatic leap backwards. As it was, he caught a glancing slice on his shoulder which peeled back the skin and sent blood running down his arm.
 

They circled again with Tissian ducking away from his opponent’s sword, parrying when he could, but constantly being driven back to the edge of the marked area. He knew if he put his foot over the circle’s edge he would lose the fight and Gellidan would show him no mercy. When he tried to attack Gellidan’s unarmed side, his opponent used his bracer to deflect the blade whilst using his own blade to go for Tissian’s throat. He lunged trying to get inside Gellidan’s guard, but his opponent’s heavy blade caught him broadside on, knocking the breath from him. As he staggered back gasping, Gellidan rolled and retrieved his dropped blade and attacked again. Tissian was ready for him and using a classic riposte, he stabbed at Gellidan’s thigh, and was rewarded by blood splattering across the ground.
 

Encouraged by his two hits he smiled grimly at Gellidan, feeling for the first time that he had the advantage. Instead of being defensive he attacked, but Gellidan was waiting for him and scored an easy hit to his calf and another to his forearm. Tissian pulled back and retook his stance trying to remember what Allowyn had taught him about footwork and balance. As Gellidan returned to the attack he lunged for an opening, but Gellidan caught the long sword between his two blades and the thin steel snapped like a twig.
 

Tissian dropped the hilt with its short length of broken blade and pulled back again, but it was an awkward move, and Gellidan’s return cut slashed deeply along the length of his thigh. The intense pain of parting muscle made him stumble and he had to put all his weight on his good leg, trailing the other behind him. Gellidan, sensing his weakness, attacked again with an overhead cut which Tissian barely deflected but his forehead was laid open so blood ran down his face and into his eye. Beyond the marked area he heard Jonderill call out in alarm. He stumbled again and tried to circle as Gellidan pressed forward to finish him.
 

Desperately he parried an overhead blow, and then another, which sent the iron blade spinning from his hands and drove him almost to his knees. With a look of triumph Gellidan towered over him and raised his blade for the killing stroke, but Tissian had his good leg beneath him. With the last of his strength he powered upwards and thrust the hand span of broken sword he’d scooped up from the ground into Gellidan’s exposed throat and on into his brain. Gellidan only had enough time to open his eyes wide in shock, before he died and tumbled over backwards. Tissian drew a shuddering breath and tried to wipe the blood out of his eyes so he could see Jonderill’s reaction, but his vision darkened and his leg gave way as he collapsed.
 

*
 

Tissian groaned and tried to roll over and then wished he hadn’t. His leg throbbed from groin to knee and his other calf stung. The top of his arm ached as if he had been skinned, and the top of his head felt like it had been hacked off with a blunt axe. Worst of all though was the searing pain in his other arm, and he turned his head expecting to see someone pressing a cauterising iron into it. Instead Jonderill smiled back at him.
 

“You’re awake at last; I thought you were going to sleep all day.”
 

“Gellidan?”
 

“Dead. They have taken his body to King Vorgret as was his wish. It should take them quite a while to get there and as long again to get a message to the High Master to tell him that Gellidan is dead, so we have a little time before we have to leave Essenland.”
 

Tissian closed his eyes, but Jonderill could still see the moisture on his eyelashes. “I never wanted him dead,” muttered Tissian. “He was always a bully but we grew up together. For twelve summers Gellidan was the closest thing to a family that I had.”
 

“Well you have a different family now; me and Allowyn and, I suppose, Callabris too.”
 

Tissian opened his eyes again and gave a small smile. “You’re right. I’m sorry for my moment of weakness; it wasn’t very protector like was it? Here, help me up.”
 

“I don’t think you should, at least not until Dozo says you can.”
 

“Is Dozo still here?” He struggled to push himself up, so Jonderill helped him into a sitting position and rolled a log forward to prop him up.
 

“Dozo stitched you back together again and then insisted that he stay with you until you recover enough to travel. The rest of the armsmen have gone to Vorglave with Gellidan’s body.” 
 

Tissian winced as he moved his heavily bandaged arm. “I wish he had sewn this one up instead of cauterising it, it hurts like hellden’s fires.”
 

“He didn’t. When you rolled through the fire a live coal stuck to your arm and you were too busy holding Gellidan off to notice. It had almost burnt through to the bone, so Dozo had to cut it out and clean the hole up. It was a bit of a mess and you’re going to have a really big scar there.”
 

“What about the rest?”
 

“Oh, they are going to leave lots of scars too. He did a good job on your forehead though; small neat stitches. It’ll leave you with just enough of a scar to make you look dangerous and irresistible to every innkeeper’s daughter from here to Dartis. I won’t get a look in with you around.”
 

They both laughed and Dozo walked over to join them carrying two pots of herb tea. He gave one to Jonderill and held the other one out for Tissian to drink.
 

“How long before I can be up and around Dozo? I need to make my devotions to Federa and thank her for my life.”
 

“What you need is rest, a lot of your blood was spilt on the ground today and it will take time for you to recover.” 
 

“I need to be moving around before my wounds stiffen and slow me down,” responded Tissian finishing the last of his drink. He pushed back the blanket which covered him and tried to rise but Dozo pushed him down.
 

“If you move too soon you will tear that leg wound open, and then you’ll end up with it being stiff, permanently.”
 

Jonderill laughed, but when he looked down at Tissian his eyes had closed and he was sleeping peacefully. He looked questioningly at Dozo.
 

“I used Shrezbere essence and red poppy seed. He should sleep through until morning. Now, Lord, if you don’t mind, I need to drain his burn and change the dressing, and I think you need to talk to Allowyn; he looks like a man with the weight of the six kingdoms on his shoulders.”
 

Dozo turned his attention back to Tissian and started to unwind the bandage around his arm. Jonderill watched for a moment and then stood and walked across the camp. It had changed again. The fire had been reduced in size but was once again surrounded by stones, and instead of a picket line, their four horses and a pack horse were tethered to the branches of a tree. The shelter remained but the pile of gear had reduced to a small heap. Amongst them, wrapped in his discarded robe, was Plantagenet’s old iron sword.
 

The remains of his other sword had been wrapped in Gellidan’s shroud and was on its way to Vorglave. Jonderill picked up the old blade without thinking but quickly put it down again as waves of dizziness assailed him. He walked on passed the shelter and a little way along the small stream to where Allowyn sat on a boulder staring at the water as it ran noisily over the pebbles of the stream bed. He looked up and gave a half smile as Jonderill sat down next to him.
 

“How’s Tissian?”
 

“Awake and eager to be about his duties, but Dozo has put him back to sleep again with one of his potions.”
 

“And how are you feeling?” 
 

Jonderill shrugged. “Grateful that Tissian lived, sorry that Gellidan didn’t and trying to come to terms with the changes in me.” He laughed bitterly. “You know, I always wanted to be good with a sword, like Tissian, but I can barely pick one up now without being sick. I have never really wanted to do anything with magic apart from the most basic of things, like lighting a fire but now I have no option. You would think that a man should have some say in choosing what their life will be, wouldn’t you?”
 

“It doesn’t matter how well your path is laid in front of you Jonderill, you always have choices. You can choose to be good like Callabris or evil like Maladran. You can choose to be the best at what you do like Tissian or bully your way through life like Gellidan. And when the time comes to serve a master, you can choose one who cares for his people like Steppen did, or one who only cares for themselves like Sarrat.”
 

“Choices like that are simple; you do the right thing, the honourable thing.” 
 

“Sometimes the right and honourable path is hidden from us.” Jonderill frowned questioningly. “Tell me, do you think it is right and honourable to break a lifelong vow and steal from your master knowing that it will end in the death of your brother?”
 

“No, I wouldn’t think so.”
 

“That is what I did, Jonderill. A long time ago I gave a vow of obedience to the High Master, and yet I stole Tissian from him, knowing that he would fight Gellidan and one of them would die.”
 

“But that’s different; the High Master’s punishment would have ended Tissian’s life in any case.”
 

“Perhaps, but that doesn’t make me any less guilty of theft, being complicit in a brother’s death and foresworn.”
 

“I don’t see it like that.”
 

“Then perhaps you should.  A white robe has immense power, a black even more, and they can often face decisions where the right and wrong are difficult to discern as they do the goddess’s work.”
 

“I’m sure the goddess wouldn’t think what you did was wrong.”
 

Allowyn raised an eye and shook his head laughing. “Ah, the assurance of youth. A dozen words from the goddess and you think you know her mind.”
 

Jonderill looked abashed. “You’re right of course, how could I know the goddess’s mind, even if she did speak to me, which she didn’t.” Allowyn looked up in surprise. “Well she did speak but not to me. Her words were for someone called Callistares. Do you know anyone called Callistares?”
 

Allowyn hesitated for a moment and then shook his head. “No, not as such, but it has a familiar ring to it. Callabris will probably know of him; we can ask him when we reach Alewinder.”
 

“We’re going to Alewinder?”
 

“Yes, that’s where Callabris and I arranged to meet. Is there something wrong with going to Alewinder?”
 

“I don’t know how welcome I will be when we get there. I killed a man there and was implicated in a kidnapping. The new king and queen weren’t happy when Steppen pardoned me on both accounts.”
 

“I see, that is a problem as Callabris and I were going to stay there for a while before returning to King Borman. We had planned to go to the Enclave first, but as I’ve broken my oath to the High Master the goddess’s temple will be forbidden to me.”
 

“Oh, Allowyn, I’m sorry, I didn’t understand that you wouldn’t be able to return to Federa’s temple.”
 

Allowyn shrugged. “It’s an apt punishment for what I’ve done, and I have other ways of renewing my vows to the goddess. That won’t affect you though, you may return when you wish as you hadn’t taken any vows, although I would advise you not to do so whilst Razarin is High Master. He’s going to be very annoyed when he finds that you are once again in possession of this.”
 

Allowyn pulled a black silk bag from inside his jerkin and handed it to Jonderill who took the torc out and studied it for a moment before sliding it back into the bag.
 

“I thought I’d seen the last of this. Where did you get it?”
 

“Gellidan had it. As long as it was somewhere in the Enclave, Razarin would have been able to find it no matter where you had hidden it. I suspect Razarin gave it to Gellidan to deliver to Vorgret, probably along with you if he was certain of your magic, and if not, it would have been some form of compensation. Gellidan was so certain of victory that he didn’t bother to hide it before he fought Tissian. Anyway, it’s yours now and you should keep it safe.”
 

“I will. Thank you.”
 

“And now,” said Allowyn rising from his seat. “We have things to do which cannot wait. I must seek the forgiveness of my goddess through my devotions, and do whatever penance she requires of me.”
 

“I hope she’ll not be too hard on you,” said Jonderill with genuine concern.
 

“Oh, she will be but not as hard as I’m going to be on you. As soon as Tissian is able to ride we’ll leave for Vinmore and you will leave your past life behind. The journey is not long, so you’ll have only a short time to learn to be everything that is expected of a white robe, and I will do my best to teach you. Only by demonstrating what you are, will you be beyond the reach of Queen Daun and her consort.”  
 

 

~   ~   ~   ~   ~

 






  

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Envoys

 
 

Tarraquin laughed loudly and somewhat nervously and then read the missive again. When she had finished reading the scroll for a second time she put it down on the table by her side and stared at Lord Istan.
 

“Is he serious? Does he really mean this or is it some sort of jest?”
 

If it were a joke Lord Istan didn’t appear to find it a funny one. He looked dusty, tired and dispirited. Considering he had ridden back from Essenland in under a moon’s turning that wasn’t surprising. The queen looked up at her councillors sitting around the table and wished that Malingar or Jarrul had returned from their separate missions as envoys. Her councillors were worthy men, chosen by the minor lords and guilds of Leersland, but they would always put their own interests first, Leersland’s second and their queen’s a long way third. Despite this she was duty bound to ask their opinion.
 

“My lords, revered guildmasters, gentlemen, we have a reply to our overtures of friendship from King Vorgret of Essenland. I will not trouble you with the intricacies of the language; suffice to say that Great Lord Andron has also sent an envoy to Essenland to seek Vorgret’s support.” There were murmurs of concern and disapproval around the table. “However, Essenland’s king, whilst being impressed with Andron’s cause has made me an offer. In return for his support and his soldiers to put down any insurrection, he has offered to take me as his wife, so that when our first son reaches the age of majority the kingdoms may be joined as one.”
 

For a moment there was a stunned silence and then everyone spoke at once. Tarraquin let the noise run on for a short time until voices started to be raised in argument, and then she rapped the hilt of the knife she kept at her side hard down on the table. It wasn’t the first time that arguments had broken out in council meetings, but her councillors had learnt very quickly that their queen was not averse to using the knife’s blade as well as its hilt if it became necessary.
 

“Gentlemen, before we debate what is to be done for the best, I think it would be advisable if Lord Istan told us what sort of a man this King Vorgret is, and if, by joining with Essenland, Leersland and its people would benefit. That is, of course, unless any of you have more up to date information about Essenland and its ruler than our newly returned envoy.”
 

There were a few mutterings as there usually were, but the councillors turned their attention to Lord Istan who had taken Jarrul’s vacant seat at the table.
 

“Your Majesty, honoured councillors, my knowledge of Essenland and its people is limited to the areas through which I rode, and my impressions of King Vorgret are based on just two brief audiences and what his subjects say about him, but I will report as best as I can. Essenland is split roughly in two. The north is mountainous and, whilst I didn’t travel there, I understand that silver is mined in the hills and the population is sparse. The south is rural and large areas of land are put aside for growing foodstuffs, particularly wheat and barley. Many of the fields stood empty and neglected, although I am not sure if they were being left fallow or if there were insufficient people to tend them.
 

I passed many small villages full of the very young, the very old and women. When I stopped, there was plenty of simple food and good ale to be had, but no conversation or laughter. On my way to Vorglave I saw two recently burnt estate houses and the nearby villages both had dead hanging in the square. There was a line of wagons going to one of their silver mines and I saw slaves being taken there in chains. I also passed numerous field camps, as if Essenland is preparing for war. Unfortunately I saw only a little of the main city, as I was escorted throughout my visit there and kept under guard in the palace.”
 

“This cannot be so,” interrupted the metal guild’s representative. “We know that they employ felons and vagrants to mine silver but we have always received assurances that they were paid a living and were well cared for.”
 

“I am certain that King Porteous would never have allowed any of his people to be abused,” put in the guildmaster from the brewer and vintners guild.
 

“That may have been so in the past,” said Tarraquin, “but Vorgret is king now. Lord Istan, please continue.”
 

“The palace is large and well guarded and the rooms I saw were richly decorated. I was given comfortable accommodation and was treated with respect at all times, but I was never left unguarded; even at night two guards stood outside my door. On both occasions the king received me in his throne room, which was impressive, but only on the first occasion was his magician present.”
 

“A magician?” interrupted Tarraquin. “The king has a magician?”
 

“Yes, Your Majesty, a black robe. He was quite young and seemed a bit uncertain of himself.”
 

“Damn! I thought we had seen the last of them when Sarrat’s bastard died.” For a moment there was silence in the room as the councillors considered the implications. “Please continue.”
 

“There is not much more to tell, Your Majesty. I gave the king your missive which he read and passed to his magician. I was then dismissed and was returned to my rooms until I was summoned the following day. Vorgret asked me a few personal questions about you and then handed me that scroll. After that I was escorted to the border in all haste, and rather than go on to Vinmore, I returned here.”
 

“Thank you, Lord Istan. Gentlemen, are there any further questions you wish to ask our envoy? If not, I think we should retire and consider what has been said before any decisions are made.”
 

“Lord Istan, did it seem to you that there were excess supplies of goods in Essenland which could form the basis of a trade agreement?”
 

“Yes, Guildmaster Jobes, I passed storehouses full of both cloth and grain and was told that the silver mines are producing more ore than ever.”
 

“And did they look to be in need of horses and leather ware?”
 

“I would say so, Lord Horseman. As I said, they appeared to be preparing for a war, and horses and armour are always needed for such an enterprise.”
 

There was an excited mumble of voices about trading possibilities which Tarraquin allowed to go on until one or two voices began to rise above the others. “Gentlemen of the council, as there are no further questions for Lord Istan, we will adjourn. I will call you when I have had time to consider this offer.”
 

There was a general scraping of chairs against the stone floor as the councillors stood, bowed briefly and filed out of the room. Tarraquin could hear the arguments trailing off down the corridor with them, until the guard closed the sturdy wooden doors and blocked off the noise. “Now Istan, please tell me what it is that you are holding back, and didn’t want to tell the others.”
 

“You are perceptive, Your Majesty. There are other things I could have said but didn’t, mainly because they are feelings based on what I heard rather than on things I saw. Vorgret oppresses his people; he taxes them to the point of rebellion and then kills or enslaves those who object. He’s taken all the young men for his army and people say that he brutalises them. I’ve heard that many die in the process of changing from a farmer to a soldier. He’s also disposed of all the councillors and military leaders who supported Porteous, and has replaced them with what the people call thugs; mostly felons who he has taken from the mines. There is also a rumour that he has killed his own father who hasn’t been seen since Vorgret became king.”
 

“I see. So when you say Essenland prepares for war, what you really mean is that Vorgret prepares for conquest.”
 

“It would seem so, Your Majesty, and bloody conquest at that.”
 

The queen was quiet for a moment whilst she thought about what Istan had told her. “You said that Vorgret asked some personal questions about me. What did he ask?”
 

“He asked about your accession to the throne and how it was achieved. He also asked about your hold on the kingdom and how you would deal with any who opposed you. I told him your hold on Leersland was firm and that you would deal decisively with any opposition to your rule.”
 

Tarraquin nodded. “What else did he ask?”
 

“There was nothing else, Your Majesty.”
 

“Come, you are blushing, what else did he want to know?”
 

“He enquired about your appearance and whether you were a virgin.”
 

“Did he now? I expect it wasn’t in those terms though.”
 

“No, Your Majesty.”
 

Tarraquin laughed. “At least that leaves me free to ask the same question. Well, what does he look like?”
 

“He’s not very tall but he is muscular with striking features, only slightly marred by the scar across his face.”
 

“I see, and his sexual habits?”
 

“Frequent, although most of the women are willing.”
 

“Not the ideal husband then?”
 

“No, Your Majesty, but powerful and avaricious with his eyes on Leersland.”
 

“Thank you, Lord Istan, you have done well. Now go and rest and I will think about what you have said and Vorgret’s kind offer.”
 

She watched Istan leave and then poured herself a goblet of wine and returned to the table. What she needed now was good counsel. She wondered where Malingar and Jarrul were and when they would return.
 

*
 

“This wasn’t quite what I expected,” said King Borman as he looked across the space to where the young captain stood. “I distinctly gave the order that you should aid King Sarrat against the rebels to get in his good books and then stay with him until I was ready to move. And what do I get? Sarrat and his black robe dead and the rightful queen on the throne. Not only that but all her people cheering the accession and supporting her. It had been my intention to ride into Leersland as a saviour, rescuing the people from a despicable tyrant. Now, when I ride into Leersland, it’s me who is going to be seen as the tyrant. Well, Malingar, what do you have to say for yourself?”
 

“I’m sorry if I have displeased Your Majesty, that was not my intention, but King Sarrat’s death was unexpected and I had no time to seek new orders, so I did what I thought was best under the circumstances.”
 

“How in hellden’s name did Sarrat die without any bastard knowing about it?”
 

“It happened in a remote place outside the black magician’s tower where nobody goes unless they have to. His army in the south must have thought he’d ridden north and the court thought he was still in the south. It was only when Great Lord Andron produced his head that we found out that he was dead. The situation changed in a moment and I needed to make a decision which side to support. You had ordered me to ingratiate myself with Sarrat and as the Queen had taken his place I thought it was best to side with her. I needed to make myself invaluable to the new queen, which I have done. I’m now one of her most trusted councillors.”
 

“So you are. Trusted enough to be a royal envoy, but should I trust you, Malingar? That is the question.”
 

“I am sworn to you, Your Majesty, by the vow I took and the lives of my family which you hold so close. I’ve done what I could in the changing circumstances. I even kept the Lady Tarraquin safe during the uprising as you commanded.”
 

“Ah yes, the Lady Tarraquin. Tell me about her. Is she as beautiful as I’ve heard?”
 

Malingar relaxed slightly, sensing that the worst was over. “I don’t know what you’ve heard, Your Majesty, but I am sure whatever others have said it doesn’t do the lady justice. She has a rare beauty, like that of a fine stallion. She is full of life and energy and determination. Yet she can be unsure and in need of a man to guide her. The lady has a physical attraction which draws others to her, and a nature which holds them there, like spiders hold flies trapped in a web.”
 

“You sound as if you are a man in love,” accused Borman.
 

Malingar smiled sheepishly. “If you knew her then you would love her too, but that doesn’t mean that I’m any less loyal to you, my liege. I work on being in a position of power, so that when the time comes, you will be able to take your place on the throne of Leersland with absolute certainty and a minimum of effort.”
 

“Due to your laxness that will have to be sooner rather than later, or she will be too well established to pluck out.”
 

“I just await the right opportunity, that is all, Your Majesty.”
 

Borman thought for a moment and finished the last of the wine in his goblet. He raised his hand and Rastor, who had been standing behind him, stepped forward and refilled it.
 

“Very well, Malingar, I accept that you have acted only in my best interests but make sure you keep it that way. The lady asks for five hundred men to help guard her kingdom from insurrection. Well, we will be generous; we’ll send a thousand men as a sign of our good wishes to the new queen. You will take the men from the southern barracks and you will advise the queen that they should be deployed in key places for her own protection and the safety of the kingdom she now rules. Your orders and the warrant to commandeer the men will be with you before noon.”
 

“Thank you, Your Majesty.”
 

“Oh, Malingar, one more thing. Your brothers and your sister are here in the palace. I suggest that you spend the time, waiting for your orders to be prepared, in their company. I care for them deeply but they do miss their elder brother so much as I am sure you would miss them if anything unfortunate should happen to them.”
 

Malingar glared unhappily at the king and, for a short moment, it looked like he would say something, but instead he bowed curtly and left.
 

“Do you want him disposed of, Your Majesty?” asked Rastor, moving forward to stand by the king. “I have men waiting on your command.”
 

“You think he will betray me?”
 

“You heard him, My Lord. He’s infatuated by that woman. If he gets into a position of power he’ll want her for himself, and if he does that, he’ll declare himself king and will end up fighting you.”
 

Borman took a sip of his wine and tapped his fingers thoughtfully on the arm of his high backed, carved chair. “You could be right Rastor, but I don’t think so. Do you know why I’m so certain that the good captain will remain loyal?”
 

“Because you hold his brothers and sister hostage and you would kill them if he betrayed you?”
 

“No. I wanted him to see that I really do care about his siblings and they aren’t just hostages to his good behaviour. No, he will remain loyal because he’s a soldier from an honourable family and owes everything to me. Men like that don’t have betrayal as part of their nature.”
 

“Does that mean that if he did betray you, you would spare him and his siblings?”
 

“Good goddess no! Whatever are you thinking? They would all die, slowly and painfully with Malingar watching; starting with the youngest boy and ending with his sister, who is quite delectable and would be a real pleasure to deflower. But he won’t betray me. He’s like you Rastor, as faithful as a fanghound pup.” Rastor scowled at the reference and Borman laughed. “Don’t be so offended, I am very fond of fanghounds.”
 

He took a long draught of his wine and sat up straighter in the chair. “But you’re right; I do need to consider the possibility of betrayal. Make sure the officers assigned to Malingar are apprised of the situation and know what to do if the captain even looks like he is intending to change sides. That means I would want him back here alive for me to deal with, Rastor, not dead or with pieces missing.”
 

“Yes, My Lord.”
 

“And now for my second line of attack. Is our guest waiting?”
 

“Yes, My Lord, he is impatient to see you.”
 

“In that case you had better bring him in. It wouldn’t do to make a man of his rank wait too long.”
 

Rastor gave a brief bow and crossed the room to a plain door between two long tapestries sewn with battle scenes. He opened the door and bowed briefly before stepping back and letting the king’s guest enter the receiving room. The man crossed to where Borman sat and bowed deeply.
 

“Welcome, Great Lord Andron. I’m sorry to have kept you waiting for so long but affairs of state were pressing. I hope your accommodation was to your liking and you have been well tended?”
 

“Yes, Your Majesty, all my needs have been more than adequately met.”
 

“Good. Now, Great Lord Andron, what is this matter of mutual interest you wish to discuss with me?” Andron frowned and looked confused. He glanced around himself looking for a chair and then glared at Rastor. “Oh, don’t mind Rastor, he hasn’t the brains to be dangerous. Now what is this proposition of yours?”
 

“It is as I wrote in my missive, Your Majesty. Tarraquin is a usurper who has taken the throne without having the right to it. King Sarrat had no heir and so, as the senior of the Great Lords appointed by the king, the throne should, by right, be mine. If it hadn’t been for the mercenaries that bitch has employed to intimidate and threaten the good people of Leersland, I would have taken what was legally mine and Tarraquin and her little band of traitors would be dead.”
 

“But instead she is the Queen?”
 

“Precisely, but with your assistance I could oust the pretender and restore law and order to Leersland.”
 

“And make yourself king,” mused Borman
 

“Yes, of course. I owe it to the people of Leersland to provide them with a strong and righteous king to rule them, not some slip of a girl who can only think of parties, dancing and her own looks.”
 

“Your missive mentioned a loan of men, horses and weapons?”
 

“Yes, Your Majesty. I have my own men of course but they are not enough to take back what is rightfully mine. If you could see your way to lend me ten troops of mounted guards to help me take the throne, or even twenty, if you could spare them, I would be eternally grateful.”
 

“How grateful would you be?”
 

Andron looked surprised at the question. “Er, well, I’m sure we could agree some trade concessions.”
 

“Not enough.”
 

“And we would reimburse you the cost of the troops, horses and weapons and recompense you for any deaths.”
 

“That is still not enough.”
 

“What else would Your Majesty require?”
 

Borman smiled. “Land. I want all the land that is one day’s walk south of our current borders.”
 

“Your Majesty! That’s a huge amount of land.”
 

“A thousand mounted, armed and provisioned troops are a huge resource. It’s the land or nothing.”
 

The Great Lord sighed in defeat. “Very well, Your Majesty. When can I have them?”
 

“It will take at least a moon cycle to bring them down from the north and re-equip them so that should give you plenty of time to arrange accommodation on your estate which is discrete and out of sight of spying eyes.”
 

“Thank you, Your Majesty; I shall wait for them to join my command before we move on Tarmin.”
 

“In that case I think you should make all haste back to your estate to make the preparations. I will make the arrangements for our agreement to be drawn up and for you to sign it before you leave. Good day, King Andron.”
 

“King Borman.” Great Lord Andron left the receiving room without bothering to bow and looking far more pleased with himself than he had been when he entered.
 

“That was well negotiated, My Lord,” said Rastor, coming forward and refilling Borman’s wine goblet. “That strip of land is probably the richest in Leersland save the southern horse pastures.”
 

“One way or another I intend to have more of Leersland than that one small strip.” He thought for a moment. “Rastor, I have a task for you. Ride to the north and collect the men and equip them the best you can from what we have stored in Northcoast. From there take them to the Great Lord’s estate, but keep well away from Malingar, I don’t want him to know I have more men so close. When you get to Andron’s estate make preparations to ride immediately but do not move until you receive my orders.”
 

“Yes, My Lord. But what do I do if Andron wants to attack Tarmin straight away and I haven’t heard from you?”
 

“Then stall him.” Rastor looked blank. “Say that your men are tired or aren’t ready, or the horses are sick.” Rastor still looked unconvinced. “For hellden’s sake, Rastor, use your imagination.” Borman sighed in irritation. “Say you have the flux or the bloody pox if you have to, but do not move from Andron’s estate until you have received my orders. Is that understood?”
 

“Yes, Your Majesty.”
 

“Good. In just over a moon cycle I will have two and a half thousand men ready to put me on the throne of Leersland, each one with his own personal invitation. Now all I need is for Callabris to return.”
 

*
 

Jarrul awoke to the sun shining in his eyes from the small grill in the wall high above his head. The rest of the room, which was in total darkness, smelt of blood and piss and the coldness of the stone floor made him shiver. He pulled himself into a sitting position and moved to the edge of the room so he could prop himself up against the wall of his cell. The effect of moving made his head swim and his stomach roil and bile rose in his throat. With an effort he swallowed it down until both had settled and closed his eyes, then opened them again to take in his surroundings. There wasn’t much to see. He was in a small stone cell, probably below ground, which had seen much use in the not so distant past.
 

He had very bad memories of such places and, despite the gloom, he lifted his hands and studied the scars he had received the last time he had been someone’s prisoner. The thought of what had happened to him then started to make him shake, and beads of sweat appeared on his forehead. Taking several deep breaths he forced his fear back down until the shaking stopped. This wasn’t Maladran’s questioning room, it was just a cell and whoever had put him in here had at least thought to leave some refreshments. He shuffled to the side of the door and investigated the tray which had been left for him; a wooden pot of watered wine and a platter of reasonably fresh bread and hard cheese. It wasn’t guest fare but it wasn’t food for the condemned either.
 

Jarrul started on his breakfast and tried to remember how he had come to be in his current situation. He clearly remembered riding from Tarmin to the Crosslands bridges with his escort, and then onto the border between Vinmore and Tarbis. From there they had ridden to the first town they had found, and he had presented his papers to the town elder. It was he who had arranged for them to be taken to Dartis, the main city of Tarbis, with a larger escort of soldiers. The ride through rolling farmland had been pleasant enough with his guard and the escort chatting amiably and sharing their rations. The only dark spot had been when he enquired as to the health of Prince Newn, an enquiry which had been met by total silence and hard looks.
 

He remembered riding into Dartis, a large city without walls which seemed to sprawl across a valley and up a hillside with the prince’s palace at the top. Like all cities it was full of bustle and activity with busy markets and teeming streets, but there was a tenseness about it which was strange, as if the people were waiting for something to happen. He recalled feeling uncomfortable and hoping that, whatever the populace were waiting for, didn’t happen whilst he was there.
 

His own escort had not been allowed into the palace, which was understandable, but he had been taken inside where he once again presented his papers. He remembered being shown into a comfortable waiting room with soft chairs and small tables with delicate ornaments and had been provided with an array of refreshments and a flagon of good Vinmorian red wine. As he drank the wine and waited he had wondered what in the goddess’s name was he doing there. 
 

Before the night Tarraquin had tried to kill Maladran and discovered who she was he had been a simple huntsman; a good one but just a huntsman. Then over night he had become a rebel leader, a queen’s councillor and now a royal envoy. He had quickly swallowed the rest of his wine coming to the conclusion that he didn’t want to be there and so he had stood to leave. At that moment the door had opened and a steward in royal livery had led him from the comfortable waiting room to the more austere receiving chamber where the Regent waited to greet him.
 

As he sat in his dark cell he shook his head at the memory. He had been greeted warmly enough by the Regent, who had accepted his papers of introduction and had read the Queen’s scroll carefully, two times through. Then he shook his head and said no, Tarbis wouldn’t support the new queen to put down any internal dissent. He wasn’t sure what an envoy was meant to do under the circumstances, but he didn’t think they would just give up, so he’d asked to see Prince Newn. If he had been sure of his position he would have spotted the change in the Regent’s attitude, but he hadn’t, and when the Regent asked him to be seated and offered to share a new flagon of wine with him, he had almost felt relieved.
 

It was the wine of course, it had to be; it was the last thing he remembered. Suspiciously he stared into his half empty mug of watered wine and cursed himself for a fool. He was still staring into the dregs when there was a clatter outside his cell, and as he looked up, the door opened. Three guards entered and Jarrul scrambled to his feet, blinking in the sudden brightness of the lantern light. 
 

“My name is Captain Tangier,” said the tall officer who stepped into his cell. “You will come with me.”
 

Jarrul obeyed immediately and followed Tangier up the steps and out into the courtyard with the other two guards following behind. They crossed the courtyard, passing between the barracks and the kitchen with its mouth-watering smell of roasting meat, and over an open area before approaching a large forbidding building, crowned by monstrous stone creatures. Wishing that he was back in the safety of his cell, Jarrul followed the captain up the steps and into the hallway.
 

The inside of the building was very different than the outside and he gave a small sigh of relief. Instead of the prison he had been expecting, the inside of the building was decorated like a hunting lodge. It reminded him of High Lord Coledran’s lodge which he had often visited in the days when he had been a simple huntsman. The walls were made of wood panelling and were decorated with tapestries showing hunting scenes. Mounted heads of game animals decorated the walls, and the whole place smelled of polished wood and honey wax.
 

Captain Tangier stopped at a large door, opened it and beckoned Jarrul through into a comfortable sitting room with a number of soft chairs and small tables.
 

“His Highness will be with you shortly,” Tangier announced before he left the room, closing the door behind him. Jarrul listened for the door to be locked, but there was nothing, although he guessed that the guards would be standing outside the door ensuring that he didn’t try to escape. He looked around the room in puzzlement. Why had he been drugged and locked in a cell if he was going to be allowed to see Prince Newn after all? It really didn’t make sense.
 

When the door opened again Jarrul looked up, and then gave a cry of alarm before stepping hastily back behind a chair. In front of him stood a ferocious wild animal, the likes of which he had never seen before. The creature, which was covered in dark, matted fur, was heavily muscled and as tall as a man with long arms ending in sharp claws. It had the pointed snout, sharp teeth and flickering ears of a sly hunter, but with two tusks protruding from its lower jaw. The beast stared at Jarrul with almost human intelligence and took a step forward trailing the ragged remains of a cloak behind it. 
 

It opened its mouth showing long, razor fangs but instead of a snarl the creature fought to make words. “Gry argg ggrew ergg.”
 

Jarrul blinked in surprise. “Pardon?”
 

The beast shook its head and tried again. “Gry argg grew eregr.”
 

Jarrul swallowed hard. “I’ve come to see Prince Newn.”
 

“Gry.”
 

“I’ve come to ask for his help.”
 

The beast raised its head and let out a series of howls which sounded to Jarrul like manic laughter. “Ggrool, Igr ggrant egren ggrel graslfgr, bugrr grew ggran grelp ggre.”
 

The creature moved forward as if to come around the chair that Jarrul was standing behind and Jarrul jumped back in alarm, grabbed one of the small tables with three legs and held it out in front of him in an effort to fend off the creature. The beast let out a howl of anger and frustration, and in one huge bound leapt onto the back of the chair, over the table Jarrul held and onto his chest bearing him to the ground. Jarrul screamed as the monster’s hot breath covered his face and its fangs snapped shut, a hand span in front of his eyes. The door burst open and the guards ran in shouting the prince’s name at the top of their voices. Still snarling the creature froze and then slowly backed off. Captain Tangier helped Jarrul to his feet whilst the other two guards stood to attention either side of the beast.
 

“Grru ggril grust grre! Grrage grim!”
 

Before Jarrul could ask what was going on, Tangier took hold of his arm and roughly pulled him towards the door, which one of the other guards had opened. Once outside he led the way to the main door, back down the steps and across the open area where two other guards joined them, falling in either side of Jarrul. Instead of escorting him back to his cell as he had expected they marched him to the far corner of the courtyard, where a large metal cage stood. One of the guards opened the door and stood back.
 

“You can’t put me in there!” said Jarrul, desperately.
 

Tangier ignored his protest, pushed him forwards into the cage and slammed the door shut behind him.
 

“That animal should be in here not me,” shouted Jarrul as the guards turned to go. “I’m the Queen’s envoy; I demand to see Prince Newn.”
 

The captain turned back with a brief look of sympathy on his face. “You’ve seen Prince Newn; it was he who ordered you to be put in here. Think yourself lucky, the last person who asked to see him was torn to pieces. You may not be comfortable but at least you’re safe from him in there.”
 

*
 

Tarraquin stepped into the council chamber to a scraping of chairs as her councillors stood and bowed. She took her place at the head of the table and waited until the scraping of chairs had subsided, looking around at her councillors to see who was awake and alert, and which ones had consumed too much wine the night before and were bleary-eyed. For once they all looked to be awake, including the master of the brewers and vintners guild who rarely came alive before mid morning. Lord Istan had taken the place next to hers and she gave him a brief smile before placing the sealed scroll she carried on the table between them. Jarrul’s and Malingar’s chairs remained empty, and once again she wished that they were there to advise her.
 

“My lords, guildmasters, gentlemen, I bid you good morning. I assume you have spent the time since our last meeting considering King Vorgret’s proposals?”
 

“We have, Your Majesty,” responded Guildmaster Jobes as he pushed back his chair and stood.  He was a huge man with bulging muscles and a head which seemed to be balanced on his broad shoulders without a neck in between. As he stood he towered over the guildmaster from the metal workers and smiths’ guild, almost pushing him to one side and even the jolly brewer looked insignificant next to him.
 

“Your councillors have elected me spokesman.” He looked at the others as if daring them to contradict him but he wasn’t the sort of man to gainsay. “Your Majesty, your councillors have discussed King Vorgret’s offer at length and have considered what the advantages and disadvantages might be. More than that, we have conferred with those who have a better knowledge of Essenland through past trading links and travel. We are all in agreement that it would be beneficial to reopen trade with Essenland, which, since your father’s death, has been greatly reduced. Leersland produces many things which would be attractive to the people of Essenland and the copper and silver from their mines would bring more work to our craftsmen.”
 

“I assume that the carter’s guild would carry the goods between here and Essenland and the metal workers guild would control the flow of copper and silver?” asked Tarraquin acerbically.
 

“Madam, that is what the guilds are for. We have also considered the security of Leersland and the possible threat from the fanatic Tallison and his southern nomads. Whilst Your Majesty sits very prettily on the throne, a king would give us better protection from invasion and insurrection.”
 

If the guildmaster had anything else to say he didn’t get a chance as Tarraquin shot to her feet tipping her chair over with a crash behind her. She picked up her knife and drove it into the top of the table where it stood vibrating with a low hum for a few moments.
 

“How dare you!” she said in a cold fury. “How dare you question my ability to rule just because I am a woman! I have as much ability and strength as any man, and looking around the pathetic rabble who sit at this table, more than most. You talk about protecting the kingdom from invasion and insurrection when all you are really thinking is how to line your own pockets. If anything the kingdom needs to be protected from the likes of you, small minded idiots who cannot see that Essenland has changed and can think no further than the end of their purse strings. Get out! Now! This council is dissolved.”
 

Nobody moved. “Guards!”
 

The chamber door opened and six guards armed with halberds entered. The councillors looked around in agitation and then at Guildmaster Jobes, waiting for him to do something but he just stood there looking shocked.
 

“You are dismissed,” said Tarraquin firmly.
 

The guards took a step forward and lowered their weapons. With a sudden screech of chair legs on stone the councillors stood and hurried from the room. The guards followed them out and closed the door behind them.
 

“That didn’t go as well as it could have done,” said Lord Istan quietly. He stood and righted Tarraquin’s chair before moving to the dresser and pouring two goblets of well watered wine. He put one in front of the Queen and retook his seat.
 

“Damned selfish bastards,” swore Tarraquin angrily. “They cannot see more than an arm’s length in front of their noses and then only if coin is placed in their outstretched hand.” She sat heavily back in her chair and swallowed back her drink.
 

“What do you do now, My Lady?”
 

Tarraquin picked up the scroll which lay between them and tapped it lightly on the table in frustration. “They’re right of course, may hellden take them. We do need the trade agreements and the kingdom is in danger of invasion and insurrection. I had just hoped that they would have shown me a little support, that’s all.” She handed Istan the scroll.”Please take this to King Vorgret. It’s my acceptance of his offer of marriage, and a note to say I shall visit him to endorse the trade agreements you will have negotiated on my behalf within three cycles of the moon.”
 

“You had already decided to marry him?”
 

“Regretfully yes, but I’m not going to tell that miserable bunch of toadies and hangers on until I have an apology from each one of them. Now, Lord Istan, you’d better be on your way if my response is to be with King Vorgret before his deadline has passed and he changes his mind.”
 

Istan stood and took Tarraquin’s hands. “Will you be alright, My Lady? I don’t like to leave you when you are so upset.”
 

“Yes, I’ll be fine. I will return to my rooms and work on affairs of state to take my mind off this morning’s events. The goddess knows I have enough things to do what with attempting to unscramble some of the mess that Sarrat left behind, not to mention trying to fill the treasury without taxing people to death.”
 

She smiled at Istan who kissed her hand and left. Tarraquin finished her wine and then walked to her chamber with her two personal guards trailing behind her. They were not from Leersland or the ones she used to have but Malingar had insisted that she have the best fighters possible to protect her and had assigned two of his own men. They were both quiet and conscientious and most of the time she forgot they were there. When she reached her work room, piles of scrolls and papers were waiting for her attention, so she settled into her work. 
 

There was always so much to do, but she stopped when Birrit brought her a light lunch, and once again, to discuss the cost of reopening a house for the sick, which Sarrat had closed with Master Zott, the newly appointed Lord of Counting. When it started to get dark, there was a sharp tap on the door and she looked up expecting it to be Sheevar or Birrit, come to light the lamps. Instead an excited looking page boy stood in the doorway eagerly hopping from foot to foot.
 

“Your Majesty, Lord Malingar has arrived, he’s in the receiving room and he has asked to see you.”
 

“Thank you, Benji, Please tell Captain Malingar I will be with him shortly.”
 

“Yes, Your Majesty.”
 

“Oh, and Benji. Make sure there is wine for Captain Malingar, then go to the kitchens and order some food. If there is cake to be had I think you should try a slice to make sure it is good enough for the captain.”
 

“Thank you, Your Majesty.” Benji closed the door with enthusiasm and shot off on his errands.
 

Tarraquin couldn’t help smiling although she wasn’t sure at what. She left the room in which she had been working and went to her dressing room where Sheevar helped her change from her court dress and heavy jewellery into something simpler. The blue dress with flowers embroidered around the hem and sleeves was one of her favourites. It fitted her well and the neck was cut just low enough that it showed off the silver pendant that Malingar had given her. She let her long auburn hair down and Sheevar brushed it through, and then dabbed her wrists with a little scent; it was her favourite, the one which smelled of applewood blossom and roses.
 

For a moment she considered letting Sheevar paint her eyelids blue, lining her eyes with kohl and putting some red paste onto her lips, but decided against it, after all she was a queen, not a whore. She gave a small smile at the thought and left her rooms with her two personal guards falling in behind her. When she reached the receiving room, they opened the door for her and stood to attention outside. Malingar had been standing, staring into the fire but turned when he heard her enter, giving her a warm smile and bowed.
 

“Your Majesty, you look as beautiful and as regal as ever.”
 

Tarraquin blushed slightly. “Captain Malingar, I’m pleased to see that you have returned. I hope refreshments have been provided for you?”
 

“Yes, My Lady, wine and an assortment of sweet things.” He nodded towards the dresser which was spread with an impressive selection of cream cakes, sweet pastries and honey coated biscuits.
 

“Oh dear, young Benji has taken his duties seriously.” She laughed and went to the dresser pouring herself and the captain a goblet of wine. “Well Captain, what news do you bring from Northshield?”
 

“I was received well by King Borman, who wishes to send his regards to the new Queen of Leersland, and offers his support as she establishes her reign. He is happy to provide you with the troops you have requested and has, in fact, doubled the number. They are encamped just the other side of the border awaiting your permission to enter Leersland.”
 

Tarraquin smiled at the news. “You’ve done very well, Captain. What’s the catch?”
 

“There is no catch, My Lady, except that King Borman would have them deployed in key places to ensure your safety. His offer of friendship is genuine.”
 

She nodded thoughtfully. “When you were in Wallmore was there any sign of Great Lord Andron seeking King Borman’s assistance?”
 

“Not that I could see, but I was only at the court for a short time, although I seem to have been away from your presence for an eternity.”
 

Tarraquin smiled at the compliment and took a seat in one of the comfortable chairs by the hearth. Malingar sat opposite her. “Considering you were not at king Borman’s court for very long you have been away for quite a while. What else have you been up to?”
 

“Ah, My Lady, it was my intention to return to you directly from Wallmore, but I needed to check that my men were all in their appointed place and still remembered who paid their wages.”
 

“And were they?”
 

“Oh yes, My Lady. They are just where I want them.” Tarraquin took a sip of her wine and unconsciously fingered the pendant she wore. “And what of you, Your Majesty, what has been happening in my absence?”
 

Tarraquin took a breath and went to speak but was interrupted by a loud knocking on the receiving room door. She frowned in disapproval as one of her personal guards entered without waiting for her to respond and bowed to Malingar instead of her.
 

“My apologies, My Lord, but a messenger has arrived with urgent news for the Queen. He asks to see her immediately.”
 

“Does he now? Well if it is that urgent you had better show him in.”
 

The guard bowed and stepped outside, returning immediately with a man in Leersland’s own livery. As he entered the room, the second of the guards followed behind, shutting the door, and both of them stood next to the kneeling man as if he posed a threat. The man’s cloak and boots were splattered with mud and he had dark rings under his eyes as if he had been riding hard with little sleep for many days. Tarraquin studied him and frowned, trying to place where she had seen him before. Then she remembered.
 

“Squad Leader Shendar?” The man looked up and she was certain it was him. “Squad Leader, what are you doing here? Where is Lord Jarrul?”
 

“Taken, Your Majesty and held prisoner in an impregnable fortress.”
 

Tarraquin jumped to her feet, her fists clenched in anger. “Then what in hellden’s name are you doing here, you useless piece of garbage? Why aren’t you out there trying to rescue him?” She took a step forward as if she was going to kick him, but Malingar took her arm and gently eased her back into her chair.
 

“My Lady, the man is exhausted, give him a moment and let him explain what has happened.”
 

“Very well. Tell me what has happened, Shendar and why you have not protected Lord Jarrul with your life as you were ordered to do.”
 

“Your Majesty, we escorted Lord Jarrul to the borders of Tarbis and then on towards Dartis and the palace as ordered. We were intercepted by the palace guards and were not permitted to accompany Lord Jarrul into the palace, but he told us to wait for his return which we did. When he didn’t return after a five day I demanded to see him, but was told that Lord Jarrul had been taken to see Prince Newn who was staying at his hunting lodge.
 

“We, that is armsman Kadlin and I, persuaded some farmer’s boy to show us the way to where the prince was staying, but when we got there, it wasn’t a hunting lodge at all, but a fortress with high walls. The fortress was protected by fearsome stone creatures that moved and two huge raptors which guarded the gates. I tried to see Lord Jarrul, but couldn’t get near enough to the gates without being seen. When I made enquiries from the locals, I was told he was probably providing entertainment for the beast that lived behind the walls and was as good as dead. The fortress was so heavily guarded that you would need an army to get in, so I thought it was best if Kadlin stayed to watch and I returned here to report what had happened.”
 

“Coward!” snapped Tarraquin. “You should have tried to rescue him.”
 

“It was impossible, Your Majesty.”
 

“How many soldiers guard this beast?” asked Malingar calmly.
 

“I don’t know, sir but they don’t need guards, there were dozens of the stone creatures prowling on top of the wall. You would need an army to get passed them.”
 

“Then we will take an army,” said Tarraquin. “I will not leave Jarrul to the mercy of some beast or whatever it is. Captain Malingar, get your men together we will leave as soon as they are provisioned.”
 

Malingar frowned and shook his head. “That will not be possible, My Lady. If I take men from here you leave Tarmin open and vulnerable. When Great Lord Andron finds out that Tarmin is defenceless he will just walk in and take your throne.”
 

“Then we will use King Borman’s men. Send word that they should move across country and we’ll meet them on the borders of Tarmin.”
 

“That too is not possible. King Borman was very specific about the role his troops were to play. They have been sent to guard you and your throne, and their officers would not permit them to be deployed in another kingdom where their presence could be construed as an act of war.”
 

Tarraquin stamped her foot in anger. “I will not just sit here whilst my best friend is tortured and murdered by this savage beast. He has saved my life in the past and the least I can do is try to save his. If none of you are brave enough to do this then I will do it by myself.”
 

She slammed her goblet down on the table spilling red wine over the golden weiswald and started to storm out of the room but was stopped by Malingar calling her back.
 

“My Lady, please stop.” Tarraquin turned and glared at him. “I’m not going to stop you going, as I think what you are proposing is a good idea. From what this man says you would need more men than we have to storm this fortress, but a woman pleading for the life of her friend would melt even the heart of a beast, particularly if that woman is as beautiful as you are.” Tarraquin looked surprised that her outburst had been taken seriously. “And being a queen would keep you safe; harming the Queen of Leersland would surely be seen as a declaration of war and the other kingdoms would come to your aid.”
 

“Do you think it will work?” she asked hesitantly.
 

“No, don’t do it, Your Majesty,” pleaded Shendar.
 

“Quiet! Well, do you?”
 

“Yes. This man could show you the way and you could take your two personal guards as an escort. If you travelled fast and light you could be there in time to save Jarrul from this beast.”
 

Tarraquin smiled and her eyes lit up with excitement. “You’re right, I’ll show those doubting councillors what a woman can do, I will leave at first light. You, Shendar,” she prodded the kneeling squad leader with the toe of her boot. “Get a fresh horse and new provisions and be ready to leave at dawn. If you’re not ready then I’ll have you branded and sold as a slave.”
 

Shendar rose slowly and left the room with shoulders bowed. Tarraquin watched him go. “Whilst you were away I dismissed the council, so while I’m gone you will have to reinstate them. I’ll have papers drawn up which I shall sign naming you as my regent until Istan returns, and then you will govern Leersland together. Look after my throne, Captain Malingar; I expect to find it still here and unoccupied when I return.” She turned back to her personal guard. “I have things to do. Get your gear together and get some sleep. We leave at first light.” She smiled once more at Malingar before sweeping out of the room.
 

The guards closed the door behind her and stood to attention in front of their captain. “Guard her well and make sure she reaches her destination. Once she’s there it is up to the beast if she lives or dies, I don’t think my master will care which, just make certain that she never returns to Leersland.”
 

~    ~    ~    ~    ~






  

CHAPTER TWELVE

Old Lives for New

 
 

Jonderill rode through the wide open gates of Alewinder and didn’t know if he wanted to laugh or cry. Everything was so familiar and yet it was so different. When he had left the city he thought he would never return, but here he was, riding through the streets, wearing the robes of a magician and acting as if he had every right to be here. He even had an armed escort, and not just any armsmen, but a protector in full armour. People stopped to stare at the procession with the protector in the front and the two armsmen riding behind, one of them heavily bandaged and slumped over his horse. Jonderill kept his eyes fixed on Allowyn’s back and tried to ignore the whispers of surprise and the people who bowed to him as he rode by.
 

They rode passed all the places he knew so well; the market he went to each day to buy eggs for their breakfast, the apothecary where he bought powders and potions for Animus’s latest experiment, and the scriptorium where he took Plantagenet’s notes for copying. He rode passed the Soldiers Rest where he and Barrin had drunk ale together, and finally over the moat bridge where he had saved the life of the Swordmaster’s nephew. Everything was familiar, but that was when he had been little better than a slave; now he was a white robe and everything had changed.
 

The small procession passed through the palace gates, clattering into the cobbled courtyard and stablemen hurried forward to take the horse’s reins. For a moment he expected to see Tarris, but of course he wasn’t there anymore; he had died at Jonderill’s hand over four summers before. He wondered if the Princess… No, the Queen would remember him and what he had done. It was a foolish question and he laughed at himself. Of course she would remember him; he had stolen four summers of her life, not to mention true love’s first kiss. He dismounted and waited for Dozo to help Tissian, who was still heavily bandaged, down from his horse, before he joined Allowyn at the foot of the palace steps. 
 

Allowyn gave him a knowing smile, “You shouldn’t be nervous, Jonderill. This is your home and you’re amongst friends here.”
 

The words didn’t help much. If it had been Daun or Pellum’s choice, he would have paid a heavy price for his part in kidnapping the princess, even if it did save her from Maladran’s enchantment. It was only King Steppen’s timely intervention which had saved him, but he wasn’t the king of Vinmore anymore.
 

When the doors of the palace opened it wasn’t the Queen or her consort who came to greet them, but the tall magician in white who Jonderill remembered from his apprentice day trial. He stood at the top of the steps, looked at Allowyn and then at Jonderill and then back to Allowyn again, giving him a smile of pure delight. Allowyn dropped to his knee and bowed as Callabris almost bounded down the steps to greet him, pulling him from his obeisance and wrapping him in a warm embrace. For a moment Jonderill felt jealous and wished that he had someone who would greet him like that.
 

“Allowyn, you are here at last. I thought something terrible must have happened to you. We’ve been separated and out of each other’s presence for far too long and I will not let that happen again.”
 

The protector stepped back from the magician’s embrace with a broad smile on his face and looked relieved to be back with his master. He beckoned to Jonderill and he nervously stepped forward. “Lord, this is Jonderill who has at last grown into the robe you gave to him.”
 

Callabris looked him up and down and laughed. “I think it is the robe which has grown into him. Jonderill, you are welcome, I have waited a long time to see the man you would be. I can see now that my hopes for you were not misplaced.”
 

“My Lord Callabris,” said Jonderill bowing deeply.
 

“No, not lord, just Callabris, we are of one family now. I look forward to spending time with you like brothers, talking about our calling and the other things we have in common.” He gave Allowyn a mischievous grin, “It’ll make a change from hearing about the latest weapons, fighting techniques and the newest pot maid at the city inn. Now tell me, who are your companions?”
 

“This is Dozo, an armsman from the Enclave who has been of great service to us, and who, I regret, through no fault of his own, cannot return to the Enclave so seeks a new position, and Tissian, Jonderill’s protector.”
 

Callabris raised an eyebrow. “Ah, Allowyn, he reminds me of you and your brother when you were his age, always cut and bloodied from one fight or another. Come, I have a small suite of rooms just big enough to hold us all if we all breathe in at the same time. However I regret that we will have to find alternative sleeping accommodation for most of you; the hospitality here is not what it was in Steppen’s day.”
 

For a moment his smile disappeared and he gave Allowyn a brief look of concern. “Once you are rested, Jonderill, you’ll need to pay your respects to the Queen and Pellum; that’s if he has returned from the latest hunting trip, and I expect there are others you would wish to see.” He turned and led the way up the steps of the palace and the others followed behind. 
 

In all the time that Jonderill had spent in Alewinder as the magician’s apprentice, he had only been into the main part of the palace a handful of times. The last occasion had been when he had woken the princess with a kiss, and she had ordered his arrest and imprisonment. It was not a happy memory. Despite this, Jonderill couldn’t help being awed by the splendour of the palace with its walls the colour of fresh honey bedecked with rich tapestries, and he tried hard not to gawk like a page boy at his first banquet. They turned a corner into what Jonderill thought must be the guest wing and stopped as there was a commotion up ahead.
 

Two elderly men, one tall and thin and the other small and round bustled along the corridor towards them pushing passed two maids who were sweeping the floor, bowling over another who was carrying a bundle of linens and ignoring Callabris completely. They both threw their arms around Jonderill nearly knocking him from his feet. He hadn’t been sure how he would feel when he saw his two old masters again, but his tears of joy were mingled with theirs. After a few moments they disentangled themselves with much laughing and very little dignity and stood there grinning at each other like fools. 
 

It was Plantagenet who regained control of himself first. “My apologies, Lord Callabris, we have only just heard of Jonderill’s return and we wanted to get here before the Queen’s guards.”
 

“She wasn’t very pleased when she heard that you were back,” put in Animus, “so we thought that if we warned you, you could take a short cut to her rooms so you could get to her first, which would look better than turning up with guards all around you.”
 

“That was good thinking,” said Allowyn, “but I don’t think we should all go marching in on her. With what we have to tell Pellum, it wouldn’t be a good idea for Tissian to be present, especially in his current state.”
 

Tissian took a belligerent step forward. “I cannot let my master go into danger without me at his side.”
 

Callabris put a gently restraining hand on his arm and Tissian slumped slightly. “It’s all right, young fighting cock. Allowyn can protect us all until your strength has returned.” He pulled out a small key from inside the sleeve of his robe. “My rooms are at the end of the corridor and I have removed the ward on my door. Dozo, would you take Tissian there and lock the door behind you until I return. Gentlemen, if you would be so kind as to lead the way, let’s go and see what her majesty has to say for herself before she forgets all protocol and her manners, and offends two visiting white robes.”
 

Plantagenet and Animus turned and hurried away along the corridor with the tall magician taking long strides and Animus bouncing along behind him. Callabris followed behind and Jonderill and Allowyn brought up the rear. At the end of the corridor they turned left down a narrower, less well appointed passageway, and then instead of taking some marble steps upwards, they ducked into the recess behind them. Here there were some well worn stone steps which went downwards and emptied into a pantry area. Tables lined one side of the small room and several trays held platters of delicate pastries, cut fruit and small flagons of cordial. The smell of baking bread and the clatter of pots came from nearby nudging at Jonderill’s memory. He had been to this room many times to collect treats for his masters’ afternoon tea. 
 

They hurried through the room and out into the next corridor with Animus picking up a soft, flaky pastry as they passed by. The service corridor led to another flight of stone stairs and another passageway with a solid wooden door at its end. Plantagenet stopped and straightened his robes and Animus brushed pastry crumbs from his fingers. They both gave Jonderill an anxious look before Plantagenet gave a sharp knock on the door in front of them. 
 

A liveried guard carrying a long pike opened the door and frowned at them. He went to bar their way with his pike staff but then stepped back with a grin on his face and looking slightly dazed. Callabris, who had hold of his arm, eased him backwards and propped him up against the wall before waving everyone else on. They marched up a corridor and around the corner where four heavily armed guards protected a small hallway with three doors leading off it. Jonderill knew that the centre door led to the Queen’s receiving room, although he had only been there once. On that memorable occasion, Daun had accused him of being Sarrat’s spy and Maladran’s catamite.
 

Plantagenet came to a stop in front of the squad leader and pulled himself up to his full height. “We’ve come to see the Queen.”
 

The guard looked him up and down with a sneer on his face. “Well the Queen doesn’t want to see you or your fat friend there so beat it!”
 

Plantagenet deflated and took a hesitant step back. As he did so Callabris took his place with his protector one step behind him.
 

“The Queen may not want to see my friends but she will see me and whoever I decide to bring with me. Now tell the Queen that I require an immediate audience.”
 

The squad leader turned pale. Dismissing the two old magicians was one thing, but refusing access to a white robe was a completely different matter. He bowed deeply and hurried away. The group stood quietly waiting for his return, Callabris tapping his foot impatiently and Jonderill trying to console the affronted Plantagenet. Callabris’s impatience grew the longer he was kept waiting, and he was just about to storm into the Queen’s rooms without waiting any longer when the guard returned.
 

He bowed low. “Their majesties will see you now, but your armsman and the two old magicians are to wait here.”
 

“My protector stays at my side as do my friends. Now get out of my way.”
 

Callabris pushed passed the squad leader who stepped hastily back from Allowyn as the protector waited for the others to file through into the receiving room. He followed them in and closed the door behind them before taking his customary place to the side and one step back from his master.
 

Jonderill remained at the back of the group looking around the room and fighting back unpleasant memories, even though the room had changed since his summons here. There were more tapestries on the walls and more ornaments on the tables and dressers. The polished wooden floor had been covered over by a deep, richly patterned carpet and even the simple lantern brackets had been replaced by silver candle holders with dangling glass crystals. Where once there had been an assortment of soft chairs and couches spread around the room, there were now only two chairs, both carved ebon wood raised on a slight platform. Prince Pellum, the royal consort, slouched in one and Queen Daun sat bolt upright in the other glaring at Callabris.
 

As Jonderill studied the Queen, he wasn’t sure how he felt about her. She was still the most beautiful creature he had ever seen, and just looking at her made his heart race. He had cherished the memory of their time together in the woodsman’s cottage, and that one and only kiss, but now there was something about her which made his blood run cold. It was in the grim set of her mouth and the cold, calculating look in her eyes and the way in which she toyed with the small dagger in her hands. He had envied Pellum for what the Prince had taken from him, but now he felt a sudden relief at his escape. The feeling made him smile to himself and stand up straighter.
 

“Your Majesty, Your Highness, I wish to present Jonderill, magician of the white who has recently arrived from the Enclave of the goddess.”
 

Jonderill stepped up next to Callabris and bowed briefly to the Queen.
 

“What is the meaning of this?” demanded the Queen. “I sent the palace guard to bring you to me, I didn’t expect you to waltz in here uninvited, pretending to be a magician; and you, white robe, you will address the King as Your Majesty.”
 

“Your Majesty,” said Jonderill, continuing to ignore Pellum. “It was most kind of you to send an escort for me, but it was unnecessary. As you know, I’ve been to these rooms before, and in any case, I had Plantagenet and Animus to show me the way.”
 

“I didn’t send them to escort you, fool; I sent them to arrest you. I told you the last time we met, slave boy, never return to Vinmore again or I would execute you for a kidnapper and a murderer, and don’t think your fancy dress will save you from the headsman’s axe. Pellum! Call the guard!”
 

Callabris took an angry step forward. “Madam, you forget yourself and your obligations. Jonderill is a magician of the white, and as such you have a duty to show him respect and to provide him with suitable accommodation.”
 

“Him? A magician? You must be joking.” Pellum adjusted his position so he was sitting up more or less straight. “Everyone knows that he’s nothing more than an escaped kingsward from Leersland with a slave brand on his arm, unless, of course, he can show us some magic and prove to us he is a magician.” The Queen nodded in agreement and Jonderill looked anxiously at Callabris.
 

“Prince Consort. White robes are not required to perform party tricks to entertain their hosts, nor are they accountable for any shortcomings of their birth or misdemeanours from before they came into their powers.”
 

“Very convenient,” said the Queen sarcastically. “Very well he can stay, but as far as I’m concerned, he will always be a kidnapper and a felon, and the only accommodation I’m prepared to offer him is a windowless cell at the bottom of the keep. If I see his face again that’s where he will end up, whether he is a white robe or not.”
 

She gave them a wave of dismissal with the knife still in her hand expecting them to leave but instead the protector stepped forward to his master’s side and gave a brief bow. The Queen glared at him.
 

“Ah yes, I nearly forgot. My protector has a report he wishes to deliver to Prince Pellum. With your permission, Your Majesty?”
 

Allowyn didn’t wait for her consent. “Your Highness, I regret to report the recent death of your cousin, Master Gellidan, who made an attempt on this white robe’s life and was killed in fair combat by his protector. His body has been returned to your brother in Vorglave, as was his wish.”
 

Pellum leant forward angrily. “Where is the protector now? I’ll have his bloody balls for this.”
 

Allowyn bristled angrily but Callabris put a restraining hand on his arm. “The protector has sustained some wounds and is in my care and will remain so until he is fit to return to his duties.”
 

The Queen stabbed the small knife into the arm of the chair and glared at Callabris. “This is intolerable. Not only do you bring this criminal into my presence but you have the audacity to protect the killer of the King’s cousin. You have outstayed your welcome, white robe. You will leave the palace today and if I see your face again, you and Jonderill will share a cell, and the murderer you protect will be strung up by his heels and used for spear practice. Now get out before I call the guards!”
 

“As you wish, madam.” Callabris gave the briefest of bows and pulled a barely constrained Allowyn away. Jonderill gave an equally brief bow and followed them out of the receiving room with the two old magicians fretfully bringing up the rear.
 

“I’m sorry about your cousin, Pellum,” said the Queen when the door had been closed and they were alone. “Were you very close?”
 

Pellum gave a derisive laugh. “No, not at all. The boy was an idiot and a bore, always going on about the goddess and how he was going to be the next protector. It was only a matter of time before someone shut him up. I just wish it hadn’t been a magician’s lackey who did it. They are so full of themselves, especially that Callabris; he has no respect for his betters. You heard him; he didn’t call me your majesty once.”
 

“Magicians are all the same but it’s not that which galls me but the way those white robes come waltzing into my palace, making demands of me and ignoring my laws. I blame it on my father, he was too soft with them, but I won’t stand for it. I’ll find a way to humble them, especially that Jonderill.” Daun stood and paced the room with Pellum watching, once again slouched in his chair with one leg dangling over the side. “The problem is how do you take a white robe down when they can turn you into a green pond hopper with a flick of their fingers?”
 

Pellum laughed. “That’s easy, you cut their hands off.” Daun stopped pacing and stared at him in surprise. “Honestly, that’s how you kill a white robe. My father told me how the Rale of Sandstrone took the throne from his brother after he had killed his white magician. He did it by cutting his hands off. You see, for some reason they can’t hold a weapon or fight so they can’t protect themselves and once you’ve taken their hands away they can’t use their magic against you.”
 

“And what about their protector?”
 

Pellum shrugged. “Send enough men against them and even a protector will die.”
 

Daun shook her head and continued her pacing. “No, that would be too public; the people are superstitious and would be upset if we killed off one of their demi-gods. We need something more subtle.”
 

Pellum thought about it for a moment. “What we need is a magician of our own, not like the two geriatrics that totter around the palace, but a black one; they don’t have any qualms about killing.”
 

Daun stopped dead in her tracks, turned and marched up the dais to stand in front of her husband with her hands on her hips. “You dare to suggest having a black magician in my palace after what Maladran did to me! You’re a bloody idiot, Pellum.” She slapped him around the face and Pellum cringed back into his chair.
 

“It was only a suggestion,” he muttered, rubbing the red mark on his cheek. “We don’t actually have to own one, we could just borrow one. My brother keeps a black robe as a pet. I’m sure he would lend it to us if we asked, and then we could give it back as soon as it had done what we wanted.” Daun continued to glare at him but the tenseness started to leave her body and her eyes lose their dangerous look. “If nothing else you could have your revenge on Jonderill. Just think of him dying in a pool of his own blood.”
 

“Or better still dying slowly and in agony as a helpless cripple.” She smiled and sat back in her chair looking pleased with the thought. “Your idea has some merit but it does depend on your brother cooperating.”
 

“It does. Shall I write to him today?”
 

“Yes, but perhaps you should try to do something about Jonderill, just in case your brother is unhelpful and says no.”
 

“I would like that.”
 

Daun nodded in agreement and they smiled at each other.
 

*
 

“That didn’t go very well did it?” said Callabris as he took the only chair in the small bed chamber. It was the first words that had been spoken since they had left the audience room and returned to the magician’s small apartments.
 

“I’m sorry, Callabris. It’s my fault, I should never have returned to Alewinder.” Jonderill was sitting on the bottom of the bed in which a pale and bandaged Tissian lay propped up by several large pillows.
 

“Nonsense, it wasn’t your fault, my welcome here by Queen Daun and her consort has never been a warm one, so I’m not sorry to be leaving, although it is a bit inconvenient. I was hoping to spend some time with you exploring your gift, but the problem we have now is finding somewhere to do that in safety. We could go to Northshield, but I have no desire to return to King Borman’s court until he summons me, and I’m not welcome in Tarbis at the moment. So that only leaves Essenland or Leersland and I don’t think either of those places would be healthy for you.”
 

“That does restrict things somewhat,” laughed Jonderill.
 

“Master Callabris,” interrupted Plantagenet from his place on the other side of the bed. “I think Animus and I may have a solution, although I hesitate to suggest it as the accommodation is not as grand as the palaces in which you usually stay.”
 

“And the food won’t be so good either,” put in Animus from next to him.
 

“But it is comfortable and private and has plenty of space for your protector to do his devotions.”
 

“And it’s close enough to Alewinder to send you food supplies every seven day.”
 

Jonderill groaned and they all looked at him questioningly. “The woodsman’s cottage. After four years of hiding there I had hoped to never see the place again but you’re right, it’s ideal. There’s room for us all and nobody will find us there.” He looked at the floor in disappointment.
 

“And?” questioned Callabris.
 

“It’s just that I would have liked to have spent a little time in the city looking up old friends.”
 

“My Lord,” interrupted Dozo. “I don’t think Tissian should be moved again for a few days. His leg wound has opened up again and he needs rest and time to heal.”
 

“And I shouldn’t be separated from my white robe so soon after our binding.” added Tissian.
 

“And master, we really do need to spend some time alone together renewing our bond after being separated for so long,” put in Allowyn with a conspiratorial smile.
 

Callabris laughed and held up his hands in surrender. “Enough! Enough. Jonderill, it looks like everyone thinks it’ll be a good idea for you to stay in Alewinder for a short time but I’m still concerned for your safety; however careful you are word, will get back to the Queen if you are seen in the palace.” 
 

“I know! He can stay with us!” squeaked Animus. “Jonderill can have his old room back and Tissian can stay in the guest room.” Animus almost bounced up and down with excitement.
 

“And if Dozo doesn’t mind sharing a room with Tissian he can stay too and make sure the two of them don’t get up to any mischief,” put in Plantagenet.
 

“It seems that it’s settled then. Allowyn and I will settle into this woodsman’s cottage of yours and the three of you will join us as soon as Tissian is able to travel, but Jonderill, please be careful and keep out of trouble; the Queen will find some way to have her revenge on you if she can.”
 

*
 

Jonderill sat on the rickety chair with his arm propped up on the window sill and his head resting in his hand and shivered. His room at the top of the magician’s tower had always been cold and draughty but he hadn’t realised just how small it was. He was certain that when he was a boy the room was bigger and not quite so shabby, but of course it hadn’t really changed. The chair was still rickety and in need of repair, and the old rug still had the burn mark in one corner where he had experimented with elemental fire to see if the rug would catch alight. He smiled at the memory of him panicking when the rug started to blaze and him throwing his wash water over it. It had taken him half the night to clear up the mess and even longer to confess what he had done to the two old magicians.
 

He looked out of the poorly fitting window at the spectacular view and remembered the times he had spent sitting in the same spot, looking at the same view, wishing that he was an armsman rather than a servant to two old, inept magicians. Now he wished he could be that boy again. Life had been simple then; go to the market, cook breakfast and clean, run errands, cook lunch and wash up, go to sword practice, cook dinner and sleep. He didn’t miss the servant’s work but he did miss the sword practice and the time spent with his friends. If he had been given a choice in the matter he would have liked to have been a soldier, but that was one thing he would never be now. His attempt to pick up the old iron blade from the desk where Dozo had put it had left him on his knees retching into his empty wash bowl. Even the thought of touching it made him feel dizzy.
 

If it were not for his aversion to weapons and the white robe he wore, he wouldn’t have known he was a magician. Plantagenet and Animus had asked him how his magic felt, but he hadn’t been able to answer because he had never felt it. Plantagenet had said that his felt like the tingle you get when you have been nettled, and Animus said his felt like eating cream cakes. When he couldn’t answer they were as disappointed in him as he was in himself. Callabris was going to be even more disappointed when he found out how little magic he really had. He turned his attention back to the view from the window and wondered what it would be like to take Sansun from his stable and just ride away and leave what he was behind.
 

A light knock at the door brought him out of his sombre contemplation and he turned around expecting it to be one of the old magicians. Instead Tissian poked his head around the corner of the door and gave Jonderill a broad grin before slipping into the room. For the first time since coming to the tower he was fully dressed and had a sword at his side.
 

“If I stay in that room for another candle length I’ll go crazy.” He gave Jonderill a long look and shook his head. “It looks like you already have done.”
 

“I was just thinking, that’s all.”
 

“Oh, that’s definitely a bad sign.” He gave a mischievous grin. “Dozo’s not back yet and the two oldies are asleep in the downstairs room. I assume there is some other way out of this prison without us having to go passed them?”
 

Jonderill grinned back. “There’s a small side door which I often used if I didn’t want to disturb them. What have you got in mind?”
 

“Didn’t you say you wanted to spend a little time in the city? Now that our minder is busy elsewhere, this seems to be as good a time as any to see the sights of Alewinder. You do know some sights don’t you?”
 

“You bet and some good company too.” Jonderill jumped up enthusiastically and then stopped to look down at himself. “Tissian, if I didn’t wear my white robe would it prevent you from being my protector?”
 

Tissian laughed, “I don’t know, I’ve only been a protector for a few days but let’s have a go and see shall we?”
 

“I’ve got a shirt and breeches in my pack but you’ll have to pass them to me.” Tissian looked blank. “The sword’s on top of them and unless you want me to be sick all over your boots you’ll need to move it.”
 

Tissian laughed again and retrieved Jonderill’s green shirt with the mends in the shoulder and side and his dark breeches. Jonderill changed feeling a bit odd without his long robe flowing around him.
 

Getting out of the magicians tower was easy, passing the first inn they came to without going inside was impossible as was the second and third. The fourth one, close to the guard’s barracks, was as familiar to Jonderill as his room in the magician’s tower. He pushed his way into the busy common room and breathed in deeply the smell of ale, hot stew and the strong soap that the innkeeper used each day to scrub the tables.
 

The place hadn’t changed at all; it was just like coming home. As always the odd assortment of tables and chairs filled most of the space except around the central hearth where space was always left in case Tavlon, the minstrel, should call in. Oil lamps hung on chains from the ceiling, their clear glass covers contrasting with the sooty smudges on the ceiling above them. Benches and a long table lined the rear wall, and a long plank of wood propped up on a line of barrels, with the innkeeper behind, acted as the bar and stood at the other end of the room.
 

Jonderill grabbed Tissian by the arm and dragged him to the bar where he ordered two pots of ale. He looked expectantly at the innkeeper and felt a bit offended when the innkeeper didn’t recognise him. Slightly unsteadily he made his way to the other end of the common room and took a seat at the long table with his back to the room. Tissian sat opposite him, grateful to take the weight off his injured leg. They emptied their ale pots and Jonderill ordered some more from a passing pot maid who he took quite a fancy to. Before it arrived he needed to relieve himself so he left Tissian guarding their seats whilst he swayed unsteadily to the rear door.
 

When he returned everything had changed. The loud hum of voices had stopped and instead of talking in small groups every head was turned towards the rear of the room. Those by the bar had stood up to get a better view of what was going on so it wasn’t until he had pushed his way down half the length of the room that he saw what was happening. Tissian was backed up against the wall with his sword in his hand and with five armed guardsmen surrounding him. He had that look on his face which Jonderill had seen before in the moment just before he attacked.
 

“Tissian! No! Put up your sword!”
 

Tissian remained absolutely still but the tallest of the guards, the one with bright red hair, turned to see who had shouted at the swordsman they had cornered. Jonderill gave him a big grin; there was no mistaking that hair even if the boy had changed into a man since he had last seen him. “Hello Redruth.”
 

“Jonderill?”
 

“The very same.”
 

The tall guardsman sheathed his sword and threw his arms around Jonderill in a tight hug and pounded him on his back. “Hellden’s balls, Jonderill, it’s good to see you. When did you get back?”
 

“Just today,” he lied. He looked across at the other guardsmen who still kept Tissian at bay. “Do you think you could call off the guard? My friend gets a little jumpy around blades.”
 

Redruth laughed and slapped Jonderill on the back again. “No problem.” He pulled Jonderill into the group. “It’s okay lads, Jonderill here is an old friend of mine and apparently this fighting cock is a friend of his.” He waited until all the swords had been sheathed before he made the introductions. They were all strangers to Jonderill except the last guard, a burly soldier with a big bushy beard. “You remember Tuckin, don’t you?”
 

Jonderill looked him up and down and was grateful for the introduction; the fat boy with the huge appetite had changed into a muscular man without any spare flesh. He took Jonderill’s hand and pumped it up and down whilst Jonderill winced at the strong grip. “I wouldn’t have recognised you, Tuckin, you’re only half the boy you were.”
 

“I’m still twice the man you’ll ever be,” responded Tuckin, slapping him on the back and nearly knocking him over. They all laughed and took their seats at the table whilst Redruth ordered another round of ale from the pot girl. Tissian sat quietly on the end, his hand still on his sword hilt.
 

“Where’s Barrin?” asked Jonderill above the noise of the rapidly filling common room.
 

“He’s Squad Leader Barrin now. He had a report to write so he sent us along here to grab our usual table. We’ve had a few problems with another guard troop trying to muscle in on our place and Barrin’s dad won’t reserve our favourite seats for us. That’s what the drawn swords were all about. Your friend there didn’t want to move when we asked him to. A bit quick to pull his steel isn’t he?”
 

“You don’t know the half of it,” laughed Jonderill.
 

Across the table Tuckin waved to some newcomers and Jonderill turned to see who they were. Despite it having been more than four summers since he had seen him last, Jonderill recognised Barrin straight away; the same dark hair and brown eyes and cheerful smile. He saw Jonderill and his smile disappeared.
 

“Hello Jonderill, I didn’t expect to see you back in Alewinder.”
 

Jonderill stood and grinned at his friend. “You know me, Barrin, this was always my favourite haunt, especially if Tavlon was playing.”
 

“He’s not in tonight and neither should you be. You do know there’s an order out for the arrest of a white robe that goes by the name of Jonderill, don’t you? I don’t suppose that is you, is it?”
 

Jonderill laughed. “Come on, Barrin, do I look like a white robe? You know what always happened at my feeble attempts to use magic.”
 

Barrin smiled slightly but still looked unsure. “I know, but there were lots of rumours when you left and it just seems an odd coincidence that a white robe named Jonderill annoys the Queen on the same day that you turn up.”
 

“That’s just what it is, a coincidence. Come and have a drink and I’ll introduce you to my friend Tissian.”
 

The other guards shuffled over to let Barrin and the rest of the troop in whilst Jonderill ordered more ale and for the next candle length they talked and laughed about old times. The pot maid Jonderill fancied squeezed in next to him and started to nuzzle his neck whilst the volume rose and singing broke out. Half way through the third chorus of a raunchy song about a large lady with doubtful morals and a randy guardcaptain, the rival group of guards that Redruth had mentioned, arrived at the inn. They pushed their way through the crowd and glared at Barrin’s troop until the singing stuttered to a halt. Close behind them, Barrin’s father stood with a heavy wooden club in his hand ready for trouble.
 

Their squad leader was a large man with a pock-marked face who stood a hand taller than the rest of his men. He glared down at Jonderill and the girl who had an arm around his waist and her head on his shoulder.
 

“You’re in my seat,” growled the Squad Leader. Jonderill didn’t move but the rest of Barrin’s squad turned to glare at the newcomer. “I said you’re in my seat and that’s my girl.” 
 

He grabbed Jonderill by the back of his shirt collar and dragged him over backwards dumping the girl on the floor at the same time. In an instant there was chaos as Tissian jumped onto the table and launched himself at the Squad Leader, catching him in the chest and knocking him over. His troop acted immediately making a grab for Tissian and pulling him off their leader but Barrin’s troop also reacted and in moments there was a drunken brawl with Jonderill somewhere at the bottom of the heap of fighting, punching and cursing men.
 

The innkeeper waded into the fight with his club not bothering who he hit as long as he broke up the fight before it spread to the rest of the inn. Men rolled out of the way but continued fighting once they were out of his reach. At the bottom of the pile Jonderill was kicked and battered, and the more he tried to free himself, the more people seemed to pile on top of him. Someone’s fist caught him in the eye making him yelp and a boot crunched into his stomach knocking the wind from him. Another man’s knee hit him hard in the groin and someone stood on his hand and ground it into the floor. Jonderill screamed with the sudden pain, there was a brilliant flash of light and then nothing.
 

*
 

Jonderill awoke with his head pounding to the beat of his heart and a taste in his mouth as if he had been chewing unwashed socks. His stomach heaved and he rolled over and wished he hadn’t as pain shot through his side and ribs. He tried to open his eyes but one wouldn’t open and the other wouldn’t focus properly. Instead he groaned, clutched his head and wished he was dead.
 

“Ah, you’re awake at last.” said a familiar voice.
 

Strong arms gripped him none too gently by the shoulders and heaved him into a sitting position. Jonderill vomited but fortunately the person who held him had thrust a bowl under his mouth just in time. He thought he should know him but the name just wouldn’t come. The same person slapped a wet towel onto his face and roughly wiped him over before holding a mug of bitter tasting liquid to his mouth. Jonderill gulped it down eagerly and focused on the man who knelt beside him.
 

“Hello Dozo. Where am I?”
 

Dozo sat back on his heels and shook his head with disapproval. “In the cave at the Soldiers Rest, it’s like a cellar so keep your voice down; there are guards up above still looking for you.”
 

Jonderill closed his good eye and tried to remember what had happened. He remembered the inn and the fight breaking out and having a sudden pain in his hand but everything else was blank. He opened his eye again and looked down at his bandaged hand.
 

“What happened?”
 

“You got into a fight with some guardsmen, that’s what happened. I go away and leave you two on your own for half a day and what happens? You and that so called protector of yours, who is as useless as a fart on a summer’s day, get blind drunk, start a brawl and nearly destroy the place. If it wasn’t for Barrin dragging the pair of you down here you’d be occupying that windowless cell that the Queen offered you and Tissian would be dangling from a rope looking like a pin cushion.”
 

Dozo went to say something else but there was a clatter of feet on the wooden stairs and Barrin descended into the cellar closely followed by Tissian. Barrin had come out of the fight with just a graze on his cheek but Tissian was as white as a ghost except for the black ring around one eye. He limped across the cellar and gave Jonderill an uncertain grin showing a gap where one tooth was missing.
 

Barrin propped himself up against the cellar wall and crossed his arms. “The white robe is you, Jonderill, isn’t it?”
 

Jonderill nodded. “How did you find out?”
 

Barrin looked at him incredulously and gave a bark of laughter. “You cleared the room, Jonderill, don’t you remember? One moment you were on the floor with two squads of men on top of you, and the next, they and everything else around you was flung through the air, leaving you in the centre of a circle of crumpled men and broken furniture. How you didn’t kill anyone is a miracle, but everyone managed to pick themselves up and stagger away before the night watch arrived. There’s only one thing that does something like that and that’s magic.”
 

“I’m sorry. Barrin. Is there much damage?”
 

“Yeh but don’t worry, Dozo has given your money pouch to my dad so he’s not going to make an issue of it but why did you lie to me Jonderill?”
 

“I didn’t really, I’m a bit of a failure as a white robe. It seems that the only time my magic will work is when I’m losing a fight.”
 

“Nothing’s changed then,” laughed Barrin. “By the goddess, Jonderill, it was a good fight wasn’t it. I bet that lot from silver barracks won’t be back to the Soldiers Rest to take our table for a bit.”
 

They all laughed except for Jonderill. “Why did you pull me and Tissian down here Barrin? You could have gained the Queen’s favour for capturing both of us instead of putting yourself at risk?”
 

“Because we’re friends and that is what friends do.” For a moment he looked a bit sheepish. “Also I get a bit fed up with being bossed about by royalty and think there might be better ways of managing things, but don’t tell anyone I said so.” Jonderill waited for him to say more on the subject, but instead he just shook his head. “And now I’m going to give you some friendly advice. Leave Alewinder now and don’t come back whilst Daun is queen, you’ll never be safe from her revenge. Tissian and Dozo have the horses ready out the back of the inn and upstairs is clear of guards looking for you, so you should be able to slip away unnoticed.” Barrin held out his hand and Jonderill took it with his uninjured one. “Goodbye Jonderill.”
 

Goodbye my friend.”
 

They dropped hands and Barrin started up the stairs but stopped half way and looked back over his shoulder. “Oh, and Jonderill, do me a favour. Please learn how to use your magic properly, for everyone’s sake.”
 

“Here, here,” muttered Dozo under his breath.
 

 

~   ~   ~   ~   ~






  

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Discoveries

 
 

Tissian poured the bucket of water over his head and gasped for breath, his injured leg shaking beneath him and every muscle screaming in protest. After a candle length of devotions and two more of battle practice with Allowyn, he realised just how much a bad wound, three days in bed and a night’s binge had weakened him. Of all of them, the hangover from the binge had been the worst and he’d vowed never to touch wine or ale again. Of course that vow would go down the drain the following day, but he had learnt a serious lesson about the lingering effects of too much drink, a lesson which Allowyn had been at pains to ram home.
 

At least he was able to work, even if it was a slovenly performance, but Jonderill was still suffering the effects of his hangover. He too had learnt a valuable lesson; strong ale and magic don’t mix. Callabris had laughed and said it was a lesson that all their kind learnt very early on once they had come into their powers. He wiped the water from his face and chest with his damp shirt before starting on his stretching exercises. The last thing he needed was to stiffen up if he was to keep pace with Allowyn on their afternoon run.
 

From the porch outside the cottage, Jonderill felt guilty as he watched his protector go through his exercises. Tissian’s movements were not as smooth and effortless as he had seen them, but at least he was trying, which is more than could be said for himself. He couldn’t remember much of the journey to the cottage from the Soldiers Rest except that he had rolled around in the back of a wagon and had been sick several times.
 

Callabris had been slightly amused at his escapade and had shook his head and walked away. Allowyn and Dozo, on the other hand, had been furious and had pulled him out of the cart, dumped him by the edge of the stream and left him there. They had left it to Tissian to clean him up and get him to bed, but as Tissian had been feeling equally as fragile, it had been a lengthy and unpleasant experience for them both.
 

Since then he had mumbled apologies to everyone several times over, and had written to the two old magicians thanking them for their hospitality and apologising for not saying goodbye. He had also written a cryptic note to Barrin thanking him for his help and hoping they would meet again one day when he was more sober. Dozo had promised to deliver it the next time he went to Alewinder for supplies. For now though, Jonderill just sat quietly regretting the whole incident, his head pounding slightly and his stomach out of sorts. He rubbed his arms and adjusted his position trying to get comfortable as the scratchy robe rubbed against his skin. Somehow the robe had become slightly grubby and he was sure it had shrunk.
 

Callabris came out of the cottage and took the chair next to Jonderill. As usual his robe was pristine white and his long silver hair and beard hung neatly down his back and chest as if they had been freshly washed, combed and trimmed. Jonderill pushed his fingers through his own tangled hair and felt ashamed of himself.
 

“Guilt is a terrible thing,” said Callabris gently. “It can eat at a man’s soul and consume his very being until he’s full of self loathing and self pity, but fear of failure is even worse. It can smother a man’s will to live the life he was meant to live. By themselves they can paralyse a man into inactivity, but together they have the power to destroy a life. I understand your current feelings of guilt, although they are unfounded. Young men are notoriously susceptible to the allures of strong drink, at least once in their life, and as long as the lesson has been learnt and not repeated, no serious damage has been done. What I don’t understand, Jonderill, is your fear of failure.”
 

Jonderill looked down at his hands and for a long time said nothing, not knowing how to put his doubts into words. Callabris sat patiently, watching Tissian exercising and Dozo stacking the logs that he had cut the day before.
 

“How did your magic come to you?” Jonderill asked at last.
 

Callabris thought for a moment. “Gradually. At first it was producing simple elemental fire and then levitation. The rest I learnt like any student does, through instruction and practice. My brother was different. His power came suddenly one bright summer’s morning as we walked through an orchard. He suddenly stopped, grabbed his head and screamed and every tree in the orchard exploded. It was one of the most frightening things I’ve ever seen. It took him three summers to bring his magic under control. He told me that he lived every day of that time in fear in case he hurt someone without meaning to.”
 

“Did you know you would be a magician before your power came to you?”
 

“Yes and no. Our father was a magician although it’s unusual for our kind to marry and have children, and even if they do it’s not certain that the gift of magic will be passed on. There were early signs though. I could produce elemental fire from an early age and there wasn’t a door anywhere that my brother couldn’t open by the time he had seen six summers. He also had the strongest aversion to weapons that has ever been known, he only had to look at a sword and he would pass out.
 

Jonderill nodded in understanding. “What does your magic feel like?”
 

Callabris thought about it before answering, “Mine is not so much a feeling as a smell. When I use my magic I smell freshly cut apples, or occasionally herb tea. Again my brother was different; he said his magic was like plunging into an icy stream on a hot day.”
 

“I don’t think I have any magic,” said Jonderill quietly. “I can make elemental fire most of the time but there’s nothing else there. They tried to teach me at the Enclave but I learnt nothing, not even how to move a wine berry across a table. The goddess knows I tried time and time again to do the simple things they asked of me but I couldn’t, there is no magic inside of me. I feel nothing.”
 

“I see, and yet you show all the signs of having Federa’s gift; the white robe, the aversion to weapons, your protector’s bonding and others have seen it in you too and have faith in you.”
 

“I know they do, as you do, but it’s unfounded.”
 

“Ah, thus the fear of failure, but I expect it is not a fear of not being a magician but a fear of letting others down. Am I right?” Jonderill nodded unhappily. “Well, we will need to do something about that. The first lesson that a magician learns, next to not drinking too much strong ale, is that living up to the expectations of others is hard work. Travelling the six kingdoms and parading in front of kings and queens, not to mention the populace, looking like you own the place and have infinite wisdom requires you to be physically fit and have endless endurance, which you don’t get sitting around moping.”
 

He waved his hand and beckoned to Allowyn who had joined Tissian in his stretching exercises. They both came and stood before Callabris, bowing deeply. “Allowyn, I believe it’s your plan to take a long run now you’ve finished your devotions and practice for the day?”
 

“Yes, Master.”
 

“Good. You will take Jonderill with you and Tissian, every time your master shows any sign of giving up you will prod him with your sword.”
 

“Yes, Lord,” replied Tissian with a broad grin.
 

“Good. I want this repeated every afternoon until Jonderill no longer needs your encouragement.” Jonderill went to protest but he gave him a stern look.
 

“Yes, My Lord.” Jonderill reluctantly climbed to his feet and followed the two protectors down the woodland pathway at a slow jog.
 

The sun was dropping behind the trees and the beginnings of a cool breeze were stirring the top most leaves by the time Allowyn trotted into the clearing in front of the cottage. He was sweating slightly but apart from the dust on his legs he looked little different than when he had set out earlier in full armour. By the time Dozo had helped him remove his armour and had given him a cloth to wipe himself down, Tissian limped into the clearing looking pale and breathing hard.
 

Dozo helped him off with his protective leathers and he joined Allowyn in his stretching exercises. They had both washed and dressed and the sun was almost setting by the time Jonderill staggered into the clearing with his robes hitched up around his knees. He tottered as far as the porch and collapsed into a groaning heap.
 

Callabris raised a quizzical eyebrow and waved Tissian over from the workbench where he was working on his new armour. “I think your master needs your assistance. The stream might revive him.”
 

Tissian grinned and pulled Jonderill to his feet ignoring his protests and supported him until they left the clearing in the direction of the stream. When they returned Jonderill was in his small clothes, dripping from head to toe. He ungraciously grabbed the towel that Dozo held out for him and disappeared inside of the cottage and did not reappear again. Tissian shrugged, hung the white robe over the line to dry and took his master’s boots away to clean them.
 

When Jonderill awoke he was stiff and sore, but his head had cleared and the pain in the hand, which had been stamped on, had subsided to a dull ache. His robe lay neatly folded across his chair and his shining boots stood beneath it. He felt a sudden pang of guilt at the names he had called Tissian every time he had been prodded by his sword and the curses he had given him when his protector had dumped him into the stream.
 

He pulled his robe over his head and adjusted its fit. It didn’t feel as scratchy as it had the day before and most of the dirt had disappeared, which Jonderill put down to its dip in the stream. He wandered into the kitchen and picked up the small loaf of fresh bread and the cold sausage which had been left out for him. He moved out onto the porch and sat in the chair next to Callabris. To one side of the clearing Dozo was brushing one of the horses and in the distance he could hear the clatter of weapons.
 

“Good morning Jonderill, are you feeling better this morning?”
 

“Somewhat.” He ate his sausage and picked at the bread. “Callabris, does a magician have to have long hair and a beard?”
 

Callabris laughed and shook his head. “Of course not. They don’t have to wear a robe either if that was going to be your next question. However, they are part of what we are, part of our image. Let’s face it, who would know you were a magician if you dressed like a trader or a farmer. It doesn’t really matter what you wear as long as you believe it is right for you, that it feels like it is part of the magic. For example do your boots feel right or would you feel better in sandals or slippers?”
 

Jonderill shook his head. “No, boots are fine.”
 

“What about the matted locks and dark stubble? Do you feel like a magician when you look like a herder of woodland grunters?” Jonderill rubbed his chin and felt embarrassed. “And what about the robe, how do you feel about wearing something which looks a bit like a dress?”
 

“Sometimes it feels perfect, just like a second skin and other times it’s itchy and uncomfortable.”
 

“When does it feel right?”
 

Jonderill thought about it. “When things are going right and I am feeling sure of myself. When I am in control of things.”
 

“And the other times?”
 

“When things are going wrong and I don’t know who or what I am.”
 

“Does that tell you something?”
 

Jonderill nodded. “But it’s cumbersome and gets in the way.”
 

“It is also warm, waterproof and will protect you from most things outside of a direct thrust or slice of a sword. Like every tool you must learn how to use it and then practice to achieve mastery, but you cannot do that if you are undecided if it is a part of the image you wish to portray or not.”
 

“That’s more or less what Allowyn told me, only in different words.” Jonderill was silent for a time whilst he thought about the magician’s advice. “What about a wand? The Master of Magic at the Enclave made me use one and I carved one once when Plantagenet told me it would act as a focus for my magic.”
 

“Did it feel right?” Jonderill shook his head. “When magicians become as old as Plantagenet and Animus they sometimes need a prop for their magic, a bit like a walking stick. Do you need a walking stick, Jonderill?”
 

“The wand didn’t work when I was with them or when I was at the Enclave, so I suppose not.” They were silent for a long time before Jonderill spoke again. “Aren’t you going to teach me some magic?”
 

Callabris shook his head. “No, not until you have made some decisions about your image. How will you know what your magic should feel like or smell like if you haven’t made up your mind what you will be like.”
 

Jonderill nodded and without another word he stood and crossed to where Dozo had just finished grooming his horse. They talked for a short while and then disappeared into the cottage together. When they returned, the dirty bandage around Jonderill’s hand had been changed for a clean one, his hair was trimmed, combed and tied back with a leather thong and the stubble on his chin had disappeared. For a moment he felt good, but then Tissian and Allowyn appeared ready for their run and he failed to repress a groan. Despite his pleading look at Callabris he had no option but to set off after them.
 

Their return was similar to the previous day except that Jonderill managed to throw himself into the stream without Tissian’s assistance and carried his own boots and robe back to the cottage. On the following day he managed to eat a bowl of stew before collapsing into his bed and the day after that he returned at the same time as Tissian with a grin of satisfaction on his face.
 

“Will you teach me magic now?” asked Jonderill on the sixth morning of their stay at the woodsman’s cottage. The sky was overcast and a cold wind blew around the cottage throwing up small puffs of dirt and grit across the clearing. Dozo had taken the wagon into Alewinder for more supplies and the distant thump, thump of knives being thrown into wood could just be heard above the whisper of the wind.
 

Callabris thought about the question for a moment. “Produce elemental fire.”
 

Jonderill held out his hand, concentrated hard and produced a small flame at the end of his finger tips. The flame wavered, spluttered and went out. He tried again with the same result but on the third attempt nothing came at all. With a sigh he slumped in his chair in disappointment and resignation.
 

“Why did you produce elemental fire?” asked Callabris.
 

Jonderill looked at him oddly. “Because you told me to.”
 

“And why did you put it out?”
 

“I didn’t put it out; it just went out of its own accord.”
 

“Why did you produce elemental fire for a second time?”
 

“Because you were waiting for me to do it,” replied Jonderill with some annoyance.
 

“So why didn’t you produce it a third time?”
 

“I tried but it wouldn’t come. I suppose it was because I’d already failed you.”
 

“No, Jonderill, that is not the reason at all. Think about it and when you have discovered the cause of your failure to produce elemental fire we’ll move on. Until then I have other things to do with my time.”
 

Callabris stood and returned to the cottage leaving a shocked Jonderill staring after him. After a while he turned his attention back to the clearing and stared out at the steady downpour of rain. He was still there when Allowyn and Tissian came to collect him for their afternoon run. With real reluctance Jonderill followed them down the woodland path in the rain which was miserable and coming down heavier than before, as if in keeping with his mood.
 

In less than a candle length he returned with water streaming down his hair and face and his boots splattered with mud. He walked up the steps to the sheltered porch, removed his boots and robe which he shook out sending water droplets out into a spray and marched into the kitchen in just his small clothes. Callabris, who was sitting reading a scroll by the cold hearth, looked up in surprise at Jonderill’s early and unexpected return. Jonderill bowed briefly, produced a large ball of elemental fire which he dropped into the hearth, instantly setting the kindling and logs alight. Without speaking he propped his boots up by the fire, draped his damp robe over a nearby chair to dry and retired to his room. Callabris smiled to himself.
 

A short while later a very anxious Tissian arrived back at the cottage soaked to the skin and with his protective leathers heavy and dark with water. He dropped them onto the porch along with his weapons and hurried into the kitchen. Callabris watched him closely as his look of anxiety changed to relief when the protector saw his master’s robe and boots and then to one of annoyance. He turned and marched towards the door of Jonderill’s room but Callabris called him back.
 

“Leave him be, Tissian, it is not a protector’s place to chastise their master for their thoughtlessness. You must understand that he doesn’t yet feel the bond between you as strongly as you do. Apart from that, he is studying his first lessons of magic and I don’t think he would appreciate being disturbed. If I were you, I would return to the porch and rescue your weapons from the wet before Allowyn returns. He is very touchy about such things.” 
 

Tissian looked at the doorway to his master’s room still unsure of what to do, but then nodded in agreement and went to see to his gear.
 

When Jonderill stepped out onto the porch the following morning, the sun was shining and the last of the puddles were slowly clearing from in front of the cottage. There was a steady patter of water as the last drips fell from the cottage’s thatched roof and in the distance, there was the familiar clash of swords. Only Dozo’s whistling was missing as he hadn’t yet returned from Alewinder. Jonderill sat and took a small handful of the mixed nuts and dried berries from the dish on the table between himself and Callabris and sat back with his eyes closed letting the morning sun warm him.
 

“Why didn’t you finish your run yesterday?” asked Callabris, breaking the silence between them.
 

“Because it was something you wanted me to do and I was doing it to please you and not because I wanted or needed to do it.”
 

“Then you have an answer to my question?”
 

Jonderill produced a large, steady ball of elemental fire and hung it in the air. “Apart from the very first time I made elemental fire as a boy, I’ve never produced it just for myself, it’s always been at the command of others, or when there has been an urgent need. It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”
 

“Callabris nodded. “It is indeed beautiful. How did you feel, Jonderill, the moment you used your magic because you wanted to without a command from others, or because you needed light urgently?”
 

“It was like sunrise after a dark night, full of light and warmth and colour.”
 

“Welcome to the world of magic.”
 

“Now will you teach me?”
 

Callabris thought about it for a moment, a frown of concentration on his face. “No, I don’t think so, not yet at least. You understand what basic magic is and you need time to explore it further.”
 

Jonderill scowled in irritation and the ball of light disappeared. He laughed and Callabris joined in. “I see what you mean; I definitely could do with a bit more practice.” He produced the ball of light once more. “What were the first things that you and your brother learnt to do?”
 

“Oh, I did fairly straightforward things like mending boot ties or heating water or protecting the grain store from long tailed squeakers, but Coberin spent his early years trying not to make things explode or burst into flames and that was much harder. I think it was his use of so much power in his early years caused by the nature of his gift which left him so vulnerable at the end.”
 

“Oh,” said Jonderill. “What happened to him?”
 

“He was slain.”
 

“I’m sorry. What happened to his protector?”
 

“We believe he was slain too but we never found his remains. What of your father, Jonderill? You never speak of him or your family.”
 

“I have no family. My father died when I was very small but I have no memories of him.” He thought for a moment whether he should continue or not. “That’s not really true. I had some hidden memories of him which Maladran once helped me to see but I lost them almost immediately after they were revealed. The only thing I know is that I was named after my father.”
 

“I see,” said Callabris sadly. “You know it could be that Maladran replaced the memory block for his own devices or perhaps there was something there he didn’t want you to remember.”
 

“I don’t think so. Maladran was evil in so many ways but I think it was others that had driven him to be so. Underneath I think he was a decent man who genuinely cared for me as a boy or, at least, I thought he did until he sold me to the Housecharge at the palace in Alewinder.”
 

“You have had a hard life Jonderill for such a young man.”
 

He thought about it. “No, not really, or at least not compared to most of Leersland’s kingswards. Many of them die as children at the hands of uncaring or vicious men, raped, starved or beaten to death as I would have been if it hadn’t been for Maladran. Branding children as kingsward is an evil practice and if I ever have the power to do so, I’ll stop it one day, but for the most part I have been lucky; I have known both caring and friendship, what more could a kingsward ask for.”
 

“Love?”
 

Jonderill shrugged. “Perhaps one day.”
 

“I’m sure your father loved you. If you would like me to I can do what Maladran did and remove your memory block so that you could know more of your father.”
 

Jonderill thought about it for a moment but shook his head. “I don’t think so but thanks for the offer. If Maladran thought it was something I should see then he would have left me with the memory.”
 

“As you wish, but if you change your mind you only have to ask.” He gave Jonderill a bright smile. “Come, this is not a day for sadness. The sun is shining and Dozo will be back soon with fresh supplies from Alewinder and with any luck, a note from Barrin for you. Now to work, you have a whole new world of magic to discover and new skills to practice and I need to spend some private time with my protector; it’s a long time since we have worked together as one.”
 

Jonderill frowned not quite understanding the meaning behind Callabris’s words but he put them to one side and stood. “Sansun’s bridle has a broken strap which I both want and need to fix. I think that will be a good place to start. If you see Tissian, will you tell him that I’ll not be running with him this afternoon, but that when he’s finished with Allowyn, my boots could do with a good clean and polish and my room needs tidying.”
 

He walked down the steps from the porch and across the clearing where Dozo had built a small shelter to hold the saddles and bridles for the horses. Callabris watched him go and then headed in the other direction towards the practice area with a slight frown on his face. He knew he should be jubilant that Jonderill had discovered the nature of his magic, but something was not quite right, although he couldn’t put his finger on what was bothering him.
 

When he reached the practice area he was greeted by an unfamiliar sight. Instead of the intense training which he expected or even the graceful forms of the protector’s devotions there was a tense stillness. Tissian knelt on the ground with his head bowed and his sides heaving. His swords lay unattended in the dirt as if they had been abandoned. Allowyn towered above him, his face red with anger, and whilst Callabris couldn’t hear what he was saying, it was not difficult to guess.
 

The protector took a step back from the cowering figure, pointed towards the woods and gave a sharp command. Tissian abased himself until his forehead touched the ground and then scuttled to collect his fallen weapons before running away in the direction Allowyn had pointed. Allowyn stood where he was for a few moments breathing deeply and then relaxed before he walked across to where Callabris waited for him. 
 

He gave his master a brief bow.
 

“Problems?”
 

“The boy’s gone backwards. I’ve had junior armsmen who have fought better than that and held onto their swords. He actually let me disarm him!”
 

“Perhaps he’s just having a bad day? It does happen you know.”
 

“Protectors don’t have bad days.” Allowyn took a deep breath and let it slowly out. “No, it’s more than that. He let his swords fall into the dirt and instead of picking them up and fighting back he just stood there looking at them. He disgraced himself and he knew it, but the worst thing was that I don’t think he cared.”
 

“I think you are wrong there, he looked distraught to me.”
 

Allowyn gave a grunt of disagreement and followed his master to the two logs which had been rolled to the edge of the practice area to act as seats. They both sat in the morning sunshine. “It’s as if the heart has suddenly gone out of him.” said Allowyn at last. “He’s like a child who has done his best and is expecting a treat but gets a beating instead.”
 

“That’s how I feel at the moment,” said Callabris quietly. Allowyn raised an eyebrow in surprise. “I finally managed to get Jonderill to understand the nature of his magic so I should be celebrating, but instead all I can feel is sadness. It’s as if Jonderill has found a drac but has lost a gellstart.”
 

“Perhaps he has,” said Allowyn carefully. It was Callabris’s turn to raise an eyebrow in surprise. “Jonderill has always said that he has no magic and yet others have seen it and felt it. He tore a branch from a tree to defend himself against Gellidan, and he threw a whole guard troop across the Soldiers Rest when they were on top of him. He’s also extraordinarily good at opening doors and breaking into places despite what he says. His is a violent and forceful magic and Tissian is as attracted to it as I am attracted to your subtle power. If Jonderill has discovered a new type of magic then perhaps the link between them has been weakened or even severed.”
 

Callabris looked concerned. “Does that mean if something happened to change the nature of my magic that you would no longer want to be my protector?”
 

“No, I don’t think so. We’ve been bonded for a very long time and our lives are too entwined for such a change to separate us now, but Jonderill and Tissian are different. They barely know each other and have had no time to work together to become the two parts of the same person.”
 

Callabris looked up and smiled, yet again surprised by the perceptiveness of his protector. “You’re right. We’ve been so intent on teaching them the moves and skills of their separate callings that we have neglected their need for each other. If you can spare Tissian for a while I think they would both benefit from being out from under our overbearing presence for a few days.”
 

“I can if you can,” laughed Allowyn “but only after Tissian has run the woodland path ten times in full armour for daring to drop his swords.”
 

“It’s settled then.”
 

*
 

Jonderill led the way along the eastern edge of the Great North Forest with a dark scowl on his face. Whilst the trip from Alewinder to the cottage could be made in a long day the forest was huge, and to patrol its perimeter would take four days at the very least. Beneath him he could feel Sansun’s bunched muscles as he pranced along the forest edge like an ill disciplined colt. He sidled diagonally across the track and lifted each leg higher than necessary, arching his neck and tugging on the reins. This had been the first time the horse had been in the open for days, and the first gallop they had shared had been wild and abandoned and foolhardy, with so many long-eared hopper’s holes close to the edge of the trees.
 

As Sansun tossed his head and pulled at the bit, Jonderill could almost hear his thoughts but continued to hold him in. His horse wanted to run free, to gallop across the springy turf with the wind in his mane and tail flying, but he wouldn’t let him go. He hadn’t wanted to come on this stupid patrol of the forest’s perimeter when he had only just discovered his magic, but Callabris had insisted. Annoyed at having to waste his time to please the old man he pulled the reins in tighter straightening Sansun’s gait with his legs and receiving a snort of disappointment in return.
 

Behind him Tissian sat silently on his own horse watching Sansun side step and pull on the reins. He too would have liked to gallop over the springy turf, not for the sheer joy of doing so, but to let the wind blow away the confusion of thoughts that had been twisting and turning in his mind for days. His world was falling apart around him and yet the need inside of him to fulfil his vow to the goddess was like a physical pain.
 

He had failed to protect Jonderill at the inn, leaving him to save himself, and now that his magic was changing, his master was rejecting him. To make things worse, he had disgraced himself in front of his mentor. He had let Allowyn disarm him and had dropped his weapons into the dirt without even caring. Allowyn hadn’t looked or spoken to him since, and Jonderill didn’t seem to notice or care. Two nights before he had tried telling him what had happened, but he had walked away and ignored him. Perhaps it would have been better if Gellidan had been the one to win the fight after all.
 

Jonderill looked over his shoulder and scowled in irritation as Tissian dropped further behind. It was bad enough having to patrol the forest perimeter looking for goddess knows what but he had to drag that sullen boy with him as well. Callabris had been right when he said that all a protector could think and talk about was weapons and fighting. Well, he’d had enough of that on the first night they were out together and had hoped that Tissian would have taken the hint when he started yawning. 
 

When Tissian had started on the same subject again on the second night, talking about some fight that he’d lost against Allowyn, he had just walked away and left him to it. The boy was quick on the uptake though, and last night he hadn’t said a word, which was a blessed relief, but had just sat at the far side of the fire pretending to stitch his half finished armour.
 

Sansun gave a snort and pulled hard on the reins, shaking his head and tugging them through Jonderill’s fingers. Jonderill yanked them back and returned his attention to where he was. One piece of the forest looked much like another as far as he was concerned, but this bit did look a little more familiar than the rest. He stood in the stirrups to get a better view and in the distance caught sight of the narrow cart track that led from Alewinder to the forest edge. That meant they had another boring day to go until they finished their patrol of the perimeter. 
 

Jonderill cursed to himself and then made a decision. Callabris had commanded him to make this patrol, but he didn’t want to or need to finish it. If he turned into the forest where the cart track ended and took the forest pathway which was hidden from those without magic he could be back at the cottage by sunset and that suited him just fine. He loosened the reins and dug his heels hard into Sansun’s sides. The horse gave a snort of surprise and then shot forward in a pounding, headlong gallop.
 

Tissian watched them go and increased his horse’s pace from a walk to a trot. It was pointless charging after Sansun, there wasn’t a horse in the six kingdoms which could beat his pace and, in any case, if Jonderill wanted to risk the horse breaking a leg in a hopper hole it was his own affair. As he topped a slight rise he could see the cart track in the distance and watched as Jonderill turned Sansun into the forest. He knew he should try and catch up as the pathway to the cottage was hidden, and by rights he shouldn’t know how to find the way. Fortunately Dozo had shown him the track and he had left some discreet markers which he could follow. It would take him a bit longer, and Jonderill would reach the cottage a good candle length before him but that didn’t really matter that much.
 

He sensed that something was wrong just moments before a flock of sky flyers broke noisily from the forest canopy calling out in alarm. His horse was galloping beneath him at break leg speed before he realised that he had given the command, and he tried desperately to think of all the things Allowyn had taught him about battle tactics against an unknown foe. Allowyn had made it sound simple, but all he could remember now was the need for speed and surprise. 
 

Up ahead he could hear Sansun scream in rage and a sudden shriek of pain which was abruptly cut off. He reached the cart track and yanked his horse sharply left in a scatter of stones and dirt which nearly had the horse on its knees and entered the forest where the trees were still widely spaced.
 

Two of his throwing knives had left his hand before he had even taken in the situation. One had buried itself into the neck of a uniformed guard who had collapsed to the ground with his life blood pumping out onto the forest floor. The other had missed its target, just slicing through a soldier’s ear, bloody but not incapacitating. He rode his horse straight through the group of soldiers scattering most of them but trampling one underfoot and burying a third knife into the eye of another.
 

As he passed his mind registered that the men were not mounted, which would give him an advantage, that’s if he could manoeuvre in the confined space. He dragged on the reins and brought his terrified horse to its hocks and then whipped the tip of a knife across its rump. The shock of the small, shallow cut propelled the horse to its feet and Tissian charged again.
 

This time the soldiers were ready for him and all but two scattered out of the way of his charging horse. One made a grab for the bridle but mistimed it and had his skull crushed by Tissian’s boot for his trouble, but the other buried his knife deep into the horse’s neck. The horse screamed in terror as it collapsed to its knees, flipping over with the soldier’s knife and his severed hand still attached to it. Tissian somersaulted through the air, hit the ground perfectly and rolled, coming to an abrupt halt as his body collided with a tree. He felt at least one rib crack but was on his feet instantly, his long serrated side knife buried in the stomach of an attacking soldier. The soldier screamed and staggered backwards giving Tissian enough room to draw his two swords and assess the situation.
 

Six soldiers remained on their feet in a semi-circle around him including the one with the torn ear. Four had swords drawn and two held loaded bolt bows. Behind them stood another man; probably their officer although he wore no uniform. He too held a sword but it was the thin kind which gentlemen wore, not the work day weapon of a fighting man. In the trees behind them there were horses with their reins tied to low branches. So it had been a planned ambush and not just a coincidence that Jonderill had run into them.
 

Sansun stood to one side of the wooded area, snorting and pawing at the ground, his hooves a hand span away from the pulped remains of a soldier’s head. Beneath him Jonderill crouched on the ground clutching his shoulder and staring at him with a mixture of awe and relief. If Tissian had any doubts about his calling or his master’s need for him it vanished with that one look. Tissian gripped his swords tighter and charged.
 

The closest swordsman died in a welter of blood before he could move, his head bouncing to one side and his body collapsing to the ground where he stood. The soldier next to him, the one with the sliced ear, thrust his sword into the space where Tissian should have been and then looked down in surprise at the length of steel which penetrated his chest. The two soldiers behind saw the sword appear out of his back and stepped aside as the man slid off Tissian’s sword leaving a clear shot for the bowmen.
 

Both archers released their bolts at the same time. Tissian deflected the first with the flat of his blade, sending it spinning uselessly into the undergrowth, but the second caught him in the shoulder knocking him backwards into the trunk of the tree behind him. One sword dropped from his numb hand but the other was still held firmly in front of him. He waited for the two remaining swordsmen to charge, but their officer ordered them to stay where they were. Behind them the two archers were reloading their bolt bows and he knew that if he didn’t act now, they would pin him to the tree and then he and Jonderill would both die. At least if he charged his master might stand a chance of escaping.
 

He gave Jonderill a quick farewell grin and wondered if his was going to be the briefest tenure a protector had ever had. Then he charged. The sudden whirlwind of leaf litter, twigs and loam that hit him knocked him back into the tree again and pinned him there. Above the noise of the thrashing branches, he could hear the panicked shouts of men and the cries of frightened horses, and then the sound of horses galloping off into the distance. As the sound disappeared the whirlwind subsided and the forest debris settled back into its place on the ground.
 

Tissian rubbed the grit from his eyes with his injured arm sending a stream of blood running down his shirt from the wound in his shoulder, whilst his good hand held his sword, ready for any further attacks. Around him bodies lay half covered in leaf litter and to one side Jonderill stood calmly stroking Sansun’s head and grinning like a loon. Tissian sheathed his sword and grinned back.
 

*
 

Dozo was the first to spot them entering the clearing in front of the cottage. He was cleaning the dishes after dinner on the porch when Jonderill led Sansun out of the shadow of the trees. He looked up in surprise, not expecting them back so soon, and then frowned at the unexpected sight of Jonderill walking whilst his protector rode. It took a moment to notice the arm bound across Tissian’s chest and the blood stains on his shirt. He dropped the dish he had been washing back into the bowl and poked his head around the cottage door to announce their arrival. By the time he stepped off the porch both Callabris and Allowyn were following close behind.
 

Jonderill stopped half way across the clearing and waited for the others to approach. It had been a long walk and he hadn’t been sure if they would make it back before dark, but he didn’t want to stop for a rest with Tissian still leaking blood. Tissian and he had talked for most of the journey and had only fallen silent for the last candle length when the pain had become too bad, and Tissian needed to concentrate on keeping it at bay and not passing out.
 

In all his life Jonderill had never talked to someone about his feelings for so long, not even to Barrin, who knew more about him than anyone else. Tissian had talked about how it felt to be bonded to another and the pain that Jonderill had caused by his lack of caring over the past few days. Jonderill told him about his new magic and how it made him feel and Tissian told him about disgracing himself in front of Allowyn. It had been humbling and had given Jonderill much to think about during the final part of the walk.
 

Dozo arrived first and took Sansun’s bridle from Jonderill’s tired hands. “Are you alright lad?” he asked in concern, for once forgetting the honourific.
 

“I’m fine, just tired, but Tissian needs your help.”
 

Allowyn hurried to Sansun’s other side and quickly started to untie the bindings which Jonderill had used to hold Tissian in his seat in case he passed out with loss of blood. Tissian went to protest at his mentor’s help but Allowyn batted his hand away and carried on with his task.
 

“I left the bolt in his shoulder in case I couldn’t stop the bleeding and strapped his arm up just as you taught me to,” explained Jonderill to Dozo as he too worked on the straps binding Tissian’s other leg.
 

“Nearly broke another damn rib doing it,” muttered Tissian through clenched teeth.
 

He took his feet out of the stirrups to dismount and Jonderill moved around the other side of the horse to catch him. Allowyn took a step back to give him room but not so far that he wasn’t there to provide help if it was needed. Tissian slid off the horse into Jonderill’s arms and Allowyn came up behind to give some support. Together they half walked and half carried the injured protector into the cottage whilst Dozo thrust Sansun’s reins into Callabris’s hands and hurried after them.
 

Callabris watched them go and gently stroked the nose of the tired horse. “It looks like we are surplus to needs old feller.” He led the horse to the side of the shelter, unsaddled and watered him and gave him a gentle brush down until the horse looked relaxed and comfortable. 
 

By the time he returned to the cottage, Jonderill was tucking into the remains of the evening’s stew which Allowyn had reheated for him. He sat and waited patiently whilst Jonderill finished his meal. As he pushed the empty dish to one side, Dozo came into the room carrying a bowl of bloody water and a stained towel. He took both outside to dispose of them and returned, placing a smooth metal bolt about as long and as round as a finger on the table in front of Jonderill. The flights were blood stained and mangled but the tip was still sharp and unmarked.
 

“He was lucky; it missed the bones and just cut muscle. It is painful and bloody, but quick to heal. You did well, Jonderill, to restrict the bleeding as you did.”
 

“Will he be alright?” Jonderill asked in concern.
 

“Oh yes. Sore for a few days and weak in that arm, and his ribs will ache for a moon cycle, but otherwise the same as ever.”
 

Jonderill slumped as if the air had been let out of him, but some colour came back into his face. Dozo poured him some herb tea before taking his seat at the table.
 

“What happened?” asked Allowyn.
 

Jonderill took a deep breath and started from when they left the cottage to their return, leaving nothing out except what they had talked about on their return journey through the forest together.
 

“Are you sure it was an ambush and you didn’t just stumble across a hunting party out in the woods after forest runners?” questioned Allowyn when Jonderill reached the end of his story.
 

“Yes, I’m certain. There wasn’t a fire only a cold camp which had been there for one or two days. They were definitely waiting for someone to come that way but I don’t know if it was me they were waiting for.”
 

“It could have been Dozo. They could have followed him from Alewinder.” suggested Allowyn.
 

“That’s a possibility. I do what I can to cover the wagon tracks, but anyone who is really determined to find where I enter the forest could follow my trail. If they wanted to follow me back to this cottage it wouldn’t be too difficult.”
 

“Are you sure it was Prince Pellum who led them?” asked Callabris. “It just seems so unlikely.”
 

“I’m certain I recognised him but if you want I can ask Sansun, he knows him better than I do.”
 

“No, I don’t think that will be necessary. Allowyn, what do you suggest we do?”
 

“Dozo, when can Tissian travel?”
 

“Tomorrow, if we take it steady and you can get him to stay in the wagon.”
 

“Then I think it’s only a matter of time before Pellum returns with more than a dozen men and I don’t think we should be here waiting for him to call.”
 

“I agree, which is really quite convenient as my master has commanded my presence. So tomorrow we leave for Northshield and King Borman’s court.”
 

 

~    ~    ~    ~    ~
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Unexpected Visitors

 

Tallison picked up his loose silk trousers from the floor where he had dropped them and bunched the richly embroidered tunic in one hand around his waist so it wouldn’t be spoilt. He was still breathing hard and small beads of sweat ran down his neck as he waited for his heart beat to return to normal. Behind him the naked man wept, his tears dampening the table over which he was bent. The sound irritated Tallison, it had been so much better when the man had screamed or cursed and if it hadn’t been for the pleasure of fucking King Borman’s cousin whenever he wanted to, he would have slit the man’s throat many moon cycles before. As it was he had a number of uses, as he had just proven, although his use as a hostage had ended the day Borman had returned the mutilated body of his youngest son to him.
 

He walked to one of the many decorative tables in the huge and luxurious pavilion and rang a silver bell. Almost instantly two small girls, neither of them older than ten summers, trotted into the room carrying a bowl of scented water and a towel. They were twins, somewhat of a rarity in his kingdom, and their mother had been loath to part with them. Still, once he had made her a widow, she had seen the sense of not having the cost of caring for them.
 

Although he enjoyed their company now, he wasn’t sure what he was going to do with them when they became one or two summers older and he lost interest in them. Perhaps they would make a fitting gift for the wife of one of his guard captains. The thought of rewarding one of his cousins with such a valuable gift and receiving their gratitude pleased him and he smiled down at the two naked girls as they washed and dried him. When they had finished their task he pulled his loose silk trousers back on and one of the girls tied the draw string before he dropped the tunic over the top of them.
 

Tallison clicked his fingers in command and behind him the man left his position at the table and picked up his robe which lay in a heap on the floor where he had left it. With his head bowed and shoulders slumped in dejection, he walked to the corner of the tent where a pile of dirty blankets lay and washed himself with Tallison’s discarded water. When he had finished, the girl took it away and the man dressed in what had once been his fine, brightly coloured robe, but which was now tattered and stained. He wiped his eyes on his torn sleeve and settled into his bed like a whipped cur.
 

Rothers hated his life and loathed himself for being too much of a coward to end it. When Borman had left him there with the mad Rale of Sandstrone, a hostage to Borman’s honour, he had tried to be the sort of hostage whom his cousin could admire; stalwart, proud of his country and loyal to the king who had trusted him with the diplomatic role. The nomads had laughed at him and Tallison had ridiculed and humiliated him at every opportunity, but he had tried, he really had. Then Prince Kremin had been captured and tortured to death and he learnt that Borman had no honour whatsoever and had left him to die there. 
 

That was the first time Tallison had taken him, tied across the table, and he had screamed and cursed, forgetting all about being courteous, stalwart or proud. Tallison had been so aroused that he had taken him again within a candle length and it was probably that which had saved his life. Now there was no need for ropes, he just bent over and wept. Sitting in his dirty blankets, sore and bruised and starving, he wished that he had died along with all the other prisoners Tallison had slaughtered that day in revenge for his son’s death. They were the last prisoners who’d been taken in the war with Leersland.
 

Tallison had saved him from a relatively quick death so that he could dishonour him, which he did every time he felt the need. He had tried to escape once and Tallison had just let him go, knowing that there was nothing for days around but burning, parched desert. He had returned after a single day, burnt and blistered, and had never tried to escape again. Now, for most of the time he was treated like a cur, given the menial tasks that others wouldn’t do, occasionally beaten, frequently abused and always starved. When the whim took him Tallison paraded him naked through the tented city with a mock crown on his head as a symbol of Tallison’s power over those who did not believe in the mighty Talis.
 

For the rest of the time he cringed in the corner, ate scraps from Tallison’s plate and thought of the revenge he would never have the courage to take. Now he watched from his corner as Tallison reclined on one of the many couches in the room, one of the little girls sitting at his feet whilst the other went to fetch a plate of honeyed fruits. He took a wine berry soaked in honey for himself and popped another one into the girl’s mouth, smiling at her and stroking her hair.
 

The girl whispered something and giggled and Tallison turned and gave him a disdainful look before smiling and nodding permissively at the girl. She stood and walked over to where he sat carrying the plate of delicacies. He knew what was coming next and although he hated it the chance to eat could not be given up because of his pride. The girl gave the command and he sat up and begged, his tongue hanging out and panting like a hound. She giggled and popped a honeyed fruit into his mouth and from his couch Tallison roared with laughter.
 

Before the girl could give the command for him to do something even more humiliating there was a loud knock on the side pole which supported the decorative entrance flaps and one of Tallison’s body guards ducked inside and bowed. “Your Magnificence, Prince Quarim has returned from Leersland with urgent news and requests an audience with his illustrious father.”
 

Tallison scowled in annoyance. He had sent his eldest surviving son to Leersland to spy on his enemy and his instructions had been quite clear; become part of Tarmin society, watch what Sarrat does and when he is at his weakest, send a report back. Coming here and reporting back in person was definitely not a part of his orders.
 

“Send the boy in but stay yourself in case I need you.”  He shooed the remaining twin off his couch and she ran to join her sister in the corner.
 

Prince Quarim, the eldest in a long line of bastards, was small and thin and not yet old enough to need to shave. His hair was dark, like his father’s, but he had his mother’s blue eyes. She had been the daughter of a minor Leersland noble and a favourite of King Duro who had brought her back from a visit to Leersland to grace his court. When Tallison had killed his brother he had taken her as a prize and she had given him three bastards before dying in childbirth. She had taught Quarim the ways and manners of the nobles of Leersland which had earned him the position of Tallison’s spy. He knelt on the floor by his father’s couch, with his forehead touching the rich carpet, and ten days’ dust and desert sand covering his clothes.
 

“Why have you broken my command? Why are you here, boy?”
 

“Your Magnificence, my illustrious father, forgive my disobedience to your will, but I have news of such import that I could not entrust it to another. May Talis be praised, our enemy is dead!”
 

Tallison sat bolt upright in surprise and in the corner of the tent Rothers shuffled as far forward as he dared trying to catch every word. “Dead?”
 

“Yes, mighty one, at least a moon cycle past at the hand of his magician.”
 

“Callabris murdered Borman?”
 

Quarim looked confused. “No, mighty one. I mean King Sarrat and his magician. They are both are dead.”
 

Tallison looked truly shocked, but in the corner, Rothers had slumped back into his tangle of dirty blankets; he had so much wanted it to be Borman.
 

“Are you certain of this?”
 

“Yes, illustrious father, I was close by when this was revealed and I saw Sarrat’s head on a pike when I left the city gate. There is more too, may Talis be praised forever. A woman now rules Leersland.”
 

“A woman! Talis, may his name be praised, has truly blessed us. With a woman on the throne, all Leersland can be ours.” He jumped to his feet and pulled his son into an embrace. “Come, we must tell our people the news so all may rejoice in the blessings showered on us by Talis, the one true god.”
 

He pushed his son towards the entrance and then stopped for a moment by the side of his bodyguard. “Bring the hound.”
 

The guard strode into the corner and dragged Rothers to his feet placing the rough halter which hung on a nearby peg around his neck and yanking him forward to stand behind Tallison. With a flourish the Rale of Sandstrone stepped through the door flaps of his pavilion and out into the hot afternoon sun. As soon as he did so his bodyguards fell in around him. They were all big men, related by birth, heavily armed and sworn to lay down their lives for him if necessary. In return they had the best of everything. Their well appointed barracks were in the Rale’s private compound, their horses and weapons were Leersland’s best and their women were the most beautiful.
 

When Sandstrone’s ill equipped army had fought and died in Leersland’s southern province they had remained behind to protect Tallison, but when the army returned with the spoils of war, theirs was the first choice of weapons, horses and captives. Apart from protecting the Rale and ensuring that those who spoke out against his rule never did so again, their only other duty was the interrogation and slaughter of prisoners, a task they carried out with consummate brutality.
 

A large troop of the bodyguard went ahead to clear the way for Tallison, and Rothers followed behind, being careful to keep the rope around his neck slack. He hadn’t seen the city of tents and shacks since the fighting with Leersland had ceased, and he had been paraded through the streets as part of the celebrations, but he was shocked by the deterioration in the place in such a short time. The makeshift city had always been squalid with the tumbledown shacks pressed closely together to prevent them from collapsing, and the walkways between the tents strewn with refuse. The smell of unwashed bodies, sewage and rotting matter had always been rank, but this was worse than he remembered. 
 

Collapsed hovels intermingled with shacks that barely remained upright. Scraps of furniture, most of it broken, lay in small piles along with dirty mattresses and vermin ridden bedding. Many of the small tents which had held these few belongings had disappeared to be replaced by lines of open-fronted, canvas shelters where everyone could be seen and watched. Each had its own communal cooking pot which stood cold and empty at the end of each narrow walkway. The smell had been enhanced by the stench of rotting corpses coming from somewhere near the abandoned city and where once there had been picket lines of horses there wasn’t an animal to be seen, except for the swarms of scurrying gnawers.
 

The people watched the Rale’s procession pass with blank eyes and the occasional muttered curse. Most of them were women looking haggard and drawn with dirty, half starved children clutching at their hands. Interspersed amongst them were old men and a few younger ones with bloody bandages or missing limbs. They looked at the bodyguards with resentful eyes and at either him or the Rale or perhaps both with undisguised hatred. His life in Tallison’s pavilion might be degrading and he might always be hungry but it was nothing compared to this.
 

The bodyguards pushed their way through the almost silent crowd until they reached an open area to one side of the ramshackle city, where a stone platform had been built at one end. With his guards surrounding him Tallison climbed onto the platform and Rothers sat at his feet as he had done before, grateful that he had at least been allowed to keep his clothes on this time. Some of the other guards herded people into the packed area where they waited sullenly for the Rale to speak. If Tallison was at all concerned about the people’s hostility towards him, he showed no signs as he stepped up onto the second level of the platform where he could be seen by those at the back of the crowd. He raised his hands and the slight murmuring stopped.
 

“People of Sandstrone, beloved of Talis, the one true god, I bring you news of great joy, news to lift your hearts, news for you to celebrate with the grain and wine I have ordered distributed from the store houses.” The crowed stirred and whispered in surprise and he let it run for a while sensing a change in the mood of the crowd. 
 

“Today you will have bread and grain and meat for your cooking pot, so that every stomach will be full. There will be wine for your cups and milk for your children so that you may all celebrate the blessing which Talis, may his name be praised, has showered on his people. He waited again as sporadic cheering broke out in the crowd.
 

“Tonight the men of our glorious army will return to their homes to bless their wives with their seed and create new life in the image of Talis, may his name live forever.” Enthusiastic cheering bordering on hysteria swept the crowd.
 

“People of Sandstrone celebrate, our enemy, the King of Leersland is dead and his evil magician with him. The unbelievers of this corrupt and unholy land have revealed their cowardly nature and have chosen a woman to rule them. Today we celebrate and tomorrow we take the land back which is rightly ours from those who are so profane that they abase themselves before a woman. Come, let all who truly believe in Talis, the one true god, feast and prepare for victory over the unbelievers.”
 

The crowd roared their approval and Tallison raised his hands to their adoration, smiling like a benign grandfather. Rothers put his head in his hands and wept for the second time that day.
 

*
 

It had been a long day and he was as hungry as a sly hunter in winter. Vorgret threw his crown onto one of the padded chairs by the hearth and collapsed into the other with a grunt, stretching his legs out and waiting for a servant to remove his muddy boots. Another came with a bowl of warm water and several soft cloths which he used to wash his face and hands, but the smell of burning flesh still clung to him. He needed a bath but that would have to wait. Despite being hungry he hoped that there wouldn’t be roast meat on the menu. It wasn’t that he was squeamish, far from it; most days he watched one of his subjects being mutilated as a punishment or put to death, but the smell of his cousin’s rotting corpse being cremated had really turned his stomach.
 

He still didn’t believe the guards’ excuses of why it had taken them so long to return Gellidan’s body to him from the place where he had been murdered, but as the guards were from the Enclave, he had decided not to force the answers from them. Instead he had kept them waiting, wondering what he would do to them, and had then sent them packing, taking their news to the High Master. On top of that, he’d had to wait for the body to be prepared and the priests to go through their mumbo-jumbo so by the time they were ready to burn the body, the smell had been nauseating, a bit like Gellidan himself. He had never liked the boy but he had been family, so he had been annoyed enough to issue a proclamation of death against the renegade acolyte who had murdered him, and offer a reward for the capture of the young magician who had been with him.
 

Vorgret scratched at the scar on his face and wished he had more time to search for this Jonderill. He was good at bringing young magicians to their power, as Sadrin had proven, and having two magicians would make him almost untouchable but for the moment he had other priorities. There had been unrest in the kingdom;  his lazy and greedy subjects had objected to his new taxes and forced conscription into the army. In the north of Essenland the inhabitants of a small town had rioted, and whilst Dorba had burnt the town to the ground and sent the few survivors to his silver mines, such resistance to his rule was disturbing. Perhaps he should have made examples of the survivors instead of being merciful and killing them outright. He might ask Sadrin what he thought.
 

Behind him there was a clatter of dishes as a line of servants entered the room and covered the table with platters of food, baskets of bread and fruit and a large flagon of wine. Once they had delivered their food, they all hurried away except for his food taster, a precaution that Sadrin had insisted upon. Vorgret heaved himself out of the chair and sauntered over to the table where his food taster lifted the lid of each platter and sampled the food. The man was a minor noble and his family resided in one of Vorgret’s mansions in the city. They would be returned to him unharmed if he survived. The man tasted the flagon of wine and, as he didn’t look like he had been poisoned, Vorgret dismissed him to the charge of the guard who stood outside.
 

The king poured himself a bowl of the thick soup with pieces of meat in it and took his seat, tearing off chunks of bread and ladling soup and bread into his mouth together. When he had finished that, he turned his attention to the platter of rolled rainbow swimmer fillets in a cream sauce. Not bothering with a plate, he stabbed the delicate fish with his dinner knife and mopped the sauce up with more bread. Before he had finished, a knock came at the door and he pushed the platter away in annoyance as a nervous servant entered and bowed.
 

“Your Majesty, there is an envoy here from Leersland who wishes to speak to you on behalf of the Queen of Leersland.”
 

“Is it the same one as last time?”
 

“I believe so, Your Majesty.”
 

Vorgret thought for a moment, absently pulling the platter of forest fowl pieces towards him. “Tell Sadrin to attend the meeting in private, I would value his opinion afterwards, and then send the envoy in. Oh, and pour me some wine before you go.”
 

The servant poured the wine, bowed and left as quickly as he could. Vorgret emptied the goblet and turned his attention back to the platter in front of him. The fowl were roasted but they didn’t smell too much like a burning corpse, so he took a leg and dipped it into a bowl of spicy sauce and took a bite. The meat was hot and succulent and the juices dripped down the side of his chin. He was on his third piece when there was a knock on the door and the servant showed the envoy into the room.
 

“Lord Istan, if you have brought me good news then you are welcome. Sit and join me for dinner.”
 

Istan was tired, dusty, thirsty and hungry but the appearance of the table covered in half eaten platters of food congealing in thick sauces turned his stomach. He looked at the king holding the leg of some sort of bird in his hand with the fat running down his fingers, and regretted not being more truthful when Tarraquin had asked for a description of the King of Essenland.
 

“I thank Your Majesty, but just a goblet of wine if I may?”
 

Vorgret nodded in the direction of the flagon and left Istan to pour it himself whilst he continued eating. “Well? What does the Queen have to say for herself?”
 

“Her Majesty, Queen Tarraquin, has considered your kind offer of marriage and the gift of arms and trade which would come with it. She has presumed upon me to accept your offer once a formal agreement is concluded. The queen also wishes me to convey her affection and to advise you that she will visit in person to make the arrangements for the ceremony as soon as she has settled some affairs at home.”
 

“How long will that take?”
 

“I cannot speak for Her Majesty although I know she is eager to meet with you.”
 

“Not good enough. Tell her I want her here, at my side and in my bed within two moon cycles. We can agree the details after we have consummated the marriage. That’s the way things are done in Essenland.”
 

“Her Majesty has provided details of what she would expect from such an agreement and in particular the settlement between any children from the marriage.” Istan held out the small scroll which Tarraquin had given him. 
 

Vorgret took the scroll with a greasy hand and dropped it carelessly amongst the platters on the table. “You tell the lady that I’m the king and I will decide which of our whelps will get what. Tomorrow you can meet with my councillors and talk about trade agreements and arms but the final decision is mine. Do you understand?”
 

“Yes, Your Majesty.”
 

“Good. Then go and let me finish my dinner in peace.”
 

He waved the leg bone he was holding in the direction of the door and then dropped it onto the table as he pulled a dish of sweetmeats towards him. Istan bowed briefly and left, relieved to be out of the king’s presence. A few moments later a panel in the wall slid open and Sadrin entered, his new body slave following him like a shadow.
 

“Sadrin, I see you have my gift to you in training. Have you fucked her yet?”
 

The magician frowned slightly at the king’s crudeness but then returned the neutral smile he usually wore to hide his true feelings. “No, My Lord, not yet but I have named her. I have called her Nyte.”
 

“You’ve what? I gave her to you to exercise your prick and to practice your magic on, not to turn into a pet!” He gave a grunt of disdain and pointed to the scroll on the table. “Well, what do you think to that?”
 

Sadrin picked the scroll up avoiding the sauce which dripped from one end whilst he unrolled it and carefully read the contents. “She makes reasonable demands in exchange for her virginity and her kingdom.”
 

Vorgret burst out laughing and pointed at the slave. “You, pour your master some wine to restore his sense of humour.”
 

She scurried forward to do as she was told and held the goblet up for him to take before hurrying back to her place behind the magician. Sadrin let the scroll roll back up as he sipped the rich red wine.
 

“I have no need of bits of parchment when I can take Leersland and their queen whenever I want without signing treaties or agreeing who will have what on my deathbed.”
 

“Of course you can, my liege, the same as I can take this slave any time I wish, but wouldn’t it be better if she came to your bed willingly? If you take her by force you have, at best, a whore, but if she gives herself to you of her own free will, you have something very special; your very own queen.”
 

Vorgret laughed again but quieter this time. “You have some odd ideas for a black robe, Sadrin but I’ll think about it. Now, today has been a day for scrolls; I have received this from my brother.” He wiped his hands down the side of his breeches, took a scroll from the pouch at his waist and handed it to his magician. “At least we now know that the young magician and his murdering acolyte are hiding out in Vinmore, but isn’t that typical of Pellum, the gutless worm, a little bit of trouble turns up on his doorstep and he runs to his big brother to sort it out.”
 

“Actually he runs to his big brother to ask his black robe to sort it out.”
 

“Will you?”
 

Sadrin shrugged. “If you command me to I will but with so much unrest in the kingdom I think I would be better employed at your side.”
 

“Yes, you’re probably right. I’ll write back to Pellum and tell him not to be such a wimp. His kingdom is not really under any threat due to the presence of one white robe who is newly into his power, but if things become more serious then he only needs to ask and then he can call on the immediate assistance of both my army and my magician.”
 

“Really?”
 

“No, of course not, but Pellum and my half sister are such fools that they will believe anything I say.”
 

They both laughed and raised their goblets in a toast to the gullible.
 

*
 

Malingar pulled his horse to a halt at the crossroads, dismounted and let it drink at the trough provided for those who travelled the roads to Wallmore. Usually the animals would be hot and tired after the long climb from Northshield’s southern border, but Malingar had made his way from Tarmin at a leisurely pace. With Tarraquin gone and unlikely to return, there was no real hurry for him to inform his master that Leersland was ready for him to take whenever he wanted to. His delay in leaving Tarmin and then his slow journey had given him ample time to consider what he should do and what his future should look like.
 

The unfortunate thing was that the time spent weighing up options had not resulted in him reaching a decision and now, with Wallmore less than half a day away, he needed to make his mind up as to where his loyalties lay. His problem was Tarraquin. She was everything he wanted in a woman; intelligent, determined, decisive and with just enough vulnerability to make a man feel like a hero. The fact that she was beautiful and a queen made her irresistible. 
 

With feelings like that why had he let her ride away, knowing that, at best, she would spend the rest of her life a prisoner guarded by stone beasts? Then there was his other problem; his loyalty to Borman. He had joined the king’s guard two summers before he should have done; lying about his age and working harder than any other recruit in order to keep his age hidden. When his father came looking for him to take his under aged son home, Borman had been so impressed by his audacity that he had kept him on. He was a troop leader four summers later and appointed captain of the false mercenary army just two summers after that.
 

His appointment as captain of the mercenaries was the proudest moment in his life, and then Borman had ruined it all by taking his two brothers and his sister hostage to ensure his continuing loyalty. Of course they weren’t treated as hostages; there were no prison cells or physical threats, but they were hostages none the less. Borman had even let him see them on his last visit to the king’s palace to see how happy and well cared for they were, but that just made things worse. He had always been absolutely loyal to Borman, but the king had betrayed his trust.
 

He remounted his horse and took the north road, letting his mount gallop along the springy turf at the side of the road, whilst the wind blew his tangled thoughts away. When his horse started to blow he reined it back to a steady walk, and settled back to consider the one firm decision he had made. Tarraquin had left him in command of Leersland until Istan returned from Essenland, but it would have been very easy to ensure that Istan, like Tarraquin, never returned. That would leave him to rule Leersland alone. 
 

There would have been problems of course, not the least of which was that the mercenary band belonged to his master, and might object to what he had done, but that could be overcome. He had thought long and hard about staying in Tarmin and taking the throne for himself, but in the end, it was his loyalty to both Tarraquin and Borman that made him journey to Northshield, leaving the council temporarily in charge of Leersland.
 

In the distance the walls of Wallmore came into view, and it occurred to him that, without him even realising it, his decision had been made. Despite Borman’s betrayal he still owed his allegiance to the king, but his regrets for what would happen to Tarraquin were still there. As he presented himself to the palace guard and was escorted to the king’s receiving room, he pushed his regrets to a far corner of his mind. When he bowed in front of his king he was as loyal and committed to Borman as he had been on that first day, when he had become a king’s guard.
 

“Malingar, your return so soon after your last visit is unexpected. I hope that the news you bring justifies your absence from Tarmin?”
 

“I believe so, Your Majesty.” Despite his earlier doubts he couldn’t help grinning. “Queen Tarraquin has left Leersland and is unlikely to return.”
 

“Excellent!” Borman jumped to his feet in excitement, his broad smile reflecting the one Malingar wore. “How did you manage that?”
 

“One of her advisors went to Tarbis and was taken prisoner. He’s being held in a castle guarded by some sort of stone beasts. I couldn’t spare the men to rescue him so she decided to go off on her own and do it herself. From the description of the place I doubt that she’ll be returning again.”
 

Borman burst out laughing and clapped Malingar enthusiastically on the shoulder. “Well done! Well done! You and Callabris make a great team.”
 

“My Lord?”
 

“A little side play of mine. I sent Callabris to negotiate with the Regent of Tarbis and whilst I had hoped that their discussions would be beneficial, I hadn’t anticipated that it would result in the capture of the Queen of Leersland!” He moved to the dresser and poured two goblets of wine, handing one to Malingar and ignoring the momentary unhappy look on the captain’s face. “Now tell me, who rules Leersland in the queen’s stead and how strong is the opposition?”
 

“The queen left control of the kingdom in my hands along with the council of the great and the good but they are no opposition whatsoever and will crumble at the first sign of trouble. There is another, Lord Istan, who is clever and influential, and could rally some opposition, but he is away in Essenland. Apart from that there is only Great Lord Andron who could pose a threat. He has a sizable force of his own and is gathering the remnants of Sarrat’s army from the south with a view to taking the throne by force.
 

“And the thousand men I lent to Leersland?”
 

“They are still encamped on the border waiting to be deployed.”
 

“Then I think you should return to Leersland and deploy them as agreed, but do it in the name of the Queen so none of the council or this Lord Istan gets upset. It will take me at least two moon cycles to bring my army from the north, re-equip them and prepare them for invasion. I will send word when I cross the border into Leersland so you can be ready to receive me.”
 

“It will be done as you have commanded, My Lord.”
 

“Oh, and if by some miracle Tarraquin escapes her fate, keep her safely out of the way. The thought of entertaining someone so feisty that they would challenge monsters to rescue a friend pleases me. Such pleasure, however short lived, would be a welcome diversion after the efforts of conquering a kingdom.”
 

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Malingar put his barely touched goblet of wine down heavily on the table. “With your leave, My Lord, I have much to do.”
 

Borman waved his dismissal and waited for Malingar to leave before crossing the room and staring out at the maze his father had built at the rear of the palace. From here he could see the path to the centre where the remains of his father’s magician lay, but never once had he successfully walked the maze and reached the prize at the centre. He sighed to himself in disappointment. He should be overjoyed that the pathway to Leersland’s throne was now wide open, and all he had to do was follow the path and take the prize, yet he had doubts. 
 

At least he had one doubt; Malingar. He had always liked the young captain, even as an underage boy soldier there had been something special about him, but the man had changed. The hound-like loyalty which he had liked so much had gone from him, and instead, there was a wariness which he didn’t care for at all.
 

There was no doubt in his mind that Malingar could no longer be trusted, and he would have to be watched very carefully. That meant he would have to take the hostages with him when he moved, and he did so hate having whining children hanging around. Still, if he had to have them killed, the girl would provide some entertainment before she died. Rastor would be pleased too; he had never liked Malingar and had always said that the captain would turn traitor.
 

He followed the pathway through the maze with his eyes until he reached the mausoleum at its centre, and then smiled to himself. Malingar’s loyalty might be wavering, but he already had people watching him and would know the instant that he changed sides, although he wasn’t going to wait for that to happen. He had other plans in place and, as long as Rastor had done as he had been told, then he, King Borman, would be King of Leersland before the moon was once again full.
 

*
 

High Lord Razarin dropped the small scroll onto the top of his desk without bothering to replace it in its cylinder and glared at the guard in front of him. He was one of the Enclave’s armsmen, not one of the elite guards who guarded the temple, but all the same, he reported to him, and he should have obeyed his orders before those of anyone else.
 

“Tell me once more why you didn’t return straight here with this news instead of riding half way across Essenland and back again?”
 

The armsman swallowed nervously. “We were under the command of Protector Allowyn, My Lord. He ordered us to take the body of Gellidan to King Vorgret. It was Gellidan’s request before the battle.”
 

“Who is your commander, armsman?”
 

“You are, My Lord but….” The armsman’s voice faded away and he stared straight ahead at a point just above Razarin’s shoulder.
 

The High Master sighed. There was little point taking his anger out on a simple armsman, although he would make sure that this one lost his position as squad leader and spent the rest of his days cleaning out stables. “Did you witness the battle?”
 

“Yes, My Lord.”
 

“What trickery took place that Gellidan, the next protector, should be defeated by a mere boy?”
 

“There was none, High Master, or at least none that any of us saw. Master Gellidan fought well and had disarmed Master Tissian. He should have won, but he held back the death stroke whilst he spoke to him, and in that moment, the protector picked up the broken sword from the ground and killed him.”
 

“And where is the boy now?” 
 

“He has gone with Protector Allowyn and Lord Jonderill.”
 

“The High Master raised his eyes in surprise. “Lord Jonderill? The Grey Robe?”
 

“Yes, My Lord, Protector Allowyn’s friend.”
 

“Did you see this Jonderill use magic at any time?”
 

“No, My Lord, although there was a rumour that he had used magic to protect himself from an attack by Gellidan, but none of us saw it.”
 

“I see. I am displeased that you have followed the orders of a man with no authority and have forgotten that it is I who commands your loyalty. You’re dismissed to your barracks until I decide what should be done with you.”
 

The armsman bowed and marched from the room leaving the High Master staring down at the plain scroll, probably written by some junior scribe, and not the black bordered foretelling written in blood that it should have been. He touched the scroll and shivered at the portent which lay in front of him.
 

“I am sorry for Gellidan’s death; I know you were fond of him.”
 

Razarin looked up as Tressing walked from his position behind the High Master and took one of the upright chairs in front of the desk. “You mistake me, Master Tressing. I have no feelings for the boy beyond him being a potential protector, and possibly the last one that will ever train at the Enclave.”
 

Tressing looked up in alarm. “My Lord, that cannot be so, you are just upset by Gellidan’s death. There are many fine young men in training here and any one of them could be the next protector, with the right encouragement.”
 

“You may be right but the goddess has spoken to me.” He opened a draw in his desk and took out a small roll of soft, white leather which he passed to Tressing. “As you know it is not permitted to copy down the words of the goddess, but these were of such import that I decided they must be recorded. I used the skin of an unborn foal in the hopes that it would lessen the sacrilege.”
 

Tressing read the brief message and looked up with a deep frown lining his face. “I don’t understand. Callistares has been dead for almost half a century. How could this dead man be the killer of kings and the murderer of magic of which the goddess speaks?”
 

“I don’t know, but she speaks of our corruption and his coming, not of his past.”
 

“But if he brings the end of all magic then the goddess herself would cease to exist and that cannot be. Perhaps, My Lord, the goddess has not given you a prophesy at all but a warning. Perhaps she has told you these things so you can prevent them from happening.”
 

Razarin looked up with new hope in his eyes. “Yes, Tressing. Yes, I think you are right. It is unthinkable that the goddess would allow the six kingdoms to fail or magic to leave this land. She has given us a warning and we must search out this corruption she foretells wherever it happens.”
 

“I still don’t understand how a dead man, even someone as powerful as Callistares was, could be this king killer and despoiler of magic.”
 

“No, Tressing, nor do I, but the meaning of the goddess’s words is often difficult to fathom and the true meaning is nearly always hidden behind the obvious.”
 

“In which case Callistares could be someone else? Perhaps he is one of the kings or another magician?”
 

“That’s possible, and if Maladran were still alive I would have been confident to name him as our enemy, but there are so few of us now who can call on the goddess’s gift that I cannot think any would do such a thing, or even be capable of what the goddess has foretold.”
 

“Then it must be a renegade like that Sadrin, if he still lives, or perhaps even Jonderill.”
 

The High Master shook his head. “No. Sadrin is certainly dead by now and you saw for yourself that Jonderill doesn’t have that sort of power.”
 

“Then what should we do?”
 

“We do nothing but wait to see if Federa speaks of this again, and watch out for corruption or other signs of the prophesy being fulfilled. Vorgret should be warned of this too, so that he can take what action he thinks fit to protect himself, Essenland and the Enclave.”
 

“What of the other kings, should we not warn them too?”
 

Razarin shrugged. “We are not the keepers of the six kingdoms, they must look to themselves. No, I shall suggest to Vorgret that he disposes of Sadrin, if he has not already done so, and arranges for Jonderill to be slain. That will protect the magic from their corruption. He will also need to keep a close watch on his fellow rulers for signs of avarice. As long as the six kingdoms exist and the Enclave stands, the goddess’s words will remain unfulfilled and we will be safe.”
 

~   ~   ~   ~   ~
 

 

 






  

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Rescue and Reprieve

 

Now that she was so close to her goal, Tarraquin wasn’t sure if this was a good idea or not. Bringing an army seemed so much more sensible now that she had seen the fortress, and the five of them seemed so woefully inadequate for the task ahead. When she had stormed out of the receiving room in Tarmin, she had been full of righteous indignation and determination, but now, all she felt was concern and trepidation.
 

Perhaps her councillors had been right when they said a man would be better on the throne than a woman. A king wouldn’t have left his crown in the keeping of another to rush off and save a friend, or if he did, he would have taken his army with him. A man wouldn’t have let his emotions and the smooth tongue of a foreign mercenary captain persuade him to set off alone on such a hopeless quest. There was no doubt about it, she had been a fool.
 

Actually, she was twice a fool, for she should have turned back at the end of the first day’s ride when she realised just how difficult this was going to be, but there was her pride, and her emotions were still running high. It had surprised her at how soft she had become being a queen and living in the palace. As a rebel leader she had been used to living in woodland encampments, and whilst most of them had permanent shelters and basic furnishings, there had been days when the camp was no more than an open fire, her shelter the tree’s canopy, and her bed the hard ground.
 

The same could be said for the time she had spent on horseback. She was the adopted daughter of the High Lord of Leersland, keeper of the country’s magnificent horse herds. As a child she had spent more time on horseback than on her own two feet, but that too had been before she’d become a queen. After the first day of hard riding, Shendar had to lift her out of the saddle and carry her to the fire, and it was several days before she was able to do that simple task for herself. That was another problem. Being a queen she had become used to Birrit and Sheevar waiting on her, and although she hadn’t wanted their assistance, she had come to rely on them to arrange her clothes and care for her appearance. She looked down at her dusty riding dress stained with mud, and wished they were here with her now.
 

It had been a truly uncomfortable journey and not just because of the hard riding or lack of amenities. Her two personal guards were surly and silent, and whilst they never showed her any disrespect, they made it plain that guarding a woman, even a queen, was not something they wanted to be doing. They were, after all, Malingar’s mercenaries, and the more time she spent under their disdainful eyes, the more she wondered about Malingar’s motives in choosing them. Her other companions had tried harder to please her, but Shendar was like a man waiting for the headman’s axe to fall, and Killian, who had joined them two days earlier, was scared of his own shadow. She supposed he had every right to be scared, having spent most of the last moon cycle in the shadow of the high walls of the fortress, and under the eye of its stone monsters and metal raptors.
 

Her first view of the place had been so frightening that her horse had tried to bolt, and if she hadn’t been such a skilled rider it would have been half way back to Leersland before she could have stopped it. Shendar had described to them the place where Jarrul was being held, and in particular, the fearsome stone monsters which lined the top of the high walls, and the savage raptors which perched either side of the huge metal gates. She had been prepared for the sight, although her imagination had underestimated the size of the creatures. What she hadn’t been prepared for was one of the raptors launching itself into the air and skimming the open ground between the edge of the woodlands, where they hid, and the fortress wall. It flew over the far side of the woods and returned with a large wild forest grunter in its talons, which it dropped somewhere behind the wall before taking up its position again.
 

In the two days they had been in Killian’s woodland camp, she had returned to the high walls three times, and whilst neither of the raptors had swooped down again, the stone monsters on top of the walls had shifted position. Apart from that, the place seemed deserted and nothing moved, not even the sky flyers overhead. However, as they couldn’t see over the walls, and the view from the forest edge through the bars of the gate was very restricted, it didn’t mean that there was no one inside.
 

Before deciding what should be done she had sent Shendar to the nearest village to find out what they knew of the strange place, but the information had been of little use. They knew that the fortress had once been a hunting lodge and that it had belonged to King Hormand, but it was now the dwelling of some sort of beast. Tarraquin had dismissed the information as superstitious nonsense. Nobody ventured close enough to see inside any more, which wasn’t too surprising.
 

She had asked each of her small force how they thought they should get into the place, but that hadn’t been helpful either. Malingar’s men had just shrugged. Killian suggested that they went back to Leersland, and Shendar said that he would do whatever she commanded him to do. So she had decided what should be done, and now waited at the edge of the woods for the intense darkness that happens just before dawn to hide them. She studied the sky and then peered across the cleared land to the fortress wall, which was almost lost in the gloom. There was no moon and it was about as dark as it was going to get.
 

Shendar shifted uneasily beside her, his breathing quick and shallow. A long rope was looped over his shoulder and arm. “My lady, I don’t like this.”
 

She turned in the darkness to his whispered voice. “Are you a coward, Shendar?”
 

“No, My Lady, just terribly afraid.”
 

She nodded her head. “So am I.”
 

Tarraquin gave the soldier an encouraging smile in the darkness, which he couldn’t see, and ran towards the wall. They had picked a spot where the ground looked fairly flat and smooth, and was not directly beneath any of the stone monsters. From the forest edge it hadn’t looked that far but by the time she was half way across the clearing, she was breathing hard and her heart was pounding, although more through fear than effort. Shendar ran beside her with an intense look of concentration on his face as he studied the ground for potholes and obstacles. The rope slapped against his side like the sound of flapping sky flyer wings and his sword rattled with each stride. She looked up to the top of the wall to see if anything had heard their approach, but if it had, nothing had moved.
 

When they reached the wall they both pressed themselves against the solid stone and waited for their breathing to quieten down. In the distance, the edge of the forest was just a dark smudge, and not even the sound of rustling leaves could be heard. Shendar touched her lightly on the arm giving her the signal that he was ready to move again, and together, pressed tightly against the wall, they set off in the direction of the metal gates. They had studied this section carefully and had been grateful that whoever had constructed the fortress’s defences had decided against a moat or a defensive ditch full of spikes. Instead the ground rose up slightly as if the wall had burst out of the earth. It made clinging to the wall difficult but not impossible.
 

The stone pillar, on which the gates hung, jutted out from the wall by the length of two hand spans, and for a moment, they huddled in its shadow, whilst above them the sound of metal rasping against stone made their hearts race. When, whatever it was that had made the sound had settled, Tarraquin eased herself around the corner of the pillar to where the hinges of the huge metal gates were buried deep into the stone.
 

The gates were twice her height and were made up of metal bars the thickness of her wrist, held together within a thick metal frame. The top of each vertical bar ended in a sharp spike like a spear tip. It had been their intention to throw the rope over one of them, climb up the rope and let themselves down the other side. Close up she could see that the gates were higher than she had estimated and that the rope wasn’t long enough. Clearly her plan was not going to work, and one look at Shendar’s face confirmed her suspicions.
 

They had come a long way and had chanced everything on this attempt, so she wasn’t going to give up that easily. Cautiously she stepped across the front of the gates, feeling for the horizontal bars that gave the gates their strength in the hope that the gates could be climbed without the assistance of the rope. On the other side of the gates it was dark and nothing moved. She tried to make out if there were buildings inside the compound, and for a moment, she thought she heard someone cough, but then everything was once again swallowed by the blackness and silence.
 

Hardly breathing in case she disturbed the guarding raptors, she reached the centre bars where the two gates met. Two rings, embedded in solid metal plates, hung down either side of the frame, and between them, she could just see the bolt which held the two gates together. Cautiously she took hold of the ring on the left hand side of the gate in both hands and twisted it, but the ring resisted her pressure and nothing moved. She gave Shendar a quick glance, as he stood behind her staring upwards into the darkness to where the raptors sat, and took the other ring in both hands and twisted it to the right. For a moment the ring resisted her pressure, and then, with a slight grating noise, the bolt slid to one side and the gate swung slowly open.
 

Tarraquin gave a small squeak of surprise and dropped the ring with a loud clang, but still nothing moved. Stepping cautiously forward she passed through the gate and into the darkness beyond, expecting to be challenged at any moment, but everything remained silent. As she turned to wave Shendar forward, her heart missed a beat as the gates closed slowly behind her, leaving Shendar stranded on the other side. He stepped forward to push the gates open, but she held up her hand to stop him. There was something going on here which she didn’t understand, but if the gate had let her in and had then shut itself behind her, she was almost certain that Shendar was not meant to enter.
 

The space in front of her was dark, threatening and uninviting, so she moved carefully to the right until her back was pressed hard up against the wall. As with the outside of the wall, the ground had been pushed up slightly, but she managed to creep along the edge keeping her fingers in contact with the cold stone. When another wall loomed up out of the darkness, she realised that she had reached a corner and turned to follow the new wall along, hoping that somewhere in front of her, she would find some clue to where Jarrul was being held.
 

The stone of the wall was cold and rough and full of sharp crystals. Tarraquin caught her finger on one and gave a small yelp as the sharp stone drew blood. She put the injured finger into her mouth to stop the bleeding and remained absolutely still, certain that she had heard a sound just ahead of her. When she was sure she had been mistaken, she put her hand back on the wall and realised with shock that she could see what her hand was touching. She looked up and cursed under her breath; the sky above was still dark but to the east it was turning to a steely grey, and the silhouette of the stone monsters could clearly be seen crouching on the top of the wall.
 

Keeping as close to the wall as possible, she increased her pace forward until another wall, running at right angles to the one she had been following, loomed up in front of her. At the base of the wall where the angles met, there was a large metal cage, and in the cage was a man sitting on the floor in one corner, with his knees pulled up to his chest and his head resting on his arms.
 

Shendar had also seen the colour of the sky change and he uttered a curse under his breath wishing he was far away from where he was now. He had always been a good guardsman, steady and conscientious, the sort of guardsman who could be relied upon to turn up sober, and on time, and stand to attention outside any door until the end of his duty. He wasn’t a soldier though, and had always been happy to let others volunteer for the exciting duties, particularly if fighting was involved. It wasn’t that he was a coward; it was just that he wasn’t particularly brave or decisive.
 

Now he watched the sky growing lighter, and the empty space on the other side of the gate, where the queen had disappeared from view, with growing anxiety. He wanted to run, but he couldn’t leave her to die, so when the first rays of the sun tipped over a distant hill he made a decision and moved. If she could go through the gate then so could he. Without waiting any longer he ran forward and grabbed the iron rings and pushed with all his strength. Behind him there was the sound of grating metal, and he turned with his arms raised over his head to protect himself, but only had time to let out one piercing scream before the raptor’s talons sunk into his chest and back, and lifted him off the ground.
 

Tarraquin heard the scream and turned in time to see the raptor fly into the air with a man dangling from its talons. She closed her eyes and felt sick, but there was nothing she could do for the man except to hope that he had died quickly. Instead she turned her attention back to the cage where the prisoner had lifted his head. There was no mistaking that it was Jarrul; dirty, weather beaten and haggard, but unmistakable. He rose from his sitting position and staggered across to the front of the cage, putting his hand out to grasp her arm whilst she tried to find a way to release the door.
 

“My Lady, what are you doing here? Go! Please go before he finds you.”
 

“I’ve come for you, Jarrul, and I’m not going until I have you out of this cage.”
 

“No! No, you must go.” He gave a rasping cough and fought to catch his breath whilst Tarraquin tugged harder on the lock. “You must go before he comes. Please listen to me, you have everything to live for whilst my time is nearly done.”
 

“I will not leave without you.”
 

She went to pick up a stone with which to pound at the lock, but at that moment the door of the building on the other side of the compound flew open spilling light into the courtyard, and a dozen guards carrying burning torches flooded down the steps. Tarraquin watched in horror as they parted in the centre and a beast with long tusks and dripping fangs bounded down the steps between them. She would have screamed if she could, but all that would come was a terrified whimper.
 

The beast bounded across the open ground leaving the guards running behind it and charged towards the cage, its mouth open and snarling. Tarraquin pressed herself to the bars of the cage and held her hands up to protect her throat, certain that the creature would leap at her and sink its fangs into her flesh, but when it was just two strides away it suddenly stopped. From the doorway of a low building close by a running figure was shouting and waving his arms, and she prayed to the goddess that he would catch and leash the animal before it attacked.
 

With a snarl the creature snapped its jaws shut, just an arm’s length from her, and began to pace before the cage as if it was impatiently waiting for something or deciding what to do next. She had never seen anything like it; almost man shaped, but on all fours, with matted fur and tusks, teeth and claws which could effortlessly rip her open. She whimpered again and the beast stopped its pacing and glared at her.
 

That was more terrifying than the pacing, because, instead of the red eyes that she had imagined the creature would have, deep brown eyes, with almost human intelligence but full of hate and anger, glared back at her. She was sure that the creature was going to spring, but as the guards came to a halt forming a semi-circle behind the creature, it turned and growled, and the man who had run from the low building stepped forward.
 

“Madam, what are you doing here? This is private land and you are not welcome here.”
 

Tarraquin took a deep breath and fought down her fear. “I’ve come for my friend; you have no right to hold him prisoner.”
 

The creature growled again and it was almost as if the man was listening. “Your friend was trespassing on my lord’s land and is being punished for being where he has no right to be.”
 

“That may be so, but what sort of punishment is this? To cage a man in the open like some animal with no warmth or protection is inhuman. Can’t you see that the man is sick and could die?”
 

Again the beast growled. “It’s a fitting punishment for those who enter my lord’s home uninvited.”
 

Tarraquin glared down at the beast and then back at the man realising that they were talking to each other. “You tell that thing that it’s inhuman too, and not just because it’s a monster, but that it has a heart of stone.” The creature pulled back its lips in a terrible snarl and took a threatening step forward. “I’m not scared of you, hound, and I’ll prove it to you. I’ll take my friend’s place. Take me as your prisoner and set him free and I promise that I’ll stay here as long as you wish to hold me.”
 

“No! My Lady, you cannot do that!” pleaded Jarrul from behind the bars.
 

“I can and I will. I don’t know what is going on here, or how this creature is giving commands, but if this monster will agree to set you free and return you to the borders of Leersland, I will take your place. Well, what about it, hound?”
 

The beast stopped its snarling and took two steps back to stand beside the man who had been his spokesman. It growled quietly whilst the man listened. “My master asks that if you were to be his prisoner, how would you know that your friend had been returned to Leersland, and not just taken into the woods and killed?”
 

“I wouldn’t. I would just have to trust him.”
 

The creature gave out a few howls which sounded like laughter and stepped forward again to stare into her face. Tarraquin looked back unflinchingly into its brown eyes.
 

“Agrregd.” It shook its head, licked saliva from its lips and turned back to the building from which it had come with half the guards following behind.
 

“Captain Tangier!” pleaded Jarrul. “You cannot allow this to happen. This is no place for a lady; if the beast doesn’t kill her, then being a prisoner in this cage will.”
 

The captain shrugged. “An agreement has been made between my master and this lady, and whether I wish it or not, I have my orders. Madam, we don’t have the means to escort this man to the border. You will understand that our movements are somewhat restricted but we will provide him with a good horse, warm clothing and provisions if that is agreeable to you?”
 

“Yes, captain, if that is the best you can do, it will be acceptable. Jarrul, you will take what the captain provides and you will return to Leersland, where you will find Istan and tell him what’s happened. Do not return to my camp in the woods as Malingar’s men are there and I’m not sure if I can trust them, and don’t try to get back here to rescue me; if you did I wouldn’t come with you.”
 

Jarrul went to protest but before he could speak the door to the cage was opened and two guards dragged him out and marched him across the open yard in the direction of the high metal gates. He looked back one last time to see Tarraquin stepping into the cage and the door being shut behind her.
 

*
 

Tarraquin sat in the corner of the cage and shivered. It had been bearable when the sun had been there to warm her, but once it had dipped behind the walls, her corner had been lost in the shadows and the cold had begun to bite. Now the temperature was barely above freezing. She had left her warm cloak behind when they had sneaked up to the walls and her riding jacket, despite being made of fine wool, was little protection from the cold. It had been a long day too.
 

She had watched Jarrul leave on a horse, which appeared on the other side of the gates. He was wrapped up in a thick cloak and looked a little better, although she hadn’t been permitted to say goodbye. In the afternoon she had discovered that the courtyard was used for the guards to practice their weapon craft, and twice the beast had come to visit her, pacing up and down outside her cage, growling and snarling under its breath but never looking at her.
 

Just before the sun had set, Captain Tangier had come with an invitation to dine with his master which had surprised her, but she had turned it down saying that, if the beast wanted her company then, he would have to ask her himself. Looking down at the small pail of cold water and the chunk of bread that one of the guards had brought her, she was now regretting her decision. She wondered how long she would survive on starvation rations and in freezing temperatures. Still, at least she was safe behind her iron bars where the wild animal couldn’t get at her.
 

When the night was at its darkest and the cold was enough to form a film of ice across the top of the water in her pail, the door of the building, where she guessed the beast lived, opened and Captain Tangier crossed to where she lay huddled in the corner of the cage. He looked down at her and shook his head. “My master offers you shelter and a warm room for the night.”
 

She shook her head. “You can tell your master that if he wants me to go to him he needs to ask me himself, not send his lackey.”
 

Tangier looked irritated but opened the door and threw something inside before returning to the building. In the darkness she thought it was some sort of wild animal but when it didn’t move she crept forward to touch it. The bundle was larger than she had first thought and soft to the touch, and when she unrolled it, she found it was cured hide with the thick fur of a large bear like creature. She took it back to her corner and curled up underneath it, feeling warmer than she had been all day and, eventually, fell into a restless sleep filled with dreams of men dressed up as strange creatures.
 

The following day was the same as the first, except that the sun disappeared when it was at its highest behind thick grey clouds. Again the beast came to visit her, this time just sitting and looking at her, or occasionally raking the ground with its front claws as if it were angry or frustrated. Captain Tangier came again with an invitation to dine with his master, but when she refused, he told her that if she would not eat with his master she would not eat at all. She waited, hoping for a change of heart, but no food appeared, not even the dry bread. By the time it had been dark for a candle length or two, the sky had opened and she was soaked through, freezing cold and starving.
 

There were no torches burning outside when she came to the decision that she’d had enough of being a prisoner; pride was one thing, but dying for it was a completely different matter. She pulled the sopping fur blanket around her and tottered to the front of the cage, hoping that her call for help would be heard above the noise of the heavy rain. Wearily she leant against the door of the cage ready to shout, and toppled out as the cage door swung open. For a moment she lay in the mud too shocked to move, and then picked herself up cursing loudly for being such a fool; the door must have been unlocked all the time and she had been too proud to try it.
 

Clutching the blanket tightly around her she made her way to the wall that surrounded the fortress and slowly worked her way along it until she came to the high metal gates. Instinctively she reached for the two iron rings knowing that if she turned them the gates would open for her and she would be free, but she had given her word, and trust was a two way thing. With a sigh of resignation she carried on passed the gates until she reached the corner of the building where the beast lived.
 

Some small bit of pride still lived inside her making her cringe at the thought of standing at the front door looking half drowned and begging for help. Instead she searched along the building’s side wall until she found a small, plain door. Giving a quick prayer to the goddess, she turned the handle and pushed and was hugely relieved when the door swung open.
 

Inside the building was warm and quiet as if everyone was asleep. The short hallway where she had entered was lit by a single candle in a wooden holder, which she picked up and carried with her. At the end of the hallway was another door, and when she opened it she found herself in a large kitchen with a hearth banked down for the night but, still giving out enough heat to make the room warm and to slowly cook the cauldron of oats suspended over the glowing embers.
 

She took a wooden bowl from a stack on the shelf and a spoon from the table and helped herself to the oats. They were barely cooked, but they were hot and tasty and, with a dollop of honey, it felt like it was the best food she had ever tasted. When she had eaten enough to take away her hunger pangs, she followed another corridor out of the kitchen and up some stairs until she came across a passageway with a row of doors. She pressed her ear to the first door listening for any sound, but when she heard nothing she pushed the door open and slipped inside.
 

It had been her hope that the room would be a sleeping chamber, but this one was some sort of sitting room. The remains of a fire burnt in the hearth, and a half empty flagon of wine and a used goblet stood on a table by a fireside chair. There were other chairs in the room and on one was a stack of rugs, like those ladies used to cover their legs when travelling in open carriages. Tarraquin poured the rest of the wine into the goblet and took two satisfying gulps before taking off her wet clothes and draping them over a chair to dry. She took two of the thick rugs and wrapped them around herself and then curled up in the armchair by the fire intending to stay there until her clothes were dry and the rain had ceased, but when the candle burnt out she was still there.
 

When she opened her eyes again the beast lay sprawled across the opposite fireside chair staring at her. Her immediate reaction was to run and get as far away from the savage creature as she could, but something in the way it looked at her, kept her where she was. She pulled the rug closer around her neck and tried to keep a waiver of fear out of her voice.
 

“What do you want, what are you doing here staring at me?”
 

The creature continued staring at her intently. “Grru, groord.”
 

“I don’t understand you.”
 

The beast tried again. “Grry grreat grrigv grru.”
 

She shook her head. “I still don’t understand you.”
 

The animal gave a snarl of frustration, leapt from the chair and reared up to its full height. Close up and without the bars to protect her the creature looked even more terrifying than it did before. She cringed as far back in the chair as she could go expecting it to attack her, but instead of attacking, it dropped its front limbs to the floor, bounded to the door and pushed it open by pressing on the door latch with a paw and throwing itself forward. Tarraquin waited for her heart to calm, took three deep breaths to steady herself and went to pull the rugs away from her body. At that moment the beast bounded back into the room followed closely by Captain Tangier who was still doing up the buttons of his uniform and panting slightly. He stopped in surprise when he saw her there.
 

“My Lady, what are you doing here?”
 

“I came to accept your master’s invitation to dine but by the time I arrived dinner was over.”
 

The captain gave an amused smile. “I’m sorry you missed dinner, it was roast grunter, and very good, but my master does invite you to breakfast if you would care to stay.”
 

Tarraquin looked at the beast and weighed up the consequences of refusing. “I would be pleased to accept your master’s invitation.”
 

“Good, if you would care to dress I will escort you to the dining room.”
 

“That is kind of you but would you both mind if I dressed alone? As much as I’m flattered by your interest, a woman does need some privacy.”
 

The captain smiled and the beast gave a small whine which she took to be some sort of laughter. When they had gone she unwound the rugs from around her and folded them, placing them back on the pile. She pulled on her boots which were reasonably dry and her dress and jacket, which were damp and clammy, and looked for a mirror. There wasn’t a mirror in the room, but it didn’t matter that much; there wasn’t a lot she could do about her appearance anyway. When she was as ready as she was going to be, she pushed open the door and found the captain waiting for her. In a strained silence he escorted her along several corridors until they reached the dining room. He went to open the door for her but she put out a hand to stop him.
 

“Captain, what kind of beast is it that commands you and invites me to have breakfast with it?”
 

“It’s no beast, madam, but a man, or at least he was until an enchantment was placed on him and this cursed place. Now he is a beast and I do what I can to remind him of his humanity.”
 

Tarraquin looked horrified. “An enchantment! Who would do such a terrible thing?”
 

“My master, like all powerful men, has many enemies. I believe that one of those will have bought or commanded a magician to do this to my master without caring what he would become or what it would do to those who were caught up and trapped by the wicked enchantment.”
 

“Can it be undone?”
 

“Only time will tell. I do what I can to nurture what human traits my master has left, like his speech, but it’s difficult and I fear he’s losing heart and is slipping away from us.”
 

“I see. Thank you for being honest with me, captain. It helps to lessen my fear to know that somewhere inside that creature there is a man.”
 

The captain smiled at her and opened the door, letting her pass into a comfortable room with windows, which looked over a small paddock, bound by the high walls. It was similar to the other rooms she had seen with wood panelling, tapestries and the smell of honey wax. This one had a large table in the centre and, except for one end, was surrounded by chairs. The captain pulled a chair out for her where a place had been laid and then left through the door they had just entered, leaving her in the room on her own. After a few moments two servants arrived, one carrying a tray with a selection of breads, cold meat and fruit which he placed in front of her, and the other with a deep tray of bloody meat which he placed at the other end of the table.
 

As soon as they left the room the beast stalked in, its nostrils flaring at the smell of meat and saliva dripping from its jaws. It loped to the table and pushed its muzzle into the tray snatching out lumps of meat and swallowing them whole without chewing.
 

The noise and the smell revolted her. “Do you always eat like that?”
 

The beast looked up in surprise almost as if he had forgotten she was there and licked the blood from its lips.
 

“Grres.”
 

“Well you shouldn’t. You may be a beast, but you’re not a wild animal.”
 

The creature looked at her quizzically and held out its hands with their elongated fingers and sharp claws. She looked at them and swallowed hard but she was determined to get her point across.
 

“I can see that those would make it difficult for you to eat in a civilised manner but have you even tried? And another thing, what is that you are eating, it looks and smells revolting, and I am sure it is not good for you. Why don’t you leave that mess and join me in some proper food.”
 

She took an empty plate and put some slices of cold meat and some sausage onto it along with a small loaf of brown bread with seeds in it, and placed the plate in the space next to her own meal. The beast stared down at the half eaten mess in front of him, growled and stalked to where she sat waiting, holding out an eating knife. It took a look at the food and then the knife and then used its claws to scoop the food into its mouth.
 

“Oh well, I suppose that’s a start. We’ll try using the knife another time shall we, that’s if you invite me to breakfast again after me being so rude to you.” She looked down at her own barely touched plate and gave a sad sigh. “I think I’ve lost my appetite so if you don’t mind I’ll take myself back to my cage and try and get some sleep now I’m dry and the sun has come out.”
 

Tarraquin stood swaying slightly with exhaustion and walked from behind the table. As she did so the beast bounded around the other side of the table and barred her way to the door.
 

“Grrugr griv grre.”
 

“I don’t understand,” she said tiredly.
 

The beast repeated the command only louder and with much more menace, baring its fangs and thrusting its tusks forward so they nudged the back of her hands. She stepped back in alarm and burst into tears. The effect on the creature was instantaneous and unexpected as it sat back on its haunches and howled in frustration and anguish. A moment later Tangier rushed into the room with his sword drawn closely followed by two guardsmen with lowered pikes. They stopped dead as the beast turned to them and snarled.
 

“I’m sorry, My Lord, I thought …” His voice trailed away as he thought better of what he was going to say. “Are you hurt, My Lady?”
 

Tarraquin shook her head and wiped her eyes on the back of her hand. “No, just scared and tired and confused. It tried to say something to me, but I don’t know what it was, and then it started howling.”
 

The captain listened as the beast gave out a series of growls and snarls and then nodded in understanding. “My master says you’re not to return to the cage, unless you really want to, but you are to go with him.” Tarraquin looked doubtful. “Please give him a chance, My Lady, and trust him.”
 

She nodded in agreement and the beast gave a growl which sounded vaguely like an invitation to follow him. The captain opened the door and the creature led the way, loping on its two hind legs with its front claws dangling just above the ground. Its tattered cloak hung in loose folds around it and it constantly looked back to make certain she was following. It led her back down the corridor that she and the captain had walked that morning, through a hallway and up some carpeted stairs to a landing which divided in two. The beast stopped and looked down a passageway to the right and then back at her.
 

“Nogrr grro.”
 

Tarraquin nodded in understanding and followed him down the other passageway which was lined with delicately painted doors. It stopped at the third door and growled softly. Guessing that it wanted her to go in, she opened the door and stepped into the room. It was dark inside but she could see the morning light shining around the edges of the shutters at one end. She crossed the thick carpet breathing in the smell of herbs and dried flowers and pulled back the shutters flooding the room with sunlight. When she looked around, she couldn’t help smiling in surprise and delight at a lady’s room that was such a contrast to the rest of the grim building.
 

The room was dominated by a large bed draped in white silk, embroidered with pink and blue flowers, which matched the curtains at the windows. The walls were painted a soft cream and decorated with pictures of coolly birds in bright plumage. Two soft chairs stood either side of a stone hearth and one wall was completely taken over by a long row of doors with bright metal handles.
 

“It’s beautiful,” she whispered.
 

“Mugrrs.” The beast shook its head and tried again. “Murggrs. Grrors.”
 

It loped over to the row of doors and tugged at the handle with its long claws. Tarraquin followed him and gently took the handles from his claws and opened the door. Inside hung a row of gowns, and when she opened the other doors, she revealed more clothes than a woman could ever want.
 

“Muthgrrs, forgr gru.”
 

“Thank you, they are beautiful.”
 

The beast loped to the last of the doors and pushed it open to reveal a plain white room with a large copper bath tub in one corner, several rugs on the floor and a pile of soft, white towels on a small chair.
 

“Grrath.”
 

Tarraquin laughed in delight. “Thank you, I will.” She looked around her and then back at the beast with a grin, “but only if you will have one too.”
 

The beast smiled back, a frightening, savage sight and then howled in what was almost human laughter.
 

*
 

She would have given almost anything for a looking glass to see if her hair was properly combed, but the best she had managed so far was looking at her ghostly reflection in the window pane, with the darkness in front of her and a candle behind. It wasn’t a clear image, but it would have to do, for as far as she could tell, there wasn’t a looking glass anywhere in what had once been a rather grand hunting lodge. She suspected that there had been at least two looking glasses in her rooms at one time; one in the room with the bath tub on top of a small dresser, where an array of cosmetics was displayed, and another, a full length one, in her bedroom.
 

There were empty spaces on the walls and silver studs, which could have been used to hold a mirror in place, were still embedded in the stone. Whoever had removed them must have smashed the glass to get them off rather than carefully removing them and storing them away. In her explorations of the lodge with either the beast or Captain Tangier at her side, she had seen other empty wall spaces where she thought other looking glasses might have been affixed, but every one of them had been removed. On the fifth day as a guest in the lodge she had asked the captain about their absence, but he had only shrugged and had very quickly changed the subject. She could, of course, have asked the beast, but had decided it wasn’t a good idea.
 

Tarraquin finished brushing her hair and tied it back with a yellow ribbon that she had found in one of the draws hidden inside the wardrobe. It was a perfect match for the dress she wore, one which had once belonged to the beast’s mother, who must have been a woman of considerable wealth if her numerous gowns were anything to go by. Who she and the beast were was another question she had asked the captain, and another one he had declined to answer. 
 

She was certain that all the answers she sought could be found along the corridor where the beast lived, but that was forbidden to her. Curiosity to find out what it was the beast hid from her stopped her at the entrance to the corridor every time she passed, but as yet, she hadn’t found the courage to explore the forbidden passageway. She would though, and some day very soon.
 

The sun was shining through newly cleaned windows as she went down the stairs to the dining room, but instead of the usual servant, the captain stood waiting with a big smile on his face. “Good morning, My Lady. My master has asked if you would care to join him in the paddock for breakfast.”
 

He laughed at her surprise, held out his arm, and together they walked out of the hunting lodge, down the steps and across to the small gate which led into the grassy area she had seen from the dining room window. It was a small area which hadn’t been used by horses for some time as the lush grass was emerald green, dotted with yellow and white flowers. The sun shone on the grass making the colours more vivid, and if she didn’t look up at the stone monsters that crouched on top of the wall, she could have believed that she was in one of the wide open horse pastures of her home.
 

The beast stood just beyond the gate at the edge of several colourful blankets which had been spread over the springy turf. Piles of cushions held the blankets in place and platters of food and flagons of cordial filled the centre. The beast smiled, being careful to keep his fangs hidden, and held out his hand, the fingers still long and bent but the claws filed to fingernail length.
 

“Picnic,” he said in a low gruff voice with barely a hint of a growl.
 

“Thank you.”  She took his hand and he helped her down onto the cushions before folding himself onto another pile of cushions close to her. The captain bowed to them both and left them to it.
 

There were no servants in attendance, so she poured him some cordial in the special wooden goblet which one of his guardsmen had carved for him, allowing his curved fingers to grip it tightly. Tarraquin raised her goblet in salute.
 

“Was this your own idea?”
 

“Yes, special day.”
 

“Is that why you are wearing new clothes?”
 

“You like?”
 

Considering that only a short time ago he had been covered in dirty, matted fur and wore only a torn cloak, the transformation had been amazing. The fur was still there but it was clean, short and neatly trimmed and instead of the ragged cloak, he wore a silk shirt with long sleeves that laced at the cuff, and loose trousers like they wore in Sandstrone, but with a gold military stripe down each leg. His short cloak lay on one side, half covering his bare feet; getting boots to fit was still a problem. She smiled at him, concentrating on his deep brown eyes and ignoring the two stubs on his lower jaw where the protruding tusks had been filed away.
 

“You look very dashing. What’s the special occasion?”
 

The beast looked up and pointed at the wall. “Guards gone.”
 

She looked up and noticed for the first time that the stone monsters were nowhere in sight. “Where? Why?”
 

He grinned in pure delight forgetting to hide his fangs. “Silver leaf not fall, enchantment breaks.” He took her hands in his, his eyes alight with excitement. “You trust me, soon we both be free.”
 

~   ~   ~   ~   ~

 






  

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The Maze

 

The building had burnt to the ground and all that remained was a large square of blackened stone and a few charred timbers. A rough lean-to shelter had been built, propped up against one of the crumbling stone walls to keep the horses out of the rain, but the only other dwellings were a row of weather-beaten tents. The four border guards stood around a small spluttering fire looking miserable in the afternoon downpour. Jonderill smiled to himself in satisfaction. The last time he had ridden this way the guards had lived in comfort in the stone store house and he had been robbed and held a prisoner in the adjoining log store waiting to be hung as a horse thief. Perhaps there was some justice in the world after all.
 

Of course he had been a different person then, a lone rider with no experience of the road or the ways of corrupt border guards. He had been an easy target and the border guards had taken advantage of his naivety. Now he was different, now he was a magician, all be it not a very good one, but powerful enough not to be taken captive and robbed by four wet and dispirited guards. The other difference was that he was not alone; with another white robe and two protectors at his side nobody would dare challenge his right to pass over the bridge and into Northshield. As he passed by their guard post he looked to see if he recognised any of them, but they were different from the guards that had beaten him and threatened to hang him from the bridge.
 

Tissian rode up beside him and leant over with a look of mischief on his face. “Do you want me to kill them for you?”
 

Jonderill laughed. “No, these aren’t the ones, and anyway, death would probably be a happy release from having to live in a leaky tent and stand guard over a bridge all day long.”
 

They clattered over the bridge and Tissian dropped back to ride with Allowyn, allowing Callabris to ride up next to Jonderill. He looked different with the hood of his robe pulled well over his head to keep him dry, more sinister and less benign.
 

“Are you pleased to be going home?” asked Jonderill, more to break the monotony of the journey than any real interest.
 

“I shall be pleased to get out of this rain and off this wretched horse, and I shall be happy not to have to sleep on the ground or in some flea infested inn, but Northshield is not my home.”
 

“I thought King Borman was your master?”
 

“Regretfully he is.” 
 

Jonderill looked surprised at the response. Callabris sighed and pushed back his hood so he could talk more easily to the young magician who still had so much to learn about being a white robe.
 

“A magician has to have a king or queen to support them, provide for their needs and protect them from rivals, whether they are other magicians or other monarchs. In return the magician serves the king and calls him master. Don’t be mistaken, Jonderill, this is not a master servant relationship or the sort of relationship that you have with your protector. This is a joining of convenience by which both the king and the magician benefits. Sometimes, if you are lucky, the relationship will develop into mutual respect and even friendship, such as the relationship I had with King Hormand of Tarbis before he was murdered. Other times it is based on balancing power; such is my relationship with Borman. He needs my power and I need his patronage, but that does not make Northshield my home or me pleased to be returning there.”
 

“I see, or at least I think I do. So if Northshield isn’t your home, where is?”
 

Callabris thought about the question for a moment. “Where is your home Jonderill? Is it where you were born or where you have lived most of your life or where your loved ones are?”
 

Jonderill considered the question for a long time, their horses walking steadily along the well ridden road with the sounds of Allowyn instructing Tissian like an echo behind him. At last he shrugged.
 

“I don’t think I have a home.”
 

“That’s the way it is with our kind.”
 

“What about King Borman, what kind of man is he?”
 

“King Borman is like all kings, he expects to get his own way all the time. Some kings get their own way through the love and loyalty of their people, others through the divine right of kingship. Borman is different. He gets what he wants through a mixture of charm, guile and ruthlessness. He is easy to serve but a hard man to cross.”
 

They continued in silence and Jonderill thought about what Callabris had said whilst the rain turned to a misty drizzle as the evening sun set. It was Dozo, clattering up beside him in a long waxed cape and pulling a heavily laden pack horse, who interrupted his sombre thoughts.
 

“My Lords, Master Allowyn says there is a way house up ahead and suggests that we rest for the night and complete our journey in the morning.
 

“What do you think, Jonderill?” asked Callabris.
 

Jonderill wiped the rain from his face and gave them all a quick look over. “I think it would be better if we were to arrive at the king’s court the image of powerful magicians rather than looking like a pack of half drowned peasants, don’t you?”
 

Callabris laughed. “You learn quickly young man. Dozo, you and Tissian go on ahead and get things ready. We will be with you before dark.”
 

*
 

The last time he had entered the gates of Wallmore the city guard had taken his coin and had thrown him out. Now the guards held back the wagon drivers, farmers and traders, who were trying to enter the city, and bowed as he passed. They weren’t the only ones who bowed. As they rode along the city streets towards the palace, everyone bowed, some even went to their knees. It was like he was a king and he was surprised by how much he enjoyed the attention, although he suspected that most people were bowing to Callabris rather than to him. They were a very impressive group with the two magicians in their pristine white robes, and the two protectors in full armour and weapon array. Dozo had done an excellent job of cleaning them all up after the wet and muddy journey over the Deeling Pass and through the borderlands of Northshield.
 

On his last visit Jonderill had only seen the area just inside the main gate before he was roughly ejected, but now that he was at the centre of the city, he was impressed by what he saw. Wallmore had a high city wall, similar to that which surrounded Tarmin, but inside the wall the city was much more like Alewinder, with broad, well proportioned streets and fine houses. He knew that somewhere on the edges of the city there would be the usual slums where the poor lived, every city had those, but in the centre of the city there were no poor to be seen and no beggars either. Whilst it made the city look prosperous, he knew what King Borman did with the poor.
 

The palace stood on a slight rise surrounded at the front by a tall metal fence with guard posts every twenty paces or so. It wasn’t a bit like Tarmin’s austere fortress or Alewinder’s elegant sprawl of towers and spires, but more like a very large elegant house, similar to those which stood close by, only much bigger. Callabris had told him that the appearance of the palace was deceptive; as were many things in Northshield, and that the palace stretched a long way back, making it the largest royal dwelling in the six kingdoms. He had also told Jonderill about the maze which had been built at the rear of the palace and covered an area of land almost as big as the palace itself. He couldn’t wait to see it.
 

As they approached the palace up a road of black and white chequered cobbles, a squad of guards marched from one of the palace’s side doors, so that when they arrived at the open gates they had a guard of honour to direct them to the main entrance. Callabris looked annoyed; he had hoped that they would have had the chance to settle in before they were summoned to the king’s presence, but it would seem that King Borman was impatient to see them. They dismounted and the squad leader escorted them up the steps into the palace, leaving Dozo outside to see to the horses and their possessions.
 

The inside of the palace was just what Jonderill was expecting; long corridors, grand stairs, rows of doors and then more corridors, stairs and doors. Tapestries of hunting scenes and huge paintings of battles adorned the walls, and every so often, there was an alcove with the carved head and shoulders of a man perched on a stone pedestal. After he had passed the fourth one, Jonderill realised all the carvings were of the same man, probably Borman, but with slightly different expressions on their faces. What did take Jonderill by surprise was the activity inside the palace, which reminded him of a wood crawler’s nest which had been poked with a stick.
 

He guessed they must have walked the entire length of the palace before their escort came to a halt outside a door decorated with a royal crest embossed in gold and guarded by two of the biggest men Jonderill had ever seen. Callabris gave them a brief nod of acknowledgement and one of them knocked on the door, opened it and stepped back to let them through. Jonderill stood by Callabris’s side, but half a pace behind, and was grateful they had rehearsed this the previous evening whilst drying out in the way house. As the king stepped forward he and Callabris bowed, whilst behind them, the two protectors stood at the alert; protectors never bowed except to their masters.
 

“Callabris, it’s good to have you back, I have missed your presence and wise council.” He looked genuinely pleased to see the white robe, but quickly moved his attention to Jonderill. “And who have we here?”
 

“My Lord, this is Jonderill of whom I have spoken in the past. He is newly come into his powers and has been travelling with me. He seeks your protection until such time as a royal master claims him.”
 

Borman gave Jonderill an astute appraisal. “Jonderill, you are welcome to Northshield and my house and I will be pleased to accommodate you and your protector for as long as you wish to stay.”
 

“Thank you, Your Majesty.”
 

“For now you must excuse us, I have many things to discuss with my magician. My personal guard will escort you to Callabris’s apartments until suitable accommodation can be arranged for you close to his.”
 

Jonderill bowed and reluctantly left, disappointed not to be included in the king’s discussions with Callabris. Borman paced the room until the door had been closed behind them and then suddenly turned to his white robe
 

“Well, Callabris, is he who you had hoped him to be?”
 

“I don’t know, My Lord. He has no memories of his father, except that he was called Jonderill. I do not believe it could have been my brother’s protector as it is most unusual for a protector to take a wife and unheard of for them to have children.”
 

“Not unlike a magician then. What of his powers?”
 

“They are still developing. I believe he has the potential to be very powerful indeed, but as yet, his magic is erratic and unpredictable.”
 

“Explosive?”
 

“On occasions but his powers are not as destructive as Coberin’s powers were.”
 

Borman sighed in frustration. “I need to know and I’m disappointed in you Callabris that you have not found out for certain who he is yet. If he is dangerous he will have to be constrained. I expect you to find out quickly, do I make myself clear?”
 

“Yes, My Lord.”
 

Borman smiled and patted his magician on the shoulder. “Come, my friend, take some wine with me and tell me about Tarbis.” He poured two goblets of wine and handed one to Callabris, indicating that he should take a seat.
 

“I have done as you requested, My Lord, and have removed Prince Newn from society and the seat of power.”
 

“He’s not dead is he?”
 

“No, you know that I’m unable to use my magic to kill, but he’s under an enchantment that has turned him into a beast, and unless someone can break the enchantment, which, I regret is most unlikely, then Prince Newn will never become king.”
 

“And what about the regent, will he interfere”
 

“I have advised him of the situation and warned him against doing anything which might upset you.”
 

“Good, you have done well. Now for my news, I’ve been busy whilst you have been away and other plans have come to fruition. I expect you know by now that King Sarrat is dead at the hands of Maladran the black, but with some small assistance from me. In his place Leersland have found themselves a queen; a slip of a girl with no control over her emotions who has run off to help a friend and has left the throne in the hands of my Captain Malingar. My southern army is already deployed around Tarmin, and Rastor waits with my northern army on the estate of Great Lord Andron. I have only been waiting for you to arrive before moving into Leersland and taking its throne for myself.”
 

“That’s truly amazing Your Majesty, conquest without bloodshed.”
 

“Well, without too much bloodshed. I ride to Tarmin before the end of this moon cycle and I want you and Jonderill at my side.”
 

“I am honoured Your Majesty, but that may be difficult.”
 

Borman glared at his magician. “Do not gainsay me, white robe. When I ride into Tarmin you and Jonderill will be at my side.”
 

Callabris bowed his head in apology. “Your pardon My Lord, but I had hoped to spend some time with Jonderill, teaching him the basics of my craft and giving him more time in your presence so he could learn how best to serve you before we travelled again.”
 

“Admirable intentions, and I will give you ten days, after which you’ll both accompany me. Jonderill will just have to learn his lessons in the saddle.”
 

“Yes, My Lord.” Callabris replaced his untouched goblet of wine on the table by his chair and stood. “If you will excuse me Your Majesty, the time available is short and I have much to do.”
 

He gave a cursory bow and left with his protector following behind. Borman watched them go and smiled to himself. Soon he would do what no other king in the six kingdoms had ever done; rule two kingdoms, so having two magicians was only his right. When Northshield and Leersland were successfully joined as one kingdom he might consider having just the one magician, perhaps someone young and loyal to him alone and without Callabris’s old fashioned and outdated sense of morality.
 

*
 

“Why. Can. I. Not. Do. This?” snarled Jonderill in frustration, smashing his hand down and squashing the wine berry into the table. The other deep purple stains showed where he had tried to move other wine berries and they had met a similar fate. Tissian looked up in sympathy from the knife handle he was rebinding and waited to see if his master would say anything else.
 

“It’s so damn frustrating!” Jonderill stalked to the nearby dresser and poured himself a goblet of wine. He took one sip, grimaced at the bitter taste and put the goblet down heavily again.
 

“Perhaps you are tired, Lord. It was nearly sunrise before you retired last night and that’s a third night in a row.”
 

“So what! You don’t have to trail after me like a hound when I attend the king’s receptions. No one’s going to pull a knife on me in there are they?” 
 

He took another sip of wine and pushed his fingers through his uncombed hair. “I’m sorry, Tissian, that was uncalled for. It’s just that when I go to these things and start mixing with the royal court, I lose track of time and I only have a little time to learn all I need to know about being amongst the rich and powerful.” He smiled and chuckled to himself. “Did you see the look on Callabris’s face when I took his seat next to the king and he was relegated to the lower benches?”
 

“No, Lord, but I saw the look Allowyn gave you for your discourtesy to his master.”
 

“Sod Allowyn. You protectors don’t understand what it’s like to be important and to be the king’s favourite.” Tissian said nothing but returned to his task whilst Jonderill returned to put another wine berry on the table. “When we ride in two day’s time the king has asked me to ride at his side so that he can introduce me to the lords who we will collect on our way. There won’t be any ladies of course, which is a pity as I do enjoy their company. Still, when we return to court, I will have plenty of time to get to know them on a personal basis. The king said he would see to it that I met all the highest ranking ladies, particularly those who aren’t married.”
 

Jonderill rocked back on the two rear legs of his chair with a self-satisfied look on his face. “The king said that he would provide me with a place of my own so that I could entertain the best in society. I would need servants of course but the king said he’d provide me with everything I need.”
 

“Lord,” interrupted Tissian. “Shouldn’t you be practicing?”
 

Jonderill thumped the chair back down onto its four legs and flicked the wine berry across the table so that it splattered against the wall leaving a red stain on the white plaster. “I don’t need you to tell me what to do; if you’re not interested in what I have to say then you can go elsewhere and play with your knife.”
 

Tissian sighed, picked up his things and left, After all it was just as easy to sit outside his master’s door and work as it was to sit in his room and listen to him boast. He pulled two chairs together and spread his tools out making sure that his swords were easy to draw if the need arose. This was a side of his master he hadn’t seen before and didn’t particularly like. He wondered if Callabris had ever been like that and decided to ask Allowyn the next time he saw him. The corridor was peaceful and he had finished repairing the handle of one knife and had started on another when Callabris and Allowyn disturbed him. Tissian put his work down and stood and bowed to the white robe.
 

“Tissian, has your master private company that you are sitting here outside his door?”
 

“No, Lord, my master has been considering the benefits of being at court and became tired of my company.”
 

Callabris smiled in understanding. “Ah, Tissian, it’s not a protector’s place to criticise their master, even when they are being foolish. However, I shouldn’t despair if I were you; it’s common for a king’s attention to go to a young man’s head when it first happens, but worry not, it won’t last for long. Now, I must see your master for a moment and Allowyn will stay here and tell you a story about a young white robe who made a complete fool of himself in the royal court of Tarbis many years ago.”
 

He knocked on the door of Jonderill’s apartments and let himself in, noticing the dark purple splashes on the walls and the remains of squashed wine berries on the floor. “Jonderill, the king has asked for you to attend him at once. I believe he has a task for you. Would you like me to accompany you?”
 

“No, I’m quite capable of talking to the king by myself.” He stood and straightened his robe. “I suppose Tissian will have to tag along?”
 

“It would be unwise and unkind not to let him do his duty.”
 

Jonderill gave a grunt of displeasure and walked out of his rooms leaving Callabris to close the door behind him and Tissian to gather his things and hurry along the corridor after him. When he reached the king’s receiving room, Borman was waiting for him, a look of excitement on his face. He took Jonderill by the arm and hurried him over to the window.
 

“Look down there, Master Jonderill; it’s the maze that my father built. Can you see how the path twists and turns and cuts back on itself and how the side paths go nowhere but dead ends?”
 

“Yes, Your Majesty.”
 

Can you follow the path through the maze to its centre where that white building stands?”
 

Jonderill followed the pathways for a short while until he had worked out how to reach the centre of the maze and then nodded.
 

“Good. Then you and I are going to walk the maze together. It was built by my father for his magician and it’s his remains which are interred in the building in the centre. My father told me that only he and those with magic could reach the centre, but Callabris has always declined to accompany me; I think the old fool’s magic is not powerful enough. But you will accompany me, won’t you Jonderill?”
 

Jonderill took another look at the maze; it looked simple enough. “Yes, Your Majesty, it would be an honour.”
 

“Excellent. Come, there are stairs that lead from this room directly to the entrance to the maze.”
 

Borman opened a door in one corner of the room, which Jonderill had taken to be the front of a book case, and led the way down a dark spiral staircase until they reached the ground floor, where he unlocked the door with a key hanging on a nearby peg. It wasn’t until they stepped through into the bright sunshine that Jonderill realised that the outer edge of the maze met the stone of the palace wall, making this the only way in and out of its twisting walkways. Jonderill stared up at the stone walls high above his head with which the maze was made, and tried to picture the course of the pathways he had seen from above. He took a deep breath, gave his protector a curt command to stay where he was and set off with an excited King Borman following closely behind.
 

It was pleasantly warm in the maze with the high sun warming the stone and lighting the way. Jonderill led them confidently along the path ignoring the turnings which he knew led to dead ends and turning down others, following the plan in his mind. When the sun reached its zenith, the heat increased, and they stopped whilst Borman removed his finely tooled leather jerkin and rolled back his sleeves. Jonderill wished that he had thought to bring something to drink, but he hadn’t thought it would take him so long to reach the centre; it certainly didn’t seem that far from above.
 

The sun had tipped over the tops of the wall sending early shadows across the pathway when they encountered the first dead end. Jonderill was surprised but not concerned as they retraced their steps back; he must have miscounted the side turns and gone one too far. When they reached the next opening they turned into it and continued along that path. As the sun disappeared from the maze and the shadows lengthened, dark clouds began to gather so they stopped for Borman to put his jerkin back on.
 

When they took the next turning, a blank wall met them. Borman muttered an oath under his breath and Jonderill started to feel concerned. He could still see the plan in his mind and to his calculations they should have reached the centre some time ago. Giving Borman an encouraging smile, he turned around and walked back the way they had come, reversing the moves so he could go back to the place where they had made the first wrong turn. He was almost certain of where they were until another dead end barred their way.
 

Overhead there was a rumble of thunder and large, cold drops of rain pattered down. Borman went to say something but his words were lost in the crash of thunder and the torrential downpour. They pressed themselves against the wall trying to get some shelter but the rain was coming straight down, pounding at their heads and soaking them through. Jonderill could have pulled his hood up but thought that it might infuriate the already angry king.
 

“You blundering idiot, you’ve got us lost!” yelled Borman above the sound of the storm. “Now get us out of here!”
 

Jonderill nodded and set off again, puddles of water splashing up his boots, and for the first time ever, rain making his robe sopping wet so it clung to him like an icy blanket. He picked up speed turning left and right and running into another blank wall. Becoming increasingly concerned he turned around and carefully retraced his steps but where before there had been an opening there was just a smooth continuous wall of stone. The realisation of what was going on hit him and his stomach dropped.
 

“It’s magic!”
 

“Of course it’s bloody well magic; you don’t think I brought you in here because I like your company do you? Now use your magic and get us out of here.”
 

Jonderill closed his eyes and desperately tried to concentrate. What sort of magic would be needed to get them out of this mess, and how was he going to conjure it up when the best he could do was to mend broken straps and chase squeakers out of the grain store. In a panic he fell back on the most basic of magic and produced a small ball of elemental fire which spluttered twice in the heavy rain and went out.
 

“Is that all you can bloody well do, you useless bastard?” Jonderill nodded miserably. “What about summoning your protector, can you at least manage that much?”
 

Jonderill didn’t bother replying as he wasn’t sure if he could even do that but he closed his eyes and thought of Tissian standing all day at the entrance to the maze worrying about him. He felt ashamed at the way he had treated his protector but at the same time a wave of relief washed over him as he felt a sudden warmth as if someone had put a blanket over his shoulders.
 

“He’s on his way, Your Majesty.”
 

“He’d better be or I’ll have your balls for this.”
 

The first sign that rescue was on its way was that the rain stopped, and shortly after that, Callabris appeared through one of the openings followed by Tissian and Allowyn carrying blankets. Borman grabbed the ones Allowyn was carrying and wrapped them around his shaking body.
 

“Get us out of here.”
 

Callabris bowed and led them back through the opening, along the pathway for half a dozen steps and then a right turn which brought them into the open where Borman’s servants waited ready to assist their master. Borman took the pot of steaming mulled wine one of them was holding and swallowed it down without stopping, before turning angrily on Jonderill. “If you were anything but a white robe I would have your head for this, in fact, I might still do that anyway. Now get out of my sight and stay out of it until you’ve learnt to wipe your own arse.”
 

He turned and went back into the palace leaving everyone else standing there.
 

*
 

Jonderill sat miserably in front of the fire feeling odd in the shirt and breeches he had borrowed from Allowyn. Dozo had taken his robe away to dry and Callabris had warned him that it would likely take several days before he could wear it again. At least he was warm now, although he wasn’t sure if that was due to the fire and the pot of mulled wine he had taken, or his embarrassment.
 

“I’m sorry, Callabris, I’ve made a real fool of myself. I have been disrespectful to you and have looked like an idiot in front of the king.”
 

“You have no need to apologise to me; I was young and foolish once and know how easy it is to forget who you really are when temptation is put in your way. As for the king, he will get over it if you keep out of his way for a few days. If you want to apologise to anyone then it should be to Tissian. Treating him like a hound and then ordering him to stand outside the maze all day awaiting your return was unkind and thoughtless.”
 

“I know and I have apologised to him several times. I didn’t expect him to have to wait an entire day; I thought I could walk the maze in just a candle length. It seemed so easy; I don’t know where I went wrong.”
 

“Don’t you, Jonderill?”
 

Jonderill looked down at his hands and nodded. “Yes, of course I do. The maze is magic and is not meant to be walked, but I was too arrogant to seek advice and too eager to show off. There are just so many things that I don’t know and I don’t seem able to learn them quickly enough not to get myself in to trouble.”
 

“You only have to ask, Jonderill, and I’ll tell you what I can.”
 

Jonderill thought for a moment. There were so many things that he needed to know but there was only one question he could think to ask. “Who is Callistares?”
 

Callabris looked surprised. “Why do you ask?”
 

Jonderill hesitated for a moment. “It’s just a name I’ve heard.”
 

“Callistares was one of the most powerful magicians that has ever lived. For many years he wore the crimson robe, and was the High Master of the Enclave and most beloved of Federa. It was a time when magic thrived and the Enclave was the centre of the six kingdoms. Kings would travel there to worship at the goddess’s temple and seek her wisdom through the High Master. Then one day, King Brodine, that was Borman’s father, turned up at the temple, and when he left he took Callistares with him as his magician. They spent every waking moment together, and Borman was left to the none too tender mercies of a succession of tutors.
 

“Sadly, without the presence of the goddess’s temple to bind his power, Callistares was driven to madness. King Brodine asked for the temples help, but the new High Master refused to help Callistares, who he saw as a traitor. The king did whatever he could to aid and protect his friend and magician, but in the end Callistares became so dangerous that Brodine had to act. Together they built the maze that you walked today, and when it was done, the king took a sword to his friend and entombed the body in the centre of the maze. Brodine was never the same man, and died sad and bitter in the summer when Borman gained his majority. Some believe that the power of Callistares still remains at its centre, but the maze cannot be walked, as you have learnt.”
 

“Is that why King Borman tries, so he can take Callistares’ power for himself?”
 

“Yes. It’s partly that. I also think Borman is still trying to understand why his father rejected him in favour of Callistares.”
 

“He said that you wouldn’t go into the maze with him. I bet that made him angry.”
 

“Yes it did, but I told him the reasons why I cannot enter the maze, and he’s accepted it as part of the agreement between us.”
 

Jonderill frowned in puzzlement. “But you came into the maze today and rescued us and found the way out with no difficulty. If you are unable to enter the maze how did you do that?”
 

“Your protector asked for my help and I begged the goddess’s permission. Without Federa’s consent the maze is a very dangerous place.”
 

“And you used magic.”
 

“Yes, I used magic, but only because I had the goddess’s leave to do so. The maze does not allow magic to be used within its bounds, even if it’s a part of what we are.”
 

“It may be part of you, but I don’t think it’s part of me. I try so hard to do the things you have shown me, not because you have asked me to do them or because I want to do them to please you, although I do. I try because I want to do them, I want to be the white robe everyone tells me I am, but I just can’t do it. Nothing happens, nothing comes. Most of the time I cannot feel anything or touch anything, it’s as if there is nothing there.” 
 

Jonderill wiped his eyes on the back of his hand and stared dejectedly into the fire.
 

“Jonderill, we have talked before about memory blocks and how it is possible that Maladran placed a block on your memory, so that bad things from your past remain hidden from you. It is possible that Maladran saw the potential of magic within you and blocked that too.”
 

Jonderill shook his head in denial. “He wouldn’t do that, he cared for me.”
 

“Perhaps that is the reason he did it. Sarrat was a demanding master who would stand no opposition or rivals. There were rumours of him killing Maladran’s apprentices, those children who should have been sent to the Enclave for training, although the High Master could never prove it. Maladran might have been trying to protect you from his king. Do you ever recall him entering your mind without your permission?”
 

Jonderill thought about it carefully before giving a hesitant answer. “No, he never did that but once he asked to test me, to see if I had any magic. I was in about my tenth summer and we were going to the High Lord of Leersland’s estates. He came into my mind like a brilliant white flame that burnt away every thought I had. When I couldn’t push the flame away, he told me I had no magic.” Jonderill was silent for a long while as he stared into the flames. “He lied to me didn’t he?”
 

“So it would seem.”
 

“Can you remove this block?”
 

“It is difficult for me to reverse a spell laid by such a powerful magician, especially after so long. It can only be done if you have something of his which has been imbued with his magic.”
 

Jonderill nodded and went to his sleeping room returning with a black silk bag which he held out for Callabris to take. The white robe took the bag, opened the draw string and emptied the torc into his hand. He gave a gasp of shock, dropped the torc as if he had been burned and stared at the glowing red eyes of the demon in horror.
 

“Where did you get this thing?”
 

Jonderill hesitated. “It was Maladran’s, his final gift to me.”
 

“Do you know what this is? Do you know the evil it contains?”
 

“Yes, High Master Razarin told me about it. It’s the device that controls the power of a black robe. It was made for Yarrin and then Maladran wore it. I suppose if it had been created earlier, Callistares might have been able to wear it too.”
 

“It’s all of that and much, much more. It’s the gateway to demon magic which is forbidden to all of us with Federa’s gift. It would have been better if it had disappeared when Maladran was destroyed.”
 

“Yes, I know, but it was given to me by Maladran just before he died so now I keep it safe. Can you use it to remove the block to my magic?”
 

“I can if that is your wish, although it is not without some danger. I can also release your memories of the past if you want me to.”
 

Jonderill thought about it for a moment and then shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. I’m certain Maladran blocked them from me for a good reason, and I don’t think I’m ready yet to find out what it was that Maladran didn’t want me to see.”
 

“As you wish, although I think you are mistaken. One day you will have to deal with what’s hidden from you, and it may be better if it was now, whilst you are amongst friends, rather than wait until perhaps the wrong time and your past is used against you.” Jonderill shook his head. “Very well, I think this would be best done in your sleeping chamber and certainly away from the fire; removing a block can sometimes result in a violent reaction or a deep sleep.”
 

“If I’m going to get violent shouldn’t Tissian and Allowyn be there?”
 

“Definitely not Tissian, his bond with you would make this almost impossible, but if you allow it, I should like Allowyn to be present?”
 

Jonderill nodded his agreement and called Allowyn in from where he was standing guard outside the door. Callabris explained what they were going to do and together they went into Jonderill’s sleeping chamber where Jonderill lay on the bed and Callabris sat beside him. Allowyn took up position in front of the door where he could move quickly to his master’s aid if needed and where he could prevent anyone disturbing them.
 

Callabris placed the torc into Jonderill’s hands. “Jonderill, I want you to close your eyes and relax. I will hold the other side of the torc so that we’re connected and through that I will seek out the core of your magic. I’m not sure what you will feel, but if there is pain and it becomes too much, you must tell me to stop. Do you understand?”
 

Jonderill nodded and closed his eyes and waited for something to happen. He had a distant memory of Maladran entering his mind and the brilliant white light that had burnt so fiercely. It was what he expected to happen but instead, there was a feeling of creeping coldness as if his blood was being replaced with ice. It spread from his fingers where he held the torc, up his arms and through his body.
 

He tried hard to relax, to ignore the strange sensation but the cold cramped his muscles and made him shake. His teeth began to chatter so he gritted them tightly together and concentrated on the icy fingers which were wrapping around his heart, squeezing it and making it stutter. He gasped in a ragged breath to shout for Callabris to stop, but then the cold was suddenly gone. In its place there was warmth and peace; his heart slowed to a gentle rhythm and his muscles relaxed until he felt as if he was floating. A comfortable blackness wrapped him up in a protective cocoon as he drifted into a deep sleep.
 

Callabris looked up at his protector who had moved to his side and gave him a small smile. “There was no block, whatever holds his magic back is of his own making. I’ve put him to sleep so he will have no memories of what I did or what I’m about to do. Allowyn, know that what I do now, I do for the good of the six kingdoms and never speak of it to anyone, least of all to Jonderill.”
 

With one hand Callabris took hold of the torc and placed his free hand on Jonderill’s forehead. He closed his eyes and in his mind created a small flame, big enough to light the way but not enough to burn. Gently he pushed the flame outwards until it met a resistance, something soft but solid, like a wall made of a feather mattress. He pushed against the wall feeling it resist and then give until instead of darkness there was light and fleeting images. People moved around the light; soldiers with swords and flame, a man with no hands, fear and agony and death. The flame was expelled from Jonderill’s mind with such force that Callabris was thrown back into his chair and would have fallen over if Allowyn had not caught him.
 

Allowyn held him for a while until the shaking magician was able to open his eyes and wipe the wetness from them. Callabris patted his protector gently on the arm to reassure him that he was alright, and then let him help him into a chair by the fire and gratefully took the proffered goblet of wine in his shaking hands. “I know now why Maladran blocked the boy’s memory and thankfully the block remains in place despite my meddling.”
 

“Do you know what happened, master?”
 

“Yes and no. Sit with me for a while Allowyn, this will not be easy for either of us. Allowyn took the chair opposite, his face pale and tense. “It’s as we thought, Coberin was attacked and his hands were taken from him. I saw no body so I can only assume he was held prisoner until he died. I’m sorry, Allowyn, but your brother was not there to protect him or to give his life for his master. Jonderill died a coward’s death on crossed pikes, naked, quartered and mutilated. The boy saw it all.”
 

Callabris waited in silence whilst Allowyn stared down at his hands and mourned his brother’s dishonourable death. “I will never believe that my brother dishonoured himself and left Coberin to die.”
 

“I knew your brother as well as I know you, and I know he would never do such a thing, he loved Coberin too much. There are things we’re not seeing here, pieces of the jigsaw which are missing or are being hidden from us.”
 

“What about the boy?”
 

Callabris sighed and shook his head. “We’re no further forward, we still don’t know for certain who he is, only that he’s the link between your brother and mine, Jonderill and Coberin, but we still don’t know what that means.”
 

~   ~   ~   ~   ~






  

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Conquest

 

It was the first time that Jonderill had ridden with an army, or at least enough armed men to make it look and behave like an army. He had ridden with Allowyn and the armsmen from the Enclave, but they had ridden in loose formation and had shared a communal fire and cooking pot. This was totally different. The two hundred or so royal guards rode in squads of twenty five strong and set up separate camps in blocks around a central area.
 

Somewhere behind them another thousand soldiers did the same. Instead of sleeping on the ground and packing their belongings on the back of their own horses, they slept in tents carried by the lumbering baggage carts which trundled slowly between them and the main army. Each tent held a squad of men packed so tightly together that if one man rolled over then they all had to roll over. 
 

He, Callabris and the two protectors shared a smaller tent, which gave them plenty of room, as either Allowyn or Tissian were always outside on guard duty. During the day they rode behind the royal guards, chewing on their dust and picking grit from their skin. It could have been worse though, they could have been following the baggage carts and been lost in the dense cloud of dust being kicked up by the long line of wagons. Jonderill had questioned why so many wagons had been needed, but on the first night, when King Borman’s pavilion had been set up, including a large bed, carpets, chairs and tables and a special kitchen to prepare the king’s food, he learnt that kings travel in style.
 

Jonderill had also asked who it was who travelled in the coach with the shuttered windows and extra guards. Callabris said he didn’t know and then rapidly changed the subject, whilst Allowyn shrugged and walked away. They had to be someone important as food was being taken to them from the king’s own kitchen. On the third morning curiosity overcame him and he offered to help a harassed kitchen servant to carry food to the coach so he could see inside.
 

He was surprised to find that the coach only held three young people. The girl was pretty, about thirteen summers old with a shy smile, whilst the boys were younger, about ten and six summers and looked confused and scared. He was curious to know who they were, so he waited until their guards left to get their own meal and strolled over to the coach to introduce himself.
 

The girl wouldn’t speak and huddled back into the corner of the coach, but the two boys chatted about the journey until the guards returned and moved him on. The next day he returned with some confection Dozo had made from some wild honey, and on the following day, he persuaded the guard to let the boys out of the coach for a while to play catch with him, using a ball made of old scraps of leather. The boys laughed and enjoyed themselves but still didn’t tell him who they were or why they were travelling with the army.
 

Since their walk in the maze he hadn’t been summoned to the king’s presence again, although he had benefitted from eating the fine food Dozo brought him from the king’s kitchen instead of the less appetising soldiers’ fare. He didn’t mind being out of the king’s eye, it had given him more time to play with the children and to practice his magic, not that it was improving very fast. Now that Callabris had proven to him that Maladran had not placed a block on his magic, the only way he was going to get better was through practice and hard work. After his poor behaviour he owed it to Callabris and Tissian to show them that their faith in him was not unfounded.
 

However, today wasn’t a day for playing with children or practicing his magic as he and Callabris had been commanded by the king to ride at his side as they approached the estate house of Great Lord Andron of Leersland. They had been travelling across his lands for two days and so far there had been no sight of his own small army, about four hundred strong, or the thousand men Borman had stationed there. That changed as they crested a rise and saw the armies parading before them. It was an impressive sight. The king pulled his horse to a halt and waited for Callabris and Jonderill to ride up beside him.
 

“Jonderill, you are from Leersland. What do you know about Great Lord Andron?”
 

“Very little, Your Majesty. He is one of three Great Lords who share half the kingdom between them. I believe he was loyal to Sarrat.”
 

Borman looked irritated. “Not much indeed, even I know more. I’ve met the man who is both arrogant and a fool, but he has been of use to me, and for that I will give him the chance to join me.”
 

He urged his horse forward and his two magicians and his guards followed leaving the baggage train safe in the lee of a hill. As they reached the flat land in front of the sprawling estate house the royal guards spread out forming a thin cordon around Andron’s army. When they were all in position, Borman pulled his horse to a halt and waited for Andron to come forward and greet him. He did so with his Guardcaptain, speaking urgently in his ear and Rastor, grinning like a fool, on the other side. They stopped in front of the king and all three bowed, although Andron’s was less than a bow and more like a cursory nod, which annoyed Borman.
 

“Your Majesty, it’s a pleasure to see you again and a great honour that you should come in person to assist me in taking the throne of Leersland which, as you know, is rightly mine. I would have already taken the throne if it hadn’t been for this cowardly fool you’ve put in charge of your men who has found a dozen different reasons not to march on Tarmin.”
 

Borman smiled. “Great Lord Andron, it is indeed a pleasure to meet you again, however I have some bad news for you. I regret that there’s been a change of plan. I’ve decided to take Leersland for myself, but you may accompany me if you wish and, if you prove helpful, I will allow you to keep your position and estates.”
 

Andron looked astonished and moved closer to the king so the others wouldn’t be able to hear what he was saying as he hissed through his teeth. “You can’t do that, we had an agreement; Leersland’s northern border in exchange for your assistance.”
 

Borman shrugged. “Things change.”
 

Filled with indignation the Great Lord leaned forward and went to argue further but could only gasp as Borman’s short sword pierced his right eye, carried on into his brain and appeared out the back of his skull. His horse reared at the sudden smell of blood and Andron toppled off backwards taking Borman’s sword with him. The king turned to Andron’s Guardcaptain who sat perfectly still on the ugliest horse he had ever seen, his hands resting on the saddle pommel and Rastor’s sword poking him in the ribs.
 

“Well?”
 

It was Sharman’s turn to shrug. “The man was a fool and never knew when to take good advice. If you tell me how you want the men deployed I’ll see to it that it’s done without any fuss.”
 

“I like a pragmatic man,” laughed Borman. “They’ll march in the centre of the column where we can keep an eye on them, but before they do, I want one in ten executed so that the rest understand who their new master is.”
 

“That won’t be necessary, Your Majesty, they’re fast learners. One in thirty will be sufficient.”
 

Borman laughed again. “I like you, Captain; you have a sense of humour. Make it one in twenty and take Rastor with you; he enjoys that sort of thing. When you’re done we’ll move out and join up with the rest of my army. I want to be sitting on my new throne before the moon reaches full again.”
 

*
 

Lord Istan sighed with relief as the gates of the fortress were opened for him and he urged his weary horse through into the courtyard. He was tired and dirty and totally dispirited. His stay in Essenland had been brief and the negotiations a sham. Vorgret’s council clearly had their instructions whilst the only thing he had to negotiate with was the already promised hand of Leersland’s queen. He had done his best, but the promised trade agreements which he had come away with were inadequate compensation for Tarraquin’s future, and he would tell her so. Now that he had escaped Essenland with his life, which at one stage he thought might be forfeit, he would do whatever he could to dissuade her against marrying that monster.
 

He dismounted and let a stable hand take his horse away giving it a final pat of thanks. The animal deserved its warm stable and a long rest, as he did, but first he needed to report. As he walked through the halls of the fortress on his way to the Queen’s receiving room it occurred to him how quiet the place was. Usually at this time of day the fortress would be full of activity with advisors and their scribes moving from place to place getting their orders for the day’s work. Obviously Tarraquin had not yet forgiven her council and the administration of the kingdom must have still been concentrated in the royal chambers.
 

With reluctance he passed the corridor which led to his own rooms and continued onto the Queen’s apartments. When he reached the single guard who barred his way to the Queen’s chamber he stopped in surprise. This hallway was never guarded by a single man, particularly by one who used to be loyal to Sarrat. He stopped and studied the man, wracking his brain to place his name. He gave up.
 

“Squad leader, what are you doing here? Let me pass.” The soldier bowed briefly and Istan recognised him as one of the fortress guards who had surrendered without a fight. The name didn’t really matter; he looked determined enough and held a drawn weapon.
 

“I’m sorry, My Lord, I cannot let you pass, the Queen’s chambers are closed.”
 

“Closed? Where is the Queen?”
 

“The Queen has gone, My Lord. Captain Malingar is acting regent in her absence.”
 

“What!” exclaimed Istan in astonishment. “Where is Captain Malingar?”
 

“He’s deploying the newly arrived troops from Leersland, My Lord.”
 

Istan looked confused. Could so many things have changed in the short time he had been away? “What of Master Jarrul and the council?”
 

“I cannot say, My Lord. I’m just a door guard.”
 

Istan could have kicked him, but it was pointless taking his frustration out on a simple soldier who was following orders. Instead he turned on his heel and marched back to the treasury where Master Zott should be working; hopefully he would have some answers. When he reached the treasury it too was quiet, but fortunately the leader of the city’s counting houses was in the room he had taken over since being appointed in charge of Leersland’s treasury. He looked up when Istan entered and smiled in welcome but Istan didn’t give him the chance to speak.
 

“Good day, Master Zott. Can you tell me please what is going on?”
 

Zott frowned at his abruptness; it was unlike the young lord not to share a pleasantry. He waved him to a chair and poured his guest and himself some watered wine. “Quite a lot has happened since you left, and not much of it good I’m afraid. We heard that Master Jarrul was being held prisoner in Tarbis, so the Queen has gone to rescue him, leaving Captain Malingar in charge. He reconvened the council and then went north. He has only recently returned with a thousand troops from Northshield which he’s now busily deploying in key places around Tarmin.”
 

Istan was astonished. Had everyone gone mad? “If the Queen and Malingar are away, who is in command of the city and the fortress?”
 

“Well, I suppose I am, or it could be Guildmaster Jobes, I’m not sure. However, now you have returned, you are in charge.”
 

“I see.” He put his head in his hands and thought for a moment. “I don’t know what’s going on here, but something doesn’t feel right. Why would Malingar let the Queen go off on a fool’s errand without going with her, and then suddenly appear with all these troops at his back?” Istan looked up with a frown on his face. “I think we should summon the council straight away.”
 

“I can do that but it will take a candle length or two. Fortunately most of the councillors should be at their place of trade or their guild houses at this time of day.”
 

“Good. If you would do that I’ll go and clean myself up.”
 

Istan stood and left Zott to it, hurrying back in the direction of his rooms and making a mental note of what he needed to do and in what order. He had almost reached his destination when a servant hurried up behind him calling his name. Istan groaned inwardly to himself at the likely delay, and turned to find out what was so urgent that it wouldn’t wait until he had taken a bath.
 

“Lord Istan, come quickly. Master Jarrul has returned but I think he’s injured or something.”
 

He forgot about the bath and hurried after the servant, back down the corridors he had just trodden, out of the fortress’s main door into the courtyard and across to the low building where the troop captains had their quarters. A large crowd had gathered in the doorway of the common room and it took them a few moments to move out of the way to let him pass. Inside Jarrul lay stretched out on a couch with his feet dangling over one end.
 

If Istan thought he looked road weary, it was nothing to how Jarrul looked. His boots were covered in mud, and his once fine travelling clothes were ragged and filthy. His hands and his arms were covered in briar scratches, some of which had bled and scabbed over, and beneath a thick layer of dirt, his face was deathly pale. Istan called his name and Jarrul’s eyes flicked open. He began to cough and fight for breath like a man two days’ away from the grave.
 

Istan angrily turned on the gawking crowd. “You, help him sit up before he chokes and you, get some cloths to clean him up. The rest of you get out of here, now.”
 

People ran to obey his commands and Istan knelt by Jarrul’s side and took his shaking hands, whilst Jarrul gasped and wheezed as his coughing fit passed. When he finally had enough breath to talk, he sent his helpers away and carried on cleaning himself up as best as he could.
 

“What happened? Where’s the Queen?” asked Istan urgently.
 

“She came to rescue me all by herself. This beast was holding me prisoner in a cage and she came and took my place. We must go back and rescue her, or she’ll die of the cold and the rain.”
 

He broke out into another fit of coughing and Istan waited for it to pass. “Are you hurt?”
 

“No, but I don’t think being locked outside in all weathers and then riding day and night for so long has done me much good. What are we going to do, Istan?”
 

“I’ve asked Zott to get the council together which will take at least a candle length, so let’s get this dirt off you, and me for that matter, and then see what can be done.” 
 

Jarrul nodded in agreement. Istan organised servants and helpers to take him to his rooms. By the time the guard came to tell them the council was gathered, they both looked fairly respectable, but tired. Zott had ordered the council room to be reopened and all the councillors, except Malingar, were in place when they arrived. They took their places at the long table and Istan stood to speak.
 

“Gentlemen, things seem to have changed somewhat since I was last here, and I fear we have a situation which requires immediate action.”
 

“What about Captain Malingar?” asked the guildmaster from the brewer’s guild. “Shouldn’t he be here? It doesn’t seem right to make decisions without him.”
 

Istan shook his head and tried to keep his patience. “Master Brewer, I understand your concern, but I believe that Captain Malingar may be part of the problem.” There was a general murmur of disagreement which Istan quelled with a chopping motion of his hand. “I think you should hear what Master Jarrul has to say.”
 

He went to indicate that Jarrul should address the council but was interrupted by a loud knocking on the door and a squad leader entering without his permission. “Lord Istan! My Lords! I think you had better come and see this.”
 

“See what?”
 

“It’s an army, My Lord, about three candle lengths ride away. They should be here by sunset.”
 

“Is it Malingar’s men that he’s brought from the north, or Great Lord Andron’s army?”
 

“Neither, My Lord. Captain Malingar has deployed half that force in the city and if it is Andron’s army, then it has more than tripled in size.”
 

There was instant chaos as the councillors started to panic and it took a bellow from Guildmaster Jobes to silence them so Istan could be heard above the racket. “Gentlemen, until we know where this army has come from and what their intentions are I suggest we close and bar the gates and man the walls with every soldier we can find.” Everyone enthusiastically nodded their agreement. “Good. Squad Leader, if you will see that the order is given and the guard are turned out, and Master Zott, if you will take charge of the fortress, Jarrul and I will go to the walls and see what we’re up against.”
 

“I’m coming too,” demanded Jobes. “You aren’t going to leave me out of this!” Istan nodded and everyone moved.
 

From the highest point of the city wall, the bastion beside the main gate, they could see the extent of the army which had now stopped and were clearly waiting for something to happen. There were nearly three thousand men and a huge collection of baggage carts which, going by their number and size, contained siege engines. The distance was too far to make out whose banners they carried, but their intention was clear. There was no camp being set up, so whatever was going to happen was going to happen soon. They watched as a small group of riders from the west approached the centre of the army where most of the banners were congregated, although they were unable to make out who the new arrivals were. After a short time two of the riders remounted and left the centre, riding towards the city carrying a white flag.
 

“Well,” said Istan. “At least we know who that is.”
 

Malingar, too, had seen the army arrive and cursed under his breath. What was Borman playing at? They were at least a moon cycle too early, giving him barely enough time to deploy his men in the key positions he had chosen. He had planned to have Tarmin completely in his control by the time his king arrived, so that he could hand it over as if it were his own gift to endow. Instead, he would look like a fool who wasn’t in charge of the situation, or worse still, a traitor and a turncoat who wanted Leersland for himself. As he watched the city gates close and soldiers gather on the walls, he cursed out loud; someone had taken the initiative, and he was certain it was not the dithering council. If he didn’t act quickly, he and his family were in deadly trouble.
 

He grabbed Captain Tordray, the nearest dozen guards and his horse and galloped in the direction of the army hoping that they would quickly let him through to where King Borman waited with his honour guard. If he was going to retrieve the situation he needed to get to them urgently before Borman lost his patience and started to act. As he approached the ranks of armsmen they opened up for him to gallop through until he reached the king. He quickly dismounted from his horse and went to one knee.
 

“Your Majesty, welcome to Tarmin. I hadn’t expected you to arrive so soon.”
 

“That’s clear, Captain Malingar. However I’m pleased to see that you have responded so quickly to my arrival, although it’s a pity that Tarmin isn’t as enthusiastic about me being here as you are.”
 

“I’m sorry, My Lord. If you had arrived as expected, I would have had the appropriate reception planned.”
 

“Yes, I’m sure you would, which is why I decided to arrive early. Come, get off the floor. I have a surprise for you.” Borman waved his hand in the direction of the nearby coach and a guard drew back the curtains at the windows. The girl inside smiled and the two small boys waved at their brother.
 

Malingar scowled in annoyance. It seemed the harder he tried to please his king, the less Borman trusted him. “You shouldn’t have brought them here, Your Majesty; an invading army is no place for children.”
 

“Nonsense, they were eager to see their older brother, and I was certain you would want to know that they were safe and well. Now, Captain Malingar, let’s see if you are as good at putting your rightful king on the throne of Leersland as you were the Lady Tarraquin. If you are successful and I’m pleased with the outcome of our little adventure, then you will stand at my right hand at my coronation, and your brothers and sister will be proud of you. If, on the other hand, you fail me, I’ll take it as proof of your disloyalty and Rastor will stand at my right hand after having spent the night with your sister and, if he’s in the mood, your brothers too.” Rastor gave an evil grin of anticipation. “Do I make myself clear?”
 

“Yes, Your Majesty.”
 

“If it would speed things up you may take as many of my men as you want with you when you ride back to Tarmin”
 

Malingar thought about how he was going to manage this mess and then shook his head. “No, Your Majesty, that won’t be necessary, but if I could use the services of your white robe and borrow a white flag for a while, that would be helpful.”
 

Borman raised an eyebrow in surprise at the modest requests and waved for Callabris to join him. Jonderill followed behind, not sure if he should go with Callabris or wait where he was, so he stood to one side waiting to be called if he was needed. Malingar stood close to Callabris and spoke quietly for a short while so only they could hear what was being said. When they had finished, they walked to where Jonderill stood.
 

“Master Jonderill,” began Malingar. “Lord Callabris has told me that you’ve taken an interest in the welfare of my brothers and sister on the journey here for which I’m most grateful. I have need to call on your kindness again if you wouldn’t mind. I fear for my family’s safety in a camp which might soon be turned into a battlefield and would ask you to provide them with what protection you can until I’m in a position to protect them myself. Lord Callabris has agreed to ask his master that they be moved to the rear of the army under your protection if you are agreeable.”
 

Jonderill looked questioningly at Callabris who nodded his agreement. Babysitting wasn’t what he really wanted to do, but if Callabris had suggested it then he could hardly refuse. “I would be pleased to give them my protection.”
 

“Good. Please excuse me, I must return to Tarmin with all speed.” Malingar bowed briefly to them both and then walked briskly away to where Captain Tordray was mounted and waiting, holding the white flag and his horse.
 

Callabris touched Jonderill lightly on his arm to get his attention. “Come on, Jonderill; let’s talk to the king about your new duty. The sooner those children are moved to safety the better.”
 

Jonderill nodded in agreement but couldn’t help thinking that something was going on, although he wasn’t sure what.
 

From the top of the city wall by the main gate, Jarrul watched as Malingar rode towards Tarmin, the white flag flapping behind him. He had never trusted the man and seeing him riding back from the enemy’s camp confirmed his feelings. If it had been up to him he would have had one of the guards bring him down with his bolt bow, but Istan had already given the order to open the gate and let the captain in. Below him Istan and the Guildmaster were waiting for Malingar to arrive, surrounded by the city’s guard just in case of treachery.
 

As he was still exhausted from his long journey he had been left to command the walls, a job he could do sitting down on a stone block which gave him a good view of the ramparts. He looked along the raised walkway and was pleased to see that most of the guards were from Leersland and were not those who owed their allegiance to Malingar. His thoughts were interrupted by the clatter of horses entering the guard area below, and he turned his attention back to what was going on below him, whilst fighting off waves of tiredness.
 

One of the disadvantages of being in charge of the defenders on the walls was that he couldn’t hear what was being said. All he could do was watch as Malingar talked to Istan and the Guildmaster. It was obvious that an argument was going on by the raised hands and pointing and at one stage, Istan had to step in between Malingar and the Guildmaster before they came to blows. After that the discussion was less heated, and a decision must have been reached as Captain Tordray trotted off and returned a short while later with horses for Istan and the Guildmaster and a dozen or so guards from the fortress. When they were all mounted, the gates reopened and they trotted out with Malingar in the lead carrying the white flag as though it was his own, personal banner.
 

Jarrul fought off a fit of coughing as he watched them leave, unable to believe that they would just move out without telling him what was going on. So shocked was he that he didn’t hear Captain Tordray come up behind him until the captain snapped to attention and called his name. Jarrul jumped like a startled long-eared hopper.
 

“My apologies, Master Jarrul. I have a message and instructions for you which Lord Istan has left.”
 

“Well, that’s a relief; I thought he’d forgotten I was still here.”
 

“Not at all, sir. He begs me to tell you that it’s King Borman and his retinue who waits yonder requesting permission to enter Tarmin. He came to offer his respects to the Queen but on hearing that her majesty was absent he would like to pay his respects to the council instead.”
 

“He came to pay his respects with an army behind him?”
 

“Captain Malingar has explained to the council that King Borman always travels with a large escort.”
 

Jarrul raised his eyes in disbelief. “Go on.”
 

“Lord Istan and the Guildmaster have gone to the camp to discuss the terms under which King Borman may enter Tarmin, after which they’ll return. Lord Istan makes two requests of you, sir. Firstly, that the freshest and most experienced soldiers are manning the walls in case of trouble and he’s asked me to assist you with this. Secondly, that should any harm come to himself or the Guildmaster, then the city gates should remain firmly shut and you should resist the entry of King Borman into the city with whatever force you can muster.”
 

Jarrul thought about it for a moment and then nodded his head in approval. “I suppose that’s a reasonable way to proceed.” He broke out into another coughing fit which left him white and gasping for breath. “Please proceed with reinforcing the wall.”
 

Tordray looked concerned and offered his arm in support. “Sir, you look exhausted. Would it be for the best if you took a brief rest so that you’ll have the strength to command if there’s trouble. I will keep watch and let you know if anything changes. If there’s a problem the city is going to need you.”
 

Jarrul went to refuse but a wave of tiredness made him stagger. “You’re probably right. I’ll be in the guard post below. Wake me in one candle length, or less if anything happens.”
 

He made his way shakily down the steep battlement stairs, shivering slightly, and across the guard area in front of the gates. There were beds and a fire in the guard post and it was warm and comfortable. He lay down on one of the two bunks for off duty guardsmen and was asleep in moments.
 

Master Zott was more used to counting coins than soldiers, but the moment he stepped out into the fortress’s courtyard he knew there was something wrong. Usually, at that time of day, there would be two guards at each gate and at least a dozen on the walls, but today there were just the two guards at the main gate looking worriedly across at him. He knew that extra guards had been taken to defend the city walls, but to leave the fortress defenceless was not acceptable. He hurried over to the two guards who looked relieved to see him, and when asked, confirmed his suspicion that they had all been taken to accompany Lord Istan, or for the defence of the city wall.
 

Zott was reluctant to take the last two guards from the fortress but he needed an escort through the crowds to the city gates, and in any case, two guards were not going to make a lot of difference if an invading army made it as far as the fortress. He set out across the city with the two guards following but he needn’t have bothered about needing them to clear a path for him; the city was deserted. Instead of the usual mid-day bustle as workers bought hot and cold food from roadside stalls for their lunch, the roads were empty and the stalls were missing. In the market square the stalls, which were put up each morning and taken down at night, were deserted, and all the shops, which at this time of day should have been doing a lively trade, were boarded up. Even the inns were closed, although the noise from behind the shuttered windows as he passed suggested that this was where the market stall holders had taken refuge.
 

He reached the city gates with his two guards still following him and took the steep stairs to the battlements, two at a time, arriving at the top of the city wall out of breath. Zott took a quick look along the wall and was pleased to see it was well manned, although he didn’t recognise many of the men who stood there. That wasn’t a great surprise to him; he had little to do with the military except to make sure there was sufficient coin in the treasury to pay them. He joined Captain Tordray at the edge of the bastion and looked out, feeling a sudden alarm at what he saw.
 

“Where’s Lord Istan?”
 

“He’s out there, sir, with the royal party riding towards us.”
 

Zott peered out and blinked several times trying to refocus his eyes on the approaching riders. “What’s going on, Captain? Why are they all coming this way?”
 

“I don’t know, sir.”
 

Zott blinked again and stepped back in alarm. “There’s something wrong! Captain Tordray, can’t you see that something is wrong with Istan and the Guildmaster, they are all blurred.” The captain said nothing but waited whilst Zott stared at him in confusion. “Where is Master Jarrul?”
 

“He’s asleep, sir.”
 

“Quick! Sound the alarm! Order the bow men to fire!”
 

 “Sorry, sir, I can’t do that,” Tordray stepped forward smartly and Zott gave a loud grunt of pain collapsing with a knife caught between his ribs.
 

Behind him the two guards went down with their throats cut and all along the wall the city and fortress guards died, many without drawing their weapons, as men loyal to Malingar and Northshield took their cue from captain Tordray. He watched in satisfaction and then returned his attention back to the riders approaching the main gate. Zott had been right; Istan and the Guildmaster did look blurred. He laughed to himself and called down for the gates to be opened.
 

*
 

Jonderill stormed into the room without knocking, his eyes dark with anger and his fists clenched. “Out! I need to speak to your master in private.”
 

Allowyn bristled, his sword already half drawn, but Callabris shook his head. “It’s all right Allowyn; despite Jonderill’s rudeness, I don’t think he means to do me any harm.” Allowyn reluctantly sheathed his sword and left, giving Jonderill a warning look before quietly closing the door behind him.
 

“What did you do to them?” demanded Jonderill.
 

“What did I do to whom?”
 

“Don’t play your games with me, old man, you know who I mean.”
 

Callabris held up a placating hand. “Sit down, Jonderill, and calm yourself.”
 

“Not until you tell me what you did.”
 

“Please sit, Jonderill. I can’t explain whilst you are standing over me looking as if you’re about to explode.” Jonderill sat feeling angrier than he could ever remember. “I put a small enchantment on them, nothing that would hurt them but just enough to make them cooperative.”
 

Jonderill leapt to his feet again and took a threatening step towards Callabris. “Cooperative! You tricked them into giving away their kingdom. You used your magic to put Borman on a throne which isn’t his. I thought you were only meant to use your magic to do good, not to give an arrogant, greedy and powerful man more power with which to oppress people.”
 

Callabris shook his head. “I am sorry, Jonderill. I’m not the saviour of mankind and in any case what I did was necessary.”
 

“What was necessary? Was it necessary to take away their minds so they betrayed the people who trusted them?”
 

“It was.” Callabris sighed and shook his head. “Please listen, Jonderill, and try to understand why I did what I did. I may be a magician, but I still need the support of a powerful man to provide for me and protect me from other powerful men. In return, I serve that man and obey his commands. In the case of King Borman, I try to anticipate his actions and I do what I can to moderate them. If I hadn’t made it possible for him to ride into Tarmin unopposed then he would have taken the city by force. Then many hundreds of people would have died, including those three children you have become fond of and many more innocents just like them. I did what I had to do to keep the deaths to a minimum.”
 

“You think that was a minimum? What about the soldiers who were slaughtered on the city walls whose only crime was standing and watching your little charade unfold.”
 

“I’m truly sorry for their deaths. It was not as Malingar and I planned it.”
 

Jonderill shook his head angrily and sat glaring at Callabris. “I suppose you planned for me to be out of the way whilst you played your little games?”
 

“Yes, I did. I knew you would object and that would have put you in harm’s way. I couldn’t let that happen.”
 

“But you have no conscience when it comes to putting others in your master’s way, have you? What about Lord Andron, did you know Borman was going to kill him?”
 

“I suspected as much,” Callabris said sadly. 
 

“You could have stopped it.”
 

“If I had there would have been a battle and more men would have died.”
 

“And what about the men you enchanted today?  It was you who you put them in harm’s way.”
 

“They’re being held in the cells below the fortress and I regret they’ll be executed along with the other city leaders as a warning to others.” Jonderill jumped to his feet in anger and went to say something more but Callabris held up his hand to stop him. “They’ll be executed but as long as the people obey their new king there will be no more deaths. Can’t you see, Jonderill, what I am trying to do?”
 

“No I can’t. All I can see is a sad old man playing at being a god and deciding who should live and who should die. What you’ve done appals me and if that’s what magic is for then I want nothing to do with it.” He turned around and marched out of the room slamming the door behind him.
 

A moment later Allowyn slipped into the room and poured his master a goblet of wine. “Do you want me to go after him?”
 

Callabris shook his head. “No, my friend, let him be. The boy’s angry and needs time to think about what I have said. It may be a good idea though to warn Tissian that his master is upset so that he can keep an eye on him. Young men, especially those with Federa’s gift, are apt to do foolish things when they’re angry and I wouldn’t like Jonderill to do something which we would all live to regret.
 

 

~   ~   ~   ~   ~

 






  

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Right from Wrong

 

Jonderill lay on his bed, his hands behind his head, staring at the ceiling. He had considered Callabris’s words for a candle length or more but still came to the same conclusion. If Federa had given her servants the gift of magic then surely that gift had to be used to do good and not just to support the ambitions of powerful, greedy men. If Callabris had been of the black he might have understood his lack of conscience. He knew that Maladran had done many evil things in the service of his master, and for his own ends, but Callabris was a white robe and surely that meant something. Of course he had considered his mentor’s point that a magician, particularly a white robe, needed the protection and patronage of a powerful man but it seemed to him that Callabris had sold his soul for a comfortable bed and a full stomach.
 

The question he needed to answer was what would he have done if he had been there. Would he have had the courage to challenge Callabris? He didn’t know the answer to that, Callabris was a powerful magician and his protector was as lethal as any man alive, so to challenge him would have been difficult and dangerous. But could he have just stood by and done nothing, whilst the white robe did what he had done? Callabris obviously thought not, otherwise he wouldn’t have found a pretext to keep him out of the way for the laying of the enchantment which allowed Borman’s uncontested entry into the city. By the time he had been allowed to follow them, King Borman was in the fortress and Leersland’s defeated leaders were in their cells.
 

That was bad enough, but to add further insult, he had been escorted into the fortress under armed guard, assigned a room out of the way, and ordered to stay there. He hadn’t of course. He had told Tissian to watch out for Callabris’s return and had then confronted him. It hadn’t helped much, except to change his anger from a raging furnace to something cold and hard deep inside of him. Whatever reasons Callabris gave to justify his actions he couldn’t just sit back and let innocent men, whose only crime was to try and protect their own people, die at the hands of a tyrant. He wondered if all kings were tyrants and if there wasn’t a better way to govern a kingdom.
 

He sat up on the edge of the bed and called for Tissian, who he knew would be on guard outside his door. His protector entered with a curious look on his face. He had removed his armour, which was stacked in the corner of the room, but with the exception of his bolt bow, he still wore a full array of weapons. Jonderill was surprised that Borman’s jumpy guards had allowed him to remain so heavily armed within the palace. On the other hand he supposed that they were used to having a protector around, and knowing what they were like, would be very reluctant to try and disarm one.
 

Tissian looked at Jonderill and gave him one of his mischievous grins. “That took you long enough.”
 

“What did?” asked Jonderill in surprise.
 

“Deciding what to do about whatever it is that has you all fired up.”
 

“How do you know?”
 

“You mean apart from you having a look on your face as dark as thunder and slamming the door so hard it nearly came off its hinges? Allowyn warned me to keep an eye on you as you might want to do something stupid. Do you?”
 

Jonderill thought about it. “No, not stupid, but not without risk either. I’m going to try to put something right which Callabris did wrong, something which dishonoured his gift of magic.”
 

“What exactly are you going to do?”
 

“I’m going to set the prisoners free who were taken through Callabris’s misuse of his powers.”
 

Tissian whistled, “Hellden’s balls, Jonderill! You’ve got to be joking. That’s not just risky it’s downright suicidal.”
 

“Not for me it isn’t, I’m too valuable to Borman for him to hurt me too much but you can’t come with me, if you were caught he would have you sliced into little pieces and fed to his fanghounds.”
 

“If you think I’m going to let you do this on your own then you’re mistaken. Where you go, I go.” Tissian crossed his arms and looked determined.
 

“That’s not what I need right now. I need you to do something far more dangerous than following me around, and for you, something much more difficult. Firstly, I need you to get me a guard’s uniform. There are so many new faces in the fortress that another stranger wandering around looking lost won’t be questioned, as long as they’re not wearing a long white robe that is. After that, I need you to guard this door with your life and let nobody in. This room is going to be my refuge and my alibi, and if things go wrong, I’m going to need you in one piece to rescue me.”
 

Tissian shook his head. “That’s not what a protector is meant to do. But on the other hand I can see the sense behind your plan; only don’t tell Allowyn that I allowed you to do this crazy thing or he will have me doing double penance for weeks.”
 

“Have no fear, I won’t. He would be obliged to tell Callabris and then all hellden would break loose.”
 

Tissian laughed, but without much humour, and began to remove his weapons until only a small knife remained visible tucked into a leather sheath at his side. He gave Jonderill a quick grin and slipped out of the door. Jonderill went to the bed and stripped off the top sheet which he wound around his hand and up his arm. With some trepidation he rummaged through their belongings and pulled out Plantagenet’s old iron blade. A wave of dizziness washed over him and he retched twice but once he had the sword well wrapped up in the sheet and then in a blanket, his aversion to touching weapons passed. He hoped that the blade’s ability to open doors would work through the wrappings; he didn’t fancy being sick and dizzy and vomiting all over the floor every time he came to a door that needed opening.
 

Thoughtfully he sat on the half stripped bed, and tried to work out how he was going to get to the cells. Apart from guessing that they were somewhere below him, he hadn’t a clue where they were, but he thought he might ask someone the way on the pretence that he was new to the fortress and had been told to deliver blankets to the prisoners. How he was going to get the captives out was also a mystery, but he was hoping that the prisoners themselves would come up with some ideas, after all, they knew the fortress better than he did. 
 

He was still thinking about possible solutions when Tissian returned carrying a sizable bundle of uniforms. He dumped them on the bed with a satisfied grin on his face and then went straight over to the small desk in the corner and started scribbling with a tattered quill, which had seen better days, onto a scrap of old parchment. By the time Jonderill had changed from a magician into a soldier, Tissian had finished his mysterious task and handed Jonderill the parchment looking pleased with himself. 
 

“I’ve drawn you this plan which shows how to find the cells and I’ve marked on it where the guards are posted. I’ve also brought some extra uniforms for the prisoners to wear when you let them out. It’s not much of a disguise but it should help a bit.”
 

Jonderill was impressed and picked up a couple of uniforms that should fit the prisoners reasonably well even if they did smell of sweat and stale beer. “Thanks, but how did you manage all that?”
 

Tissian shrugged. “Protector training teaches you all sorts of odd things. How are you going to deal with the guards?”
 

“Bluff?”
 

“How about using magic?”
 

It was Jonderill’s turn to shrug. “I’ll see you later.”
 

Jonderill added the uniforms to the blanket roll until he had a large bundle which could pass as a pile of extra blankets if it wasn’t inspected too closely. He gave Tissian one last smile, opened the door to peer down the corridor and left. Tissian looked around the room and decided that if someone came in now looking for Jonderill, they would guess that his master was up to something. He quickly tidied the room and remade the bed leaving Jonderill’s robe, which was draped over a chair in front of the fire, for his last task. It looked odd without Jonderill in it; somehow dangerous and forbidding and he picked it up with reluctance.
 

The cloth felt rough and the coarse fibres snagged the calluses on his hands. It made him itch as well as if insects had crawled up his arm. He quickly laid it out on the bed and stuffed it with anything he could find until it could just about pass for a sleeping man with a hood covering his face. It wouldn’t stand up to close inspection, but might just do if someone caught a quick glimpse of the bed from the door. By the time he had finished, he was sweating heavily and felt as if he had spent a whole day labouring in a weaving shed. He wiped himself down as best as he could, donned his amour and weapons and took up his place outside his master’s door, straining his ears for any sound of alarm.
 

Jonderill was sweating too, and not just because the bundle he was carrying was heavy and cumbersome. So far his disguise had worked well and nobody had stopped him. He had even managed to ask another guard the way when he had become lost without raising the guards suspicions, but now was the real test; the first of the guard posts. Two guards stood in front of the heavy wooden door, which led down to the cells. They looked tired and bored and showed very little interest as he walked towards them carrying his bundle. He stopped and peered over the top of the rolled blankets.
 

“I’ve been ordered to take extra blankets to the prisoners, ‘spose with them bein’ nobles like they gets extra cold.”
 

“I could do with a blanket myself, it’s enough to freeze your balls off out ‘ere.” One of the guards laughed. “Go on then, but you’ll have to stop at level one and ring the bell; the prisoners are bein’ ‘eld at the bottom level. I ‘ope you ‘ave waterproof boots, it’s a bit damp down there.”
 

Jonderill laughed too and waited for the guard to open the door before walking confidently through and then leaning against the closed door on the other side, waiting for his pounding heart to slow and his hands to stop shaking. He didn’t think he was cut out for this sort of thing. When he had his breathing under control again, he hurried onwards, down several flights of stone steps until he reached another door with a bell pull. He pulled the bell rope and waited for a guard to open a small grill in the door and then repeated his request. 
 

The guard nodded and opened the door revealing a long row of barred doors. He could hear people moving behind them, some of them groaning and one sobbing. There was a smell of burning flesh and half way along the row was a small brazier with irons heating in it. He tried to ignore what that meant and kept his eyes fixed on the door at the far end. It was guarded by a huge man with a bristling beard and, apart from his naked arms with bulging muscles, dressed all in dark leather.
 

“That’s as far as yer go, mate. I’s the only one allowed down there.”
 

“But I’ve been ordered to take these ‘ere blankets to the prisoners,” muttered Jonderill into the blankets.
 

“Yer just give ‘em to me, I’ll sees they get ‘em.
 

Jonderill froze, if ever he needed his magic it was now. He desperately tried to think of the compunction magic Callabris had tried to teach him, hoping that this time, as his need was great, it would work. As he passed the bundle over he touched the guards hand and released his power. The guard staggered slightly, his eyes rolled upwards and he collapsed to the floor as if he had been poleaxed. Almost immediately Jonderill followed him down, the backlash of the overdone magic sending bolts of agony through his head.
 

“Oy! What’s goin’ on ‘ere?”
 

The second guard ran over to them and bent down to see what had happened. Ignoring the pain in his head, Jonderill grabbed the iron blade which had fallen free of its wrappings and swung it into the side of the guard’s head. The guard and the sword both dropped to the floor and lay there, whilst Jonderill vomited uncontrollably next to them. Still feeling sick, dizzy and with bright lights flashing in front of his eyes, he grabbed the blanket, wrapped it several times around the iron blade so his hands wouldn’t touch it, and staggered to the heavy door which led to the lower levels.
 

He knew the blade would work almost before he touched the door, and as the door swung open he was grateful that there was enough torchlight to find his way down the stairs, but not enough to blind his already bedazzled eyes. The guard hadn’t been joking about it being wet at the lower level. Half way down the stairs the walls began to leak water and by the time he reached the bottom he was paddling through water a finger length deep.
 

There were only two cells, neither with grills and both were locked. He held the old blade wrapped in its blanket to the left hand door and when it swung open he thrust the torch inside. A large man, the size of the guard he had felled and with a similar beard sat on a stone bench by the wall with his head in his hands. He looked up in confusion trying to shield his eyes from the light but said nothing.
 

Jonderill backed out of the cell and used the blade on the second door, careful this time not to flood the cell with torchlight and blind the prisoners within. This cell held two men, both of them standing in the water with their manacled hands chained tightly to the wall above them. Both looked as if they had been beaten and one was having a coughing fit which sounded like a death rattle. As he entered the cell, the younger of the two prisoners glared at him, and tried to move protectively in front of the other.
 

“I’ve come to get you out,” whispered Jonderill. “Can you walk?”
 

“We can if you can get these off of us,” said the younger man rattling the manacles holding up his hands.
 

Jonderill nodded and stepped forward hoping that the blade would work as well on manacles as it did on door locks. As he leant over to press the blade to the iron bands the older man looked up.
 

“Jonderill?”
 

“Jarrul! What in hellden’s name are you doing here?”
 

“Do you two know each other?” asked Istan curiously.
 

“Jonderill is a friend of mine and this is the second time he’s rescued me from a cell. Jonderill, this is Lord Istan, leader of the council, or at least he was. I’m really pleased to see you, but what are you doing here? Last time we met you were on your way to rescue a princess.”
 

“It’s a long story and we don’t have time for it now. I’ve knocked the guards out up top, but I don’t know how long they’re going to be out for. The other problem is that I haven’t worked out how I’m going to get you out of here. I’ve brought some uniforms to use as a disguise but I don’t think that’s going to get you very far.”
 

He unlocked the last of the manacles and helped them both outside of the cell, glancing back at the man who was still sitting on the stone bench and making no effort to escape. “Who’s he?”
 

“That’s the Guildmaster of the carters’ guild. That blasted magician has done something to him, the same as he did to me I think but he hasn’t recovered yet.” Istan stopped and thought for a moment. “Let’s take him with us and bring a set of manacles. I’ve got an idea.”
 

A short time later, when they passed through the main doors of the fortress’s cells, they appeared to be three guards escorting a manacled prisoner. Istan led the way hoping that nobody would notice the poor fit of his uniform and the small hole with bloodstains around it in the back of the jerkin. The Guildmaster, still under the influence of the enchantment and with a blank look on his face, followed behind, his hands chained in front of him with Jonderill and Jarrul bringing up the rear. Behind them the door was locked, but unguarded, whilst on the lower levels, lying in puddles of water; four guards occupied the cells they had once guarded.
 

As they passed by the upper level of cells Jonderill stopped, wanting to release all the prisoners, but Istan held him back arguing that if they released them all they would be quickly spotted and the alarm would be given all the sooner. He reluctantly agreed knowing that their chances of escaping were not very good as it was. They looked disreputable, even for soldiers; Jarrul coughed incessantly, he carried a blanket instead of a sword and Istan had bare feet. It wouldn’t take a close inspection for suspicions to be raised. On the positive side Istan knew the fortress well and led them through passageways which were only used by scared servants who quickly scurried out of the way of the three armed guards and their prisoner.
 

He couldn’t believe their luck when, in a relatively short time, they’d walked through a servants entrance hidden below a flight of stairs and found themselves in the corridor which led to the throne room. This was the tricky part of the plan. If the throne room was occupied, then the game was up, but if not, there was just a chance that it might work. They marched up the corridor in formation expecting to be challenged at any moment but their luck was in and nobody was about.
 

Jonderill moved quickly forward and touched the iron blade to the door which opened just enough to let them slip through into the throne room. The room was dark inside with the only light coming from the small decorative windows high above the double row of columns. It was also silent, so that even though they trod as quietly as they could, the noise of their footfalls echoed around the chamber. Jarrul’s hacking cough sounded like an explosion and every time he coughed they surrounded him, trying to smother the sound, until he had it back under control.
 

Istan led the way past the throne to the rear wall where a long tapestry hung from ceiling to floor. He pressed himself against the wall, stepped sideways and disappeared, returning almost immediately holding his hand out to Jonderill. “The passageway is open and, as long as Malingar hasn’t posted guards at the far end, we’ll be able to get outside the city walls. If the alarm doesn’t sound, we will wait until dark before crossing the open ground and disappear into the forest. Once there we’ll have a good chance of getting away without being recaptured.”
 

Jonderill shook his hand. “I’m sorry I couldn’t do more to help, perhaps if I had been able to organise horses or something.”
 

“Jonderill, you’ve done more than we could have ever hoped for; you’ve given us a chance to escape and live. Thank you, my friend. If Jarrul and I live through this, you will always be in our thoughts.” He shook Jonderill’s hand one last time and stepped behind the tapestry taking the Guildmaster with him.
 

Jarrul stepped towards the tapestry and then took one last look back. “Good luck, Jonderill, and thank you.”
 

“Good luck, Jarrul, I hope our paths will cross again someday.”
 

*
 

“Well, that went well didn’t it?”
 

King Borman sat in a chair covered in leather by the fire with a goblet of good Vinmore red in his hand and surveyed his new domain. He had taken over the Queen’s apartments and had been surprised at just how unfeminine they were. With a woman in residence he had expected there to be lace and painted walls, and the furniture to be fine spindly stuff of no practical use. Instead the rooms were mainly wood panelling or stone walls softened by tapestries. Apart from the room he currently sat in, everywhere else had polished stone floors, which gave the fortress an austere feeling almost like a prison. He supposed that as Tarraquin had only been queen for a short while, there had not been enough time for her to remove Sarrat’s masculine influence.
 

The place wasn’t really decorated to his taste, but he would soon change that. One thing he wasn’t going to change though was the bed. Sarrat had been known for his sexual appetites and the bed certainly lived up to his reputation. It was big enough for three or four people to fit in comfortably and had two sets of manacles embedded into its decorative ends. He licked his lips at the thought of whom he could fill them with and the entertainment he could then have with them.
 

Rastor interrupted his thoughts by refilling his goblet. He scowled at his Guardcaptain and then changed it to a smile as a thought crossed his mind. “Did you take many prisoners?”
 

“We have all the council, My Lord. They and the city’s leaders are held in the fortress’s deepest cells.”
 

Borman turned to his other captain. “Malingar, is the city secure?”
 

“We have a curfew and have already made some examples which the citizenry will see hanging around in the morning; there won’t be any trouble.”
 

The king raised his goblet in salute. “You’ve done a good job, Captain Malingar, as I knew you would. Your preparations were thorough, your plan excellent and your delivery outstanding. I think the time has come for you to be more than just a captain. How about being a lord? There are a number of estates in Leersland now with nobody to lord it over them. Lord Malingar; it has a certain noble ring to it don’t you think?”
 

Malingar bowed looking pleased. “You do me a great honour, Your Majesty.”
 

“Yes, I do, don’t I. What do you think Rastor, do you think the captain deserves to be a lord over a rich estate with hundreds of peasants to bow and grovel at his feet and the pick of the women and boys for two day’s ride in any direction?”
 

“The decision is yours, Your Majesty.” 
 

Borman laughed maliciously. “Why the long face, Rastor? You wouldn’t know what to do with an estate if I gave you one; it takes brains to run an estate, not just a big prick. But you too should have a reward, but a more fitting one.” He thought for a moment tapping his finger against his pursed lips. “I know, you can take your pick of the women and boys you hold in the city.”
 

“Any?”
 

“If they are under your guard you can do whatever you want and with as many as you want.”
 

“Thank you, My Lord.” He gave Malingar a satisfied grin.
 

“What about you, Callabris? What do you want as your reward for your part in this conquest? If it hadn’t been for your magic, we would probably still be fighting in the streets instead of sitting here enjoying the fruits of your labour.”
 

The magician bowed slightly. “I need no reward, My Lord. I am bound to your service.”
 

“Is that a tone of disapproval I hear?”
 

“Not disapproval, only concern for the well being of a conquered people, particularly those who are vulnerable and cannot defend themselves. I would rather your men took wives and adopted orphans than turn those who have lost husbands and fathers into whores and catamites.”
 

Rastor gave a bark of disdainful laughter. “You’re too prim and proper, Callabris. Why would a red-blooded soldier want to take a wife or a squalling child when he can fuck whoever he wants and then walk away?”
 

“A wife will give him sons and heirs to live after him, a whore will just give him bastards and nobody to carry on his name.”
 

“You’re crazy old man. The whores I take don’t produce bastards or at least not ones who live to be birthed.”
 

“No,” interrupted Borman thoughtfully. “Callabris is right. Whores and bum boys are fine for entertainment but a man needs a wife to bear him sons and carry on his line. Captain Malingar, do you think that the Lady Tarraquin would make me a good wife and bear me strong sons?” 
 

Malingar looked unhappy and put his goblet of wine down on the table. “I don’t know, My Lord. She’s young and healthy but is unlikely to be willing to marry you after you’ve taken her throne by force.”
 

“She doesn’t need to be willing, just compliant. Once I’ve planted my seed in her and she carries my child she will see the sense of being my wife instead of just another whore. What about it Callabris? Can you direct Malingar to where she’s being held and have her released into his custody?”
 

“It can be done, Your Majesty, although I would caution against telling the Queen of your intentions until you have her within these walls. I hear she is a very determined and resourceful young woman.”
 

“Yes, that’s good council. Malingar, you’re to leave immediately, not in the morning but right now. When you return with the lady I’ll make you a lord and find you an estate in north Leersland. Beware though, Malingar. If I find that you’ve sampled the lady’s charms before you bring her to me I’ll have your balls cut off and give you and her to Rastor for his entertainment.”
 

Malingar scowled at the threat, bowed and marched out of the room, his face white with anger. Callabris followed behind to give his instructions and returned a few moments later looking troubled.
 

“Is it done?”
 

“Yes, Your Majesty, he will be able to enter Newn’s prison and the Lady Tarraquin will be able to leave.”
 

“Good, now what about this boy of yours? Have you found out who he is yet as I commanded, and where has he been skulking all day? I haven’t seen him around and I expected him to be here to congratulate me on my conquest.”
 

Callabris hesitated and then went to answer but stopped at the sound of running feet outside of the king’s apartments. There was a loud knock on the outside door, raised voices and then a troop leader entered and bowed.”
 

“Your Majesty, the prisoners from the lower levels have escaped.”
 

“What!”
 

Rastor quickly stepped forward. It was one of his own men who bowed before the angry king; he certainly didn’t want that anger turned on him for being incompetent. “Report, soldier.”
 

The young troop leader took a deep breath. “We discovered that the outside door guards were missing at guard change and all the keys had gone as well, so we had to send for a locksmith to open the door. When we reached the first level, those guards had gone too, and as there’s only the one key, which the guard carries, we had to send for the locksmith again. We reached the lower level and found that the three prisoners had disappeared and the guards were locked in the cells. The keys to those cells were missing too, so it took us some time to get to them. When they were released they said they were attacked by a single guard carrying a blanket, but only one of them recalls seeing a weapon of any kind. The guards are still down there awaiting your pleasure whilst I’ve come to report what has happened.” 
 

“Leave them there,” snapped Borman. “If you don’t recapture the prisoners they can take their place.”
 

“How long have they been gone?” questioned Rastor, ignoring his master’s anger.
 

“From the middle of last watch we think.” Rastor looked towards the window where darkness was just falling. “Why haven’t you rung the alarm bell?”
 

The soldier looked guilty. “I didn’t think of it, sir.”
 

“Bloody hellden, Rastor!” shouted the outraged king, “The man’s a fool and you’re totally incompetent. Get the blasted thing rung and then you and every able bodied man get after them.” Borman continued glaring at them until they had left the room and then turned his attention back to Callabris. “Tell me, magician. How do you think that four armed and experienced guards were overcome by a single man armed with a blanket?”
 

Callabris shrugged. “I have no idea, My Lord.”
 

“You may have no idea but I have. I want them back, Callabris. I can’t afford to have rebel leaders running free, stirring up trouble and telling everyone who it was helped them to escape. It would challenge my authority, and I would be forced to deal severely with the culprit. Do I make myself clear?”
 

“Yes, master.” Callabris bowed and backed towards the door. 
 

“Oh, and Callabris, make sure he never does anything like that ever again.”
 

As the magician left the room, the alarm bell began to toll, and across Tarmin other bells joined in. Jonderill, hiding in an old weapons store, heard them too and clamped his hands firmly over his ears in an effort to block the sound out from his already ringing head. All the time he had been helping the prisoners to escape, he had managed to keep the effects of the magic’s backlash at bay, but once the need had gone, its effects had returned with a vengeance. He had lost his concentration, taken a wrong turning and had almost blundered into a troop of guards marching in the opposite direction. In desperation he had dived through the nearest doorway and had found himself in an old store room. It wasn’t until the door had shut behind him that he realised that it was a disused weapons store.
 

The effect was instantaneous, overwhelming him in a smothering blanket of dizziness and nausea until the ringing bells broke through his misery. He gripped his head in his hands and tried to crawl towards the door but he was shaking too much, so instead, he concentrated his jumbled thoughts on where he was hiding, and hoped that someone would come and find him. It seemed like an eternity before he heard tapping on the store’s door and the handle being tested.
 

“Master, it’s me. Open the door, I can’t get in.”
 

Jonderill pulled himself across the floor and banged the iron blade against the bottom of the door, releasing the lock. Tissian slipped through and took the blade from his shaking hand.
 

“Hellden’s balls, Jonderill. How did you get yourself trapped in here of all places?” Tissian pulled him up off the floor, propped him up with his shoulder and held him more or less straight with an arm around his waist. “We’re going to have to make a run for it. Every man and their hound are running around the place looking for escaped prisoners.”
 

Half carrying and half dragging him, Tissian guided them back to Jonderill’s room, miraculously missing the guards who had been around earlier. He stripped Jonderill’s vomit stained clothes off him, dumped him on the bed and then went to hide the clothes and fetch some water. When he returned, his master was looking a bit better.
 

“Thanks, Tissian. You’d better get back out on guard; I think we’re going to have visitors very shortly.”
 

Tissian nodded, straightened his weapons and left. He had barely taken up position outside of the door when Callabris and Allowyn marched around the corner, neither of them looking happy. He bowed to Callabris as he came to stand in front of him.
 

“Good evening, Lord, Master Allowyn.”
 

“Where’s Jonderill?”
 

“My master is asleep as he was two candle lengths ago when Master Allowyn last came to enquire about him.”
 

Callabris looked to Allowyn who nodded in confirmation. “I need to see your master, now.”
 

“I’m sorry, Lord. Jonderill is asleep and I have orders not to wake him.”
 

Allowyn stepped forward menacingly. “My master has made a request. You will let him in or I shall open the door for him.”
 

Tissian changed his stance in readiness to defend the door which suddenly opened behind him. Jonderill took in the scene looking bleary-eyed. “It’s all right, Tissian, I’m awake now. Please let them in.”
 

“Allowyn, stay here with Tissian,” ordered Callabris.  He stepped through the doorway closing it firmly behind him and looking Jonderill up and down. “Didn’t you listen to anything I said to you this morning, boy?”
 

“I don’t know what you mean,” replied Jonderill, trying to look innocent.
 

Don’t lie to me, Jonderill. You don’t get backlash from lying in your bed asleep.” He gave a sigh and shook his head. “Borman is a malicious and vengeful man. If he finds out for definite that it was you who set the prisoners free, he will not spare you just because you have some magic. Jonderill, listen to me. If you value your life and your freedom do nothing else to anger him. Please, just stay in your room and out of the way until all this has passed.” He turned back to the door.
 

“Callabris, I had to do it. One of them, Jarrul, was my friend. I couldn’t just stand by and let a friend die could I?”
 

Callabris sighed again but didn’t turn back. Instead he gripped his hands behind him,  flexed his fingers and muttered something under his breath. “You’re wrong, Jonderill, and one day, you’ll learn the lesson that a magician has no friends.”
 

~   ~   ~   ~   ~

 






  

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Deceptions

 

Vorgret preferred to eat alone. If you invited others to eat with you they expected you to converse with them, instead of concentrating on the task in hand, and invariably, they took the choicest cuts of meat, leaving you with the gristle. Sadrin was different of course; he always let his master have the best pieces and was content to have whatever was left, but Vorgret supposed it was his upbringing; when you have starved for most of your life any food is good food. Unfortunately it wasn’t Sadrin who sat opposite him, and the man had taken the very piece of meat that he’d had his eye on. He would have had the man thrown out if he could, but there were some people who even he, King of Essenland, could not afford to offend. He tried not to glower as High Master Razarin pushed his plate aside with the choice piece of meat untouched.
 

“Your Eminence, it’s an honour that you have come in person to offer your condolences on the death of my cousin, particularly as I understand that the High Master can never leave the Enclave without endangering themselves.”
 

For once Razarin was not wearing his crimson robes of office, but wore heavy wool travelling clothes, which made him look even more sallow than usual. His eyes were red and sore from the road dust kicked up by his small party of escorts, and too many nights made sleepless by his worries. If it hadn’t been so important he would have never left the safety and comfort of the Enclave, and would have sent someone else, but this was something which had to be done in person.
 

“It’s not prohibited, Your Majesty, just rarely done and then only when it’s a matter of the utmost importance or sensitivity which cannot be conveyed in writing.”
 

Vorgret raised his eyebrows in question and stabbed another piece of meat. “I know my cousin’s position as the next protector made his death of more consequence than most, but I wouldn’t class it as of the utmost importance to the future of the six kingdoms.”
 

“You are both correct and incorrect.” Razarin leaned across the table to emphasise his point. “Whilst Gellidan’s death is a sorrow to us both, he was just another young man with a sword. What is of critical importance is the demise of his position. I have reason to believe that Gellidan was not just the next protector in training, but the last that the Enclave will ever train.”
 

Vorgret scowled as he thought through the implications, slowly chewing the bit of gristle which had been disguised as meat by the sauce. He gave up on it and spat it out onto his plate. “If that is so, then who will protect the white robes, or are they going to learn to protect themselves?”
 

“Neither. There will be no white robes or black for that matter, I have been warned that their magic will disappear from the six kingdoms.”
 

The king sat back in shock. “Surely that cannot be! What of Federa and the Enclave? You’re not trying to tell me that they will no longer exist are you?”
 

Razarin shrugged.”It was the goddess herself who gave me this warning, and there’s more. The goddess warns that there is one who will not only be responsible for the demise of magic in our land, but will be the killer of kings as well, and because of him, the six kingdoms will be no more.”
 

Vorgret looked stunned and stared at the High Master in disbelief. “Are you sure of this? Can anything be done?”
 

The High Master sat back and took a long drink of wine, pleased at the impact his words had on the king. “I believe this can be prevented, which is why the goddess has given me a warning, and it’s why I have come to you. As you are aware, it’s not possible for me to leave the Enclave and the goddess’s temple for more than a few days; the effect on my magic would be disastrous, which means my ability to track down this killer of kings is limited.
 

“You, on the other hand, are a man of power with the resources of a kingdom behind you. If you were to find and slay this demon, then the Enclave, and all the other kingdoms would be saved, and everyone would be in your debt. Your deeds would put you above the other kings, and they would have to bend the knee to you. The reputation that your father and his father had before him, would be overshadowed by the glory of what you have done.”
 

Vorgret thought about what the High Master was offering him whilst he picked bits of meat from between his teeth with his dinner knife. The idea of him being greater than his grandfather, a revered hero of the six kingdoms, pleased him no end. “Do you know who this killer of kings is?”
 

Razarin shook his head trying to keep the look of satisfaction from his face. “Not as such. I had at first thought it might be a king who would destroy the six kingdoms through conquest, and this may still be so, although I think it is unlikely. It’s much more likely to be a powerful wielder of magic, who has not learnt the ways of the goddess, or had the benefit of worshiping at her temple.”
 

“You have someone in mind?”
 

There are two possibilities. There is Sadrin, who you hold in confinement in your deepest mines, and Jonderill, who was responsible for your cousin’s death and has no master to limit him.”
 

It was Vorgret’s turn to smile. Clearly the old fool had no idea that Sadrin was free and his servant to command. “I’ve heard of this Jonderill, but I didn’t realise he was a powerful magician.”
 

Razarin shook his head. “It’s hard to tell. He didn’t show much promise during the short time he was at the Enclave, but not so long ago the goddess showed an unexpected interest in the boy, so it’s just possible that he has some hidden talent within him that hasn’t yet matured.”
 

“I see. And what would you do with this Jonderill if I were to capture him and deliver him to you in chains?”
 

“It would be best for all concerned if he and Sadrin, if he still lives, were both to die as soon as possible rather than sending them to the Enclave. You will appreciate that, as High Master, I could take no part in their deaths. Failing that, if Jonderill were confined in the depths of your silver mines, as Sadrin was, and both died of natural causes, they wouldn’t be in a position to pose a threat to either of us.”
 

Vorgret pretended to consider the High Master’s proposition. “Should I do this it would, of course, place me at a serious disadvantage. My brother has the services of Plantagenet and Animus, and whilst they are inept and doddering, they’re still capable of concocting an enchantment between them. Then there is Borman. He has Callabris who, apart from you, is without a doubt the most powerful magician in the six kingdoms at this present time. You’ll understand my reluctance to leave myself so exposed based on something you believe might happen sometime in the future.”
 

Razarin scowled in irritation. He wasn’t used to his requests being denied, particularly when they concerned his right to regulate the use of magic in the six kingdoms. Knowing that Vorgret was vicious and not too bright, he had hoped that he would have jumped at the chance to slaughter two renegade magicians and to be hailed a hero for it, but perhaps he had underestimated him. He hadn’t wanted to show his hand if he could help it, but if he was to achieve what he had come to do, then there seemed to be no other option, although he could twist the truth slightly.
 

“There may be an alternative,” he said hesitantly. “Jonderill carries a torc with him, a device which was created by the goddess to control a black robe when their powers become too much for them to contain. If it were placed around the throat of a magician not yet come into his powers it would remove their ability to act for themselves but would still give them access to their magic to be used at your command.”
 

The king gave a feral grin and Razarin did his best not to shudder. “What happens when the torc is removed?”
 

“Removing the torc would have much the same effect as it does on a black robe except that when it’s removed it would destroy a white robe’s mind completely, instead of sending them into madness, as it does with a black. They would not be able to function and so the outcome for both is the same; if the torc is removed they would both die.”
 

“A formidable weapon, is it not?” Vorgret suddenly pushed himself away from the table and stood, taking Razarin by surprise. “High Master, you have given me much to think about and decisions to make which cannot be made overnight. I suggest you retire now so you may be on your way at first light; it would be unsafe for you to be away from the Enclave for longer than is absolutely necessary, in case your magic is diminished or the goddess wishes to reveal more about this matter to you.”
 

He opened the door in a clear act of dismissal. Razarin stood, irritated by being shown out in such a curt manner, but also relieved not to have to spend more time in Vorgret’s company than was necessary to obtain his cooperation. He bowed briefly and walked passed the king, barely clearing the door post before the door was slammed shut behind him.
 

Vorgret stared at the closed door for a moment and then returned to the table pushing his dirty plate out of the way and pulling a platter of sweet pastries towards himself. He licked the cream and the fruit compote off the top of the largest one and dropped the pastry into the congealing meat sauce. Behind him, a panel in the wall slid open and Sadrin stepped through, his slave pattering behind him. Vorgret looked at the girl with irritation; he had given the boy the slave to bed, not to follow him around like a lost hound, and it annoyed him that the magician still didn’t seem to know what his prick was for. If he’d had a fancy for the girl he would have shown him what to do, there and then on the table, but there was something about her which put him off. After all, that’s why he’d given her as a gift to Sadrin in the first place.
 

The young magician in his almost black robe bowed deeply and waited for his master to speak whilst the girl crept into a corner and curled into a small ball to make herself as inconspicuous as possible.
 

“Did you hear what the High Master had to say?”
 

“Yes, master. He believes that I or this other one poses a danger to the six kingdoms, magic and the Enclave.”
 

“Do you?”
 

“No, My Lord, just to the High Master himself once you have given me leave to deal with him.”
 

Vorgret laughed. His young black robe was full of vengeance against Razarin for what the High Master and his cronies had done to him, but that would have to wait, he had other tasks for Sadrin.
 

“He also thinks that I still keep you confined in my silver mines; he would have a nasty surprise if he knew you were free and plotting his demise.” He pushed the platter of sweet pastries in Sadrin’s direction and poured them both some wine. “What do you think to his claim that someone will destroy the six kingdoms and its magic?”
 

Sadrin shrugged and sipped at his wine. Vorgret thought that he knew everything but perhaps it was time to open his eyes and show him what Razarin was really like. “I think the High Master fabricates stories to flush out those who will not grovel at his feet. He knows he has no power over you but tries to manipulate you into doing his dirty work for him. His promise to you that you’ll be revered by the other kings if you remove two magicians and save the six kingdoms are lies. Razarin knows that all it will achieve is to make King Borman more powerful than he is already. If you have no magic to support you but Borman does, then Razarin will side with him and together they’ll attack Essenland and take everything you have built from you.”
 

The king scowled and nodded. “You’re right; the man’s as slippery as a sand crawler, but what if I were to become more powerful than both of them? What if I had two magicians, you and Jonderill? A black and a white working together; what a combination that would be. With the two of you I would be the most powerful king in the six kingdoms; greater than my father and grandfather put together, then the other kings would have to bow down to me.” He swallowed back his drink, his eyes wide with excitement.
 

“Taking a white robe that does not wish to serve, without destroying him, will not be that easy, My Lord.”
 

“For a man it won’t be, but for another magician, especially one with the power of a black, the task would be simple and even if it’s not, there’s always the torc Razarin spoke of. With that around his throat he would be mine to control.” He clapped the black robe on his back. “Sadrin, you must leave immediately, take whatever you need and find Jonderill and bring him back here to me.”
 

“Are you sure this is wise, My Lord? The other kings may feel threatened if you have the use of two magicians. They may join against you for such a move.”
 

“Fuck them! This is just the chance I’ve been waiting for. I want you on the way by sunrise. Head towards Alewinder, that’s where he was last seen.” He laughed and slapped Sadrin on the back again. “That will please my brother and his incestuous bitch; they wanted me to deal with Jonderill, but perhaps not quite like this. Now I’m going to wake Razarin from his dreams and tell him the good news that I am going to deal with his problem and you can help yourself to dinner.”
 

He slapped Sadrin on the back one last time and left singing a crude soldier’s song at the top of his voice. Sadrin waited until the song had faded away to nothing, staring down at the cold food on the table and then clicked his fingers. In the corner his slave stood and hurried over to him and took the sweet pastry he held out to her. She nibbled it delicately at the edges like a squeaker with a morsel of cheese until it was all gone.
 

“Will you do this thing, master?”
 

Sadrin nodded. “I have been commanded to do so.”
 

“But if you bring this one with magic back here then you’ll have to share your master’s affections with another. A time might come when your master might prefer a white robe to a black and will set him up as the next High Master instead of you.” Sadrin gave her a hard look and she cringed slightly. “I’m sorry for these words, master, but this is what I have seen others do; a new toy is of more interest than an old one, which may be discarded on a whim. Should Jonderill be more willing to share your master’s bed than you have been, he may be preferred to you.”
 

“You don’t share my bed and yet I still prefer you to others.”
 

“That is true, master, but as I have told you, I have special skills that you may find of value, and apart from that, you don’t have the appetites of your king.”
 

“You have a good point there and I’ll think about it, but before I can do anything, I have to track him down and that won’t be easy.”
 

“Perhaps it’ll be easier than you think, master. If you take me with you, I’ll show you one of the special skills you’ve bought with your forbearance, and if you aren’t pleased, you can take my body and fill it with your seed.”
 

Sadrin smiled and gave her another pastry to seal their bargain. Either way he was going to win.
 

*
 

The day had been one of the happiest she could remember, far better than anything from her childhood and far, far better than being a queen. They had spent it together in the small paddock with its emerald grass and colourful flowers playing silly games, almost as if they were children and free from the worries of an adult world. They had even managed to persuade Captain Tangier to join in their game of hide and seek, not that there had been many places to hide in the paddock and all three of them had ended up rolling in the grass and holding their sides with laughter.
 

When they were tired of playing games the beast had taken her exploring looking into the stables, barracks, kitchen and servants quarters and the few other places she had not yet discovered; only the forbidden corridor at the top of the stairs remained closed to her. They had ended the day sitting on a large rug in front of the fire in the room which must have once been a study but was now used by the beast as his day room. Much of the furniture bore claw marks and the carpet was torn in places but the fire and the thick rug made it cosy enough for her to ignore the damage.
 

Tarraquin told him about her childhood, growing up believing that she was the High Lord of Leersland’s daughter, and how shocked she had been to find out she was adopted. She also told him of her life as a rebel hiding in the forests of Leersland, but for some reason she missed out the part about her having been a queen; it just didn’t seem to be the right time for such a revelation. As usual the beast said very little. Although his speech improved day by day, he remembered very little of his time before the enchantment and his past was closed to him.
 

When he began to doze in front of the fire she covered him with a blanket knowing that he would be comfortable there until the fire burnt down. She quietly left the room and went up the stairs intending to go to her own sleeping rooms, but stopped where the two corridors met. The corridor to her own rooms was lit by candles in decorative wall brackets, but it was the dark, silent corridor which beckoned her on. She was certain that there would be something along the forbidden corridor which would give her a clue to the beast’s past, and if she could find out who he was, then perhaps she could be of more help to him.
 

Being careful not to make a sound which might wake the beast or bring the servants, she crept along the silent passageway until she reached the single door at its end. The door, made of black ebon wood, was taller than any other she had seen in other parts of the lodge and was intricately carved with the likeness of the stone monsters and raptors which had guarded the prison’s walls. Had it been her fist night in the lodge she wouldn’t have dared to touch the door, but since the stone monsters had gone and the raptors had flown away, she didn’t think that their carved images in the wooden door would hurt her.
 

Tarraquin reached out and touched the door, pushing gently on one side and smiled to herself in satisfaction as the door slowly opened. She had expected the door to lead to another corridor with rooms leading off it, but instead, there was one huge room with a vaulted ceiling and supporting pillars. It reminded her of the throne room in Leersland’s fortress, only about a quarter of the size. From the centre of the vaulted ceiling hung the strangest lamp she had ever seen. There didn’t seem to be anything alight inside of it, yet its many faces sent a gentle glow across the chamber giving just enough light to see by, but still keeping most of the room in shadow.
 

One half of the room resembled a normal sleeping room with a large bed in one corner, draped with heavy curtains. There was the usual dresser that men had in their rooms, but little else. She wandered over to the dresser and gently fingered the silver backed brushes and combs. Long grey hair was caught between the bristles, but otherwise, they could have belonged to any wealthy young man.
 

Like the other rooms in the lodge, the one thing which was missing was a mirror. On the other side of the chamber there was a row of thin objects covered in blankets leaning against the wall and as she walked towards them the light from the central lamp reflected off a corner of one where the blanket had come untied. If nothing else came of her exploration, she had at least solved the mystery of the missing mirrors, although why they were all here and covered up was still a puzzle.
 

Curiously there were no windows in the room and only the one chair, a large mound of a thing big enough to take the twisted form of the beast and covered in torn brown leather with horsehair stuffing poking out of the rips. In front of it stood a three legged table and on the table stood a delicate tree, two hands high and made of bronze and silver. Five tiny, silver leaves hung from its delicate branches and on the table, at the foot of the tree, lay a scatter of fallen leaves. At one time they must have hung from the tree but they were now curled and tipped with bronze.
 

They looked so delicate that she thought the slightest breath would have turned them to dust. She moved closer to study the strange creation, fascinated by its delicacy and the way that the light made it look almost alive. Tarraquin reached out to touch one of the silver leaves which still hung from the bronze tree but stopped, as from behind her, a terrifying scream of anger froze her in place.
 

“How dare you come here! You told no, this place mine, it forbidden to you!” The beast bounded across the room throwing himself between her and the tree and knocking her to the floor. It stood over her with its fangs bared and its eyes as red as a demon’s. “I say no come, this place for me only.”
 

“Why?” she cried, tears of fright and hurt filling her eyes. “I only came in here because I wanted to help you.”
 

“This enchanted place, you go now!”
 

She shuffled backwards away from his menacing presence, scrambled to her feet and ran from the room. The beast stared after her, its breath coming in ragged gasps as the deep rumbling growl slowly subsided. When his breathing had returned to normal and his vision was no longer distorted by anger he climbed onto the ragged chair and stared at the bronze tree as one tiny, silver leaf fell to the ground.
 

When the sun rose over the walls and filled the rooms with bright morning light, the beast had still not appeared, making breakfast without his company a dreary affair. Tarraquin toyed with the small loaf of bread on her plate, pushing it from one side to the other, or nibbling an edge and spreading crumbs around her. When she had finished picking at her bread, she took some cheese and then spent half a candle length cutting it into tiny squares which were hardly bigger than the scattered crumbs of her uneaten loaf. She had not slept well, spending half the night crying and feeling sorry for herself and half the night being angry and feeling badly treated.
 

Now she just felt miserable; being a prisoner had been difficult when she had been alone and having the beast for company had become better than nothing. Now she was back to where she had started or even worse; at least then she had expected to be alone, but now she had become used to having him around and doing things to please her. If only he would come out of his room, she could tell him she was sorry and perhaps they could go back to how they had been. That wasn’t going to happen though as Captain Tangier had told her that his master would be remaining in his room for the rest of that day and all his meals would be served there.
 

She was bored being on her own and would have liked to have asked the Captain if she could at least speak to the beast, but he had given her such a look of disapproval, when he had delivered the message, that her courage had failed her. Aimlessly she wandered to the window and sat watching the breeze ripple the grass in the small paddock like waves on a river. She thought about the days when she had been a queen and berated herself for giving them up so easily. So engrossed was she in her own thoughts that she didn’t hear the servants enter the room and clean up the scattered remains of her breakfast, or later, when Captain Tangier entered the room.
 

When he spoke she jumped in surprise. “I’m sorry to startle you, My Lady but there’s a man at the gate who says he has a message for you. He claims that he comes with the permission of the evil sorcerer who laid this spell on my master and this place, and as nothing has tried to prevent his approach, I must believe what he says is true. If you wish to hear what he has to say and speak to him, my master has given you permission to do so, as long as I’m present.” 
 

The thought of being able to speak to someone from outside her prison, especially if it was someone she knew from her previous existence, made her smile in anticipation. She jumped up so quickly that she knocked her chair over behind her. “Yes, Captain, I would like to speak with him. Who is it? Did he give a name? Is it Jarrul returned to take my place?”
 

“My Lady, he says his name is Captain Malingar.”
 

She frowned in puzzlement; of all the people she might have expected, the captain was not one of them. “May I speak to the captain in here or must I talk to him through the bars of the gate?”
 

“If he has the sorcerer’s permission then he may enter but my master won’t permit him to come into the lodge. However, if you wish, you may use my quarters.”
 

“Thank you, captain that is kind of you.”
 

He bowed briefly and offered his arm, leading her out of the lodge and across to the low building at the end of the barracks close to the gate. There was a strong temptation for her to snatch a quick glance at the gate, just to make sure Malingar was there and this wasn’t a trick, but the captain might think she didn’t trust him. As he was now the closest thing she had to a friend in this place, she resisted the temptation, and kept her eyes steadily in front of her. 
 

Captain Tangier’s room wasn’t at all what she was expecting; he always seemed so neat and tidy and yet his room was a jumble of discarded clothing, odds and ends of leather and scattered boots, weapons and papers. It occurred to her that what he needed was a wife, but as the only women who had been imprisoned here were herself, the two old cooks and a couple of elderly servants, she supposed that wasn’t going to happen any time soon. 
 

She cleared the jumble off a couple of chairs and waited anxiously for him to return. When he did, Captain Malingar followed behind him looking travel weary and strained. He gave Tarraquin the smile he kept just for her and bowed deeply. “My lady, it’s good to see you looking so well. From Master Jarrul’s reports, I expected to find you being held prisoner in a cage and in a poor condition. Clearly your captor holds you in higher regard than he did Master Jarrul.”
 

Tarraquin held out her hand for the captain to kiss. “Captain Malingar it’s a pleasure to see you again and to learn that Jarrul made it back to Tarmin safely.”
 

“Whilst I’m glad to see you, My Lady, I regret that I’m the bearer of bad news. It’s about Master Jarrul that I’ve come and have begged to be allowed to see you. Your friend had a most difficult journey from this place to Tarmin, in the worse of weather conditions. By the time he reached the city he was weak and seriously ill, and hasn’t left his bed since. He’s been calling for you, but the healers fear for his life and say that if you don’t go to him soon, then you’ll not see your friend again in this world. If he dies, the sacrifice you have made for him will be for nought.”
 

Tarraquin sat heavily on the emptied chair and looked stunned. “There are other matters as well, My Lady. In your absence, Great Lord Andron has demanded his right to claim the throne and if the council don’t allow him his rights then he’ll bring an army to Tarmin and will take the throne by force. It would seem that the laws of the six kingdoms would support his claim. It’s written that if a monarch leaves their kingdom and there is no prospect of their returning, then the next in line of succession may claim the throne.”
 

Tarraquin looked desperate. “I cannot leave; I gave my word to the beast that I would remain here if he would release Master Jarrul.”
 

“You must, My Lady. If you don’t, everything you’ve worked for will be undone; Jarrul will die alone, Andron will rule as Sarrat did, and your people will suffer.”
 

“Captain Malingar,” interrupted Tangier, stepping in between them. “I cannot stand by and let you cause this lady any more distress or to speak words of encouragement which would make the Lady Tarraquin betray the oath she has given to my master. I must ask you to leave this place now.” He put his hand on his sword hilt and stepped forward making his position clear.
 

“I’m sorry, My Lady. It seems that I must go now, but I will wait until dawn tomorrow before I return to Tarmin, so that you may consider the news that I’ve brought and decide to do what’s right.”
 

Malingar bowed once more and Tangier escorted him out of his rooms leaving Tarraquin with her confused thoughts. Jarrul was her best friend and she owed him her life. They had been through so much together and she couldn’t bear the thought of him dying alone without her being able to see him one last time, to say goodbye. Then there was the throne of Leersland which had once been her father’s. He had been a just king and much loved by his people. How could she dishonour his memory and hand the throne to Andron, a man in the same mould as Sarrat who thought of nothing but himself. How could she balance that against her own honour and the oath she had given to the beast? By the time Tangier returned, she had reached her decision.
 

“I’m sorry, My Lady. Had I known that your visitor was going to cause you such distress, I wouldn’t have carried his request to speak to you or my master.”
 

“No, you were right to do what you did. Now I must ask you to do one more thing for me which you’ll find most difficult. I need to talk with your master, today, before the sun sets. Would you ask him to meet with me please?”
 

Tangier frowned, guessing what it was she wanted to ask the beast. “Please don’t ask this of my master. He hasn’t always been as good and as honourable as he should have been but since you’ve been here he has tried so hard to change. If you go, I fear for his life.”
 

Tarraquin sadly shook her head. “I must. I wish to return to my room now where I’ll wait to learn if your master will talk with me.”
 

The captain bowed briefly and once again offered her his arm to escort her back to the lodge. He watched her climbing the stairs and wished he was better with words. She knew he was watching her, silently begging her to change her mind, but she didn’t turn. Instead she continued to her room and sat by the small window and watched the sun move slowly across the sky. When the sun at last dropped behind the high walls there was a brief tap at her door. Tarraquin stood hoping that it would be the beast, but instead, Captain Tangier let himself in carrying a long cloak lined with fur and a small silver box.
 

“Lady, I have told my master that you wish to see him. He declined your request so I told him what Captain Malingar had to say to you. My master releases you from your oath and gives you leave to return to your own lands. He asks you to take this cape, which was his mother’s, as it will keep you warm and safe on your journey. Also this gift for when times are dark, so that you’ll remember him and know that even in the darkest of times, there are those who would bring you the light of hope.”
 

Tangier handed her the small silver box and draped the cloak around her shoulders. “There’s a horse saddled and provisioned waiting at the gates. I regret that I cannot offer you an escort, but the fires of the captain’s camp are clear to see so you should be safe over that short distance.”
 

He gave her his arm and walked her to her horse where he helped her to mount. “I’m truly sorry that you are leaving, My Lady. If things do not work out as you would hope and you wish to return to this place, please remember that those imprisoned here, will always welcome you back.”
 

The gates opened of their own accord and Tarraquin rode slowly through and disappeared into the darkness. Above the courtyard, in the room which she had just vacated, the beast stood at the window and looked down at the closing gates. For a short while, there had been hope, but now, there was nothing, only to wait until the last silver leaf fell. In despair he curled up on the floor and wept.
 

~   ~   ~   ~   






  

CHAPTER TWENTY

Return of the Queen

 

Tarraquin was desperately tired, but at least now she recognised where they were. It lifted her spirits and gave her some hope that they might be in time to reach Jarrul before death took him. When she had left the hunting lodge and arrived at Malingar’s camp, she had been pleased to find that Killian was amongst them, having never given up hope that she would return. She found it strangely comforting having a familiar face amongst so many men that she didn’t know.
 

When she insisted that they packed the camp up and left that very night, the Captain and his troops had not been eager to move but, with Killian’s support, they had eventually obeyed her commands, and since then she had been urging them to more and more haste. Despite that, the journey had been painfully slow and there had been many delays for the most trivial of things. Horses had gone lame, men had the flux and Malingar developed a dislike of rising early in the morning and travelling after sunset. The latest delay had been caused by the Captain insisting that scouts were sent out to check that the final approach to Tarmin was clear in case Andron’s army were camped outside the city.
 

She sat in the shade of an everleaf tapping her fingers impatiently on her knee and glaring at Malingar. They had already argued once about the need for caution or hast,e and she was rehearsing her arguments when the scout trotted into the clearing and announced that everything was ready. It seemed an odd thing to say to her, but as the troop suddenly seemed eager to leave, she let the matter drop. As soon as they were all mounted, they set off at a faster pace than at any time during their journey, and within half a candle length, they had cleared the forest edge and begun climbing the final rise before dropping down into Tarmin. 
 

They had barely ridden half way up the rise before a large group of riders crested the top, making Tarraquin turn to Malingar to see if he was alarmed by their sudden appearance, but he seemed relaxed enough. He sat on his horse with a satisfied smile, almost as if he had been expecting them. As the riders came closer she recognised Squad Leader Tordray and several others from Malingar’s mercenary group, but frowned as she realised they were not dressed in mercenary black or even in her own colours, but in a uniform she didn’t recognise.
 

She instantly knew there was something wrong and turned to Malingar in alarm but he only smiled and moved his horse closer to hers. “There’s nothing to be concerned about, My Lady. It’s just an escort to ensure your safe arrival into Tarmin. Just do as they say and there won’t be a problem.” 
 

Tordray rode out in front of his troop to greet her and bowed briefly from his saddle. “It’s good to see you, My Lady, welcome back to Tarmin. It would give me great pleasure if you would be kind enough to ride at my side until we enter the fortress.”
 

Without waiting for her to respond he pulled his horse around close to hers giving her a pleasant smile. Malingar too pulled his horse close up to hers on the other side and the troop of horsemen closed around them. The concern she had felt when the troop had first appeared over the rise increased as the closeness of so many armed men made her feel more like a prisoner than a returning queen. She looked back to see if she could catch the attention of Killian so that he might ride close beside her, but his empty horse was being led by one of Tordray’s men. With increasing alarm she went to ask Tordray where Killian had gone, but the troop picked up speed and as it crested the hill she could see Tarmin spread out before her.
 

She gave a sigh of relief at how ordinary and peaceful the city looked. The city gates were open, the usual traffic was passing through as it did every day, and on the walls, she could just make out the usual number of guards patrolling and keeping watch. Her fears that she would find Andron’s army camped outside of the city disappeared, and she even managed to give Malingar a brief smile. It wasn’t until they were much closer and she could make out the detail that she realised things were not quite as normal as she had first thought. Her alarm returned as she noticed that the banner flying above the gates was not her own, and the guards on the walls wore the same strange livery as her escort. 
 

The row of shoulder high posts lining the road which led to the city gates were new as well, and she frowned trying to make them out and guess their purpose. When she was a hundred or so paces away she realised that what she had taken to be some sort of decorative top to each post was in fact the remains of a severed head. Tarraquin gave a small cry of horror and turned away as she recognised the first; Lord Istan with his ears and tongue missing and his eyes gouged out.
 

She took a deep breath and turned back to see who the others were, unable to hold back her tears. The heads of Guildmaster Jobes and Master Zott were impaled on the next two posts, their features intact, except for their eyes, which had been pecked out by scavengers. Behind them were the heads of the other members of the council and two others who she didn’t recognise. She looked to see if Jarrul was amongst them but of all the council his was the only head that was missing. Determined to do them honour she wiped her eyes on the back of her hand and sat up straighter in her saddle. If she was the next person to join the grisly parade then she would go there as a queen and not a weeping woman.
 

As she rode through the streets with her guards closely surrounding her, she noticed more changes. Armed soldiers in the strange livery were everywhere, stopping people and searching them or holding them back whilst she passed. The people looked fearful and worn and none of them would look in her direction as if they were afraid of some violent retribution from the soldiers. The shops and market stalls, which were usually open at this time of day, were closed and boarded up, and the voices of traders calling out their wares and customers haggling over prices were missing. Only the inns remained open, full of off duty soldiers with pots of ale in their hands, watching her as she passed by. It was as if the city had been waiting for her to return and explain why she had deserted them and left them to this fate.
 

She was almost relieved to ride through the gates of the fortress and hear them slam behind her cutting off the accusing silence. Several guards hurried forward to take her horse’s bridle and to help her down, quickly surrounding her, but before they marched her off she had time to catch a glimpse of her betrayer’s face; for a man who had just captured a queen, Malingar looked decidedly unhappy.
 

The guards marched her into the fortress and along the corridors towards the rear of the austere stone building. When they stopped, one of them opened a door and she walked through into a small uncarpeted room which was not her own, but not a cell either. The door was closed behind her and she waited as a key rattled in the lock and the locking bar dropped into place. So far she had been brave, her only tears having been for those men whose heads had decorated the poles outside of the city gates, but in the sudden solitude of her room, her resolve disappeared and she broke down into sobs of fright and anger.
 

From the other side of the room another door opened and she looked up in surprise just as Birrit, her cheeks wet with tears, ran forward and threw her arms around her. “Your Majesty, I’m so pleased to see you! I thought you’d been taken prisoner and killed and that I would never see you again.”
 

She took Tarraquin’s cold and shaking hands and almost dragged her across the room and through the door to a smaller room, shutting the door behind them and pushing a heavy dresser in front of it to bar the way. “You’ll be safe in here, Your Majesty. The men come into the other room whenever they please and do as they wish, but nobody has made it into here yet.” Birrit took Tarraquin’s cloak, bustled her into a chair by the fire and then poured her some wine from a chipped clay jug. “Here, drink this. It’s not what you’ve been used to but it’s drinkable and it’ll help to bring the colour back to your cheeks and stop you shaking so much.”
 

Tarraquin gratefully took the wine and drank it down ignoring the slightly bitter taste. She wiped her eyes on the back of her hand. “Birrit, what has happened here? Who has taken the city?”
 

“You’ve seen the heads?” Tarraquin nodded. “Lord Istan tried to escape but that magician followed him and he was captured and then they did that terrible thing to him. They made all of us in the fortress watch as they tortured him and as they hacked off the heads of the others. They said it was a lesson in obedience, and that, or worse would happen to anyone who disobeyed them or tried to escape. Since then, we’ve all lived in fear of our lives.”
 

“What about Master Jarrul, did he return here?”
 

Birrit nodded and tears filled her eyes. “He was captured too but escaped along with Lord Istan and the Guildmaster. It is said that the magician murdered him when he tried to get away from them so they left his body where he’d been killed to feed the sly hunters. Two guards lost their heads in his place.”
 

Tarraquin wiped her eyes and resolved that they were the last tears she was going to shed; compared to Birrit and others like her, she had escaped lightly so far. She put a comforting arm around her maid. “Oh Birrit, that’s awful, I know you too were fond of Jarrul.” She waited for Birrit to stop crying before going on. “Who are these people and what are they doing here?”
 

“They’re King Borman’s men and some are from the army of Great Lord Andron who was also killed. They tricked their way into the city using that magic worker and now Borman has declared himself king of Leersland. He says that the two kingdoms are going to be joined as one and that it’ll be called Borland, after him.”
 

Tarraquin shook her head in dismay; so much had happened in such a short time that she was almost afraid to ask any more questions. She looked around the small sleeping chamber trying to find something familiar, something to hang on to whilst she tried to come to terms with what had happened, but there was nothing she recognised. In fact there was something missing. She took a deep breath to ask her last question.
 

“Where’s Sheevar?”
 

Birrit looked down at her hands letting her tears fall onto them. “The Guardcaptain, the one who tortured Lord Istan, he took a fancy to Sheevar. He came one night before we thought to barricade ourselves in here. He said he wanted her, but Sheevar had got used to being free and she forgot a whore’s first lesson. I got away with some bruises, but Sheevar tried to fight him off and he killed her. There used to be a carpet in the other room, but it was covered in blood so I rolled her body in it and some friends from the whore house took her away and buried her.
 

Tarraquin sat back in her chair, too stunned and miserable to talk any more. So many people had suffered for her stupidity. She had been a fool leaving her throne in the hands of that smooth-tongued sand crawler. What’s more she had been an even bigger fool not to realise that a mercenary captain with five hundred men suddenly turning up out of the blue to support her could not just be a coincidence or a stroke of luck. Jarrul had tried to warn her but she had ignored him, so taken up was she with her own plans and ambitions. Somehow she would get out of this mess and get her throne back, but without Jarrul by her side, it was going to be very difficult.
 

*
 

Borman watched Tarraquin arrive from one of the fortress’s windows and was pleased with his decision to retrieve her from the beast’s clutches. From the way she had ridden into the courtyard it was obvious that she was a confident horsewoman and had clearly not been cowed by the sight of her friends’ heads adorning the pikes on the road to Tarmin’s gates. When she had dismounted and was being escorted inside to what she must have thought would be a prison cell, she had held her head high and looked resolute. At least he thought she had; it was a bit difficult to make out the detail from where he stood above the fortress entrance. 
 

He was pleased that she wasn’t wailing or fainting as most of the women he knew would be doing under the same circumstances. If she had he wouldn’t have bothered any further with her, but would have ordered her head to join the others outside the gates. As it was he rubbed his hands together in anticipation; he liked his women feisty, and as long as she said nothing if he took his pleasures elsewhere when the fancy took him, she might make a passably good wife.
 

When he was tired of looking out of the window and contemplating her arrival, he returned to his own rooms to rest, whilst his servants made arrangements to entertain his guest. Later, when he woke, two comfortable chairs had been placed across from each other by the fire and a light evening meal had been laid out on the tables beside the chairs and covered with a cloth. He had chosen a sweet and fruity Vinmore blush wine to go with it, although it wasn’t really to his taste, but ladies seemed to like it. Under normal circumstances he would have met with a defeated adversary at their place of execution or, perhaps, if they were particularly penitent, in their death cell, but somehow iron bars, soiled straw and the smell of death didn’t seem appropriate when proposing marriage. 
 

He had also thought of meeting in the throne room or the receiving room, but since the last time she would have been in them they were hers, he thought it a bit crass. Instead he had chosen his own private rooms, comfortable, but hardly intimate, with Callabris and his protector standing by the door looking stern and intimidating and Rastor giving Allowyn dirty looks, three places to the left. It could have been worse though; he could have invited Jonderill and his protector along as well which would have made a really happy little party.
 

However, as he had only invited them here to introduce them to the girl, they wouldn’t be staying for too long and then he would be alone with her with plenty of time to become intimate, which was another good reason to meet in his own rooms. He sat in one of the soft chairs, waved his hand and Rastor refilled his wine goblet, placing the silver pitcher back on the dresser before taking up his previous position.
 

A knock on the door interrupted his thoughts and he sat up in anticipation of meeting his guest, but when the door opened it was only Malingar, and he sat back with a disappointed sigh. Malingar, with a strange look on his face, crossed the room ignoring the presence of the white robe and his protector and bowed briefly to his king. Borman nodded back in casual acknowledgement of his presence, not quite certain what the captain was doing there. Then he jumped in surprise as Malingar took two quick paces to the left and grabbed Rastor by his throat. Fighting in his presence was unheard of but within moments Malingar had blooded Rastor’s face with his gloved hand, both had drawn knives and were rolling on the floor doing their best to stick each other somewhere where it would be fatal.
 

Borman screamed and almost immediately the room was filled with guards pulling the two snarling antagonists apart. The biggest of his personal guards, built like a tree, held Malingar by a thick arm around his throat and a blade at his ribs whilst the other guard, only a finger width shorter but equally as broad, restrained Rastor in an arm lock, fit to break his shoulder and with a knife at his throat. The two glared and hissed at each other as if their king didn’t exist. By the door Allowyn, who had made no effort to intervene, looked on with a slight smile on his face and a hand on his sword in case the fight moved in the direction of his master.
 

“What in hellden’s name do you think you are doing?” screamed Borman. “I’ll have your bloody heads for this you stupid buggers! Now tell me what’s going on.”
 

Malingar strained against the man with his arm around his throat, his teeth bared and his hands balled into fists. “This bastard has raped my sister and has murdered my little brother. If I get my hands on him I’ll rip his bloody balls off and stuff them down his fucking throat!”
 

Rastor smiled and eased back into his restraining guard easing the pressure on his arm twisted behind his back. “You would have enjoyed her yourself, My Lord. She was a bit skinny but still a good fuck, a pity the boy interfered and I had to swat him out of the way”
 

“You bloody well killed him you bastard!” screamed Malingar.
 

“Rastor shrugged. “It was his own fault, he shouldn’t have pulled a knife on me.”
 

Malingar screamed in rage again and almost broke away from his captor’s grasp. “If I ever get near you I’ll make sure you never stick your prick anywhere ever again!”
 

“Enough!” shouted Borman. “What in hellden’s name do you think you were doing Rastor? Malingar is my man, not some sort of pressed peasant who needs to be taught a lesson.”
 

“My apologies, Lord, but you said that anyone in my charge was mine to do with as I wished and as you placed them in my charge I took you at your word.”
 

“Bugger, Rastor, but you’re a thick sod, I didn’t mean them.” He sighed and shook his head. “I’m sorry Malingar, we’ll bury your brother with full honours and if your sister has Rastor’s bastard I’ll give it a title and some lands. You, Rastor, will pay Malingar a thousand gellstart in compensation.”
 

“A thousand gellstart! My lord, he wasn’t worth that, he was only ten summers old.”
 

“Oh, very well, five hundred. Now enough, both of you, I have more important things to attend to and I don’t need you hissing and spitting at each other. Guards, release them but if either of them makes a move against the other kill them both.”
 

The guards released their hold and stepped back leaving Malingar and Rastor glaring at each other. There was a knock on the door and the king smiled in anticipation and waved everyone into their places.
 

“Now behave yourself and try to act as gentlemen. I’m going to introduce you to my future wife.”
 

Despite all that had happened, Tarraquin was ready for the confrontation. Birrit had woken her just before the sun set with the news that she was to attend the king. The summons itself came as no surprise, only the fact that she had been given a candle length to prepare. She used the time well, washing off the grime of the road and changing into a plain green dress with galloping horses embroidered around the hem.
 

She would have liked to have worn her crown, but as that was missing she hoped that her use of Leersland’s symbol would not be lost on the usurper. With Birrit’s help she let her hair fall in long auburn curls and applied just enough cosmetics to highlight her brown eyes and to hide her paleness. When her escort arrived she was ready, the dull ache of misery inside of her replaced with determination. If she was going to die then she would die fighting. 
 

A guard opened the door and she stepped through into a large sitting room which she knew well. She had expected to be lorded over, to be forced to kneel and beg for her life, but instead, everyone just stared at her without saying a word. It was as if she had unexpectedly interrupted them, and instead of looking threatening, her enemies looked distraught, smug or slightly amused. Her confidence increased slightly. The tall thin one with the amused smile walked forward and bowed briefly. She guessed who he was and held out her hand which he lightly kissed.
 

“My Lady, it’s a pleasure to welcome you back to Tarmin, although I regret that the place has changed hands whilst you have been away.”
 

“Thank you, My Lord. I hope you have settled comfortably into my home?”
 

He gave a little laugh. “Not quite yet but I’m working on it. Now let me introduce you to my councillors and then they can disappear and we can talk of more important matters. This is Guardcaptain Rastor who orders my military affairs.”
 

Rastor came to attention and she looked him up and down. She would take that smug look off his face. “So you are the bastard who rapes and murders defenceless women and tortures innocent people for your own gratification. You behave like an animal and dishonour your king.” She didn’t wait for an introduction but turned to where Malingar stood. “Yes, I know you. You have no honour either and are no better than he is. You pledge your support and then betray those who trust in you. Your king must be proud of having such a dirt crawler at his side.”
 

Borman smiled in amusement. “My my, you don’t mince words do you? Let me introduce you to Callabris. At least you will like him; he’s responsible for removing a beast from society and of course opening the gates of its prison to let you escape.” 
 

“You, white robe, are the most despicable of them all amongst this pack of curs. You use your magic to do evil, creating abominations and monsters and hunting innocent men down like they were animals to be slaughtered. Your corruption of magic stains the name of your goddess.”
 

She turned back to the king and took another deep breath. “And as for you, Your Majesty, you think you are so high and mighty, and that by having powerful minions to do your bidding you are worthy to rule this kingdom. Do you really think that allowing the rape of defenceless women and the slaughter of innocent men is a noble undertaking and that the people will love and revere you for it? No, they will despise you, Borman, as do I. You have no idea of what it is to be a king, a leader of men and a protector of the weak.”
 

Borman burst out laughing, delighted by her outburst. “You’re right, My Lady, I don’t have those sensitivities which you seem to value so much. On the other hand I have no desire to be loved by the peasants, only obeyed, and I have my minions here to serve me and to ensure that it happens.”
 

“You’re mistaken My Lord. Those you have chosen to serve you are a pack of avaricious sly hunters who are better at serving their own needs than upholding your right to be the legitimate ruler of two kingdoms.”
 

“By the goddess’s tits, madam, you are something special when you’re angry and every bit as exciting as Malingar said.” He turned to the others and waved them in the direction of the door. “You can all go and Malingar, Rastor, remember what I said. Any fighting and you’re both dead.” 
 

He turned back to Tarraquin, took her hand and led her to a chair. She sat whilst Borman poured her some wine feeling a bit breathless from her outburst and very surprised that she still had her head on her shoulders. Borman removed the cloth from the delicate array of food and indicated that she should help herself. Instead she sipped her wine trying hard not to grimace at the sickly sweet taste but failing miserably. The king laughed and took her goblet away pouring the expensive wine out of the window and replacing it with the deep red he preferred before taking his seat opposite her.
 

“You know, you and I would make a magnificent pairing, me ruling the kingdom with an iron hand, showing the people what manhood is about and you producing my heirs on demand.”
 

“I think you have it wrong, My Lord. If you wish to rule Borland well and have designs on the other kingdoms you need someone by your side who can offer you more than just heirs. You need someone who can curb your excesses, someone who knows about those things which never enter your mind like honour, fairness and justice. That’s how you get the best out of people, by valuing them, not setting your hounds on them to tear and rend.”
 

Borman laughed. “Hellden’s balls lady, but you are a feisty one. I hope you are like this in bed! Tell me, My Lady, will you be my queen and sit at my feet whilst I rule the six kingdoms?”
 

She shuddered at the idea. If she could she would rather bury a dagger in his unfeeling heart. “Do I have any choice?”
 

“Of course, there are always choices. In your case you can either marry me or entertain Rastor and my troops.”
 

“In that case, My Lord, I would be honoured to be your bride as soon as arrangements can be made.”
 

He smiled in delight and stood holding his hand out to her. “Good. We could seal our agreement now; my sleeping chamber is just through that door.”
 

She stood as well, trying to look stern instead of terrified. “As I said, one of the things I will bring to this marriage is an insight into those things which you may not have thought about, such as the lack of honour in sleeping together before we are wed. Now if you will excuse me, My Lord, it’s been a long and exceedingly difficult day and I would like to retire.”
 

Borman grunted in displeasure and poured himself some more wine. “Very well, you may go, but not back to those tiny, dingy rooms at the rear of the fortress. As my future wife you deserve better.” He called for the guard. “Take her ladyship to the special guest rooms, fetch her maid and see that she is comfortable.” He took her hand and kissed her finger tips. “I look forward to you and me joining together at the earliest opportunity.”
 

*
 

Tarraquin lay awake thinking about what she had done and wondered if Istan and Jarrul would have condemned her for doing the only thing she could do to save her own life. Malingar clearly didn’t approve by the look on his face when she had seen him after leaving Borman’s room, but that didn’t matter anymore. Any feelings she might have had for him had been extinguished by his betrayal.
 

The approval of Istan and Jarrul, had they been able to give it, was important to her, but even though they were dead she guessed they would have said that she had done the right thing. It was better that she lived and tried to change things rather than giving her life away, although she wasn’t quite sure if she would have agreed with them. Surprisingly, in the short time they had together, Birrit had supported her, reminding her of a whore’s first rule. Perhaps that is what she was, a whore selling her soul for a few more days of life.
 

Disturbed by the thought, she sat up and pulled the blanket higher around her, uncomfortable at having nothing to wear in bed. Trying to move her thoughts to something less depressing she studied the room with some disapproval. It was a sumptuous affair with long drapes covering the walls, several loungers with piles of cushions, and a huge bed with lacy curtains, ribbons and bows. She couldn’t recall seeing it when she had lived in the fortress, although she was certain she would have remembered it, as it was definitely not to her taste. Perhaps Borman had meant to please her by giving her these fancy rooms instead of returning her to the drab suite at the rear of the fortress. In the morning she would have to arrange for her personal belongings to be moved in and, if she could, some of the ribbons and bows to be moved out.
 

If Borman allowed, she could move Birrit in on a permanent basis as well and then she wouldn’t feel so alone. She started to redesign the room in her head but was startled when one of the drapes suddenly parted and Borman sauntered into the room. Hastily she pulled the blanket up higher and tried not to look like a startled hopper whilst her heart rate increased rapidly. He had changed from his formal wear into a long robe tied at the waist but lacking any other fastenings. He strolled over to the bed and looked down at her, a pleased smile on his face.
 

“Well, My Lady, what do you think to my special guest room? I had it decorated especially for my female visitors and so conveniently placed, don’t you think, next to my own sleeping chamber.”
 

“It’s very pretty, My Lord, only a little too frivolous for my taste.”
 

“That’s easily remedied. We can use my room; the bed is bigger and it has some interesting devices built in which might enhance my pleasure.”
 

She pulled the blanket still higher around her so only her head showed. “I don’t know what you can mean, My Lord.”
 

Borman continued to smile at her, a grin that made her blood run cold. “Don’t you? Then I’ll make it plain. I’ve come to sample the goods I have just bought.”
 

“But we are not yet married.”
 

He laughed. “That’s just a formality and so old fashioned. You didn’t really think I would wait until then, did you?”
 

He reached down and tried to pull the blanket out of her hands but she resisted so he slapped her sharply across her face with the back of his hand. Tarraquin gave a cry of shock and let go of the blanket as he ripped it from her hands, leaving her exposed on the bed.
 

Borman looked down, the smile gone from his face replaced by something much more feral. “Ah yes, very nice and as yet unblemished.” He reached down and took her breast in his hand squeezing it and then pulling on the nipple making her squirm and cry out. “Malingar tells me you are a virgin, so I’m really going to enjoy this.”
 

He pulled the tie at his waist so that the robe came open and then fell to the ground exposing his raised manhood. With a chuckle of anticipation he climbed onto her, forcing her legs apart with his knee and lent across her body taking her breast into his mouth and biting down hard. Tarraquin gasped under his weight and the pain in her breast and then cried out as he thrust himself inside of her, grunting with pleasure, harder and faster until he came to a climax. She squeezed her eyes tightly closed so she didn’t have to look at him, her only thoughts, the advice Sheevar had given her a lifetime ago.
 

When he had finished he rolled off her and picked his robe up off the floor giving her one last look before replacing the blanket over her naked body. “Yes, very nice though it’s a pity you can only be a virgin once. Tomorrow night you’ll come to my bed and we’ll try something different.”
 

He draped the robe over his shoulders and left the same way as he had entered, closing the drapes behind him.
 

~   ~   ~   ~   ~






  

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

Duty and Devotion

 

Jonderill came to the conclusion that he didn’t like living in the fortress. The place was always dark and cold and even when he was sitting by the fire he felt chilled to the bone, which was odd because his white robe should have kept him warm. He knew it wasn’t just the cold; there was something about the place which seemed to suck the life out of him, leaving him feeling hollow and dispirited. Of course it wasn’t the fault of the fortress at all; after all it was only stone and wood. Perhaps it was the changes in his life which made him feel as if, somewhere, he had taken a wrong turning, and his road was taking him somewhere dark and dreary, when he actually wanted to find somewhere where the sun shone and the birds sang.
 

It wasn’t just him either; Tissian had been quiet and tense, jumping at shadows and challenging anyone who came near his master. They had talked about their feelings and had both come to the same conclusion; life had changed for them the first day they had come in sight of Tarmin’s city walls. He would have liked to have talked to Callabris about it, but that was another problem. Since the incident with the escaped prisoners they had only spoken once and then very briefly.
 

Like everyone else in the fortress he had been commanded to watch the torture and execution of Istan and the others. It had been a sickening spectacle, and he had felt both guilty for being the cause of such suffering and relieved that Jarrul had been spared such a grisly end. Callabris had stopped him as they were leaving the execution and he had expected a lecture on the consequences of interfering in other people’s lives. Instead Callabris had put his arm around his shoulders and told him not to mourn his friend as not everything was always what it seemed.
 

If Callabris had thought to comfort him he was mistaken; all his words had done was to confuse him and make him feel even more depressed. He hadn’t seen Callabris since then, tied up as he was with the king’s business, but Tissian had spoken with Allowyn and it was he who had told them about this small, hidden courtyard. It was enclosed, mostly cobbled and a bit of an oddity really. Apart from the front courtyard and the stables, there were no open areas behind the walls of the fortress, but this one existed, tucked away in a corner where the fortress wall met the city wall at an angle.
 

A single, white bark tree with green tinged, silver leaves grew through a hole in the cobbled yard and several clay pots contained plants with colourful leaves but no flowers. He supposed that as the sun only topped the surrounding walls each day for just a candle length or two, flowers wouldn’t stand much chance of blooming. One thing was certain though; someone else apart from Allowyn knew about the courtyard as the small patch of earth around the tree was free of weeds and the plants were fresh and well watered.
 

For a while he had watched Tissian practice, his movements cramped by the confined space in the courtyard, and his face dark with a scowl of concentration. Tissian hadn’t said anything but he knew that the strain of constantly being on his guard and inside the walls of the fortress was wearing him down. Of course they could have ridden out of the city with an armed escort, but he couldn’t see the point and Tissian would not permit others, apart from himself, to watch his devotions. Instead he sat with his back against the wall, his thoughts as thick and as tangled as soggy wool and Tissian stood guard at the door.
 

A commotion by the door made him look up as Tissian confronted two guards in Northshield livery. He recognised the men from the executions; they were the ones who had stood at Rastor’s side and had held the prisoners whilst the Guardcaptain had hacked off their heads. Without much interest he watched as Tissian faced up to them like a fighting cock, and was then surprised to see them suddenly leave and his protector bow and step back to let two cloaked figures into the courtyard. Perhaps the courtyard belonged to these two and they were the ones who cared for the plants. He hoped they wouldn’t want him to leave; he really didn’t want to go back to his cold room and cheerless fire.
 

The two strangers crossed to where he sat on the wooden bench by the wall and the taller of the two slipped back her hood. He stared at her certain that he knew her from somewhere but his dull mind just couldn’t place her.
 

“Jonderill?” He knew the voice too but still couldn’t think who she was. “It is you, Jonderill. Don’t you recognise me? It’s Tarraquin.”
 

Now he remembered, or nearly remembered. She had saved him from something or someone in the past or something like that. Suddenly the memory of a girl with long auburn hair telling him that one day she would be his wife flashed through his mind and he jumped to his feet and gave her a big smile. 
 

“Lady Tarraquin! My apologies, my mind is like mud these days. Come and sit down, you don’t look well.” He took her cold hands and helped her to sit on the stone bench next to him. Tears started to fall from her eyes making him squirm nervously; dealing with weeping women was something of which he had no experience. “What’s the matter, My Lady? Is it something I can help with?”
 

Tarraquin shook her head, too upset to speak, but Birrit didn’t have that problem, so she pushed back her hood and told him the whole sorry tale, including the way Borman was treating her mistress. 
 

Tissian left his place by the door to listen as well, his hands gripping his swords as if he were about to use them on someone. “Master, what are we going to do about this?” he asked angrily. “We cannot leave the lady and her maid here; it’s only a matter of time before Borman will forget himself and go too far, then the lady’s life will be worth nothing.”
 

“You’re right, Tissian, what do you suggest?”
 

“We have to get them away from Borman and this place as soon as we can, tonight if possible.”
 

Tarraquin looked up and wiped her eyes. “You can’t. I’m guarded wherever I go by Rastor’s thugs and even if I could get away from them and out of the city, Borman would send one of his cursed white robes after me and that would make things worse for everyone.”
 

Jonderill shook his head trying to understand what she was talking about. “Why would Callabris go after you?”
 

She looked at him in surprise. “Don’t you know? It was Callabris who tracked Istan and the others down and murdered Jarrul.”
 

He gave a groan of anguish and put his head in his hands. It had been bad enough that Callabris had used his magic to help Borman enter Tarmin unopposed and despite the magician’s explanation he still thought that Callabris had been wrong. But to then track down the innocent men that Callabris knew he had rescued, murder his friend and watch the others being tortured and killed was a misuse of Federa’s gift and a betrayal that he could never forgive.
 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t know. It seems that these past days my mind has been dull and I have missed so much of what has been going on, but that is about to change.” He stood, looking determined. “I don’t like what Callabris has done, so I’m going to put a stop to it and if I can, I will make up for some of the evil things he has been doing with his magic. My Lady, do you remember the hidden passageway I told you about last time we met?” Tarraquin nodded. “We’ll use that as our escape route. It was the way I helped Istan and Jarrul to get out of the fortress and once we are away from here I know somewhere we can hide where they won’t find us.”
 

Tarraquin shook her head. “But how are you going to do this? It’s impossible, I’m guarded all the time”
 

There was a sudden noise as the wooden door in the wall opened and Rastor’s two guards stepped into the courtyard. They gave Jonderill a disdainful look and beckoned the two women to follow them. Tissian moved swiftly in front of his master and the lady to give them some final moments of privacy and Jonderill helped Tarraquin to her feet and held her closely to him so they wouldn’t be overheard.
 

“Don’t worry about that, I will just have to use some magic.”
 

She looked startled; noticing for the first time what he was wearing and pulling away from him as if he was a venomous sand crawler. “You’re the other white robe who serves Borman, another damned Callabris!”
 

“No, My Lady, nothing like Callabris.” From the corner of his eye he could see Tissian starting to draw his swords and knew their time was up. He held up a restraining hand to his protector and gave Tarraquin a smile of encouragement. “You’d better go now before there is trouble, but be brave and give Borman no reason to hurt you; I’ll come for you as soon as I can.”
 

He watched the two women cross the courtyard towards the waiting guards and Tarraquin’s maid stopping to have a quick word with Tissian before leaving with their escort behind them. Once the door was closed, Jonderill sat back down on the bench, the energy and determination draining out of him like wine out of a punctured skin and his lethargy returning. “Ah, Tissian, I think I’ve done something unkind without meaning to. I’ve given the lady some hope of reprieve when I’ve no idea how I’m going to do what I’ve promised. If only my mind would work properly, I might be able to think of something but at the moment it’s beyond me.”
 

“At least I know where the lady is being held.” Jonderill looked up in surprise. “Her maid is a smart one. She told me where their rooms are and where to leave messages which others won’t be able to find. With that arrangement in place we can tell them of our plans when we have them made.”
 

“If we’ve made them.”
 

Tissian scowled, his master’s pessimism starting to wear on his nerves as much as having to be on his guard all the time in this cursed place. In fact many things were starting to wear at him, most of all being caged up in the fortress and not being able to practice his forms or make his devotions. He needed to get out and exercise and fight someone who would challenge him and he needed to talk to Allowyn.
 

“Master, you look tired. It’s time you returned to your rooms to sleep.”
 

Jonderill looked up in surprise. His protector never told him what to do, and he knew he should object to Tissian giving him orders, but on this occasion he was right, he was tired. At least if he was asleep he wouldn’t have to think about saving Tarraquin from the unwanted attentions of the king. He nodded in agreement and followed Tissian back to his rooms, slumping onto his bed and closing his eyes. Tissian covered him with a blanket, collected his armour from the corner of the room and left. He wondered what the punishment was for a protector who left his master unguarded without his leave. It wasn’t something he knew the answer to, but Allowyn would.
 

*
 

Tissian staggered backwards under the sword blow, struggling to maintain his balance on the uneven ground and keep his defensive position at the same time under Allowyn’s relentless attack. They had practiced their forms together and honoured the goddess for two candle lengths before moving on to battle practice where Tissian’s lack of extended exercise was beginning to show. But it was more than that. It was as if Allowyn had a need in him that could only be satisfied by battering something into the ground, and so far, he was doing a good job of it. Tissian was holding his own but only just.
 

What he needed to do was counter attack to relieve the pressure of his opponent’s constant battering, but Allowyn moved so fast that by the time he had seen an opening and made a move, the opening had gone and one of Allowyn’s blades was there instead. He had already called to yield once when Allowyn had almost battered him into the ground, but the protector had not responded, which was not unusual, he often pressed for more effort, but Tissian was concerned that the next time he called to yield that would be ignored too.
 

He wasn’t the only one who was concerned. At the edge of the clearing, Dozo watched the battle practice with a frown of worry on his face. He had watched Allowyn’s battle practice many times and had seen him fight with Tissian a dozen times or more, but this didn’t look anything like the usual skills practice and instruction he had seen before. Tissian was doing his best to hold Allowyn at bay, but his mentor was ruthless, battering at his defences as if he wanted to pound the youth into the ground. A few moments ago he swore he had heard Tissian shout yield, but if he had his opponent had ignored it. 
 

Dozo stood and took a couple of hesitant paces forward and stopped again. Allowyn had honoured him by allowing him to watch his practice and, even occasionally, his devotions, but it was always on the understanding that he would never interfere. The value he placed on that honour was considerable, but it was nothing compared to the value of Tissian’s life. As Tissian stumbled backwards calling out to yield again, louder this time and with more desperation, Dozo ran. He could see Tissian on the ground holding his sword high to defend himself against Allowyn’s relentless attack, but two good blows would end it.
 

The first came and battered the sword aside with Tissian holding onto the hilt, but unable to raise it again quickly enough to defend himself. The second strike descended with all of Allowyn’s force behind it and Dozo screamed. Allowyn jerked like a puppet whose strings had just been pulled, then ploughed the point of his sword a hand length into the ground, a fraction from Tissian’s face. For a moment he stood frozen, every muscle rigid with tension,  then he pulled the sword from the ground and threw it to one side. With a sound between a groan and a sob he turned away from them both, and strode off into the trees.
 

Tissian opened his eyes and blinked back the sweat that was running into them, his breath coming in short, sharp gasps caused not just by his exertions, but by the realisation of just how close he had come to death. He lay there for a moment unmoving until Dozo stood over him offering his hand. Tissian gratefully accepted the assistance and stood on shaking legs, his sword still clutched in his hand. He looked at where Allowyn had thrown down his sword, then questioningly at Dozo, and finally in the direction Allowyn had gone. Hesitantly he took a step to follow, but Dozo held him back.
 

“Give him some time, Master Tissian, he is not himself.” 
 

Tissian looked back down at Allowyn’s sword lying in the dirt, but knew better than to touch it. “Have you ever seen him like this before?” he asked in concern.
 

Dozo shook his head. “No, but it’s been coming for some time.”
 

“Why?”
 

He shrugged. “I think that’s a question you’ll have to ask Master Allowyn, but after he’s had time to ask himself the same question, and has worked out the answer. In the meantime there are things we need to do.”
 

Knowing what needed to be done he nodded and took the cloth that Dozo held out to him. He wiped down his sword and found his long knife, which he had dropped in the grass, and sheathed them both. Dozo helped him off with his armour and laid it out to air, whilst Tissian spent half a candle length stretching and easing his sore muscles. When he had finished he rubbed himself down with the towel Dozo had ready for him, and then put on a clean shirt. It was an old one of Allowyn’s which was too big for him, but the smell of saddle leather and herbs was so familiar that it brought a lump to his throat as he thought of the anguish his mentor must now be feeling.
 

Almost reverently he picked up the abandoned sword with a clean cloth, being careful that his hands didn’t touch it, and spent the rest of the candle length cleaning and oiling it so no trace of its dishonour remained. He wrapped it in another clean cloth, took the fresh shirt Dozo gave him, and set off after Allowyn. The trail was easy to follow; the protector had crashed blindly through the undergrowth in his need to get away. Tissian found him sitting on a fallen tree trunk staring into a shallow, fast running stream that twinkled in the sunlight filtering through the canopy above. He made sure to make plenty of noise with his approach so that Allowyn was bound to hear him before standing stock still to one side of where his mentor sat.
 

After a while Allowyn looked up from the stream. “I’m sorry, Tissian.”
 

Tissian took the apology as his permission to approach and went and sat on the same fallen tree trunk, placing the wrapped sword carefully across his knees. He looked sideways at his mentor, whose face was grey with dirt and streaked with sweat, and for the first time it struck him how old Allowyn must be. For a moment he wondered what happened to protectors when they became too old to fight any more but, of course, he knew the answer to that. He chuckled to himself; the way Allowyn had just fought, it would be many years yet before that day came. The sound of his amusement made Allowyn look at him, his mouth grim and his eyes full of pain.
 

“Is something funny?”
 

Tissian shook his head. “I was just thinking. Last time I dropped my sword, you made me run the length of a woodland path, and back, ten times over in full kit. I was wondering if that was the prescribed punishment for clumsy protectors?”
 

It was Allowyn’s turn to shake his head. “No, just clumsy boys with too much pride for their own good. The punishment for a protector who loses control of himself is far worse; guilt, shame and dishonour. Hellden’s balls, Tissian, I’m so sorry, I nearly killed you. I would have killed you if it hadn’t been for Dozo.” He turned back to the stream and buried his head in his hands and his shoulders shook. 
 

Tissian waited until he was still again. “Why did you do it?”
 

Allowyn looked up. “I just lost control, and I forgot who and what I am. I’ve only ever done something like that once before, when my brother died, but then I had the excuse of sorrow to justify my actions. I don’t have such an excuse this time.”
 

“So why did you do it?”
 

“Helplessness, and because I love my master and cannot bear to see a good man used and corrupted by those around him.” Tissian raised a questioning eyebrow. “It’s Borman. For years we served King Hormand together, and in all that time Callabris only ever used his magic to further the cause of fairness and justice. Since joining ourselves with Borman, my master has done things which he would have never even considered doing before. Each time he does what Borman demands, he does things which are unworthy of him with more ease and less regret, until I don’t know him anymore.”
 

“Have you talked to him about this?”
 

Allowyn shook his head. “It is not a protector’s place to question the actions of their master, but yes, I’ve tried, but the answers he gives me to justify what he does are the same answers as those he gave to Jonderill; it’s to protect other people. When he changed Prince Newn into a beast, he said it was to protect others from a vicious ruler, and when he tracked down Lord Istan and the others, so they could be recaptured, he said it was to protect the innocent who would die in their place. I’ve tried to accept his reasons and have turned away from the truth, but I can find no justification for the enchantment he has lain upon your master.”
 

“What enchantment?”
 

“Has Lord Jonderill been himself lately?” Tissian thought about it and shook his head. “It’s a mild, localised enchantment which is almost impossible to detect. It makes him slow of thought, forgetful and constantly weary. Callabris doesn’t think I know what he’s done, but I’ve seen him use it before.”
 

Tissian could feel his anger rising. “Is that why you tried to kill me, in case I found out and confronted Callabris?”
 

“No! No, I truly didn’t mean to harm you. When I agreed to practice with you I needed the challenge to take my mind off things and sweat them out of my system, but as we fought my mind took over and I lost control. The battle madness is something which is not uncommon amongst protectors, and occasionally soldiers too when they’re in combat and under stress, but it’s never happened to me like that before.”
 

“So what are you going to do about it?”
 

“There’s nothing I can do about it except to pray to the goddess to forgive me for my weakness.”
 

Tissian shook his head in annoyance and fought back the urge to hit Allowyn over the head with his own sword. “That’s rubbish! You can tell Callabris that what he’s doing is wrong, and you can get him away from this place before he does something worse than he’s already done.”
 

“I can’t do that. It’s not a protector’s place to chastise their master and tell him what to do.”
 

Now Tissian was really annoyed. He stood in front of Allowyn with his mentor’s blade free of its wrappings, held in his hand like an accusation. “And is it a protector’s place to try to kill their brother and then to dishonour their sword by throwing it into the dirt.” He dropped the sword into Allowyn’s arms. “You taught me that it was a protector’s duty to protect their master from all enemies and fight for their lives, even at the cost of our own. Borman is as much a danger to your master as a whole troop of armed guards, and yet you sit there and do nothing. Where is that commitment to duty you vowed before the goddess to uphold? Has it faded away just because the task is too difficult? Where is your honour, Allowyn?”
 

Allowyn gently stroked the blade of his sword as if it was his own child. “Thank you for cleaning my blade and bringing it back to me. My honour would not have allowed me to retrieve it from the dirt, even though it’s as much a part of me as the arm which wields it.” He looked up from the sword, his face a little less grim than it had been. “You’re right of course, although I have never thought about my sworn duty that way. But it is not just a case of talking to my master and us walking away from this. I need to do something which will go at least a small way to recompense for the wrong which has been done, and make it so that it becomes impossible for Callabris to serve Borman any longer.”
 

Tissian gave him one of his mischievous grins. “I think I have just the thing.”
 

*
 

They had talked about going in disguise, since they both still had the uniforms Tissian had stolen when they had helped Istan and the others escape, but in the end they decided to go as themselves. After all, Jonderill had no restrictions on where he could go in the fortress without guards at his side, and the white robe and his protector were a common enough sight around the place not to create undue suspicion. As they walked purposefully towards the king’s private rooms, they both looked as if they had a right to be there, although Jonderill looked half asleep and his shoulders were slumped. Tissian wondered again if he should have told his master about the enchantment, but decided against it. Instead, he waited until they reached the entrance to the final corridor before reaching their destination, and whispered urgent words into his master’s ear. Jonderill jumped slightly, opened his drooping eyes and pulled himself up straight.
 

Borman’s two huge personal guards who always stood outside the king’s chamber when he was within were missing, which was a relief, but further along the corridor, two guards of almost equal size stood outside the closed door of another room. They watched suspiciously as Jonderill and his protector approached, and Tissian recognised them as the two men Guardcaptain Rastor had assigned to guard the Lady Tarraquin. Jonderill came to a stop in front of them and put on his most haughty look, giving each one a cursory and dismissive inspection.
 

“His Majesty has sent for the lady. We are to accompany her to the throne room.”
 

The guards looked doubtfully at each other. “The King said nothing about that to us. We were told to wait ‘ere and guard the whore until Guardcaptain Rastor sent someone to relieve us.”
 

“Well the King has changed his mind. He wants us to take the lady to the throne room now and prepare her for his arrival.”
 

The guards didn’t budge but one shook his head. “Rastor said that the King would be in ‘is receiving room all morning and the lady was to stay ‘ere in case ‘is Majesty got bored and was in need of some entertainment.”
 

“I don’t care what Rastor said. I just do what the King tells me to do. He has unexpected visitors from Tarbis and he wants to parade his prize in front of his guests in the throne room.” The expression on the guard’s faces had turned to doubt so Jonderill continued. “Still, if you want to follow your Guardcaptain’s orders rather than your king’s that’s your business, it’s not me who’s going to lose my balls.”
 

“You’d better take ‘er then but we’re coming with yer.”
 

Jonderill shrugged. “Fair enough. We want the maid as well; the King has demanded that the lady should be undressed.
 

The guards laughed at the thought of why the king wanted the lady disrobed. One of them banged on the door with his fist and opened it without waiting for a reply. Tarraquin and Birrit were sitting either side of the fire, Birrit looking ready for anything and Tarraquin wringing her hands and looking petrified.
 

“Lady, the King wants you and your maid.”
 

Tarraquin stood gasping a little and clutching her side and Birrit hurried to her to give her some support. When the guards were looking away, she shot an anxious glance at Tissian. Jonderill hadn’t seen Tarraquin since their meeting in the little courtyard, but she looked much paler than he remembered and a dark bruise marred one cheek. She moved forward, walking slowly and a little unsteadily with Birrit following behind collecting their cloaks and a small bag of belongings.
 

“Yer won’t be needin’ those; you an’ ‘er are only going to the throne room not on a bloody outin’.”
 

Birrit pulled herself up to her full height, the top of her head barely level with the guard’s shoulder and took a belligerent step forward. “Get out of my way, oaf! My Lady does not go walking the corridors uncovered with soldiers like you ogling at her. Her voice softened a little, “And she may well be in need of her things, to help her recover, after visiting with the King.”
 

The guard laughed and waved them onward, leaning across to his mate and making a number of lewd remarks about her ability to walk back after the king had finished with her. The women ignored them but, for a moment, Jonderill stiffened in anger and Tissian had to put a restraining hand on his arm. Jonderill looked at him and relaxed, the slightly vacant, confused look returning to his face. Together they wound their way along the fortress’s many corridors, with Tissian on edge in case they should be challenged by someone who knew where the king really was, but they reached the throne room without any trouble.
 

Two more of Rastor’s men stood guard outside the door barring their entrance. Tissian cursed under his breath and tensely fingered the hilt of his sword. This was something they hadn’t planned for. Their guards stepped forward to speak with those by the door whilst Tissian’s panic increased. Any moment one of them was going to ask why the throne room was not guarded by Borman’s personal guard, and when they found out that he wasn’t in there, all hellden would break loose.
 

Under normal circumstances taking out four guards would not be a problem for him, but with women present and the need not to attract attention paramount, this was not going to be easy. He looked to Jonderill for help, but he seemed to be half asleep again. In desperation he gave him a quick kick on the back of his foot and hoped it would go unnoticed.
 

Jonderill jumped slightly but was quick enough to take in the tense situation before he yelped. Instead, he took a pace forward.  “Ah, good, we’ve arrived before the King and his guests. Now open the door and let us go through so we can prepare the lady for the King’s arrival.”
 

The door guards looked at each other suspiciously and then back at Jonderill. “We have orders to let nobody pass into the throne room.”
 

“Of course you do, but those were this morning’s orders before the King’s unexpected guests arrived. Your new orders are to let us in so that King Borman’s lady can be suitably arrayed to greet him.” The guards still looked doubtful, so Jonderill gave an impatient and vastly exaggerated sigh. “Very well then, we’ll prepare the lady here in the corridor and you can explain to the King why his property is on display to anyone who passes.” He turned to the maid. “Remove her clothing.”
 

Birrit went to protest, but Tarraquin interrupted her. “It’s all right Birrit; the King has commanded it so I must obey.”
 

She started to remove her tunic and Jonderill gave her a surreptitious wink before turning back to the guards. “You can watch if you want but I don’t think that will improve the King’s mood very much.”
 

The eldest guard stepped forward, a look of worry on his face. “That’s enough, madam. You may wait for the King in the throne room.” He looked back at the other three and shrugged. “Well she isn’t going anywhere with us guardin’ the door, is she?”
 

They grumbled amongst themselves for a moment, but opened the door and let them pass. Inside the throne room it was dark and full of shadows. Blinds had been pulled over the high windows above the rows of columns blocking out the sunlight, and only a few of the lamps had been lit at the far end of the long chamber. They hurried forward, their hasty footsteps echoing around the empty room until they reached the line where the nobles of Leersland would usually stand when they attended their king. At the sound of steel being drawn they abruptly stopped and peered into the darkness. In front of them, at the foot of the throne, lay a wooden casket draped with Northshield’s banner, and from the shadows, two men dressed in black and armed with drawn swords stepped forward.
 

Tarraquin gave a small cry of alarm as she recognised Malingar, pale in the flickering candlelight with Tordray behind him. Tissian dropped his hands to his sword hilts but Tarraquin held up her hand to stop him before he could draw his steel. She stepped forward hesitantly.
 

“Captain Malingar, Tordray. What are you doing in here?”
 

“I could ask you the same question, madam, and its Lord Malingar now, knighted by the bastard himself in payment for the lives of those I loved.”
 

Tarraquin looked at him in puzzlement unsure about the unaccustomed catch in his voice. “Does that include me too?”
 

Malingar looked down at the wooden casket. “Yes, you and him and my sister.”
 

She still didn’t understand, but Jonderill did. He stepped forward and looked down at the small coffin too, his heart dropping at the sight. “Is that your brother?” Malingar nodded unable to speak. “I’m so sorry; he was a fine boy with so much potential who talked about you all the time.”
 

Malingar took a ragged breath and swallowed hard. “He talked about you too and how he wanted to be like you, just before he died.”
 

“How did it happen?”
 

Malingar’s anger exploded. “He was trying to protect my sister from being raped by Rastor. It’s all the bastards know, how to rape and kill and take what’s not theirs, but I will have my revenge, bit by bit, little by little, I will bring them both down.” He sheathed his sword and wiped his eyes on the back of his hand. “I’m taking him home to bury him, and taking the others with me away from their avaricious and uncaring hands. Believe me, My Lady, if I could undo my betrayal of you and return things to as they were I would, but the past cannot be undone, however much I would wish it so.”
 

“The past cannot,” said Tarraquin quietly. “But perhaps you can do something about the present and the future.”
 

Malingar looked up in confusion and then with sudden understanding. “I assume you have come here to use the passageway?”
 

Tarraquin nodded. “Will you stop me?”
 

“No. If it hurts Borman to lose you, then you’re more than free to go.”
 

He waved towards the tapestry behind the throne expecting them to hurry on their way but it was Tissian who stepped forward, his hands held away from his swords. “Lord Malingar, there are four of Rastor’s hand-picked men outside the door of this room who will shortly become very suspicious that the King has not come here to meet his lady, as we told them he would. It would be to the lady’s benefit if they weren’t able to follow us straight away, or call the alarm, and whilst it would only be a small revenge, Rastor would lose face if it could be made to look like his men allowed the lady to escape.”
 

Malingar nodded, almost managing a smile. “Will you assist?”
 

“I’d be delighted to help. Master, would you take the ladies and go? I will catch up with you outside the city wall where there are horses and supplies waiting for us.”
 

He watched as Jonderill led Tarraquin and Birrit to the tapestry behind the throne, each of them stepping forwards and then sideways to disappear behind it, before he turned back to Malingar.
 

“Shall we?”
 

This time Malingar did manage a smile. “It’s a pity that all Rastor will get is the sharp end of Borman’s tongue, and I’ll have already left and won’t be here to see it. Still, the heads of his four guards will be a pleasing addition to those lining the roadway to Tarmin’s city gates.”
 

They drew their swords and made their way to the throne room doors.
 

*
 

“You stupid, incompetent idiot!” screamed Borman. “Are you incapable of doing anything right? I entrust the security of the fortress to you and your men and what do you do? You let helpless prisoners escape without a trace.” He slammed his goblet down onto the table making the contents slosh over the top and puddle on the table like drops of blood. “What did your guards tell you before they died?”
 

“They said nothing, My Lord. All they could remember was that they were attacked when they entered the throne room and when they came to they were bound and gagged.”
 

“They were attacked by two defenceless women, a drugged boy and a half baked protector barely out of swaddling and they don’t remember anything?” He whipped his hand across the table in rage sending the goblet flying and spraying its contents across Rastor’s uniform. “And why have they not been found? How far can they go on foot without someone seeing them? One of them is a white robe for the goddess’s sake; he stands out like a bloody beacon. Surely someone must have seen him leaving the city?”
 

Rastor shuffled uncomfortably from foot to foot. “No one has seen them, Your Majesty. We’ve even questioned the gate guards.”
 

“Well question them again, with hot irons this time to jog their memory, and then their heads can join the others outside the gate, they have obviously failed to guard. I should have your head on a pike too for your failure, and would have, if Malingar hadn’t left to bury the brother you murdered. Now get out of my sight and don’t return until you have good news for me.”
 

Rastor bowed and almost ran from the room, grateful to still have his head on his shoulders. Borman poured himself another goblet of wine and stared into its depths before drinking it all down in one go. He refilled the goblet and took the seat on the raised dais in his receiving room.
 

“Callabris, stop skulking in the corner and come here.”
 

The white robe stepped from the corner of the room where he had watched Borman’s display of temper with disapproval. Allowyn followed two paces behind dressed in full armour.
 

“You told me that you had the boy under control. Could it be that he has more power than you thought and that he pushed your enchantment aside to slip your leash, or did you lie to me?”
 

Callabris thought for a long moment, needing to be careful of what he said. Even magicians were not immune from a king’s anger. “It would not be possible for him to do so without me knowing, but if he’s been moved away from my influence by another, then the enchantment would fade and I would be none the wiser.”
 

Borman stared hard at Allowyn. “So, if it wasn’t Jonderill who came up with the escape plan it must have been his protector who led him astray.”
 

Allowyn stepped forward to his master’s side, bristling at the slur against a protector’s honour. Callabris held out an arm to stop him but it was too late. “No, Your Majesty, that is not possible. We are trained to follow and to serve, not to tell our masters what should be done.”
 

This time Borman threw the goblet and its contents at the wall beside Allowyn’s head, the contents splashing his face, shirt and leathers. The protector didn’t flinch.
 

“Bloody protectors. They’re so full of themselves with their honour and their precious duty whilst hiding behind their master’s robes. Callabris, you will not bring him into my presence again, do you understand?”
 

He strode across to the fire, kicking a small table out of the way, and stood scowling with his back to the flames. “You, Callabris, will find Jonderill and the woman and bring them back to me. They cannot have gone too far so it shouldn’t be a long or difficult task. Use your magic as necessary to locate them and immobilise them if need be. I don’t want either of them harmed, and if you could explain to Jonderill, in lasting terms this time, that he has a duty of service to his king, it would save all of us a great deal of trouble.”
 

He waved his hand in dismissal and watched them leave, warming himself by the fire before pulling the bell cord at its side. Within moments his two personal guards had entered escorting the Guardcaptain of the late Lord Andron.
 

“Captain Sharman, I’m told that you are a respected leader of men, and I’ve seen your ability to take the initiative, so I have a task for you which if completed successfully will result in you being promoted back to the position you once held under Great Lord Andron. You are to take three squads of men and a pack of fang hounds and track down the escaped prisoners. I want it done tonight, in secret and without Callabris or his pet hound knowing you have left. You will bring the white robe back alive, although I don’t mind if he is a bit battered, and you may do what you wish with the rest. Do you think you can do this thing for me?”
 

“Of course, Your Majesty.” Sharman bowed and turned to leave.
 

“Oh, and Sharman, your squad leaders have been ordered to kill you if you even look like you’ll betray me, so don’t return here without Jonderill in tow, unless you want your head on a pike adorning my city walls.”
 

*
 

Allowyn followed his master back to their rooms and hurriedly excused himself with a mumbled apology about his shirt which Callabris didn’t quite catch. Callabris watched him go with an uneasy feeling, and then wandered off to his own room, sitting in a soft chair and rubbing his aching head with his fingertips. As soon as he had heard about the escape he knew that Jonderill had to be a part of it, and that there would be trouble. He had tried his best to keep Jonderill out of things and away from Borman, but it seemed that the harder he tried to keep the peace and keep people safe, the worse things became. Now he would have to go and find the young white robe and bring him back, before the king lost his patience and Jonderill lost his head.
 

Then there was the issue with Allowyn and Tissian; both as prickly as a desert bush. They were never going to allow their masters to be alone with the King without themselves being present. If he was going to prevent bloodshed, he needed to persuade Borman that a white robe was of little use without his shadow behind him. He gave a deep sigh and looked up as his own shadow entered the room, shocked to see that he was naked from the waist up. In his hand he carried what appeared to be a cane with barbs on it, and in the other hand, his long side knife. He closed his eyes for a moment in dismay; he thought he knew what this was all about, but prayed to the goddess that he was wrong.
 

Allowyn sunk to his knees in front of him and placed the knife and cane on either side before bowing his head to touch the floor. He lifted his head but not enough to look into his master’s concerned face. “Master, I have broken my vows of duty and obedience to you and have placed you in danger. I have come to you as prescribed for your judgement and punishment.”
 

Callabris closed his eyes again and took a deep breath. Borman was right, protectors were full of vows and honour and self righteousness. He knew the form of this ritual although, thank the goddess, he had never had reason to use it. He wished he didn’t have to use it now, but he was as much bound by the protector’s code of honour as the man kneeling on the floor before him. “What have you done, protector?”
 

“Master, I have gone against your wishes and have spoken to my brother protector of the enchantment you laid upon his master, Jonderill of the white, for which I must be beaten.” He held out the barbed cane which Callabris reluctantly took from him. “Master, I have placed you in danger by helping Jonderill, Tarraquin and the others to escape. I gave them our horses so that, if they were caught, the King would know it was you and I that helped them to leave this place. For this my life is forfeit.” He held the knife to his breast gripping the hilt with both hands.”
 

Callabris shook his head forgetting all about the words of the ritual. “Put the knife down, Allowyn.” he said gently, “and tell me why you did these things.”
 

Allowyn lowered the knife to the ground, his hand as steady as if he had been using it to skin a hopper for their dinner. 
 

“I did them because what you have done in the name of service to your king, against Jonderill and Tarraquin and the others, was wrong and one day you would realise this and would be consumed with guilt. I had to do something to protect you from that day and from the demands Borman makes of you. This was the only thing I could think of which would prevent you doing things which you would regret forever. It was the only thing I could do to take you away from him.” He picked up the knife again and pressed it to his breast hard enough to produce a small trickle of blood. 
 

His words of reproach hit Callabris like a physical blow and, if he hadn’t been seated, he would have staggered from its force. In all the years they had been together, Allowyn had never questioned his actions or censored him for what he had done, until now. It took him a few moments to gather his thoughts whilst Allowyn’s blood continued to trickle from above his heart.
 

“Yes, what you did was wrong, Allowyn,” he said at last. “But it seems to me that what you did was more to do with your devotion to me than anything to do with failed duty, and a protector’s honour does not demand death for devotion to your master.”
 

“No, master.” Allowyn put the knife back on the floor, his hand a little less steady this time. “But I have been disobedient and the punishment is prescribed for that too.”
 

“Yes it is.” Callabris picked up the cane. It was a wicked thing with knots and barbs to rip the skin as well as to cut the flesh. Holding the weapon should have made him sick, but it didn’t, so he knew that Allowyn must have prepared it himself. Carefully he touched the tip lightly on the protector’s shoulder and traced a faded scar that ran diagonally across his back to his waist. “Where did you get that?”
 

Allowyn was surprised by the question. “It was when you and Coberin were attacked by bandits in the Carven Hills, master.”
 

He traced three diagonal scars which ran from shoulder to shoulder. “And those?”
 

“When a wildcat attacked you and brought you from your horse in Tarbis’s highlands.”
 

He touched a long discoloured burn mark down one side of Allowyn’s back. “And that?”
 

“When I pulled you out of a burning way house in Essenland, master.”
 

“Do you know how many scars you’ve gained over the years saving my life?
 

“No, master.”
 

Callabris shook his head. “No, nor do I, but I’m certainly not going to add to them by using this thing on you.” He stood and threw the offending stick into the corner of the room and then offered Allowyn his hand. “Come, my friend. If it’s punishment you want, you can gather all our things together so we can exchange this place of opulence and comfort for the hard ground and cold winds of an open camp. We’re leaving this place in the morning, Allowyn, but not to search for Jonderill. When we leave here we’ll go north and then on to the Enclave where we can both ask for the goddess’s forgiveness for what we’ve done, and for those things we might have done if devotion hadn’t intervened.”
 

~   ~   ~   ~






  

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

Old Friends and New

 
 

The horses were waiting just as Allowyn had promised they would be, saddled and with their few possessions tied behind. Sansun showed his pleasure at being reunited with his master by butting him gently in the chest and searching his pockets for treats. Beside the other large horses stood a small, grey mare which Birrit eyed with trepidation; city girls, especially whores, never rode. This was going to be a new experience for her, and despite her mistress’s assurances that riding was easy, it was an experience she wasn’t looking forward to. Next to the mare stood a sturdy pack horse laden with enough provisions and camp gear to keep them going until they reached their destination, and beyond that if necessary.
 

It would have been so much better if they could have slipped away in darkness, but that was the time when Borman usually sent for Tarraquin. They would have been quickly missed and then easily recovered before they had gone very far. As it was, they walked their horses around the outside of the city wall keeping as close to its shadow as possible and constantly looking behind them.
 

When they came in sight of one of the many tracks which led from the nearby villages to Tarmin, they mounted at the last moment and hoped that they would blend in with the other traffic coming in and going away from the city. Allowyn had suggested this particular track as it was always busy with small groups of merchants, and they wouldn’t stand out with their laden pack horse and well worn travelling cloaks. The only real problem had been Jonderill’s robe, which in his confused state he had been reluctant to remove, but eventually Tissian had persuaded him to exchange it for shirt and breeches until they reached the forest edge.
 

That had been this morning, and now, in the evening gloom, Tarraquin led the way. She picked a pathway between the closely spaced trees, and led them around hidden dells and dense thickets where the entwined brambles made it impossible for the horses to pass with riders on their backs. Tissian hoped that she knew where she was going, because he certainly didn’t. Without moon or stars to navigate by he was as lost as he could be.
 

If it had been up to him he would have stuck to the main paths and ridden hard and fast. However, he supposed Tarraquin was right; with Birrit never having sat on a horse before, and Jonderill so weary that he could barely sit up straight, galloping for long distances was not a viable option. He looked over his shoulder for a hundredth time and wondered if their absence had been discovered yet, and if so, who and how many were following them, and would Callabris and Allowyn be amongst them.
 

Up ahead, Tarraquin pulled her horse to a halt and slipped from the saddle as lightly as if she had been riding for a candle length instead of most of the day. Tissian rode up alongside her, taking in their surroundings. They had arrived at a tiny clearing surrounded by a ring of weiswald trees, their thick limbs spreading out to touch each other as if they were holding hands and forming a roof of branches and leaves overhead. It was unusual to find the ancient trees in a forest full of white bark and everleaf, but it was a place which was clearly known to travellers. A quantity of chopped wood was piled up by a fire pit surrounded by stones, and several small pots and a cauldron were stacked neatly beside a spring which bubbled up between two moss covered stones, and then disappeared again into a crack in the ground.
 

Tissian dismounted and took the lead rein of Birrit’s horse, tying it to a branch and helping her to dismount on unsteady legs. Ignoring the tears of discomfort in her eyes, he helped her to a space by the spring and left her there in Tarraquin’s care. He turned back and hurried over to Jonderill who had at least managed to dismount by himself, but stood at Sansun’s head looking confused.
 

“Where in hellden am I, Tissian? I feel as though I have been asleep for a seven day. What in the goddess’s name is going on?”
 

Tissian smiled to himself in relief. “You’ve not been well master, but I think you’re going to be alright now. We decided that it was time to leave Tarmin, so Tarraquin and her maid took the opportunity to come with us.”
 

“Tarraquin?” He looked blank for a moment and then opened his eyes wide in surprise as the memory of what had happened came flooding back. “Good goddess, I think I’m losing my mind!”
 

He hurried over to Tarraquin and gave her a hug as if he hadn’t seen her for a very long time. Tissian smiled at the surprised look on her face and left them to it, whilst he went to unsaddle the horses and see to their comfort. By the time he had finished, Tarraquin had a small, smokeless fire going, and a single pot of stew, made from dried meat, wild onions and forest mushrooms, was bubbling over the fire.
 

Jonderill, who had changed back into his robe, was sitting next to Birrit talking to her quietly, obviously trying to give her some comfort and encouragement. She looked pale and tired, but then again, they all did. He sat on the ground on the other side of the fire and gratefully took the small pot of stew and the wooden spoon which Tarraquin passed to him. It wasn’t much, but at least it was hot, and the travel bread helped it to go further. As soon as they had finished, Tarraquin smothered the fire, making sure that there was no smoke which could be seen or smelled from a distance. The last thing they wanted to do was give their location away to anyone who was following them.
 

They were tired and dispirited and the darkness seemed to make things worse, so Jonderill lit the small travel lamp, giving them just enough light to see each other by, and handed around a flask of grain spirit, allowing each of them just enough of the fiery liquid to warm them through. 
 

“Do you think they’re following us yet?” asked Birrit in a small, frightened voice, breaking the tense silence.
 

“They could be, but it’s much more likely that they’ve gone to check Maladran’s tower hoping to catch us on the way. They might have guessed that’s where I would make for.” Jonderill gave Birrit an encouraging smile. “Don’t worry so much, we have a good head start and Tarraquin knows these woods better than anyone I know.”
 

“Except Jarrul,” put in Tarraquin quietly.
 

“Yes, except Jarrul.” He glared at her and tried again to lift their spirits. “With luck we’ll make it to the rebels’ old hide out before tomorrow nightfall, where we can rest for a few days, and then we can double back through the forest until we reach the tower where we will be safe.”
 

“What are we going to do when we get to the tower? asked Birrit, “I mean they’re still going to be watching it aren’t they?”
 

“Yes, but I’m certain that I can get us in there without them stopping us, and once we’re inside, even Callabris won’t be able to get in. Then we just wait until they give up and go away.”
 

Tarraquin looked dubious. “Borman doesn’t strike me as a man who would give up and go away easily.”
 

Jonderill shrugged and tried not to sound irritable. “No plan is perfect, but if you have a better idea then I’m happy to listen.”
 

“No, I don’t have a plan,” she said miserably.
 

“Then let’s just get some sleep shall we? It will be dawn in a candle length or two and we’ll need to be on our way as soon as it’s light enough to see where we’re going.” He blew out the lamp and rolled over dragging his blanket over his head.
 

He woke to the pre-dawn whistling of sky flyers calling to each other, and the very faint, low hiccoughing sound of someone crying to themselves, and doing their best not to be heard by others. Birrit lay asleep nearby and Tissian had gone, presumably having spent the night on watch further back down their trail. That just left Tarraquin, so he looked around the early morning gloom trying to find her. 
 

She wasn’t in the clearing, so he rolled from his blanket and followed the sounds of sobbing until he found her sitting with her back against an everleaf, on the other side of the spring and a little way into the woods. He felt guilty about being so sharp with her the previous night; this couldn’t be easy on her either, so he went and sat beside her. It was difficult to know what to say to a woman, who had gone through so much, to stop her crying, so he reached for her hands to give her some comfort and noticed the small silver box that she was holding.
 

“What have you got there?”
 

She wiped her eyes on the back of her hand and held the box out to him so he could see the two tiny silver leaves inside resting on the boxes green, velvet lining. “A friend gave it to me and said that if life ever became too difficult to bear, then I was to open this box and these would remind me of him, and give me hope of better things.” She carefully closed the box and held it closely to her. “Oh, Jonderill, I’ve lost them all, my friend, who I left when he needed me, Istan, Jarrul and even Malingar. You and Birrit are all that I have left.”
 

Jonderill put his arms around her and let her cry on his shoulder and some time, just before the sun filtered through the trees, they comforted each other with their bodies, making gentle love underneath the trees. 
 

If Tissian had seen them he gave no indication as he walked out from amongst the trees, waving at them and looking as fresh as if he had slept all night in a feather bed rather than keeping watch the entire time perched on a branch in a tree. “Lord. We need to leave soon. They’ll be on our trail by now.”
 

Jonderill helped Tarraquin to her feet and gave her a gentle smile whilst she put on the determined face that he knew so well. She gave Jonderill’s hand a firm squeeze and Tissian a smile. “You’re right, let’s go.”
 

*
 

They rode for half a day in the gloomy woodland and then had to stop, as Birrit was too sore and exhausted to go on, and the bruises on Tarraquin’s ribs, an unwanted gift from Borman, made it difficult for her to ride further. Not knowing how far behind their pursuers might be, they made a cold camp in a hidden hollow, and both Tissian and Jonderill kept watch whilst the women slept. When darkness came and the women felt a little better they set off again, Tarraquin leading the way with the lead rein from Birrit’s horse tied to her saddle. Tissian brought up the rear, often dropping back to check if they were being followed. With the unplanned delay and frequent stops, it was well beyond dawn before they cautiously approached the large forest clearing which Tarraquin and Jonderill knew well. It was from here Tarraquin had once led the rebel band.
 

It had been a long time since the camp had last been occupied, and the forest had begun to reclaim what it had once owned. Creeper had grown up the sides of the huts and thick grass grew in tufts on the sod roofs. There were even some spindly saplings which had grown to waist height in their rush to reach the sun before the forest canopy returned to block the sunlight from the clearing. For all that, the place didn’t feel deserted. There were fresh footprints in the dirt which the breeze hadn’t yet had a chance to blow away, and there was a smell in the air of old food and last night’s cold ashes.
 

They left Birrit with the horses, whilst Tissian made his way silently from one hut to another, heading for the place where the smell of last night’s fire was the strongest. Jonderill made his way around the other side of the clearing, keeping to the trees and desperately thinking of some sort of magic which would be of use if Tissian ran into something he couldn’t handle. He watched, as his protector scooted from the last hut to the one they suspected was occupied, and pressed himself up against the wall by the door. Jonderill gave him a sign that he was ready and behind him, Tarraquin waved Jonderill’s old iron blade in the air to show that she too was able to help if he needed it.
 

Taking a deep breath Tissian swung around, kicked the door open with as much force as he could manage so that it crashed against the wall on its leather hinges and dived forward into a roll to avoid anyone with a bolt bow. He came out of his roll and froze with his sword extended, its tip resting against the hollow of the throat of the startled man in front of him. The man didn’t look very dangerous, in fact he looked terrified, but Tissian wasn’t fooled. He held his position as the man tried to sink further into the solid wall behind him and waited for Jonderill and Tarraquin to back him up.
 

From behind him Tarraquin gave an excited shout and barged past, bowling him out of the way and throwing her arms around the man pressed to the wall. Jonderill followed behind, pumping the man’s hand up and down and slapping him enthusiastically on the shoulder. He turned back to Tissian and gave him a big grin. “Tissian, this is our friend Jarrul, back from the dead!”
 

Tarraquin pulled back from her friend with tears of happiness in her eyes. “Jarrul, you have no idea how happy I am to see you. We were told you were dead and sly hunters had taken your remains.”
 

Jarrul was still shaking from his close encounter with Tissian’s sword, but was obviously pleased to see them. “I very nearly was.”
 

“What happened?” asked Jonderill, stepping back and giving Jarrul more room to breathe.
 

“I’m not really sure. After we escaped from the city and reached the forest we thought we were free, but this white robe came after us. It didn’t matter what we did, we couldn’t shake him off our tail, and eventually the men with him had us surrounded. I don’t remember much after that. The magician pointed his fingers at me and there was an explosion of some sort, and when I came to, I was in the bottom of a ditch covered with leaves and everyone else had gone. I came here hoping that Istan would find his way here.”
 

Jonderill shook his head. “I’m sorry, Jarrul, Istan is dead, the Guildmaster too.”
 

“I’m sorry too; they were both good men, even the Guildmaster in his way. But what are you doing here, My Lady? The last time I saw you, you were being held prisoner by that beast.”
 

Tarraquin took his hand and led him to a chair. “It’s a long story so just sit and I’ll tell you everything that has happened to me.”
 

Jarrul sat down in the chair looking confused, but Tissian interrupted them before Tarraquin could start on her tale. “Master, I’m not sure how safe we are in this place. If Callabris could track Jarrul so easily, it will not be difficult for him to find us here. I think I should tend to the horses and Birrit should prepare some food, and afterwards, we can decide where we can hide so that Callabris won’t be able to find us.”
 

“Birrit’s here with you?” interrupted Jarrul eagerly.
 

Tarraquin smiled at him. “Yes, and she is going to be very happy to see that you are alive too.”
 

Jonderill nodded in agreement and sent Tissian and Jarrul to fetch her. The protector retuned with their saddle bags and supplies, and then left again to tend to the horses, but it was some time before Jarrul and Birrit came back holding hands. Jarrul let go of her hand, giving her an affectionate smile, so she could get on with her work, whilst Tarraquin sat down next to him and filled him in on what had happened. By the time Tissian returned, Birrit had produced a meal of fresh flatbread, seared wild grunter and boiled greens. The clearing and the forest around them was filled with the mouth watering smell of food which would carry a long way, but everyone was too hungry to care, knowing that this could be their last hot meal for some time.
 

Jonderill was the first to finish, pushing his empty plate to one side. He waited until the others had done the same. “We had planned to stay here for a few days and then back track and come out of the forest as close to Maladran’s tower as we can get. Now, I think it would be best if we left as soon as we can, tonight if possible.”
 

Jarrul sat upright, a look of fear on his face. “You’re going to Maladran’s tower?”
 

“Yes, we’ll be safe there.”
 

Jarrul shook his head. “I’m sorry, Jonderill. I know you think you’ll be safe there, but after what happened last time, I can’t set foot in that place again. You must go without me; I’ll stay here and hide in the trees if anyone comes.”
 

“We go together or not at all,” said Tarraquin firmly, glaring at Jonderill who glared back and muttered something about wimps under his breath.
 

It was Tissian’s turn to shake his head; this wasn’t going to get them anywhere. “Are there any other alternatives to going to Maladran’s tower, because it will definitely not be safe for any one of us to stay here?”
 

The others were quiet for a moment and then Tarraquin looked up from the silver box she was holding in her hand. “There is a fortress in Tarbis which would be safe. When I left there, Captain Tangier said that his master would always welcome me back if I decided to return. I’m sure that welcome would be extended to us all if I asked.”
 

“I don’t think I could stay there either,” said Jarrul, “At least not in the long term, the beast terrifies me.”
 

“The long term shouldn’t be a problem,” interrupted Jonderill. “I have some friends in Alewinder who would be pleased to have your company, and Birrit’s too if she cares to go with you. They would welcome me and Tissian too, but that may cause more problems than it would solve. What do you think Tarraquin; would your friend give us sanctuary until we can arrange a more permanent place to stay”
 

“I think he would do that, but we must get there soon.” She looked down at the two tiny leaves nestling against the amber lining of the box; one was bright silver but the other was tinged with bronze.
 

*
 

Sharman sat on his horse feeling every one of his sixty summers and wondering how it had come to this. Beneath him his old horse plodded along giving the occasional disgruntled grunt and feeling as old as he did. They had been together a long time, young man and colt, soldier and war horse. It had been his intention that they would have retired together, him to his chair outside a cottage with two rooms, and the horse in the paddock with a lean-to against bad weather. He’d had it all planned. There was a small cottage on the outskirts of a nearby village that he had his eyes on, with just enough land to grow some root crops and greens and keep a few cluckers. There had never been time to have children, but his sister’s girl and her brood lived nearby, so there would be plenty of family at hand to care for him when he became too old to dig and cook his own food.
 

Yes, he’d had it all planned, and then that damned fool Andron had lost his senses, and decided he wanted to become King of Leersland. Andron had always been an idiot, full of airs and graces and wanting more than he already had. Sharman had spent half his life protecting the man from himself, and that had been possible whilst it had only involved land disputes with neighbours. Twenty armed men in a border clash was one thing, but gathering an army to take a throne was something entirely different. Still, in the end he got what he deserved; his body dumped in a ditch and his head on a pike.
 

That, of course, didn’t help his Guardcaptain much. Instead of looking forward to his retirement, he was back in the saddle, atop a mean tempered bag of bones which had seen better days, neither of them wanting to be there. It wouldn’t have been so bad if he had swapped Andron for someone better, but Borman was a cunning and vicious bastard, and his men, the ones from Northshield, were little better. He glanced back at the three squad leaders and the seventy odd men in ranks of five following behind.
 

So they had orders to kill him had they? Well, better men than those three had tried and failed. but of course, they hadn’t had three squads of men behind them to finish the job. He wondered, if it came to a fight, the men who had been loyal to Andron, and had been dispersed amongst the ranks of Northshield men and Leerslanders, would turn against him. It was hard to tell. The stupid ones amongst them still blamed him for the culling of their comrades, but those with more sense knew he had saved many of their lives. He just hoped there were more intelligent ones than idiots amongst this group.
 

He could, of course, complete his mission with brilliance and return with the white robe in chains. The reward of becoming Borman’s new Guardcaptain, with a vengeful Rastor looking over his shoulder, didn’t fill him with joy but it was better than being dead. He wondered how difficult it was going to be to capture the white robe. Like anyone who had accompanied their lord to court, he knew a bit about magicians, and had once seen Maladran remove a man’s hand with the flick of his fingers, but he had been a black magician, and this was only a white. What’s more he had seen the boy around the fortress, and in all truth, he didn’t look as if he was all there.
 

The woman wouldn’t be a problem, but there was the protector to consider. He had heard that they could kill a squad of men without breaking out into a sweat, but he didn’t believe in such rumours, and in any case, he had three squads so that should warm the protector up a bit. Nevertheless, he needed to be cautious and pick his ground, which was why he had skirted around the edge of the forest and had not charged through the centre of the dense woodlands, as his squad leaders had advised. He hated fighting in close quarters where branches restricted your sword swing and the undergrowth hampered your footwork. Apart from that, there were too many loose and twisty things in a forest for a magician to use against you, assuming he was any good at magic.”
 

It had also been a much more leisurely journey once they had checked to make sure that the magician hadn’t escaped to Maladran’s tower. At his age, steady riding with plenty of stops was essential. He chuckled to himself; stopping every candle length, to relieve himself, had annoyed the hellden out of the three squad leaders. Of course, it had been a gamble that his quarry would want to leave Leersland as fast as possible, but in their shoes, it’s what he would have done. Thinking about it, it was probably what he would do anyway after all this gallivanting about was over.
 

His thoughts were interrupted by a commotion up ahead where the pack of fang hounds had broken into tongue and were straining at the thick leather leashes which held them back. He hated the bastards; dirty, smelly things with drooling mouths and lolling tongues like newly skinned meat. His arm still bore the scar from his one and only encounter with one as a boy, which is why he had ordered these to be muzzled, much to their handler’s disgust. If it had been up to him, he would have had their mouths bound shut and their nostrils plugged with wax, but that might have been going a bit too far. Perhaps, if the magician proved difficult, he would use them then, but they were for a last resort only.
 

One of the handlers ran over to him and stopped in front of his horse. He jumped back quickly enough when the grumpy beast snapped at his head missing his nose by a finger length. Sharman smiled to himself; perhaps he should muzzle the old nag, it could bite just as well as any fang hound.
 

“Captain!” shouted the man eagerly, “We’ve found their last camp with the embers still warm, and the hounds have their scent at last. They can only be a day in front of us at the most. Shall I release the hounds and bring them to bay?”
 

“Of course not, I want them alive not chewed into bloody unrecognisable pieces. Tighten their muzzles so they don’t announce our arrival and take them to the rear. They’re only to be used if it looks like our quarry is going to escape us.”
 

The man looked disappointed that his beasts were not going to be first at the kill, but he did as he was commanded. Sharman looked back at his troops and wished that he could reorganise his three squads so he could have all his own men together in one troop, but he couldn’t, so he just had to get on with it. He had spent half his adult life reacting to changing situations and had survived pretty well so far. The only difference was that in the past, he had always wanted to win and return in triumph, whilst this time, he wasn’t sure what winning would actually look like. However, that wasn’t a decision he had to make yet; the first task was to find and capture the magician. After that, he would take his opportunities as they came. He raised his hand and the troop cantered forward.
 

*
 

Nyte sat on top of the flat rock, her unfocused eyes fixed on a distant point, looking for all the world as if she were in a trance. She wasn’t of course, she had found what she had been searching for some time ago, but when you are a slave, moments of peace and quiet are few and far between, and should be prolonged and savoured. Resisting the temptation to look sideways at her master sitting on a nearby boulder, looking like a huge black carrion eater, she thought about what she would like to do with him. If she had a knife, she would slit his throat before he knew what had happened, but she hadn’t, and in any case, the time wasn’t right yet; she still had a use for him, but her time would come, and then she would rejoice in his death.
 

If he hadn’t been her master she might have spared him, after all, he was young and handsome, and he hadn’t beaten or raped her as others had tried to do, but he was one of them, the ones who thought that all women were theirs to do with as they wished. So he had to die; only she would do it quickly as a favour to him. The others would not be so lucky. Borman and that grunter, Vorgret, would die slowly and horribly. They were the ones who had taken her away from her Lord Tallison, the only man she had ever loved.
 

She didn’t know how, but she would find a way to return to him, and when she did, she would take him a prize of such value that she would never have to leave him again. What that prize would be was hidden from her for now, but she was certain that one day, it would be there for her to take. In the meantime, she would stay with Sadrin, give just enough of herself to keep him content with her company, and enjoy her freedom away from Vorgret’s lecherous eyes.
 

Sadrin was also enjoying his freedom from Vorgret. He owed the king everything, his life included, but that didn’t mean that he had to like him. The man had the manners of a mud grunter, the sexual appetite of a randy stallion and was about as trustworthy as a sly hunter. He was also intelligent, cunning and ambitious, all the qualities he admired most. So for now, he stayed by his side and played the part of a dutiful magician, and trusted that one day, in the near future, the king would honour his promise and make him High Master of Federa’s Enclave.
 

He looked up to where the girl sat on a flat rock, and smiled to himself at the game they played. She pretended to be the meek slave who did everything she could to please her master, and he pretended to be her overlord, who withheld his hand from beating her, as every slave deserved, and protected her from the sexual demands of others because she was his property. The reality of their relationship couldn’t be further from the charade people saw. She was an enigma that fascinated him, a product of a violent childhood who, in return for his forbearance and protection, shared her two special gifts with him. He had no doubts that one day, when it suited her, she would leave without saying goodbye, and in all truth, he would miss her.
 

It was her gift which had brought them to this place, a special ability to locate someone without ever having seen them. This gift, and her ability to take away pain with her touch were almost magical, and he wondered if there had been magic somewhere in her past. He would have liked to have known, but it was pointless asking; she rarely spoke of anything and, of her past, not at all. In a way it was a pity her gift was so effective; it had been his intention to make this trip last as long as possible, but she had been adamant that there was no need to visit the court at Alewinder, as their quarry was now in Leersland. All they needed to do was to ride long and fast, and avoid being delayed by curious people who asked too many questions. 
 

So that’s what they had done, crossing Essenland’s border with Vinmore, skirting the great north forest and looping around the centre of the country through lands covered with wine berry vines and fruit orchards. He thought it would be good to stop, in order to enjoy the beauty of the rich and fragrant land, but Nyte had pressed on relentlessly. Of course, they had stopped several times for her to go into a trance in order to track their quarry, but none had taken as long as this stop. He hoped it wasn’t a sign that she had lost them, Vorgret would be angry if he didn’t return with his prize.
 

Now that he watched her more closely, he could see that she was playing their game of pretend, and that she wasn’t in a trance at all, but thinking about him. He stood and walked to the horses, undid both sets of reins from the low branch where they were tied and mounted his grey gelding. It was the signal that he had spotted her pretence. She walked to where he sat astride his horse, her green eyes clear and bright, and looked up at him with a knowing smile.
 

“He’s less than a day away and moving rapidly towards us. We should be on him and his companions before they cross the Blue River.”
 

*
 

Sansun was the first to sense their approach. Although he had never been in battle, it was in his blood, a direct descendant of Leersland’s finest war horses, bred for strength and bravery. His ears shot forward and his muscles tensed as if he were preparing to change direction at the slightest command. Jonderill had felt it too, only moments after Samsun’s gait changed. It wasn’t so much a sound, as a vibration through the ground, which travelled up through his horse’s muscles and into every fibre of his being. He glanced over his shoulder and saw the first of their pursuers crest the hill behind them. From this distance he couldn’t make out who they were, but from the shroud of dust which was starting to rise, he knew that there had to be many more of them than their own small party.
 

With barely a touch Sansun’s stride lengthened to a canter to come alongside Tissian’s mount and Jonderill leaned across to point behind him. His protector glanced back and shouted something, which Jonderill thought sounded like ‘bridge’ and dug in his heels making his horse spring forward into an all out gallop. The others didn’t need to be told something was wrong, they just followed Tissian’s lead up the next rise and then down the last dip to the river’s edge.
 

Around them the land had been cleared of the white bark trees and weepers that usually grew near water, their wood and supple branches having been used to construct the bridge that crossed the narrow section of the Blue River. The ground around it was bare stone, with a few scattered pebbles where the river had overflowed its banks and washed the soil away, leaving just the bedrock and heavy debris behind. For a row of archers it gave an ideal killing ground, but for a lone swordsman, or even two, it was a death trap.
 

Pebbles scattered in all directions as they pulled their horses to an abrupt halt, and Tarraquin’s went down on its hocks. It barged into Birrit’s horse and would have thrown her from the saddle if it hadn’t been for Jarrul’s steadying hand. By the time they had the horses back under control and facing the way they had come from, both Jonderill and Tissian had dismounted and the protector had pulled his bolt bow free from the saddle. Their pursuers could be seen more clearly now; a large group of armed men riding hard down the last hill in ordered ranks with a smaller group behind them. The first riders disappeared into the dip, although the sound of shouted commands was still just discernible over the pounding of hooves.
 

“Go master! I will hold them back as long as I can.”
 

Tissian pulled his body armour over his head and replaced his baldric, expecting his commands to be obeyed. Instead Jonderill spoke quick words to Sansun and slapped him lightly on the rump. The horse snorted and barrelled into the others, turning them around and herding them towards the bridge. Jarrul tried to pull his horse back but Jonderill waved him away, shouting orders that only just carried over the noise of the milling horses. He turned his horse back towards the bridge and grabbed the lead reins of the pack horse, shouting to Tarraquin to follow him. The four horses clattered across the bridge, its timbers groaning under their weight. Tarraquin took a despairing look back and then rode as hard as she could, looking for a better place to make a stand with Tissian’s empty horse and Sansun close behind.
 

“You should have gone with them, master,” said Tissian in the silence which was left by the departure of the others. “I cannot protect you here against so many.”
 

“I thought you would stand a better chance if we stood together. If nothing else I can pass you the bolts for your bow.”
 

“A bit of magic wouldn’t go amiss either.”
 

Jonderill just shrugged and followed Tissian to the front of the bridge. Close up he realised just what a rickety affair it was. Thick tree trunks had been buried into the stony ground at the four corners of the bridge, and three of the long, thin white bark tree trunks had been fastened to each pair of posts. These had then been entwined with weeper branches to form the sides of the bridge. The floor was made up of rough planking, full of knots and holes, which were tied at each corner to the lowest of the white bark trunks, so that they hung a hand span below them and barely that much above the sluggish flow of the river. From the moss and slime on the planks it was clear that they were frequently submerged, and it was likely that they were rotted through. He didn’t know much about building bridges but it looked to him like a stiff breeze would blow the whole thing away.
 

As they stepped onto the bridge the whole thing creaked alarmingly and Jonderill grabbed one of the supports as the plank beneath his foot dropped slightly at one end. Tissian stood in front of him and loaded his first two bolts into his double shot bow as the enemy crested the rise in front of them. They had spread out into a line with the squad leaders in the front and for a moment they had paused as if they were weighing up the opposition. Jonderill leaned forward over Tissian’s shoulder, relieved to see that his hands were absolutely steady on the bolt bow.
 

“How do protectors practice for this sort of thing?”
 

“We don’t, it just comes naturally.” He looked back and gave Jonderill a mischievous grin, “Or at least, that’s what Allowyn told me.”
 

He turned back, as the first wave of riders charged down the rise, releasing the first two bolts and flipping the next two in place whilst the release cord was still vibrating. With a smooth and well practiced motion he wound back the cord and a second set of bolts found their target before their attackers were half way down the incline. His targets had been well chosen. The squad leader and the front horses went down first causing the line behind them to falter and those around them to swerve and collide, so that by the time they had completed their descent, only a dozen men remained mounted. Tissian brought two more riders down, and then threw his bow aside.
 

On the crest of the hill Sharman watched the action with interest. He had been right to be cautious and just send the one squad down; if he had committed another of them, then more horses and men would have been felled. As it was, he had forced the protector to abandon his long range weapon and still had enough men left to push home his advantage. He waited for the rest of the squad to close in with swords and finish the fight, but was surprised when the leading pair fell backwards off their horses clutching at their faces.
 

Tissian threw his third knife and cursed as it missed its target. He was trying to aim and gauge the distance of the nearest swordsman at the same time, and it just wasn’t working, he needed to concentrate on one or the other. If he could just clear the right hand side they might stand a chance of surviving this charge. He threw his fourth knife and heard a scream whilst he was pulling his fifth from his baldric and fixing on his next target. As he let it fly he caught the flash of a descending blade from the corner of his eye and cut the man’s arm off at the elbow. The man shrieked and fell back but the sword continued its downward path, its tip catching Tissian’s upper arm and slicing a long gash before it fell to the ground. Tissian cursed and plunged his sixth knife into the throat of the man who had just missed his sword stroke on his other side.
 

Sharman whistled in admiration, it was the fastest bit of blade work he had ever seen, far better than he or any of his men could do. No wonder the remnants of the squad were pulling back into a huddle, he wouldn’t want to face the protector either. It was almost a sacrilege to destroy such a craftsman, but the job had to be done, so he called up the next squad. Now that one of the squad leaders was down he’d had the chance to sort the men out as he wanted them and this squad were all men from Northshield, big brutes with lances. There was no way a single swordsman was going to stop that lot. He gave the order and watched with satisfaction as they charged down the slope at a gallop.
 

Jonderill cursed as the riders appeared over the top of the rise and galloped down the incline towards them. In front of him, Tissian had sheathed his sword on his injured side and had replaced it with his lighter, long side knife, its hilt already covered with blood which ran from the gash on his arm, whilst in the other hand, he held his second sword ready for the attack. With the new squad on their way down the incline armed with lances, it looked certain that they were both going to be impaled before his protector had a chance to use either weapon.
 

If Tissian didn’t realise that they were no longer in a defensible position, then he did. He grabbed his protector by the back of his body armour and yanked him backwards nearly pulling him off his feet. Tissian turned to yell a protest but Jonderill already had him by the wrist and was pulling him forward across the bridge. One glance back over his shoulder convinced Tissian that his master was right and he put on a burst of speed so they both arrived on the other side of the bridge together.
 

Sharman was disappointed. Whilst he hadn’t wanted to see such a skilled swordsman die he hadn’t expected the protector to turn tail and run, although in similar circumstances he would have done exactly the same thing. He watched, almost in amusement, as the line of well spaced horsemen funnelled themselves together, jostling to be first on the bridge and having the honour of planting their lance in the body of the magician and his protector.
 

The first three were galloping across the bridge when it disappeared. One moment it was there and the next it was just a thick cloud of wood splinters and torn bodies. From his position he couldn’t see the detail, which perhaps wasn’t such a bad thing, but by the way his men were hurrying away from the river bank, he guessed that what had happened on the bridge hadn’t been a natural occurrence. He shouted to his signalman who waved his banner to call the stand down.
 

Jonderill retched and retched again, his insides being squeezed by a giant fist and his head pounding fit to burst. He could feel Tissian pulling at his arm, urging him to stand but there was no way his legs were going to hold him up. Callabris had told him that his kind couldn’t use their magic to take a life, but nobody had told him why. Now he knew. This was worse than his aversion to weapons; much, much worse. Next to him, something soft and warm carefully touched his face and he shrieked and vomited again, as new spikes of pain seared through his head and stomach. Whatever it was withdrew rapidly, leaving him in a groaning heap.
 

Across the river, Sharman waited for the dust and debris to settle, his two squads standing about and talking in two groups; Northshieldmen in one, Leerslanders in the other. If more than one squad leader had remained to keep them in order, the men would have been in nice neat rows, but the second squad leader had been on the bridge when it exploded. It didn’t take too long for the dust to settle and when it did, he couldn’t believe his eyes, the magician and the protector were still there, just across the river and within bow range, except they hadn’t brought any bowmen.
 

Why the idiots hadn’t made a run for it, as they now had a horse with them, was a mystery but one which he was going to use to his advantage. The other amazing thing was the state of the bridge, or at least what was left of it. Whilst the floor and the down river hand rail had gone the four support post and the upstream cross poles with their entwined weeper branches were still intact easing the flow of the river. It was going to be a wet crossing but who in hellden cared.
 

Sansun called the alarm and butted Tissian so hard in the back that it sent him sprawling over the semi-conscious body of his master. He rolled off the body as it began to convulse weakly beneath him, grateful that Jonderill had at least stopped shrieking.  As he glanced across the river, he cursed at the row of bobbing heads in the water, using the remains of the bridge as protection against its flow. It would take some time for them all to get across, but it wouldn’t take all of them to take him and his master out in the open.
 

It was no good; Jonderill was going to have to move. Sansun obviously thought so too as he folded his legs beneath him so that his master could crawl or be heaved across his back. Tissian wasn’t sure if Jonderill could hear him, but he told him what he was going to do anyway as he lifted his shaking body and draped it across Sansun’s saddle. It wasn’t very dignified and it wouldn’t do Jonderill’s head much good, but it was better than waiting for the swimmers to arrive and butcher them. Sansun stood as carefully as he could, Tissian took his trailing reins and they ran.
 

Sharman scrambled out of the water just in time to see his quarry leave. He could have galloped after them, but as only two others had crossed, he didn’t fancy his chances against the protector. In any case, they weren’t going anywhere fast, probably only as far as the stone bridge, or perhaps Crosslands Gap if they were foolish enough to try that crossing into Tarbis. No, he would wait for the fang hounds to cross and send them to harry his quarry, and then the Northshieldmen could finish them off. The hounds were coming out of the river now, spraying stinking water in a wide arc from their long, coarse hair. He raised his hand and their lead handler trotted over.
 

They could see the bridge and the others waiting for them, but it was going to be a close run thing. At least Jonderill had managed to sit in the saddle with Tissian behind him propping him up, and Sansun was doing his best to keep up speed with the weight of two men on his back. Behind him the six fang hounds, huge creatures baying for their blood, were gaining fast. Further back still, the squad of lancers, minus those who had died on the bridge, were gaining ground too. Sansun skidded to a halt at the stone bridge and Jonderill slid off his back into Jarrul’s waiting arms.
 

Tissian jumped off the other side and threw his last two knives almost before his feet had touched the ground. Both found their mark and the first two hounds went down bowling over another and breaking its neck but that still left three. One leapt at Sansun’s throat and had its skull crushed by the horse’s iron hooves. The other two leapt at Tissian. The first impaled itself on Tissian’s side knife and howled as it fell to one side taking the knife with it but the other sank its fangs into Tissian’s shoulder, twisting him around and pulling him off his feet.
 

Disarmed, Tissian pounded at the hound’s head with his fist trying to get at its eyes and making the creature pull back, its teeth still buried deeply in the protector’s arm. He screamed feeling his arm being ripped apart, and screamed again as the creature jerked sideways, its head separated from its body. Tarraquin stepped back gripping a bloody sword leaving Tissian to pull the beast’s fangs from his arm and stagger to his feet. Ignoring the blood and torn flesh, he pulled his sword from its scabbard with his other hand and together they faced the charging squad of lancers.
 

Sadrin galloped to the foot of the bridge with Nyte just behind him screaming for him to hurry. He thought the cursed woman must have had eyes that could see through stone because he couldn’t see anything over the arch of the bridge. He yanked on his horse’s reins and slid to the ground, swearing as he stumbled on a loose stone and nearly fell. With Nyte still screaming behind him, he hitched up his robe and ran, hoping there wasn’t a bowman on the other side of the bridge just waiting for his head to come into view. When he reached the top he abruptly stopped. This wasn’t what he was expecting at all. Instead of the white robe and his protector there was a whole crowd of people. One man, who looked like the white robe, was down with a woman attending to him and two men, a girl and a horse were lined up in front of them making a stand.
 

A bloody mess of dead hounds lay at their feet and barely twenty strides away, their lances lowered for the kill galloped more soldiers than he had seen in his entire journey through Vinmore. Vorgret would have loved this. He would have watched and laughed as the lancers skewered the defenders and trampled the white robe into the ground, but he hadn’t come all this way for someone else to take his prize. Sadrin took a deep breath, raised his arms so that his outstretched fingers were pointing at the charging lancers and released his power.
 

Sharman watched the charge with the rest of his men from Leersland around him feeling uncomfortable with the way this was going to end. He still wasn’t sure what he was going to do when the Northshieldmen had finished their work, he supposed it depended on how many of them were left. Wanting another opinion, he turned to talk to the man behind him, a good man who he had known for years, when the wave of heat hit him. His terrified horse reared almost throwing him from the saddle and around him the other horses did the same causing chaos until they were brought back under control. He cursed and turned back to watch the charging lancers but they were gone, every single one of them. Nothing was left but a dark, greasy smudge in a line in front of their quarry and the stink of burnt flesh.
 

On the bridge someone in black lowered their arms and started to move forwards. He had seen the likes of that one before, at Sarrat’s court, and had no intention of waiting around to see what else he could do. His mind was made up; if Borman wanted the white robe, he could come and get him himself. Sharman turned his horse and rode away. Right now, anywhere away from here was a good place to be, and his men must have agreed because they followed him without saying a word.
 

~   ~   ~   ~   ~






  

CHAPTER TEWNTY THREE

Revelations

 

They stood, stunned, staring at the space where only moments before, thirty or so men and horses had borne down on them intent on bringing death. Now there was nothing, just a black, greasy smudge on the grass and the smell of tortured air after a lightning strike. They hadn’t even seen their attackers die; there was just a bright flash of light and, in an instant, they were gone.
 

Tissian was the first to recover, turning quickly around to face the bridge and readying his weapons. Whatever it was that had killed their enemies, could just as easily turn on them, so he was going to be ready, not that he knew what he was going to do. If the force attacked them, a sword wasn’t going to be much of a defence against that sort of power, not even a protector’s sword. Jonderill staggered to his feet and went to stand next to his protector pushing Birrit behind him. He had no doubt that what had happened had been caused by magic, but it was no kind of magic that he had ever seen before. The air around them crackled as if there was lightning in the air, and his skin crawled with the tension.
 

On the bridge, Sadrin dropped his hands to his side, flexed his shoulders and gave a deep, satisfied sigh. It was a long time since he had done anything like that, especially on that scale, and he had forgotten how alive it made him feel. He smiled to himself; Vorgret would have been very impressed. Next to him, Nyte looked stunned, her green eyes wide open so the whites showed, and her lips parted as if she was going to say something but had forgotten what it was.
 

Sadrin smiled at her too, pleased with the effect his magic had on her. He gave her a quick wink and started walking down the other side of the bridge, watching to see if the group who were waiting for his arrival were equally impressed by what he had done to save their lives. Nyte followed behind leading the horses, her mouth in a grim line and her cold eyes fixed on the white robe.
 

When he reached the small group Sadrin stopped in front of the white magician, who he assumed was Jonderill, and gave him a small formal bow. The fact that Jonderill was about the same age as he was surprised him, he had expected someone older with a white beard and a look of superiority, but he was just a young man, much like himself. In fact, if it hadn’t been for the colour of the robes they wore, they could have been brothers. He suddenly felt uncomfortable with the idea of killing him.
 

“Good morning, brother. I hope your friend there with the sword is not angry with me for taking his kill but he did look a bit overwhelmed.”
 

Jonderill returned the formal bow. “This is Tissian, my protector, and no, he’s not angry, his weapons have already tasted our enemy’s blood today.” He smiled and held out his hand. “I’m Jonderill.”
 

The black robe took his hand and smiled. “I’m Sadrin, and if you don’t mind me saying so, I think you should move away from here. There’s another squad of soldiers lurking close by, so I think you would be safer over the other side of the bridge and into Vinmore. You’ll find a much nicer class of person over there. Apart from that, your gallant protector appears to be dripping copious amounts of blood onto the soil and is in need of some urgent attention to his wounds.”
 

Jonderill looked down at the pool of blood forming on the ground beneath Tissian’s arm. He nodded in agreement and instantly everyone sprang into action. Jarrul and Tarraquin recaptured the horses, which had shied away from the bloody corpses of the fang hounds, and Birrit bandaged Tissian’s wounds sufficiently well to prevent him from dying from blood loss before they made camp.
 

They crossed over the stone bridge into Vinmore leaving the dark stain, which had once been thirty or so men, and the six dead hounds on the grass behind them. Sadrin chatted to Jonderill, telling him about his journey through Vinmore, and Jonderill gave the occasional nod or grunt just to let his talkative rescuer know he was listening. He wasn’t though. His mind was full of the thirty men who had died in an instant, and trying to fathom out what sort of man could wield such power without showing the tiniest bit of regret or remorse.
 

After riding for about a candle length, Sadrin led them off the beaten pathway they were following into a small coppice with a brook running nearby. It was where he had camped the previous night, and there were still warm embers in the fire ring which Nyte used to relight the fire. They were a sorry looking group, battered and exhausted, but it was Tissian who was in the worst condition. The long deep cut on his arm was open and bleeding, but it was nothing compared to the mangled flesh where the fang hound had mauled him. He sat by the fire as pale as river ice.
 

Jonderill used the last of the grain spirit to clean the wounds making Tissian hiss and shudder. Then Tissian closed his eyes and gritted his teeth as Tarraquin started to sew the torn skin and flesh back together again with small, fine stitches. He would have passed out if it hadn’t been for Nyte, who came and sat by his side and pressed her hand lightly against his injured arm until his teeth unclenched and he relaxed. When Tarraquin had finished her work, smothering the wounds with balm taken from Tissian’s saddle bags, Nyte removed her hand and the pain came back with a rush.
 

Now Tissian sat by the fire with a blanket wrapped around him against the shock, carefully cleaning his long knife, which he held between his knees with his one good hand. They had shared their supplies with the black robe and his slave, and Jarrul had caught a pair of fat wood cluckers. Nyte had baked them in mud by the fire so that when she pulled the baked clay apart, the feathers came away with it, leaving hot succulent meat. Jonderill brought their last skin of wine to the fire, but Tarraquin, Jarrul and Birrit declined his invitation to join him, preferring to sit under a nearby tree and talk amongst themselves.
 

He was surprised and a little hurt that they didn’t want to join him, but supposed that it was the presence of the black robe which made them unusually unsociable. Nyte watched her master closely from beneath the tree where the horses were picketed and waited for him to invite her to the fire. He had done that every other night of their journey, but Sadrin ignored her, as if she wasn’t there. When it became obvious that there would be no invitation, she gave Jonderill an undisguised look of jealousy and hatred, and retired to her own blankets. 
 

Jonderill sat by the fire and passed Sadrin the wine skin. “I never thanked you properly for your intervention. I think even Tissian might have struggled against thirty charging horsemen armed with lances.”
 

Sadrin shrugged. “It was nothing; I was pleased to help a brother.”
 

Jonderill would have liked to ask him what he was doing on the bridge, but thought it might sound ungrateful, so instead he asked Sadrin who he was and where he came from.
 

“Who am I? I’m nobody really; the son of a peasant farmer with a patch of land in north Essenland too small to support him, his wife and seven children. I was the middle one; too young to be any use on the farm, and too old to be my mother’s baby. If that wasn’t bad enough I was odd too. From the first day I can remember I hated the farm, the mud, the smell, everything about it. I wanted to do something with my life, to be someone others respected and looked up to, not just a dirt grubber like my father to be kicked around by anyone who had two gellstart to rub together.
 

My pa said I had something wrong with my head, and perhaps he was right, for one day something changed in me and I found that I had a gift for burning things. I started small on twigs and scraps of wood, and then went onto bigger things. I burnt a whole tree down once.” He took a swig from the wine skin and passed it back to Jonderill. “Then I moved on to live things, you know, gnawers and squeakers and then my sister’s kittling. It just sat there on a wall looking all smug so I pointed my fingers at it and it burst into flames, the smell was incredible.
 

“Unfortunately my sister saw what had happened and started to scream, so I pointed my fingers at her too. By the time my pa missed her, her ashes had blown away on the wind. I was a bit more careful after that, but got caught eventually trying to cook the family grunter whilst it was still alive. Pa nearly beat me to death for it, and sent for the prince’s guard; he said I was demented. The upshot was I was sent to the Enclave to be tested.” Sadrin laughed and shook his head at the memory. “I nearly burnt the school of learning down without even trying. They said I was a freak and tried to block my magic, but it didn’t work; every time I got angry, something would go up in flames.
 

“Eventually they found out how to control me. If they kept me weak, beaten, starved and abused me, I couldn’t call on the fire within me, but I found that there are other ways to kill those who torment you. It would have been kinder if they’d done away with me there and then, but their kind don’t do that sort of thing, so they sent me to Essenland’s silver mines instead. I was put into one of the deepest mines where they work you without rest until you drop, and then they beat you bloody to make sure you’re not faking.
 

“Prince Vorgret found me there and gave me back my life. He gave me a safe place to live, time to learn how to control my gift and encouragement to develop other talents. He gave me the robe I wear, the slave who attends me and everything else that I have. In return I deal with his enemies for him, I go where he says I should go, and most of the time, I do what he tells me to do.”
 

He threw a branch on the fire and watched the flames leap upwards with a look of wonder. “Not a very edifying story is it? It’s not the life I always dreamed of, but it’s better than any sort of life that I’ve had so far. What about you, Jonderill, is your story any better? How did you come to the exalted position of wearing the white and yet be under attack and fighting for your life?”
 

Jonderill shook his head. “My story’s not much better. I was a kingsward, rescued by a magician and sold as a slave. Rescued again by two old magicians, captured for a slave and ended up at the Enclave, where my experience was only marginally better than your own. Callabris of the white took me in, and for a while, I was the property of King Borman. I didn’t like what he was or what Callabris did with his magic in the name of service to his king, so I left and took these others with me.” He looked over his shoulder at Tarraquin and her friends deep in conversation by an everleaf tree and wondered what they were talking about so earnestly. 
 

Sadrin gave a small ironic laugh. “You know, you and I are much alike; unwanted, abused by others and having to make our own place in the world. It seems that Borman is very much like Vorgret. He wouldn’t let his possessions get up and walk away without trying to get them back either, but I’m surprised that Borman sent guards to kill you and not Callabris to fetch you back.”
 

“Callabris would have refused; he wouldn’t do anything to harm me.”
 

“Don’t be so sure, he comes from a family of turncoats who are renowned for doing almost anything for their own prestige and comfort. What do you say, protector, you must have heard some of the rumours about Callabris and his family when you were training at the Enclave?”
 

Tissian shook his head and stared at the fire. “It’s not the place of a protector to talk about a white robe or their family.” He looked up at the expectant faces of one magician and then the other and shook his head. “But it’s strange that Borman didn’t send him after us, especially as he sent Callabris to track down Istan and the others. From what Jarrul says it was only by luck that he survived.”
 

“You see what I mean? You need to be careful, Jonderill, Callabris may wear a white robe but that doesn’t make him pure and clean.”
 

He took the wine skin which Jonderill held out to him, hesitating as he noticed the scar on his arm. “I see you wear the mark of a kingsward. I knew one once, we were chained together for a while until they beat him to death. He was a big bear of a man, full of fight when he first came to the pits with his number branded on his arm, but they broke him, like they did all the others. He told me his pa was quartered as a murderer but didn’t say much else, so I’ve always wondered what being a kingsward was like.” 
 

“It’s like being in hellden’s halls. A filthy compound where they put orphans and the children of felons until they’re raped and murdered, die of starvation or are old enough to be worked to death.”
 

Sadrin chuckled to himself. “Which one were you, orphan or felon’s get?”
 

“I don’t know. I have no memories of who I am or how I ended up being a kingsward.”
 

“Really? If I were in your boots I would really want to know which. Don’t you?”
 

Jonderill shrugged. “I always thought that it would be better not to know. Callabris did offer to remove the memory block that Maladran of the black put in place, but I refused to let him do it. I thought it was the right choice at the time but now I’m on my own again, I’m not so sure.”
 

Sadrin leant forward almost eagerly. “If you could change that decision, would you?”
 

“I suppose so, but the chance has gone.”
 

“Possibly not.” Jonderill looked up questioningly. “I told you that Vorgret gave me time and encouragement to develop other talents. It was part of my therapy, as it helped me to stop burning things down without meaning to. Well one of my talents is the ability to walk through someone’s past. What I do isn’t like unblocking someone’s memory, which Callabris said he could do, because when I help people they don’t actually see anything and the memory remains hidden, but most of the time it’s enough to find out what’s gone before. It’s a useful gift for meting out justice to those accused of wrong doing, not that Vorgret takes much notice of what I say,  he tends to condemn anyone who comes before him as it keeps his mines supplied with workers.”
 

Jonderill thought about it for a moment. “Could you see my past?”
 

“I probably could, although I have never tried it on a brother before.”
 

“How would my master know that what you were telling him was the truth?” interrupted Tissian suspiciously. He had finished cleaning his long knife and had put it to one side whilst he started on one of his swords.
 

“Good point. Trust I suppose.” Tissian looked sceptical. “Or by holding something of magic which belongs to Jonderill. If my magic was directed through that he would know if I was making things up.”
 

Jonderill nodded in understanding and crossed to where their saddles and gear had been stacked. He pulled a black silk bag out of its keeping place and returned to his seat by the fire. Carefully he opened the drawstrings and pulled out the torc.
 

“Bloody hellden!” shrieked Sadrin, scuttling backwards as fast as he could away from the presence of the torc. “What in the goddess’s name is that?”
 

Jonderill looked down at the torc in his hands, the eyes of the entwining demon pulsing a blood red. He took a look at Sadrin’s horrified face and slipped it back in its bag and pulled the drawstring tightly closed. “It’s the torc Maladran the black gave me as his parting gift. I’m sorry; I didn’t think how it might affect others of the black.”
 

“Just keep that evil thing covered up will you and well away from me.”
 

Jonderill nodded and took the black silk bag back to its hiding place. “I’ve something else here which should do, it’s an old iron blade that was given to me by a friend and has served me well, only you’ll have to come and get it, you know how it is with white robes and weapons.”
 

Sadrin laughed and came to where Jonderill stood, drawing the old blade from his roll of belongings and looking very unimpressed. “You haven’t actually tried using this thing have you?”
 

“I’ve used it once or twice for getting into places where I shouldn’t be, but I’ve never used it as a weapon.”
 

“I’m glad to hear that.” Sadrin put a friendly arm around Jonderill’s shoulders and led him back to the fire. “Come, this is simple and I promise it won’t hurt. You just need to touch one end of it very lightly and close your eyes and I’ll do the rest.”
 

Tissian watched him closely from the other side of the fire, his sword across his knees and a throwing knife in his hand.
 

Sadrin looked at him nervously. “Jonderill, would you mind telling your fang hound there to relax and that I’m not going to harm you before he loses his sense of fun and plants one of those very sharp pointy things inside of me.”
 

It was Jonderill’s turn to laugh, even with his face deathly white and his arm bandaged from wrist to shoulder, his protector looked dangerous. “It’s all right, Tissian, I’ve given Sadrin leave to do this.”
 

Tissian nodded and relaxed slightly but still held onto the throwing knife.
 

“Ready?”
 

“As ready as I will ever be.” Jonderill closed his eyes and waited for something to happen.
 

Sadrin touched the end of the blade and closed his eyes knowing that from across the fire Tissian was watching, waiting for any sign of treachery. For a moment it made him feel like a boy again, expecting to be beaten for using his gift, but then he pushed the memory aside and concentrated on what he was doing. When he had finished he removed his hand from the iron blade and gave out an appreciative whistle.
 

“Oh, Jonderill, are you something special or what?”
 

Jonderill opened his eyes and blinked, feeling slightly dizzy and confused. “I don’t understand?”
 

“No, you don’t, do you? You have no idea. Well, I can tell you that the reason you were a kingsward is that you are an orphan, not a felon’s get, but that’s only the half of it. Jonderill, my friend, you have a family that anyone in the six kingdoms would give an eye for. Have you ever heard of Coberin the white?” Jonderill nodded. “Well, that’s where you get your gift of magic from, Coberin was your father.”
 

Jonderill shot to his feet. “But how can that be so, surely I would have known?”
 

Sadrin shrugged. “Not if your memory was blocked.” He gave a chuckle of laughter. “And of course that makes Callabris your uncle. It’s no wonder Borman wanted you back so badly!”
 

“No, that’s not so, Callabris doesn’t know who I am.”
 

Sadrin shook his head. “I’m sorry to disillusion you, Jonderill, but he does, he’s been into your memories. The block is still in place but it’s been breached and Callabris’s signature is all over it. You’ve been raped, Jonderill, by your own uncle.”
 

Jonderill collapsed back to his seat by the fire as if the air had been let out of him. “Callabris wouldn’t do that to me, I trusted him.”
 

Sadrin just gave a cynical laugh. “Trust isn’t something which runs deep in your family, my friend, and with Callabris least of all. I have heard that his old master’s death was very suspicious and within a few days he had left Tarbis and a grieving heir, who was no more than a boy, to serve his master’s old enemy, King Borman. Even your own father, the revered Coberin, walked out on his master and left King Duro to die. If he had kept to his trust King Duro would still be on the throne of Sandstrone instead of that magician-hating little shit, Tallison.” Jonderill shook his head in denial. “So you still think Callabris would do nothing to harm you? Are you going to tell him, protector, or shall I?”
 

Tissian scowled at Sadrin but answered anyway. “When we were in Tarmin, Callabris put an enchantment on you to make you slow and compliant. Allowyn told me about it and I was going to tell you, but once we left the fortress the enchantment faded, so there didn’t seem to be much point.”
 

Jonderill shook his head again trying to come to terms with what he had been told, whilst everything he believed in lay in ashes around him.
 

“Your past memories are very confused, but there’s more I can tell you if you want to hear about it?”
 

He looked up. “I might as well, there can’t be much more that will turn my life upside down.”
 

“Well, for a start you know Tallison, or at least you’ve been in his presence. When he killed his brother he must have feared Coberin would turn against him, because it seems that he tricked his protector, Jonderill, after whom you were named, into leaving his master’s side for a short while. You were there when Tallison led the attack on the village where Coberin and you were staying and you saw Tallison taking Coberin’s hands.
 

“I don’t know what happened to him afterwards, but you were left as bait for the protector. I guess Tallison thought Jonderill would come after him for revenge and didn’t fancy looking over his shoulder for the rest of his life. Anyway, you remember Tallison’s men catching up with you and him as he crossed into Leersland, and then there’s a whole lot of fighting, and the next thing, Jonderill is given to Leersland’s guards to die on the crossed pikes. It must have been Tallison who arranged it all, including you being given over to be a kingsward on the certainty that you would die a most unpleasant death.”
 

Jonderill remained silent, staring into the fire whilst he tried to bring some order to his whirling thoughts.
 

“I’m sorry, Jonderill, that my talent couldn’t weave a better story for you, but that’s the truth of your past as far as I can tell from your memories.”
 

“It’s not your fault, you can only tell me what’s there; I only wish that others had been as honest with me as you have been.” He stood, still staring into the flames. “High Master Razarin once called me naive and a fool, and now I think he was right. If you don’t mind I think I’d like to be alone, I have a lot to think about and some decisions to make. I’ll take the first watch and let you and Tissian get some sleep.”
 

“I understand. If you want to talk some more, Jonderill, please wake me or we can talk at watch change if you want, I don’t need much sleep.”
 

Sadrin watched him walk away into the darkness, a small, secret smile on his face which he kept hidden from Tissian. He wondered if he should tell him of the other things he had learnt, but decided against it; perhaps he would ask Nyte what she thought. When Tissian started to rise in order to follow his master, Sadrin pushed him back into his place, and the protector reluctantly stayed where he was. Within moments he was asleep, exhausted from the day’s fighting, loss of blood and the ache of his wounds.
 

Now the excitement was over, Sadrin sudden felt lonely and looked towards the others, hoping for some company and a chance to join in their conversation, but they had already settled down for the night. Instead he thought about sharing his bed roll with his slave and asking her what she thought about Jonderill’s past, but she too was curled up with her head under her blanket. Disappointed, he settled down for the night, wondering what he could tell of Nyte’s past if she would only let him.
 

The sun was still low in the sky when Jonderill opened his eyes to the new day. He had stayed on watch until the darkest part of the night, turning things over in his mind until he had made his decisions, and then, when Sadrin came to relieve him, he had slept deeply and without dreaming. For the last candle length, he had lain awake with his eyes closed, going over his plans, and listening to the sounds of the camp as the others started moving around. He could hear horses being saddled and trail provisions being prepared, so he guessed that he wasn’t the only one who had reached some decisions about their future during the night.
 

In the light of day he reviewed his own decided course of action for one last time, trying to judge if it was the right thing to do or not, but as no other thought besides that of revenge occurred to him, he knew what it was he had to do. He pushed his blanket aside, sat up and surveyed the activity in the camp. Most of the horses were saddled and ready to go, just leaving Sansun and Tissian’s mount unattended to and tied to a bush by the tree. He was  surprised that Tissian hadn’t saddled them ready for travel but perhaps it was a bit difficult with his injured arm.
 

All the gear had been sorted, and the remaining provisions shared out with their portion stacked in a neat pile by the fire. Some hot bread was keeping warm on a stone near the fire, and water with herb tea was heating in a small pot on some glowing embers. Whilst Tarraquin, Birrit and Jarrul were dressed ready for travel, Tissian sat with his back to a log on the other side of the fire wrapped in blankets, his face flushed and dark rings under his eyes. His weapons were by his side but for once, he wasn’t cleaning or repairing them. Instead his hands lay still in his lap. He looked up and gave Jonderill a weak smile.
 

“Good morning, master. I thought you would want to travel as soon as you woke, so I asked Jarrul if he would gather our things together, which he has done. Unfortunately Tarraquin wouldn’t let him saddle the horses, but it won’t take us long to do that.”
 

He slumped back against the log as if the effort of talking had taken all his energy. Jonderill knelt next to him and didn’t have to touch him to feel the heat coming off his body. Tarraquin walked up behind them and handed Jonderill a pot of steaming herb tea which smelled as if there was something else in it.
 

“That’s for Tissian; it’ll help with the pain. I’ve had a look at his arm which is infected and he has a fever. I’ve cleaned the wounds again as best as I can and have changed the bandage on his arm, but I don’t think he should be moved too far.”
 

“Thanks’ replied Jonderill.” He helped Tissian to drink the tea as Jarrul and Birrit joined them, already dressed in their travelling cloaks. “You’re leaving?”
 

Tarraquin nodded. “I am going to return to the hunting lodge and my friend. There is nothing left for me in Leersland, and I will be safe there from Borman and anyone he sends after me.” She looked around the camp as if she was still in two minds, but the sight of the fading leaf which had already turned to dust and the other which was more bronze than silver was fresh in her mind. There was no doubting that if she didn’t leave straight away the enchantment would be too strong to break, and her safe refuge would be closed to her forever. “I’m sorry Jonderill, I cannot stay with you, please forgive me.”
 

Jonderill felt his heart drop. After their night in the forest, he had thought there might have been more than just friendship between them. He managed a faint smile. “It’s alright, I understand. What about Jarrul and Birrit, are they going too?”
 

“They wouldn’t let me travel through Tarbis on my own without any protection, so they will ride with me to the hunting lodge and, if all goes well, my friend will provide them with an escort to Alewinder.” She gave a small shrug. “I will never be a queen again, but at least my friend will treat me as a lady and will provide for me.”
 

“I’m sorry Jonderill,” interrupted Jarrul, stepping forward, “I don’t want to leave you alone here with Tissian as sick as he is, but my first loyalty must be to my lady. I had hoped that Sadrin and the girl would stay with you but they were gone when we woke up.”
 

Tissian opened his eyes and sat up a bit straighter. “Don’t worry about me, I‘ll be fine. As for the girl, she left in the night; she took one of the horses and rode away. I suppose she thought it was the best chance she was likely to get to escape her bondage. Sadrin left early into his watch but he didn’t go after her. He looked a bit upset but he told me that he wasn’t going to go after her as she wasn’t worth the bother to him. He said he was going to go home to his master.” 
 

For a moment Jonderill felt annoyed that everyone had made their own plans and were leaving without discussing them with him. “It doesn’t matter that they have gone, or that you’re all leaving us. My plans to travel across Tarbis to the Great Southern Ocean have changed, and even if Tissian had been fit to travel, our ways would have parted today.” 
 

He stopped there realising how peevish he sounded and tried again. “Tissian is not fit enough to ride far so he and I will move into Crosslands, which is no more than a half day’s ride from here. Callabris once told me there is a good inn there and it’s likely that there’ll be a physician or healer in the village. That will give Tissian time to heal and me a safe place to practice my magic.”
 

“Thank you, Jonderill, for not being angry that I’m leaving you.” Tarraquin took his hands and gave him a gentle kiss on his cheek. “If this doesn’t work out, I promise that I’ll find you, wherever you are, and I’ll become your wife as I once promised.”
 

Jonderill smiled and kissed her back. “I’ll hold you to that.” He let go of her hands and watched them mount their horses and leave, saddened by the thought that it was unlikely they would meet again in this life.
 

“Where are we going now, master?”
 

“We’ll take the ride slowly and go to Crosslands. When you’re fit again I will travel to Sandstrone to seek vengeance for the death of my father and Jonderill the protector, and for my years of fear and pain as a kingsward. I can’t ask you to come with me, Tissian; this is personal and nothing to do with honour, service to the goddess, or magic. It’s probably the most foolhardy and dangerous thing I’ve done in a life full of unwise actions. I intend to kill a king and bring some much needed justice to the six kingdoms.”
 

Tissian shook his head. “Vengeance is an unworthy motive, Lord, but if it’s the murder of a white robe and his protector you intend to avenge, then it’s less unworthy than it could have been.” Despite his fever he gave Jonderill one of his mischievous grins. “And I can’t possibly let you do this foolhardy thing alone, you’re going to need me, or have you forgotten that a white robe cannot kill?”
 

“I haven’t forgotten, and I truly want you by my side, but I swear by the goddess that the man who killed my father and his protector, will die by my hand and my hand alone.
 

~   ~   ~   ~   ~
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End Games






  

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

Enchantments’ End

 

Tarraquin pulled her horse to a halt at the edge of the forest and stared across the open space to the high walls which surrounded the hunting lodge. It had changed again. The stone creatures were back, crouched on top of the walls, unmoving but ready to spring to life if anyone was foolish enough to try to enter by climbing over the walls. On the posts, on either side of the gate, the two giant raptors sat with their wings folded. Their talons, strong enough to carry away a man, were just visible beneath their metal feathers. They too seemed immobile, all except their eyes which flickered sideways to follow the slightest movement. At that moment they were staring back at her, ready to pounce if she dared to cross the killing ground between the forest edge and the barred, iron gates.
 

Somewhere behind her, she didn’t know or care where; Birrit and Jarrul were making their way to this place. She had left them far behind, unable to wait on Birrit’s need for frequent stops, or Jarrul’s concern for the horses. They would catch up with her if she was still alive, and if she wasn’t, it didn’t matter anyway. Jarrul hadn’t wanted her to go on alone but there was no time left. She knew what the two silver leaves meant, except that they weren’t silver any more. One had gone, blown away to dust when she had last opened the lid of the silver box and the other, deep bronze, was almost lost against the brown velvet lining on which it lay. The beast was dying, perhaps already dead, as she had not dared to open the box for the last day and night. If the beast died then her hopes of a safe refuge were dead too.
 

She would have liked to have waited for darkness so she could slip past the raptors as she had before, but there wasn’t time, so instead, she rode back into the trees a little way and tied her exhausted horse to a strong bush and removed the saddle. Hopefully Jarrul would find it, but if not, the horse would be strong enough once it had rested to pull itself free. After that, it would have to take care of itself. She gave it a last reassuring pat and returned to where she had been standing at the edge of the forest. The raptors were still there, still looking down at her as if they were weighing up their next meal.
 

Tarraquin took a deep breath, clutched the silver box tightly to her and stepped away from the shade of the trees into the sunlight. It would have been a good time to run, but instead, she walked steadily towards the gates, trying her best to look as if she belonged there, and not to look upwards. She failed; the threat of the raptors, perched high above her was too much to ignore. They had both turned slightly, their eyes following her progress, but at least, neither of them had left their perch. Behind them, the other stone creatures had moved too, still crouched in readiness, but now, all turned in her direction as if they were waiting for something to happen.
 

As she closed with the wall she began to notice other things had changed. The wall, which had been made of close-fitting blocks of stone embedded with sharp crystals of rock, seemed to be less substantial now, and vines were starting to grow up its sides and through the crumbling mortar. The ground around the wall, which had risen slightly as if the wall had grown through it, was sunken and white at the edges where a large gap had appeared between the ground and the wall, giving the impression that they were pulling apart from each other. It was the gates which had changed most though. Rust covered the once black iron bars and, when she reached out to touch the gate rings, they disintegrated into dust in her hands. It wasn’t just the beast who was dying, it was the whole place.
 

She pushed at the centre of the gates and they creaked open leaving a trail of rust behind them. Tarraquin stepped through into the courtyard, the eerie silence making her skin crawl. It was mid morning and usually at this time the practice yard would be full of guards training or cleaning weapons or doing other things which soldiers did to keep themselves busy when they were not fighting. Today there was nothing, no movement or sound apart from the dust moving along the ground and around the weeds which had grown up in between the paving stones.
 

Tarraquin hurried forward towards the lodge, up the dusty steps and pushed on the front door hoping that it wasn’t locked. She sighed with relief when the door squeaked open and she slipped inside. Everything looked so familiar, as if she hadn’t been away at all, except for the layer of dust that hadn’t been there before. A door opened behind her and she jumped in surprise and quickly turned hoping that it was the beast but it wasn’t. Instead an old man stood there in a shabby, faded uniform with grey hair, a lined face and a bent back. They both stood and looked at each other trying to work out who the other might be, and then the man smiled.
 

“My Lady, I knew you would return, I told him never to give up hope.”
 

“Captain Tangier?”
 

“Yes, My Lady, but just a little older than you will remember.”
 

She took a step forward and took his thin, liver-spotted hands and squeezed them gently. “Where is he?”
 

“In his room, My Lady, but you must hurry; he’s close to death and has only lived this long by pulling on our lives.”  She looked at him in horror. What sort of creature would leech the life from those closest to him? Captain Tangier saw the look on her face and shook his head. “We were pleased to do this thing for our lord. Now please hurry, don’t make our sacrifice mean nothing.”
 

Almost guiltily she turned away and ran for the stairs, taking them two at a time until she reached the landing where she abruptly stopped. The beast had forbidden her to take the corridor which led to his room and she had only ventured down there once; that was the last time she had seen him. She started to walk down the corridor and for the first time wondered what she was doing there. What had she hoped to achieve by leaving her friends behind and riding like a demented fool to this place? Did she really want to spend the rest of her life living with a beast in an isolated fortress guarded by stone monsters?
 

If he was dying because of the enchantment there was little she could do to help and what if the enchantment affected her too? She shuddered at the thought of growing old overnight as Tangier had done and of dying in this place, her remains falling to dust and blowing away on the wind. Her hand held the latch to the door but had not lifted it free; there was still time for her to turn around and walk away. Tarraquin let the latch go and stepped back, her thoughts in turmoil, her life in the balance. He had let her go and yet he had given her two of his precious leaves, trusting that she would return. Now it was her turn to trust him. She reached for the latch, lifted it free and pushed the door open.
 

The room was dark, the strange central lamp giving out only enough light for her to see just inside the room. She stepped forward trying to remember its layout and hoping that the room hadn’t changed along with everything else. Carefully she made her way to the huge bed expecting the beast to be there, but the bed was empty, its blankets and pillows lying in a crumpled heap as if something had, at one time, curled up in its centre. From there, she made her way to the ruined chair and the small table where the silver tree had stood, but the chair was empty and the tree was missing. As if her presence had disturbed the still air, the lamp slowly turned above her head, and a small beam of light from the lamp’s many faces reflected off something that shone at the other end of the room.
 

As she walked towards them she could see that the mirrors had been uncovered and were propped up against the walls to form an alcove in the corner of the room. At their base lay the still form of the beast, its hair once again long and ragged, the claws and tusks grown long and sharp. It lay on the dark shrouds which had once covered the mirrors, its body half covered in an old torn cloak. Where the people and everything surrounding the lodge had aged and decayed and had turned to dust the beast had returned to its former self. The creature looked as wild and as savage as the first time she had seen him.
 

“Trust,” she whispered to herself as she stepped forward to stand close to the supine form of the beast.
 

“Trust,” she whispered again as she knelt by his side and placed her hand on the beasts shoulder.
 

The fur was harsh and matted and the creature was as cold as ice. She moved her hand higher onto its neck, pressing lightly down to find some sign of life but she could feel nothing through the thick fur. Tentatively she took one of the beast’s paws into her hand and stroked the long twisted fingers hoping for some reaction, some slight movement, but there was nothing. She was too late, the beast had gone.
 

Why she was grieving she didn’t know; there were other places she could hide from Borman. It wasn’t just that though she realised, it was the beast himself. She had only known him for such a short time, but she thought of their picnic in the meadow and the silly games they had played and she thought about his attempts to laugh and sing and his smiling brown eyes and she cried.
 

“I’m sorry,” she whispered as tears ran down her cheeks.
 

One dropped on his paw and another on his muzzle so she closed her eyes to stop them falling. But a sudden movement behind her made her look up. It was the lamp at the centre of the room which had brightened slightly and was spinning slowly on its chain sending beams of different coloured light around the room. She looked back at the mirrors, suddenly dazzled by the kaleidoscope of colours as the mirrors reflected back the beams of light to each other. As the lamp spun faster the beams of light crossing from one mirror to another increased in number and brightness to form a giant, glittering web of light above the beast. She stepped back so she wouldn’t interfere with the intricate weave and watched in awe as the light wove itself into a cocoon around the beast.
 

When the lamp stopped spinning, the cocoon of light remained for a moment and then slowly faded away to nothing. On the floor, amongst a pile of velvet curtains, lay a man, his long ragged hair covering his muscular shoulders, whilst the rest of his pale flesh was exposed. His eyes were closed, so it looked like he was asleep, but he had a small smile on his lips as if his sleep was full of pleasant dreams and his chest rose up and down in a steady rhythm.
 

Tarraquin wiped the tears from her eyes and looked around the room for something to cover him and gasped in surprise. The room had changed. Two large windows on the once windowless wall let in the morning sunlight, filling the room with warmth and a pale yellow glow. The ruined chair and rickety table had been replaced by an intricately carved chair and a large ebonwood desk, and the walls, instead of being plain and dark, were decorated with maps and tapestries of hunting scenes. There were other furnishings she hadn’t noticed before; a weapons stand with two finely crafted swords, a boot rack and bronze bound clothes chests. It was the room of a young and wealthy man. She hurried across to the bed to fetch a blanket and when she turned around he stood there, a velvet curtain draped around him like the finest of cloaks, his brown eyes shining and a smile on his face.
 

“Tarraquin?”
 

She nodded and shyly returned his smile and he stepped forward and took her in his arms.
 

*
 

If she had thought about it beforehand, making love to him the moment he had changed from a beast to a man wouldn’t have been the most likely outcome, but that is what had happened. Now, walking down the steps of the hunting lodge, hand in hand, she was filled with guilt. She wasn’t sure if he felt guilty too because she didn’t know him well enough yet to judge his feelings. True, his smile was gone and there was sadness in his eyes but that wasn’t the same as feeling guilty.
 

Perhaps if they hadn’t joined together or slept in each other’s arms, they might have been in time to at least say goodbye to Captain Tangier, but he was dead when they found him, along with the few others who had managed to live long enough to feel the enchantment break. They had moved all the bodies into one room so that when they left this place all those who had served the prince could be together. She took one last look at the hunting lodge and went down the steps to wait with the horses.
 

The changes to the inside of the hunting lodge had been amazing but it was nothing compared to the transformation outside. The walls and the iron gates had gone along with the rupture in the ground through which the wall had grown. In their place were neatly trimmed hedges and slender pole trees, their frond type leaves giving off a heavy fragrance. All the stone creatures had gone too, changed back into the horses or the pack of hunting hounds that now milled around in the courtyard where she waited. There had been more horses than they needed, so they had set some of them free. Some would return here looking for masters who were dead and gone but most would be found by foresters or farmers and would hopefully be put to good use.
 

Most remarkable of all had been the transformation of the two metal raptors into two tawny and black sky hunters. They now sat hooded and jessed to the perches on the back of the pack horses. She had never been hunting with flyers before, but Newn had assured her that the sky hunters were too valuable to be left behind, and they were used to riding out jessed to a saddle. They would also be useful for catching fresh meat on their journey back to Dartis, not to mention making an impressive sight when they arrived. Tarraquin hadn’t argued about what Newn had chosen to take with them, although there were other things in the lodge she would have chosen if it had been up to her. Newn had picked different things but they were his things after all. He hurried down the steps towards her with a grim look on his face and stopped next to where she waited.
 

“Is it done?” she asked gently.
 

“Yes, I have said my goodbyes.” He looked back at the lodge where wisps of smoke could be seen curling beneath the door and from the partly opened downstairs windows. “My mother loved it here, it was one of her favourite places and my father loved it too. Callabris will pay dearly for his treachery.”
 

He gave her hand a gentle squeeze and then mounted his horse, waiting for her to mount her own. The horses shifted nervously as the smell of smoke drifted across the courtyard and the dogs whined, eager to be away from the place. Newn took one last look back and then pushed his horse into a trot just as the first flames licked from the upper windows. He didn’t look back again.
 

*
 

Jarrul could see the orange glow in the distance and smell the smoke a long time before he reached the forest edge. In front of him Birrit stirred and opened her eyes, sitting up straighter in his arms. Shortly after Tarraquin had left them, one of the horses had become lame and he had set it free. After that Jarrul had walked their remaining horse slowly through the forest; there had been no point rushing the tired animal with its double load, he knew where Tarraquin was going. He wasn’t particularly surprised to find her horse tied up at the forest edge but the sight of the blazing building shocked him.
 

For a while he stood watching the flames leaping upwards and wondered where his lady had gone and if the beast had gone with her or perished in the fire. Whatever Tarraquin had decided to do, she hadn’t bothered waiting for him to catch up, so he came to the conclusion that she didn’t need him anymore. With that sad thought in mind, he saddled the horse which she had left behind, and then he and Birrit set off for Alewinder and the two old magicians who Jonderill had said would provide them with shelter.
 

*
 

Commander Gadrin had been his father’s senior advisor and although kings don’t have friends, he was probably the closest to it that King Hormand had ever had. Prince Newn had happy memories of visiting Gadrin’s estate just outside of Dartis and playing with his two sons. At least they were happy memories to him, whether they remembered him with affection or as a spoilt brat was another matter. That was now beside the point. What did matter was that Gadrin was the commander of Tarbis’s army and next to his uncle was the most powerful man in the kingdom.
 

On his way to Gadrin’s estate, he wondered why someone as loyal to his father as Gadrin had once been, had never questioned the disappearance of his son and heir. He supposed that it was because Gadrin had always put his country and the rule of law first, so if the regent was the legitimate ruler, that was where his loyalty would lie. Now that was all about to change, now that he was old enough to rule in his own right and Tarbis’s crown would be his.
 

He pulled his horse to a stop before he reached the main gate to the estate house and checked his appearance one last time. If he were going to be king, he needed to look and act like one, which is why he had chosen to save what he had from the lodge and not the things he would have really liked to have saved. His decision meant that both he and Tarraquin could arrive in the richest of clothing, with an abundance of jewellery, looking the part of a prince and his lady. The horses, hounds and hawks added to the image, although it was a pity they didn’t have a squire to take charge of the pack horses. He had thought about stopping at a village and acquiring one, but secrecy was of the utmost importance.
 

Satisfied that everything was in place, he rode towards the gates and was relieved when they were opened for him to enter without question. As he rode through with the hounds milling around him, he could see that one of the gate guards had already been sent to announce his arrival. He gave Tarraquin an encouraging smile and pulled his horse to a halt in front of the steps leading to the main doors. If he had misjudged the commander, this would probably be the last piece of arrogance that he would ever have the chance to perform. The doors of the estate house opened and he did his best to look haughty and disinterested, which was difficult when he was desperate to know if the Commander was at home, and if he would recognise him.
 

The man at the top of the stairs stopped abruptly and stared down in disbelief. He had been told that the prince was seriously ill with some malady of the brain which required him to live in peace and seclusion. Of course he had questioned this, but the Regent, who had told him that he regularly visited the prince, had assured him that the boy was alive and, if he recovered, would return to claim his throne. The Regent had even brought back letters of reassurance from Prince Newn, sealed with his own crest. He had either been duped like a fool or the person in front of him was an imposter and he certainly didn’t appear to be one of those. He hurried down the steps keeping his eyes fixed on the young man with the haughty look which he remembered so well. There was no doubt about it; he had been duped.
 

“Your Highness, welcome to my home, I’m so pleased to see that you’ve recovered from your long illness.”
 

Newn went to snap a reply at the stupid old fool but stopped abruptly as a growl rumbled deeply in his throat. “Commander Gadrin, it’s good to see you again. May I present the Lady Tarraquin from Leersland who is soon to be my wife.”
 

The Commander gave a gracious bow noting the look of surprise on the lady’s face. “Madam, you are most welcome to my home.” He turned back to the prince, “Your Highness, are you passing through on your way to Dartis or may I offer you and your lady some refreshments?”
 

“I think you can offer me more than that, Gadrin. That’s if you are still loyal to me and my line?”
 

Gadrin scowled. There was something very different about the prince, politeness had never been one of his strengths, but perhaps this new approach was a side effect of the brain malady. “Your Highness, my loyalty to you and your line is unwavering.”
 

“Good, then we need to speak in private.” He dismounted without waiting for a groom to take his horse’s bridle and helped Tarraquin down, pushing through the hounds which tried to follow him up the steps. When he reached Gadrin he stopped and laughed. “My apologies for the menagerie, they were necessary for appearances sake but now I give them to you as a gift.”
 

Gadrin was even more astounded; the prince had never given anyone a gift in his life. He bowed and gave his men orders to see to the animals and then led the way into his large, comfortable house. There could be no doubt what Gadrin’s profession was; weapons, maps and the occasional battle banner adorned the walls and alcoves, along with assorted plants, flowers and exquisite lace work. Newn had told her that Gadrin’s wife was a formidable lady who didn’t allow the Commander to have all his own way. Tarraquin had never met her but she already liked her. When they reached the end of a long corridor, Gadrin stopped and opened the door, ushering them inside.
 

To Tarraquin’s surprise she found herself in a small, cosy dining room laid out for breakfast, the smell of hot rashers and fresh bread made her mouth water and her stomach rumble noisily. A small, rather plump woman in a pale blue dress that matched her eyes stood and hurried over giving the prince a deep curtsy and then a huge hug as if he were her own son. When she pulled back she had tears in her eyes.
 

“Ah, Newny, I’m so happy to see you and looking so well too. When your uncle told us you were ill, I wanted to come and see you straight away, but he said that the excitement of having visitors would be too much for you and it might kill you.”
 

Newn ignored her use of his pet name, which used to send him wild, and smiled at her, taking her hands into his. “It’s good to see you too, Jeswin, I’ve missed you.” He surprised himself by suddenly realising it was true. “This is the Lady Tarraquin who will soon be my wife.”
 

Jeswin raised her eyes in surprise and gave Tarraquin a beaming smile. “You’re welcome, My Lady. Is it you we have to thank for teaching our prince some manners?”
 

Tarraquin blushed, Gadrin blustered but the prince laughed and kissed Jeswin’s fingers. “I really have missed you.” He smiled again and then looked serious. “If you would look after Tarraquin for me, I have business to discuss with the Commander. And feed her well, Jeswin, she seems to have suddenly developed a huge appetite.
 

*
 

He ran as fast as he could, but the sly hunters were gaining on him and he could hear them baying, howling for his blood. He ran harder, his legs weak with fear, sweat pouring from his body and his breath coming in short, painful gasps. Up ahead was the edge of the cliff and he knew that if he could reach it, he would be saved. Despite his fear, he knew that he would reach the cliff in time because he always did, but he still looked behind him in panic. The six huge sly hunters with the glowing red eyes and the face of King Borman were gaining on him, but that didn’t matter; if he kept running he would reach safety before they caught him. He turned back to the cliff and his salvation but it was gone. Instead there was a high, solid wall topped with fearsome stone monsters making a horrendous din which sounded like a cacophony of ringing bells. He hit the wall just as the sly hunters pounced, biting into his neck and raking his back with their claws.
 

Farrion screamed and woke, shaking with fear and tangled in his blankets. He waited for his pounding heart to slow and his breathing to return to normal, wishing that the ringing in his head would stop, but it didn’t, in fact, it became louder, as if it were all around him. Shaking his head to rid himself of his nightmare he sat up and opened his eyes, and swore as he realised that the noise of the bells was all around him. They were the city bells, the ones that rang out good news or bad news or warnings of invasion. The last time the bells had rung was to announce the death of a king; he wondered what they were ringing for now.
 

He unwound the blanket from around his neck and used it to wipe the sweat off his body before dragging on a loose robe. For a moment he was tempted to look out of the window to find out what was going on, but decided it was undignified for the Regent of Tarbis to gawk like some shopkeeper’s wife. Instead he opened the door to his private rooms to call for his personal guard but, unusually, the guard who always stood outside his door wasn’t there. Perhaps he had gone to find out what the ruckus was about.
 

Hesitantly he stepped back into his room wondering if he should try and find someone else who knew what was going on. He decided against it and returned to his sleeping chamber to get dressed, annoyed at his missing guard and the noise of the bells. Blast them all, he was damned if he was going to run around the palace looking like a headless clucker in a butcher’s yard just because someone had rung a few bells. He tried to relax and ignore the noise but when the doors of his room crashed open, he instinctively went for his sword and then thought better of it when a dozen armed guards entered without asking his permission.
 

The fact that they were Gadrin’s soldiers and not the palace guard was not lost on him. He cursed himself for a fool; something had clearly happened and he hadn’t had the brains to find out what was going on. Slowly he moved his hands away from his sword, having no intention of becoming a pin cushion until he found out why he was surrounded by soldiers, who wouldn’t usually be allowed inside the palace kitchens let alone his own private rooms. He thought about giving a command to the dour looking squad leader but never had the chance.
 

“Lord Farrion, you are under arrest by order of the King.”
 

So the bells were warning about an invasion were they? That greedy bastard must have decided to take the throne for himself. “Where is King Borman?”
 

I don’t know, Lord Farrion, but King Newn Designate has commanded that you be taken to the cells below the palace where you are to answer for your treason and to wait on his majesty’s pleasure.”
 

His shoulders slumped; he knew he should have had the boy killed instead of keeping him alive out of sentiment for his dead father. He took a deep breath, pulled himself up straight and tried to look like he was the Regent still, not that it mattered now. As the soldiers closed in around him, he was sure that, unlike him, the young king wouldn’t suffer with the curse of sentimentality.
 

Newn sat back against the deep, soft pillows with his hands behind his head and felt extremely pleased with himself. Their love making had been exquisite, full of heat and passion and whilst Tarraquin was the only woman he had ever been with, he was certain that no other woman could make him feel like he did at that moment. He wondered if his father had felt the same about his mother and how often they had made love in this bed. As far as he knew, his father had no bastards but that, of course, didn’t mean that he had not fathered any. For all he knew, there could be dozens of half brothers in Tarbis just waiting to take the throne from him. He wondered what Tarraquin would say and do if he started spreading his seed around.
 

Tarraquin lay next to him with her eyes closed, a small smile on her lips and no sign on her face of the confused thoughts that were going through her mind. So far she hadn’t told him she was a queen, well, an ex queen with no throne. It had been a deliberate decision on her part, she wanted him to love her for what she was and not for her title or even possibly her lands, but she would have to tell him and soon. Someone was bound to ask her questions about her past, and it wouldn’t take much to link that with her name and come up with her title. She was sure that there wouldn’t be a problem, but it would be better if she was the one to tell Newn who she was.
 

The other problem was what she knew. Borman liked to boast about the things he had done when he was using her body, and his plans to annex Tarbis was one of those topics which could arouse him to hardness a second or even a third time. She knew what he had already done to secure the throne, and when she told Newn, he was going to be very angry. He would have to know of course, but timing was crucial. The last thing she needed was for him to go off and do something stupid.
 

He knew that Tarraquin wasn’t really asleep and wondered why she hadn’t tried to arouse him again, it wouldn’t take much. The thought of a city full of bastard half brothers had soured his mood a little, but not enough for him to feel displeased about the way things had gone or dampen his anticipation for what was to come. With Gadrin’s help it had been remarkably easy to take back the throne from his uncle. He had played his part in the planning, and then had left it to Gadrin to put his men in the right places and to ensure that anyone with power or influence enough to oppose him, were isolated or contained.
 

Despite his uncle’s peaceful reign, he hadn’t been popular, and there were very few who were prepared to stand up and support him, which had made his return to the city even more of a triumph. He had been genuinely pleased that the crowds had turned out to welcome him back with such enthusiasm, and he would repay their generosity by being as good a king as his father had been.
 

Before he could do that though he had to deal with Farrion, a task he looked forward to with anticipation. What he wanted from his uncle was a confession, and then preferably a public execution, but that would depend on the skill of Gadrin’s questioners. If Farrion’s body was too mutilated he might get some sympathy from the crowd, and he didn’t want that to happen. The thought of his uncle’s humiliation made his manhood rise and he was just about to roll over onto Tarraquin again when there was a knock at the door and someone called his name. He sighed in disappointment, kissed one of her exposed breasts and rolled out of bed taking a loose robe with him as he left the sleeping chamber.
 

Newn returned a short time later with a look of excitement on his face. “That was Gadrin. He says that his questioners have broken my uncle and he is ready to confess. Do you want to come and see?”
 

Tarraquin shook her head. “No, it was you he harmed, not me. You go and listen to what he has to say, but please be careful, don’t enjoy his pain too much, I don’t think it would be good for you.”
 

He scowled at her for her warning but then nodded in understanding; she could have a point. There were still times when he could feel the remnants of the beast lurking inside of him waiting for a chance to break out and take over. He dressed and then followed Gadrin through the palace and down to the lower levels where nobody wanted to go. There was no real need for him to follow the Commander, he had been down here as a boy to watch the questioners at work, not that they had been used much in his father’s reign.
 

On one occasion his father had brought him down here thinking that the sight of men being tortured would horrify his son and teach him to value life. He was wrong though; he had come to relish the experience, and used to sneak down there to watch without his father knowing. He had even participated once or twice when his father wasn’t there. He wondered what effect it would have on him now to press hot irons into another man’s flesh and hear him scream.
 

His uncle was unrecognisable, just a piece of meat really stretched between two posts. He had been beaten to soften him up and then castrated and his fingers and toes cut off. There were burn marks where his nipples had once been, and another iron, one like a pair of sheers, was heating in the brazier. Newn was sickened by the sight and the smell but stood close enough to the body so that he could hear anything which his uncle said. He gave one of the questioners a nod and the burly man picked up a glowing iron and held it against the inside of the prisoner’s thigh. Farrion opened his eyes wide and gasped, his throat too raw to scream any more.
 

“Nephew,” he whispered, “Why have you done this to me?”
 

“For what you did to my father and mother and for what you did to me.”
 

Farrion shook his head and sagged further into the straps that held him. “Your father’s death was not my doing, I loved my brother.”
 

“And my imprisonment?”
 

“It wasn’t at my command. I knew about it and could have set you free, but the beast would not have been safe here.”
 

He sagged again and lost consciousness. Newn nodded at the guard who used the hot iron from the brazier on Farrion’s other thigh bringing him back to the world with a jerk and an agonised groan.
 

“If not you, who did it then?”
 

Farrion closed his eyes and whispered, “Borman.”
 

Newn gave the questioner another nod and he stepped forward to use his iron again but Gadrin stopped him, a look of disapproval on his face. “Your Majesty, I don’t think your uncle will tell us anymore.”
 

“Do you think he was telling us the truth?”
 

Gadrin shrugged. “It would be very hard for a man in his position not to tell the truth.”
 

Newn nodded in agreement. He stood considering his uncle’s words for a moment, and then drew his knife and plunged it into the prisoner’s chest. The body shuddered once and was then still. He left the questioner to deal with the body feeling sickened by what had been done to his uncle, which was unusual; he had never felt that way before. Perhaps it was the effects of the enchantment or Tarraquin’s gentle influence on him, but whatever it was, it had given him a different perspective about life, much more like his father’s. It was something he would have to consider carefully, not only about the way it would affect how he would make decisions in the future, but how he could harness this new way of seeing things to benefit the kingdom. He was still deep in thought when he reached his rooms, Gadrin trailing after him like a shadow.
 

Tarraquin was waiting for him, dressed in a simple cream dress with yellow flowers, which had been one of his mother’s favourites. She stood when they came in and crossed hesitantly to him, when he stopped at the dresser to pour himself and Gadrin, a goblet of well watered wine. He would have preferred a shot of red berry spirit, once his favourite drink, but his ability to drink anything stronger than watered wine was another of those things which had changed too. Gadrin took a sip of the insipid wine, pulled a displeased face but thought it was best to say nothing.
 

Tarraquin waited for him to put his goblet down and then took his hands and gave them a gentle squeeze. She didn’t need to ask the question, she could see from his eyes that he was upset, but whilst he had been away, she had decided that she would tell him about herself and Borman and this was as good a time as any.
 

“Was it really awful?”
 

The prince nodded. “It was about as bad a way for a man to die as any.”
 

“I’m sorry, my love, but I’m sure it was necessary.” Newn gave her a disappointed look so she changed tack. “Did your uncle say anything?”
 

“Yes, but it doesn’t make sense. He whispered the name of Borman but why would he want to imprison me and why would Callabris do such a thing for him? He was my friend, he loved my father.”
 

She pulled him gently in the direction of a lounger and waited for him to sit before she sat next to him. She looked at Gadrin and scowled at him hoping that he would take the hint and go, but he ignored her. The wily old bushtail must have guessed that she knew something which she wasn’t saying.
 

“I think Borman did it because he wanted the throne of Tarbis and needed to discredit you and get you out of the way before he could act.”
 

Newn looked puzzled. “Why would he want the throne of Tarbis, he has his own kingdom in Northshield?”
 

“For the same reason he took my throne, the throne of Leersland.”
 

He looked at her even more puzzled, so she told him the whole story, from the death of her own father until the moment she had released him from the enchantment. That is, she told him everything, apart from the two most important points which she needed to phrase very carefully.
 

“I still don’t know why he would do such things. Callabris always taught me that it was the goddess who ordered the rule of the six kingdoms and the High Master, in her name, would not allow a man to rule more than one kingdom at a time.” Newn shook his head in confusion.
 

“Borman pays the High Master to look away,” said Tarraquin quietly.
 

Gadrin stepped forward from where he had been leaning against the wall by the door, a stern, accusing look on his face. “How do you know this? I don’t think you have been honest with us, it sounds suspiciously like you’ve been in collusion with Borman, and now you’ve changed sides hoping for something better.”
 

She looked down at her hands and took a deep breath. “You’re right, Commander Gadrin, I haven’t been honest with you, or the prince, but not in the way you suppose. Do you remember, Your Highness, you asked me where I’d obtained the bruises on my body and I said that I fell from my horse.” She laughed and shook her head. “I haven’t fallen from a horse since my third summer. I told you that, when I left you, I returned to Tarmin, but what I didn’t tell you was that I was Borman’s prisoner, and that he not only took my throne against my will but my body as well.”
 

Gadrin and Newn both looked horrified so she went quickly on. “You’ll understand that it’s not possible for a woman with no friends to resist a man who holds her life in his hands. Borman talked whilst he…” She swallowed back a tear and tried again. “Borman boasted about the plans that he’d made and the things that he’d done. He told me of how he tricked Callabris into putting that enchantment on you; he persuaded him to do it in order to protect your people from the misrule of a spoilt child who needed time to grow up.”
 

Newn stirred angrily and went to stand but Tarraquin held him down. “He told me how he’d duped your uncle into believing that he would help him to keep the throne by discrediting you and your line, so that when the enchantment killed you, Fallion could become the legitimate ruler of Tarbis.” 
 

Gadrin made a deep, angry growl at the way they had been tricked, which Tarraquin ignored. “And he told me of how he arranged the death of your father, killed in a landslide so there would be no trace of who was behind it. He boasted that with your father gone, his son little better than an animal, and the Regent a gullible fool, the throne was there for the taking, in fact, the people would welcome him into the city with open arms and would place the crown on his head with joy.”
 

There was a stunned silence. It was beyond anything which Gadrin had ever experienced or Newn could have ever imagined. He was the first to move, revenge, anger and determination driving him. He stood and looked at Gadrin waiting for his comments but the look on his face was enough.
 

“How many troops can we raise in a moon cycle, Commander?”
 

“Ten thousand. More if we conscript apprentices and farmers’ boys.”
 

“Good, then conscript them. We go to war to avenge my father’s death, to regain Tarraquin’s throne and to wipe Borman and all who support his games from the lands of the six kingdoms.”
 

~   ~   ~   ~   ~
 






  

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

Counter Moves

 

Since taking the throne of Leersland nothing had gone right. Firstly, there had been the trouble with the escaped prisoners, and then the young white robe getting all upset about the executions. Then there had been his wife to be running off with the same magician and disappearing to goodness knows where. If that wasn’t bad enough, his own magician, when he had been ordered to track them down, had taken it into his head to break his vows of service and had presumably returned to the Enclave. That had left him, the King of Northshield and Leersland, without his support and vulnerable to anyone who could afford to hire a magic worker. To top the lot, Rastor had messed with Malingar’s family, resulting in him losing the services of one of his best captains. He would rather have had Malingar at his side now instead of that fool Rastor, who he had reluctantly let back into his presence, but Malingar had gone so, Rastor would have to do.
 

Borman finished his goblet of wine and placed it heavily back on the table, resisting the temptation to throw it at someone. Rastor hurried forward and refilled it from the flagon on the dresser, just like a hound trying to please his master. He wished Rastor was a hound and then he could kick some sense into him. Instead he took another drink of wine. The man kneeling on the floor in front of him could probably do with a drink too but he would have to wait.
 

“Tell me again from the beginning, and slowly this time.”
 

The man, one of Northshield’s best trackers, looked up and swallowed hard. He had never been in the presence of his king before, but had been warned by others about his temper and the consequences of failing him.
 

“I followed the trail of Captain Sharman’s search party as you ordered, Your Majesty. Despite it being some time ago, the trail was easy to follow as they had made no attempt to cover their tracks. They had been seen searching the road to the magician’s tower and then they returned, so I started tracking them from the forest’s edge. Sharman and his troop skirted around the edge of the forest and must have picked up the trail of the escaped prisoners to the south and west as I found the remains of two campsites close to each other.”
 

The tracker paused to catch his breath and order his thoughts. “I found signs of a battle at the first Crosslands Gap Bridge, mainly scattered bones and rusty weapons. At the second Crosslands Bridge I found the remains of some hounds but no sign that there had been a battle. I searched around and found the tracks of six horses heading west, which included at least two of the mounts belonging to the escaped prisoners that I had been following. There were also tracks from around twenty horsemen turning back towards the forest. There were no tracks to indicate where the rest of the horsemen had gone.”
 

The kneeling man hesitated. He hadn’t told the king about the burn marks he had found in his first report and wondered if he included it now whether Borman would spot the omission and take it out on him.
 

“Get on with it man, I haven’t got all day!” Borman swallowed down half of his wine and slammed the goblet onto the table.
 

“Yes, Your Majesty. The only other thing I found there was a strip of burnt grass that felt greasy to touch, like someone had cooked something over it. As you commanded I followed the prisoners, but at the next camp they split up and went in four different directions. One set was fresher than the rest, as if two of the group had stayed at the camp for another night, or perhaps two, so I followed those tracks. The tracks led to the village of Crosslands. I made enquiries at the inn and found that the white robe and his protector had stayed there whilst the protector was tended to by a healer. The innkeeper said that the protector had been wounded in some sort of battle. They had moved on before I arrived and due to the heavy rain I was unable to pick up their trail.”
 

“Did you find out the white robe’s name?” interrupted Rastor.
 

“Yes, sir, it was Jonderill, the one I had been sent to track.”
 

“Who in Hellden do you think it was going to be, Rastor, you fool?” snapped Borman angrily. “There are only two white robes in the six kingdoms and we know that Callabris is travelling north. Go on, tracker.”
 

With the trail being washed out, I decided to go south into Tarbis, hoping that I could find some information about the group of four who had set off together, and that’s when I saw the army. They were camped in farmland just south of the Vinmore border and it looked like they were still gathering.”
 

“How large was this army?”
 

Four, perhaps five thousand and at least a quarter of them mounted. I stayed in the area for two days, during which more men arrived along with large wagon trains of supplies, more horses and siege weapons. The camp was well laid out and there were constant patrols, so I couldn’t get too close, but I did have the luck to run into a scout camp on the second night and shared my spare skin of wine with them. It seems that their king doesn’t like them to drink too much.”
 

“King?” Borman stood and took a step forward to almost stand over the cringing man. “What king?
 

“King Newn, Your Majesty, or at least King Newn Designate as he hasn’t been crowned yet, but he will be now the Regent’s dead.”
 

“Bloody Hellden!” screamed Borman, finally losing control and throwing his half full goblet of wine at the wall. “Why didn’t you say this before, you stupid idiot.” He stalked back to the dresser and banged his fist down hard making the empty goblets rattle together. “Go on.”
 

“There’s nothing more to tell, Your Majesty. I thought you would want to know what I saw so I rode back here as fast as I could.”
 

“Did you find out where the army was going to be sent?” questioned Rastor.
 

“Don’t be such a bloody fool, Rastor. They’re coming here aren’t they, either straight here through the Crosslands Gap or into Vinmore and across the Blue River. Newn will want his revenge and perhaps Vinmore as well whilst he has an army there.” He thought for a moment and then banged his fist down hard again on the dresser making the tracker jump. “Hellden’s balls, he’s after the six kingdoms, the young sly hunter! He’s going to take Vinmore before me and then move east. Well, I won’t have it! I will take Vinmore and move south and intercept him before he can cross into Leersland.”
 

He turned back to Rastor, his anger gone to be replaced by a look which his Guardcaptain knew only too well. Rastor hesitated for a moment but knew he had to say something before he was given orders which would be impossible to carry out. “Newn has a head start on us, My Lord. Even if it was possible for us to set out straight away, there wouldn’t be time to take Vinmore and hold him in Tarbis.”
 

“Then we’ll set a trap and go around behind him.” Borman poured himself some more wine and turned to pace the room, almost falling over the tracker who was still kneeling on the floor. “You! Out! Before I have you flogged! Rastor, how many men can we have on Vinmore’s border by full moon?”
 

Rastor made a quick calculation whilst the tracker scuttled from the room. “Around five thousand, if we take a mixed force and some conscripts, two thousand if it’s just our own men from Northshield.”
 

“Take every man from Tarmin who can hold a weapon, I’ll not leave any behind who might be tempted to stab me in the back. Take them and put them on the border awaiting my command.”
 

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Rastor waited for further orders.
 

“Well, don’t just stand there, move!”
 

The Guardcaptain ran for the door and Borman watched him leave, tapping his foot impatiently. He poured himself more wine, took a long drink and put the goblet down, deciding that he’d had enough and needed a clear head. Another thing gone wrong; it had to be this cursed country. He hated being forced into action without having time to plan, but somehow the boy had escaped the enchantment and was now after his blood. Five thousand men were not going to be enough, he needed more and he needed them in place quickly if he was going to set a trap. The problem was, his men were scattered all over the north and his best commander was skulking on his estate on the wrong side of Leersland.
 

It was no good, he needed Malingar whether he was ready to return to duty or not. Due to Rastor’s stupidity, he had lost his hold over him and he couldn’t be absolutely certain of his loyalty any more. He could have bribed him with promises of land or wealth, but he had already given Malingar as big a reward as he was prepared to grant any man. Or had he? He smiled to himself at the memory of an under aged-guard who had said he wanted to be the king’s Guardcaptain. Perhaps that ambition was still there, that and the need for revenge could be a powerful motivator.
 

Of course it would have to be done with subtly so as not to alert Rastor, but if Malingar could spot what he was offering, he was sure he would respond. Malingar with an army gathered in the north could cross the Deeling Pass, ride at speed through Vinmore and come in behind Newn and his army. He rubbed his hands in anticipation; if luck and timing was on his side he could, perhaps, be master of the six kingdoms before next summer solstice after all.
 

*
 

Sharman had been in two minds about what to do. Should he follow the Blue River and take his men north, or should he take his chances with the new lord of Andron’s estates and return home. Going north was probably the safest; as far away from Borman as he could get. He’d heard that the land on the north coast was wild and deserted so they could all become crofters or fishermen, although the cold and the wet didn’t appeal to him that much.
 

The alternative was to cross over into Essenland and become brigands. Essenland was well populated and had silver mines and even some gold and copper mines, so there would be plenty of pickings for disciplined brigands who could move fast and then disappear. Unfortunately, it also had a large militia that ruthlessly hunted down brigands, and liked to play with their prisoners before they executed them. He didn’t fancy that at all and apart from that, Essenland was a long way and he’d had enough of sitting on the bag of bones which was his grumpy old horse. So he’d led his squad of men back through the forest and into the farmland of Andron’s old estate.
 

He had talked to the men about it of course, he always did when big decisions needed to be made which would affect their lives; it was the way he did things. It didn’t mean that he always did what they wanted, but at least he listened. In this case, his men were in two minds, just like he was. None of them fancied being fishermen, although a few wouldn’t have minded being brigands despite the likelihood of a gruesome dearth. But most had family back on Andron’s estate and were willing to take the chance that the new lord, whoever he was, would turn a blind eye to their desertion, in exchange for the extra hands to work the land and the extra swords to defend his borders.
 

It had been a good decision. The introductions had been a bit difficult, not knowing who the new lord was and how strong his allegiance would be to Borman, but once he explained why he had given up chasing the prisoners and had let them go things became a lot easier. It also helped that they had a mutual enemy in Guardcaptain Rastor and had since shared an ale or two drinking to his downfall. It hadn’t worked out quite as he had expected though. Lord Malingar was new to being a lord and running a big estate, so whilst his men had been allowed to return to their families, he had ended up being promoted to steward of his master’s estate. It wasn’t fair, his horse got to retire but he didn’t.
 

Still, he didn’t mind too much; Malingar was an intelligent young man with a dry sense of humour and they had really taken to each other. It was a bit like father and son, only with more respect and less arguing. In the daytime he would see to the running of the estate whilst his lord practiced with his sword and drilled his armsmen. In the evening they would share an ale or a flagon of wine, and talk about whatever took their fancy, from crop rotation to grunter weaning to the best steel to use for sword making. They rarely talked about Borman, but what they would like to do to Rastor, along with a toast to his downfall, which was how they usually finished their evening.
 

Tonight would be different though. Tonight there would be no drinking or swapping tales, just sorrow and mourning. He stood by his new master’s side and felt for the young man as he stepped forward and put the torch he was holding to the funeral pyre. It was his younger sister, found dead the day before with a knife by her side and blood pooled around her wrists, the bastard child growing inside her too much for her to bear. Convention said that one who took their own life should be buried in an unmarked grave, or even left for the sly hunters to devour, but he didn’t hold with that, and neither did his lord. So they had stood together and watched the flames consume her body and he tried to think of some words to say that would help and not sound crass or stupid.
 

Malingar stared at the funeral pyre and felt numb. His father had given him the responsibility of looking after his three siblings on his death bed, and he had failed him miserably. One already lay in his grave and the ashes of another would follow before the end of the day. It was no use saying it wasn’t his fault; that they had both died as a result of Rastor’s abuse. It had been up to him to protect them, and he had failed. His youngest brother stood next to him, his tearless eyes blank. He had found his sister’s body and had not spoken since. Sharman, standing next to him, had said the boy would recover after the shock wore off, but what do old men know of such things?
 

He continued to stare at the pyre until Sharman touched him lightly on the shoulder. “My Lord, you need to come, there are messengers arrived from the King.”
 

Malingar looked away from the flames. He hadn’t noticed that his steward had left him to attend to matters, but that wasn’t unusual, the old man didn’t need telling what to do, he just got on with things as if the place was his own. He was glad Sharman was there.
 

“What does he want?”
 

“I don’t know, My Lord, they wouldn’t say anything to me but they have the appearance of men who have ridden hard and without rest, so I expect they carry demands for you from the King.”
 

“Tell them to go away.”
 

Sharman shifted uncomfortably. A sensible man who wanted to keep his head didn’t ignore messages from King Borman. “Lord Malingar, you should at least hear what they have to say. I will wait here and see to the pyre and the boy whilst you go and receive the King’s demands.”
 

Malingar looked at him as if he was going to refuse but then gave a curt nod and walked away. Sharman watched him go with concern; the man was distracted and was likely to do or say something unwise. He had seen Andron do the same thing, and he’d had to pull him out of the shit on more than one occasion. Well, there was no way he was going to be able to do the same for Malingar standing here warming his hands by the fire. He took the little boy’s hand and led him gently back towards the kitchen door of the estate house.
 

One of the first things he had done as steward was to move his widowed sister into the house to care for the children. Poor Sis had cried her eyes out when the girl took her own life, and what she needed now was a young one to care for who needed her. He found her sitting by the kitchen hearth with the other servants tiptoeing around her. With a whispered word he handed the boy over and waited for them both to get comfortable with their arms around each other, then he hurried away to find his master.
 

It wasn’t difficult to find him, he could hear the raised voices half a house away. He let himself into the room without closing the door behind him and took in the scene. It wasn’t good. Two of the messengers knelt on the floor but the third was standing, red in the face and with his hand on his sword. Malingar was standing too, looking as if he was about to hit the man, a piece of crumpled parchment with the King’s seal attached to it at his feet. He needed to act quickly or this was going to come to blows so he slammed the door shut behind him as hard as he could making them all jump.
 

“My Lord!" Come quickly, it’s your little brother!” Malingar looked at him in shock, anticipating the worst and the colour draining from his face. “You must go to your map room, now, My Lord.”
 

Malingar nodded and ran from the room. Sharman bowed ingratiatingly to the three messengers and wrung his hands like a distraught servant should. “Gentlemen, I apologise for the interruption, but my master will return once he has seen to this family crisis. Please help yourselves to wine and I’ll arrange for some refreshments to be brought to you straight away.”
 

He picked up the crumpled parchment, bowed several times and backed out of the room. Hurrying after his lord, he took a moment to scan the parchment getting the gist of what was written there. He met Malingar coming out of his map room with a face as black as thunder. This was no time for gentle explanations so he stopped Malingar’s forward rush by placing his hands on his lord’s shoulders, and pushed him very firmly back into the room using his foot to close the door shut after them. Malingar staggered backwards, regained his balance and stepped forward again, ready to sweep Sharman out of the way.
 

“Stop! Stop, My Lord and think.” He held up his hands preventing Malingar from reaching the door, relieved that his master wasn’t wearing a sword.
 

Malingar glared down at him. “You had better have a good reason for this or I’ll hand you over to the King myself.”
 

“I have, My Lord. Just think what you’re doing, if you refuse to do what the King demands it will send the wrong message to Borman and he will take your brother as a hostage and force you to do his bidding.”
 

Malingar eased back a little, his anger slowly fading. “Have you seen what he’s demanding of me?”
 

“Roughly, he wants you to gather a big army from Northshield, ride like hellden’s hounds are after you and come in behind Prince Newn so he can take Tarbis and Vinmore for his own. Greedy bugger, isn’t he?”
 

“I won’t do it! I’ve had enough of jumping to that bastard’s plans for conquest.”
 

Sharman shook his head. “Malingar, you may be a fine captain and my lord but you aren’t thinking straight. How do you think you’re going to get your revenge on that whoreson, Rastor if you’re sitting on your arse here and sulking like a petulant child?” The look on Malingar’s face made him think he had gone too far but he carried on anyway. “Northshield is your home isn’t it, and you’re well known and respected there? Well, with the King’s signed warrant behind you, men would flock to join your banner, and it wouldn’t mean that you would have to take them all, just the ones you know who would be loyal to you. With two or three thousand men at your back you would be surprised at what can happen on a battlefield.”
 

Malingar stared at him, the light of an idea in his eyes and smiled for the first time that day. “Will you come with me?”
 

“I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” lied Sharman. 
 

*
 

Daun sat in her high-backed chair on the raised dais in the council room, her face pale, and three strands of hair hanging loosely down where they had escaped her normally perfect hair arrangement. In the chair next to hers, Pellum sat bolt upright, his hands gripping the ornately carved arms as if he was going to rip them off. They both stared down at Swordmaster Dilor as he finished his report in a steady, unemotional voice, which displayed none of the anger that was seething inside of him. The other councillors in the room stared at him as well, not one of them being able to believe what it was he had just said.
 

War in Vinmore was unknown. Not even when the other five kingdoms had been torn by civil strife and the Enclave had been forced to intervene had beautiful, wealthy Vinmore been threatened. It was inconceivable that Vinmore should be in this position now. There was a pact amongst the other kingdoms, endorsed by the goddess herself, that Vinmore with its irreplaceable vineyards, ancient orchards and precious hop vines would never suffer the destruction and deprivation of war. Yet here they were, Dilor presenting his report and turning the impossible into the inevitable and levelling his accusations at her.
 

“Are you blaming me for this mess?” demanded the Queen, two bright spots of anger blushing starkly against her perfect white skin.
 

“No, Your Majesty,” although in reality it was just what he was doing but it didn’t pay to blame your queen when she had a temper like Daun had and, in any case, it didn’t help the situation.
 

One of the councillors, a brewer of fine ale and a man of some standing raised his arm hesitantly and waved his hand to attract her attention. She scowled at him which he took as permission to speak. “Swordmaster Dilor, I don’t understand. Would you repeat what you have just told us without the technical details please?”
 

Dilor should have been irritated but in all honesty he was glad of the opportunity to tell them the brutal truth in plain language which they could not fail to understand. “The situation is simple, Master Brewer. We have around ten thousand hostile Tarbisian troops sitting on our southern border and five thousand equally hostile troops from the eastern kingdoms on our border with Leersland and we are in the middle with no way of defending ourselves when they start fighting each other using Vinmore as their battleground.”
 

The brewer sat down suddenly as if someone had let the air out of him. The master vintner took his place. “Couldn’t we declare ourselves neutral and ask them to go and fight each other somewhere else?”
 

This time Dilor did let his irritation show. “Tarbis and Leersland are at war and have no inclination to talk to anyone. They will fight each other on Vinmore’s soil within the next moon cycle and whichever side is left standing will take Vinmore as their prize to help pay for the cost of their victory.”
 

“Oh.” The vintner rubbed his hands in anguish and then tried again. “What about the Royal Guard and the militia? Every town and village has its own squad of trained men, couldn’t they be used to keep the invaders out of our lands?”
 

“The militia is made up of berry growers and apple pickers who used to practice for a candle length every seven day until it was decided they no longer needed to so. As for the Royal Guard, that amounts to four hundred men. If I were to gather them all together in one place they would not survive the first charge of either army.”
 

At the mention of the army the vintner brightened up. “Well, what about the army, isn’t it their job to keep invaders out?”
 

This was the opening Dilor had been waiting for. “The army was disbanded on the abdication of King Stephan by order of the Queen and this council.”
 

The Queen stood, her face now very red with anger. “Are you accusing me of endangering the kingdom, Swordmaster Dilor?”
 

He thought about it for a moment, and then sighed in defeat; antagonising the queen was going to get him nowhere unless it was a dishonourable discharge. “No, Your Majesty. I apologise if that is how it sounded. I merely wanted to explain the simple facts of our predicament.”
 

She glared at him for a moment and then gave him and the council one of those sweet smiles which made all those who didn’t know her, love her. “Of course, Swordmaster and we thank you for your honesty. Gentlemen of the council, this is a matter which will take further consideration and I know how your time is too valuable to spend pondering such matters. You may therefore leave, but I must beg you not to mention this situation to others, we do not wish to start a panic which would not be helpful. When I have conferred further with Dilor and the Prince Consort, I will tell you how we are going to resolve our problem. You are dismissed.”
 

The Queen remained standing in case anyone thought to argue with her and waited for them to file out of the room before turning on the Swordmaster. “If you dare to criticize me again in front of the council or anyone else for that matter, I will have you executed as a traitor. Now get out of my sight!”
 

Dilor bowed briefly and marched from the room, a blank look on his face in case his contempt for her showed. Daun turned on her husband who had resumed his usual slumped position in his chair. “Whatever else happens he is to lead the first charge against the massed ranks of the enemy.” She stamped up the steps and stood glaring down at Pellum with her hands on her hips.
 

“What are we going to do?” whined Pellum.
 

“We’re going to do what my father would have done; we’re going to call on our allies to defend us.” Pellum looked surprised; he didn’t know they had any allies. “I mean your brother, stupid. Why do you think my father married me to you? It wasn’t for your brains, that’s for certain, or your useless prick. No, he married me to you so that Essenland would come to our rescue if we needed it and now it’s your brother’s turn to uphold Essenland’s side of the bargain.”
 

“I think the arrangement was just between your father and mine, my brother was never involved.”
 

“Well he is now.” She wagged her finger at him making him cringe further back into his chair. “You will take a troop of guards and ride to Essenland and your brother today and don’t come back without his support or I’ll make sure you’re on a horse next to Dilor when you charge the enemy.”
 

Pellum sighed and went to protest and then decided against it. Perhaps not coming back was not a bad option, when all was said and done.
 

*
 

Sadrin sometimes wished that he didn’t have to wear his black robe all the time. Just occasionally it would be good to wear breeches and a shirt and carry a sword like any other man. If he dressed like that he could go into an inn and share an ale with other young men of his own age and talk about interesting things like hunting hounds, horse racing and the latest bawdy songs. Instead, whenever he went into an inn, which wasn’t often, people would bow and scrape and give him a wide birth, leaving him alone and bored.
 

It was one of the reasons he had enjoyed Nyte’s company so much, she had never bowed unless there were others present, and the rest of the time she had treated him with mild contempt, as if he was a slightly stupid younger brother. That was really odd considering he was at least ten summers older than she was and a magician as well, but he liked it that way. When he was with her he didn’t have to pretend to be grave or dignified. She also let him talk about all sorts of mundane things without expecting him to say something grand, and whilst she never said much in return, she always listened. He had really missed her company on the way back from Tarbis, although he could understand why she wouldn’t want to return to Essenland with him.
 

Now he was back in the palace he missed her even more. She would have sat on his bed with her legs crossed and would have listened to him rehearse what he was going to say to his master and would have helped him refine his words by scowls and nods of approval. Instead he had to practice his speech in front of a mirror, and that just wasn’t the same. As he watched himself trying to explain why he had returned without the white robe, he could see that he wasn’t telling the truth, and if he could see it, Vorgret would see it too.
 

The other problem was that Vorgret would know that he had drawn on his fire and would want to know why. He didn’t know how his master always knew, but he did, and he always wanted to know the reason, which would then be picked to death like carrion birds picking over a corpse. It had been one of the ways Vorgret had helped him to control his gift, and he should have been grateful, but the questioning always made him feel as if Vorgret was inside of him, as if he had been raped.
 

It was an unpleasant thought and didn’t help his mood one bit. He had already been invited to take dinner with the king, and whilst he would have liked to decline on the grounds that the man had the manners of a grunter, it wasn’t a good idea to refuse. Vorgret’s invitations were actually commands which you didn’t ignore, or at least not if you wished to retain all your bodily parts. That made him smile. He wondered if the king would actually be able to harm him or would he be able to incinerate the king the same as he could anyone else. It was something he decided he didn’t want to test, or at least not yet. With that thought in mind he ran his fingers through his dark hair one more time and set off for the king’s chambers.
 

When he arrived Vorgret had already started eating, which wasn’t unusual; he rarely waited for anyone. What was unusual though, was that there was a third place laid for dinner. He wondered who the unfortunate person was who would be joining them. It was obviously someone important enough not to offend but not important enough for the King to wait on their arrival. Vorgret looked up as he bowed and took his place and the king pushed his half finished soup with bits of bread floating in it across to him to finish. Just for once in his life he would like to eat his own food and not the left over’s from his master’s plate. He picked up the spoon and started on the soup trying to avoid the soggy bread which the king had probably already partly chewed.
 

“Sadrin. Welcome back. I see you’re hungry as usual.” Sadrin dipped his head slightly in acknowledgement and continued eating, waiting for his master to continue. “I’m told that you have returned alone. Did you enjoy the girl that much?”
 

Sadrin finished as much of the soup as he could stomach and pushed the bowl to one side. “My Lord, it’s good to be back. I feel as if I’ve been away from your side for far too long.” He took a small, round loaf and thrust his finger hard into its insides before tearing it apart, a gesture he knew Vorgret would appreciate and would help to cover up his misleading words. “She was most enjoyable and now I’ve tried one I’ve an appetite for others.” He took another loaf and repeated the crude gesture.
 

The king laughed. “I knew you would once you had your cock inside her.” Vorgret pulled a large platter with a roasted joint on it closer and carved himself a thick slice, blood oozing from its centre. “I see you have also returned without the magician I sent you to fetch.” The King wasn’t smiling now.
 

“I tracked him for a long time and caught up with him on the borders of Tarbis by one of the bridges over the Blue River. He resisted capture and used his magic to defend himself. I had to use my fire and there was nothing left to bring back to you.”
 

Vorgret looked at him curiously; the boy never said much but this was even less than usual. He went to ask for more details when the door opened, and a nervous looking Pellum stepped into the room. Sadrin thanked the goddess for the timely distraction and stood to greet Vorgret’s other dinner guest.
 

His King didn’t look too pleased at the interruption but covered it with a smile. “Ah, brother, come in, I thought you’d decided to decline my offer of dinner so I started without you.” He gestured towards the empty seat and pushed the meat in his direction. “Sadrin, this is my brother, Pellum who is married to my half sister. They haven’t produced any idiot children yet although I’m told he’s working hard on it. Pellum, this is Sadrin, my black magician. Now what is it you want from me?”
 

Vorgret stabbed another piece of meat and chewed it noisily whilst Pellum recovered from his brother’s opening attack. Sadrin studied them both. They were as unlike as brothers could be; one squat, ugly and crude, the other tall, good looking and full of charm. Perhaps Daun’s mother hadn’t been the only king’s wife who had strayed into another’s bed and had then produced a bastard. He knew full well of Vorgret’s opinion of his younger brother and his incestuous wife and wondered if they held Vorgret in equal contempt. By the look on Pellum’s face they probably did, but they needed to be careful; Vorgret may be contemptible but he was clever with it. 
 

“My dear brother, as I have explained before on numerous occasions, the rumour about Daun’s mother and our father is untrue. It’s just something fabricated by those who would drive a wedge between two kingdoms who are allies and have each other’s best interests at heart. I’m sure when our first child is born, that rumour will finally be laid at rest.” He cut four thin slices from the joint avoiding its bloody centre. “You’re right about one thing though, I have come to discuss something which if not quickly dealt with, could seriously affect both of our kingdoms.” 
 

He waited for Vorgret to respond but his brother just spat out a piece of gristle and stabbed another piece of meat. “It’s King Borman,” he continued, a hint of desperation creeping into his voice. “He’s put an army on Vinmore’s eastern border.”
 

Vorgret stopped chewing and looked vaguely interested. “Go on.”
 

“And the new King of Tarbis has an even bigger army sitting on our southern border waiting to attack Borman’s army and use Vinmore as their battlefield.”
 

Vorgret gave a loud bark of laughter, pushed his plate away and grabbed the pitcher of ale. He filled Pellum’s and his own goblet and banged the pitcher back down on the table. “And why in hellden’s name would those two want to fight each other, they’re not even neighbours?”
 

“It’s something to do with an enchantment, or a woman, but the reason is unimportant. They’re going to bring fifteen thousand men onto Vinmore soil and destroy each other and us into the bargain. You’ve got to stop them.”
 

“Why should I do that? A little less of Borman sounds a good idea to me.”
 

Pellum looked desperate. “If they use Vinmore as a battleground they’ll destroy our vines, our orchards and our hops. There will be no more wine for half a century until everything grows again.”
 

Vorgret thought about it and then shrugged. “We’ll have to import it from elsewhere; I hear they produce a decent vintage in the lands across the Great Southern Ocean.”
 

Pellum looked deflated and almost about to cry.
 

“My Lord?” interrupted Sadrin quietly. “I think there may be another reason for assisting your brother.” Vorgret looked at him questioningly and Pellum looked up with a glimmer of hope in his eyes. “The Prince Consort mentioned that there was a lady involved, who I believe I have had the honour to meet. Tell me, Your Highness, how is it that King Borman of Northshield has so many troops in Leersland?”
 

“Borman is now King of Leersland as well as Northshield. He took the throne from Queen Tarraquin by force”
 

For the first time since Sadrin had known him, his king looked truly shocked. “From what I understand from the lady he took her by force too.” He turned to his master, whose face had drained of colour, enjoying his discomfort. “Wasn’t Queen Tarraquin going to be your wife, My Lord?”
 

Vorgret exploded into uncontrollable rage. He leapt from his chair, knocking it over backwards and sent half the contents of the table flying across the room with a vicious backwards sweep of his arm. “The bastard! The fucking bastard’s taken my wife! Nobody, not even a king takes something which belongs to me.” He glared and pointed at Pellum making the prince scuttle backwards off his chair. “You, come with me. If it’s an army you want I’ll give you a bloody army. I’ll give you every man in Essenland who can hold a sword, all twenty thousand of them.” He strode across the room, grabbed Pellum by the padded shoulder of his silk tunic and dragged him out of the room, slamming the door behind them.
 

Sadrin sat for a moment and taking advantage of his master’s absence he leaned across the table to retrieve a flaggon of Vinmore red which had survived Vorgret’s anger. He poured himself half a goblet and sipped the blood red liquid with a satisfied smile on his face. Well, that was one way to divert Vorgret from questioning him about his failure to capture the white robe. He wondered where Jonderill was now.
 

~   ~   ~   ~   ~






  

CHAPTER TEWNTY SIX

Callistares

 
 

Tallison watched them burn, ignoring their screams and the stink of seared flesh. It wasn’t the usual way people were executed in Sandstrone; when you live in the desert where the only trees are those which shade an oasis, wood is too valuable to burn, but this was an exception. He needed to make an example of these people and by the look on the faces of those forced to watch, the death throes of the six naked women being consumed by the flames, it was having the desired effect. There were others to be executed as well, but they would die by other means, equally as unpleasant but less expensive.
 

He still had difficulty believing that his people would rise up against him. Hadn’t he given them everything? If it wasn’t for him, they would still be living godless lives in the darkness of the stone city his brother had built. He had freed them from its evil influence, and had returned them to the light to live their lives in the open under the sun and stars, as all free people should live. More than that though he had given them back their god. Living within stone walls, walking stone streets and living the soft lives that the northerners lived had turned his people away from Talis, but now, back in the desert where they belonged, Talis was all around them, touching their everyday lives with his guiding hand.
 

Now they could worship as they were meant to, and if that caused some hardship then it was only because they had become soft under his brother’s rule. His people were desert people, not city people, they were meant to be hard. It wasn’t just Talis that he had given them either. Hadn’t he given them horses and weapons and restored the pride of their warriors in their war with the unbelievers in Leersland? Hadn’t he protected them from the sin of fornication and the temptations of the flesh by separating the men away from the women? And what about the children, hadn’t he taken them into his own home and taught them the ways of Talis, their god?
 

No, his people were ungrateful wretches. He had given them all this, and yet they wanted more. It was the women who were to blame of course, the god himself had warned him against their corruption and how their wickedness could weaken the resolve of the strongest man. He did his best to teach the girl children who came to his tent the ways of Talis, but as soon as they left his pavilion and returned to their families, they forgot the lessons he had taught them.
 

Tallison looked up as a piercing scream ripped through the air. He couldn’t see which one it was for the smoke and flames, but he knew all right. It was the one who had led the mob that had almost reached his pavilion. It was a shame, she had been such a sweet affectionate child, one of the first he had taken into his pavilion, and he had taught her everything, but in the end, she had tried to kill him. She would never have succeeded of course, not with his guards being family or dependant on him for their position and comfort, that sort of loyalty was not easily overcome. They had protected him from those who had turned away from Talis and he had rewarded them well with the use of those that now burnt for their sins or awaited execution.
 

It was only right that he should reward his loyal guards, but perhaps he should reward his loyal people too, after all there had been no men involved in the uprising and at least half of the women had remained loyal. Yes, they should be rewarded. When the executions were over he would allow the men to return to their wives for a night and fill them with their seed and those who were unmarried could share the unattached females between them. He would open the granaries and stores as well so that the people could celebrate and praise Talis that his life had been spared.
 

The people always loved him more when he was generous, but unfortunately they had short memories. What he needed was something more permanent, something which would distract his people from thoughts of rebellion and would show them how much he cared for them. He needed a symbol; he didn’t know what that symbol would be but he did know that if he prayed to his god, Talis would provide.
 

He waited until the fires had done their work, and left the rest of the executions to his cousin to oversee, it was the sort of work he enjoyed. Now he had more important matters to consider. He had decided what should be done to appease his people, and he was eager to begin the search for the symbol which would be the physical manifestation of his power. If it was going to be effective, it had to be a symbol given to him by the mighty Talis, which could not to be questioned, and that wasn’t going to be easy to find.
 

Deep in thought he hurried to his pavilion with his guard closely behind, trying to imagine what this symbol might be. As he entered the huge tent he glanced in the corner where Rothers sat on his pile of rags, a chain around his neck attached to one of the pavilion’s supports. He usually didn’t bother chaining the man, but the rebellion had unnerved him and, in any case, it would do no harm to remind the man of his place. It was a pity he wasn’t more impressive; Borman’s cousin should have made a perfect symbol to parade in front of his people. However the man was pathetic and his people would have taken no notice of him even if he had slit him open and strangled him with his own guts in front of them.
 

Annoyed that the man was worthless to him, he walked to where he sat, pulled out his manhood and pissed on him. Feeling better, he returned to the main part of the pavilion and stared down at the low, dark table he used as his private altar. As his prayer for guidance to Talis was such an important one, he wondered if he should make a blood sacrifice, but that would mean going outside to the altar where his people worshiped, and he’d had enough of his people for one day. In any case, Talis had been given plenty of blood today so a little bit more wasn’t going to make that much of a difference.
 

He lit the two bowls of oil on either side of the altar and breathed the aromatic smoke deeply into his lungs enjoying the tingling sensation which coursed through his body and the kaleidoscope of images which flooded his mind. Staggering slightly from the effect of the drug he knelt at the altar and began a slow, mumbling chant. It was meaningless nonsense, more sounds than words, but it helped him to focus and impressed anyone who saw him communing with his god.
 

By the time his mumbling had increased to a shout, the effect of the smoke was wearing off and he was feeling sick and irritable. Usually a plan came to him when the effect of the drug was at its highest, but today there had been nothing, perhaps it was the effect of the stress he had been under. He cursed under his breath and leaned over the oil bowl, hoping to find some remnant of the smoke still spiralling upwards, when there was a scuffle at the entrance of the pavilion and two guards entered dragging a girl between them. They dropped the girl on the floor and one of them put his booted foot firmly on her back preventing her from rising. Tallison gave up on the oil, which just had a vaguely rancid smell left, and stared down at the girl. She was too old to be of interest to him.
 

“Mighty Tallison, beloved of Talis, may his name be praised,” began the guard. “We found this one outside and acting suspiciously. She says she is known to you and has brought you a gift.”
 

He raised his eyes in surprise. “What kind of gift?”
 

“I don’t know, illustrious master, she says her gift is sent from Talis, may his name live forever, and it is for your eyes only.”
 

She had a gift from his god? Could it be that Talis had answered his prayer already? “Let the girl up.”
 

The guard removed his boot from the girl’s back and then nudged her sharply with his toe indicating that she should stand. Hastily she scrambled to her feet never taking her eyes off Tallison. He was certain that he knew her, but couldn’t place her until he remembered those pale green eyes, demon’s eyes. Yes, he knew her all right. She was his dead brother’s only surviving get, the one with the simple mind. He had named her Nyte, as she always came to his bed at night for his affection; that was until she became too old to be of interest to him and he had given her away to Borman. He really didn’t want her back.
 

“What are you doing here, girl?”
 

She fell to her knees and shuffled forward until she was close enough to kiss his feet and then sat back on her heels with her head bowed. “My Lord and master, I have returned to you, and if you will have me and love me as you did before, I will give you a gift of such value that you will never send me away again.”
 

“What gift?”
 

She glanced at the two guards standing behind her. “I cannot say where others may hear, the gift is for you alone.”
 

For a moment he thought of sending her away, but was too intrigued not to listen to what she had to say. “You two, outside, but wait in case I call.” He waited just long enough for the guards to leave before taking her roughly by the arm and pulled her to her feet. “This had better be good or I will give you to them. Now what is this gift you have for me?”
 

Nyte looked at him and smiled. “Will you take me back into your bed and love me as you once did?”
 

“That depends on the value of the gift.”
 

She nodded in understanding. “I have brought you a magician, the one named Callistares.”
 

*
 

They sat on their horses at the rim of the valley and looked down at the city below. In the heavy cloud the grey walls looked darker than usual and the bronze dome, always a symbol of their homecoming, looked dull and ordinary. For Dozo the Enclave had always been home. He had been born there and had lived amongst friends and comrades all his life, except for the short periods he had spent away from the city on active duty. On other occasions, when he had sat here waiting for the command to descend into the valley, there would be other armsmen around him. They would talk about which inns they would visit that night or what the first thing would be that their wives would cook for them. Some would ask him to join them for an ale or to sample their wife’s cooking, and all would defer to him for his camp skills and his skills as a healer.
 

This time his return was different. For once there was no lively banter or thoughts of warm inns and soft beds and no comrades to slap him on the back and joke about his cooking or thank him for his care. There was only the white robe and his protector, and he was the least amongst them. It wasn’t being their servant which bothered him, far from it; it had been an honour to serve them. What was concerning him was the thoughts of what would happen next. There would be questions about Gellidan’s death and more questions about why he hadn’t returned to the Enclave with the rest of the armsmen as he should have done. Allowyn had promised to speak for him, so with any luck he might just be demoted, but if they thought that he had chosen not to return, then he could be dishonourably discharged or worse.
 

Allowyn sat next to the armsman and felt for him. He knew what must be going through Dozo’s mind and would have offered words of comfort, except that his own thoughts were equally as dark. The Enclave hadn’t been his home for many years, but he had grown up there as a boy, learnt his trade inside its walls and had taken his vows at Federa’s altar. He knew every finger length of the city, every street and yard, every shop, inn and most of the people. They knew him too. Next to a magician, a protector was the most honoured of citizens, but only as long as they played their part and kept to their vows.
 

There had, of course, been other protectors who had not kept faith with the people, his brother amongst them, but they were the ones who had failed in their duty and had never returned to the Enclave. He was the only one he knew who had disobeyed the command of the High Master, caused the death of the next protector and had the temerity to return. Without asking he knew that Callabris would speak for him, but his master had not commanded him to do what he had done, so there could be little excuse for his actions. He wondered what the prescribed punishment for a disgraced protector would be. If it was hard labour and increased devotions, he would accept it willingly, but if it was separation from Callabris, he would take the High Master’s life and be damned.
 

Callabris sat slightly in front of the others staring down at the Enclave. He didn’t have to look at them to feel Dozo’s concern or Allowyn’s anger and, in all honesty, he didn’t feel any better than they did, but for different reasons. The Enclave wasn’t his home although he had studied at the House of Magic and had visited there from time to time. He also had no concerns about the High Master who, in the way of his kind, he outranked. The man was weak in both spirit and magic and had no power over him, or, if he had any say in it, his two loyal servants.
 

No, it wasn’t the Enclave or the High Master that concerned him but the wrath of the goddess. He had vowed to serve her and to spend his life upholding right and justice in the six kingdoms and he had failed her. There was no doubt about it or excuse for his failure. He had known what he was doing for Borman was wrong, and that each time he misused his gift she had bestowed upon him, the future of the six kingdoms became darker. He knew and yet he could not help himself, it was as if another’s hand was guiding him. Would Federa accept that as an excuse? He doubted it and if she didn’t there could be only one punishment, but he wouldn’t want to go on living if his magic was taken from him.
 

He looked back at his companions and gave them the best smile he could manage. “Shall we?”
 

High Master Razarin was not pleased to see them. He sat behind his desk with a disapproving Tressing behind him and glared at the travel-weary white robe sitting in the upright chair opposite. Callabris was not pleased either. He had expected a cold reception, but not one that had been purposely designed to belittle him. They had been stopped at the gates of the Enclave and refused entry, being made to wait in the heavy drizzle for over a candle length. He could have ordered the guards to let them pass or even have forced them to let him enter, but he was trying to be reasonable.
 

Once inside the city gates Dozo had been arrested and taken away by the temple guards. He had gone quietly and neither he nor Allowyn had protested; he would be safe enough for now and probably better off than being taken to account by the High Master in his present mood. When they reached the temple they had been made to wait again, standing outside the temple until Tressing came out and demanded that Allowyn disrobe and kneel in penance until he was summoned. He was still there, kneeling in the pouring rain, dressed only in his breeches, offering prayers to the goddess and trying to ignore the humiliation of his position as passersby stared and speculated about the shameful thing he must have done to be treated so.
 

Callabris was tired and damp and concerned about Allowyn. He waited for Razarin to tell him for the fourth time that he and his protector were not welcome at the Enclave and then stood. “Enough, High Master, I have not come here to be berated by you.”
 

“Then why have you come at all?” asked Razarin peevishly.
 

It was a good question; he didn’t need to kneel at Federa’s altar to ask her forgiveness. That could be done anywhere if his penance was real. So why had he come, why had he left Borman’s service so suddenly and travelled almost without rest to reach this place? It was as if the Enclave had been calling him.
 

“I have come to speak with the goddess.”
 

“Razarin looked surprised and then angry. “I cannot allow that, Callabris, you of all people should know that the goddess only speaks through me and I’m disinclined to accommodate your request.”
 

Yes, he did know but that didn’t matter. It was why he had come to the Enclave. “Federa has called me.”
 

The High Master gave a cynical laugh. “If the goddess wanted to speak with you she would have told me and I would have sent for you. I’m sorry, Callabris, the temple is closed to you and I cannot allow you to defile her sacred ground with your corruption.”
 

“I’m sorry too, High Master, but I don’t think you can stop me.”
 

Callabris raised his hand, palm outwards and both Razarin and Tressing froze. Callabris dropped his hand again and stepped towards the hidden door in the book case. If the goddess didn’t want him to enter her temple, then the door would remain closed but it didn’t. He stepped through into the temple and the door closed behind him.
 

It was just as he remembered from the few other times he had been inside the temple, small and quiet with shimmering, almost pink walls, and a white floor that looked like freshly fallen snow. In the centre of the temple stood the stone pedestal, and around it, four chairs made of golden weiswald. He was wrong though, something had changed. The last time he had been here there had been five chairs, but now two of the chairs lay broken into small pieces on the floor. He frowned at them, trying to discern their significance and then approached the pedestal. When he had last been there he had placed his hands on the altar and Federa had spoken to him, but now he knelt until his forehead touched the floor. He stayed like that for a long time, hoping the goddess would speak first and trying to find the right words to say. 
 

At last he sat back on his heels and sighed, there was really only one thing he wanted to say. “Forgive me, My Lady, for I have strayed.”
 

All about him the light increased in brilliance and when the voice came, it was all around him and inside him too.
 

“Callabris, the most gentle of my servants,
 

there is nothing to forgive for everything
 

you have done has been to one end and
 

you could have done nothing else.
 

 
 

Now I have one last task for you and
 

when it is done you may come to me and
 

greet your brother and be at my side always.
 

 
 

You must return to that place you fear
 

so much to enter. At its centre there is
 

something which he who sleeps guards for me,
 

something which others have tried to take.
 

 
 

You and your protector must guard it until
 

Callistares holds it again, even if it means
 

your lives. Do not fail me, Callabris;
 

the future of the six kingdoms rests in your hands.”
 

 
 

The light faded and Callabris slowly stood, the words of the goddess still ringing in his ears. Behind him the door opened and he had a sudden and urgent need to be away from this place. He hurried through the door and was surprised that night had started to fall although he was certain he had only been in Federa’s sanctuary for a short while. Inside Razarin’s room nothing had changed. He clicked his fingers and the High Master leant further across his desk.
 

“Do you hear what I say, Callabris, you will not enter the temple.”
 

Callabris shrugged. “So be it, High Master, now if you will excuse me I have urgent business elsewhere.”
 

Razarin looked surprised at the sudden change of heart and was confused at the unexpected darkness outside. He went to protest. but Callabris had already left.
 

Outside Allowyn was where he had left him, soaked through and shivering with his dark hair plastered to his head and dripping water over his closed eyes. Callabris touched him gently on the shoulder, his skin as cold as ice. Allowyn looked up, relieved to see his master smiling down at him.
 

“Come Allowyn, collect your armour and weapons and find Dozo, we have work to do.
 

*
 

Tissian flowed into the last movement of his devotions, a dance of swords he had practiced every day since he had been strong enough to lift two blades above his head. The steps had been taught to him by the swordmasters at the Enclave and honed to sharpness by the days spent with Allowyn, but they were all his own. Each slight variation, each fraction of a step left or right designed and tested to smooth the flow of movement and to achieve the perfect balance. The two swords, held firmly enough not to fall but lightly enough to respond to any changes in the dance, whirled and twisted around him, a blur of motion reflecting flashes of light in the early evening sun.
 

He moved into the last steps taking the swords from an ankle-scything sweep through a decapitating turn and a clash of blades high above his head before moving into the final double extension on one knee. Tissian held it there, the blades an extension of his arms, their length parallel and their tips unwavering. Or at least they should have been. As he held the final position with his eyes closed and his breath coming in short, sharp gasps, he could feel the vibration through his arm as the tip of one sword began to fall. He concentrated on steadiness putting everything else out of his mind but it was no good, the blades were no longer parallel and if he waited much longer the tip would touch the ground, defiling his blade and making his devotions worth nothing.
 

Tissian snapped to his feet, crossed the blades in front of him in salute and replaced them in their scabbards in one single, fluid motion. As devotions went, his prayers to the goddess hadn’t been bad, that’s if he had been a novice, but he wasn’t, so the sense of failure sat heavily on his shoulders. If Allowyn had been there he would have made him repeat each step again, pointing out the shortfalls, and all the times his swords hadn’t done exactly as he had told them to do. Fortunately Allowyn wasn’t there, and he was too sore to go through the dance again.
 

Instead he moved into his stretching exercises, his eyes closed and concentrated on the shape and feel of every muscle as he worked out the tension and thought about his final extension which had been a finger length too short. A finger length didn’t seem much but against an accomplished opponent it was the difference between life and a blade tip in the heart.
 

The problem was his shoulder, not his arm as he thought it might have been. His arm was still painful and stitches still held the flesh together in places, but that was just external and could be ignored. It was the internal damage which was causing his extension to shorten and the tip of his blade to dip. When the fang hound had sunk its teeth into his upper arm and pulled him around, something had torn in his shoulder and whatever had parted, hadn’t repaired itself properly. Tissian could feel it now, a pulling sensation around a hard knot of tissue. He wished Dozo was here.
 

Jonderill had seen it too, that fractional hesitation, the ring of the blades not quite in tune, the slight dip at the end of the extension. As Tissian’s master he had the right to watch his protector’s devotions as no one else did. He did watch whenever he could, partly to show Tissian that he cared, but mostly because of the breathtaking grace and beauty of the movements. To anyone who had not seen Tissian work before, they would have been amazed by the performance, but he knew that things were not quite right and that left him in a quandary. If he said nothing and walked away, Tissian would take it as a reproach, but if he stayed and commented, Tissian would be shamed.
 

It reminded him of a master baker he had once known in Alewinder’s royal kitchens. When his hands became too stiff to kneed bread any more, others would do it for him whilst the rest would look away in pity and embarrassment. In the end he could take it no more and one day he failed to turn up for work and was never seen again. That wouldn’t happen to Tissian of course, his end would be much more brutal.
 

He put that thought out of his mind and decided it would be best if he returned to his own studies. Perhaps if Tissian came to watch him they could both share their failures and get some solace from feeling miserable together. He wandered off to the other side of the camp and sat on a boulder staring at the pile of wood he and Tissian had gathered the first day they had come here. It was meant to be a bridge, not that it looked like one, but it was close enough that he could sit there and imagine that three horsemen were charging across it intent on ending his life.
 

It was Tissian who had come up with the idea whilst they were sitting in the Crosslands inn sharing a pitcher of Vinmore’s finest ale. Tissian should have been in bed recovering from his wounds, but his fever was still high, and so a pitcher of cold ale had seemed a good idea. It had been too, and the second, but perhaps not the third or fourth. Jonderill chuckled to himself; it was all very well a white robe never having to pay for his food and drink but that didn’t mean the innkeeper had to be happy at having two slightly drunk lads over indulging on his best ale. They had decided that the temptations in Crosslands was too much for them to resist and had moved on the following day.
 

Whilst they had been enjoying the comforts of the inn they’d had the chance to analyse what had happened during the battle at the two bridges. It had started with Tissian asking him what he had seen and how he could improve his battle tactics if they were ever in a similar situation again. He remembered the battle at the first bridge quite clearly and they discussed if Tissian had changed from bolt bow to knives at the right time or should he have waited longer. His memories of the second bridge had been far less detailed, mainly because he had spent most of the time stretched out on the grass being sick and wishing he could die. From there the conversation naturally went back to the first bridge and the explosion.
 

Something had happened to him at the bridge, but when he tried to put it into words, the memory of it disappeared. That is why Tissian had suggested that they recreate the bridge so he could put himself back in that position and perhaps recall what it had felt like to release so much power. So far it hadn’t worked. He had spent several days staring at the pile of wood but so far nothing had happened. That wasn’t exactly true. He had become bored and irritated, angry and frustrated and for one fleeting moment he had felt something stir inside of him. Unfortunately it had gone before he’d been able to grasp hold of it and the feeling had never returned.
 

Now he had almost given up. It was like the rest of his magic; if it was there inside of him, it was buried so deeply that it was impossible to find. He wondered if his father had the same problem. Strangely he hadn’t thought about his father until now. For all his life he had thought that Jonderill, the protector and warrior, had been his father but he wasn’t, it was a magician. Coberin the white. He wondered what Coberin had been like, he didn’t know much about him, or did he?
 

Callabris had talked about him, and so had Sadrin, so he tried to put the pieces together, to build a picture of his father. Coberin was Callabris’s younger brother whose explosive magic felt like plunging into icy water. He remembered Callabris telling him that it had taken his father three summers to bring his magic under control which had weakened him when he became older. He also had a strong aversion to weapons. Jonderill chuckled to himself, they had more in common than he had thought. His laughter faded as he thought about the few other things he knew about him.
 

Coberin had served King Duro, but had betrayed him to his brother. He’d had a wife, his mother, but he didn’t know anything about her, and he had died violently at the hands of Tallison. It was Tallison’s fault that he had no past and no father to guide his magic, and it was Tallison’s fault that his magic was buried so deeply that he might never be able to touch it. He looked up as Tissian came to stand in front of him, a look of concern on his face. Whether it was for himself or him he wasn’t sure, but it didn’t matter, his mind was made up; he knew what it was he had to do.
 

“We leave for Sandstrone in the morning.”
 

*
 

Perhaps coming through the Crosslands Gap had been a mistake. They had heard men talk about it when they had stopped at the inn high on its hillside on the other side of the Blue River and had thought that people exaggerated. They were wrong; the place was as nasty and as treacherous as people had said it would be. It was caused by a freak of nature allowing the river to become wide and shallow. Whilst it was bound on the Tarbis side by high banks of clay there was only shale on the Sandstrone side resulting in there being no boundary between the river and the land. The Blue River spread and soaked into the ground forming a huge bog interspersed with sheer-sided stone islands big enough to take a horse but not an easy place to make an overnight camp.
 

The other thing which made Crosslands Gap such an unpleasant place was the tall cliffs which formed the outer rim of the Stone Hills. Constantly and without respite, apart from a few hours of darkness, the sun blazed from a deep blue sky burning the rocks and radiating heat out across the marsh like a baker’s oven with the door open. Water, red with acid, ran from fissures in the rock adding to the river water, so that instead of the Stone Hills offering a distant refuge, the land at their base was a swamp of stinking pools and sucking quicksand. Above all of that flew the insects, some as big as sky flyers but most of them no bigger than tiny flecks, which made their way into eyes and ears and nose and between clothing to suck blood.
 

Some enterprising person had marked a safe passage across the gap using long, brightly coloured poles which were supposedly sunk into the bedrock beneath the sucking mud. They had been warned though that the poles had been known to move depending on the flow of water from the Blue River or the Stone Hills or both. There was also a rumour that the savages who inhabited the deserts of Sandstrone came down the cliffs at night to move the poles around. They then sat on the high cliffs above and laughed as travellers disappeared into hidden gullies of deep water or were sucked down into the quicksand. Other rumours said that the savages moved the poles, so that travellers would leave the gap through narrow canyons in the Stone Hills where they would wait in ambush, taking their captives alive for sacrifice to their evil god, Talis.
 

Jonderill and Tissian had ignored the two pieces of advice which the innkeeper had given them; firstly, not to cross the gap into Sandstrone and secondly, not to go into Sandstone at all, which was full of bloody savages. They were now regretting not taking at least the first piece of advice. It had taken them two days and a night to cross the gap, during which the only rest they had been able to take were a few minutes standing on one of the stone islands which was just big enough to take their two horses, if neither of them moved. All the time they travelled within touching distance of each other, Jonderill’s magic kept the insects at bay, but once they separated by more than an arm’s length, Tissian and his horse became the focus for every insect in the swamp.
 

It had taken them longer to get across the swamp than they had anticipated. This was partly due to Tissian’s horse pulling a hamstring climbing onto one of the stone islands and partly because they were certain that the poles had moved during the dark hours they had spent crossing the gap. They could, of course, have been turned around in the night despite Tissian guiding them by the stars, but when the sun rose again like a fiery ball, the poles were further south than they remembered. For the rest of the day they had kept watch for laughing nomads sitting on cliff tops, but the only life they had seen were two giant raptors gliding over the distant hills and swarms of biting insects.
 

Now they were camped in a small gully with cliffs towering up on either side and a track leading east into the direction of the open desert. It wasn’t an ideal location, but they had been too tired to go on and find somewhere better. At least there was a small spring with drinkable water flowing from it, and some shelter from the cold night winds. It had been their intention to enter the Stone Hills further north and skirt along the edge of the desert until a firm plan of how they were going to achieve their objective came to them. Instead the land was leading them east and so far, they had found no way to change direction.
 

It was still dark when Tissian shook Jonderill lightly on the shoulder, his form barely discernible against the shadowy rocks. In the darkness he could hear the horses move restlessly and Tissian’s horse pawing nervously at the ground.
 

“Master, there are people about.”
 

Jonderill sat up and peered into the darkness. When he had finished his watch everything had been quiet but the horses were now clearly unsettled. “Where are they?”
 

“Above us I think, around four or five of them on the top of the northern cliff.”
 

“Do you think they can get down to us?”
 

Tissian shook his head and then realised that Jonderill wouldn’t be able to see it in the dark. “No, I don’t think so but they might have bows or spears. I think we should get out of here as soon as we can.”
 

“Now seems a good time.”
 

Tissian nodded again and held out his hand to haul his master to his feet. In the dark it took longer to saddle the horses than usual so the sky was just starting to change colour as they led their horses east, the clatter of their hooves echoing against the stone walls. By the time the sky was light enough to ride, the gully had opened out into a wide canyon with side passages leading off it. It reminded Jonderill of the maze in Wallmore only with eyes and much more dangerous. They tried one or two of the north facing side gullies, hoping that they would allow them to change direction, but one led to a dead end, and the other was blocked by a recent rock fall. Tissian spent some time trying to find a way over or around the barrier but came back shaking his head.
 

“There’s no way we’re going to get past there, it looks like someone has levered down half the cliff face and it would take days to clear a way through.”
 

“Did you see any signs of life?”
 

Tissian looked searchingly up at the top of the cliffs before he answered. “There were no hoof prints or footfalls but the dust was still settling and I thought I saw movement high up on the rocks.”
 

Jonderill nodded. “Me too, a quick flash of light which looked like the sun reflecting off a blade.” He frowned in concern and started to feel fear rising within him. “What do you suggest we do?”
 

Tissian looked back the way they had come and then in the opposite direction, further down the canyon. The track they were following ran straight for a short while and then twisted to the right and out of sight. “We could go back, but I guess whoever is following us will have that way blocked off too. That makes our best bet to go forward down the canyon and ride straight through whatever they have waiting for us.”
 

He turned and lifted his armour from behind his saddle and started to prepare himself for battle. Jonderill knew how well Tissian could fight, but they had no idea of the size of the opposition they would be up against. “How about making a stand here?” he asked.
 

Tissian pulled his body armour over his head and replaced his baldric. “We’re too exposed, and I’ve no way of protecting you from archers or spears.”
 

He pulled on his wrist shields and then held out his arms whilst Jonderill strapped his armour in place, being careful to keep away from the hilts of his knives and swords and trying desperately to think of a way out of the situation. It was times like this when he wished that he was a soldier, as he had always wanted to be, and not a helpless magician that needed to be protected. He waited, his fear growing all the time, as Tissian wrapped the steel-studded, leather skirt around his thighs and loaded his bolt bow.
 

For once Tissian didn’t smile. “Pull your hood over your head, master, it will give you some protection and keep behind me. When I shout ‘ride’, go as fast as Sansun will take you. The goddess willing, I’ll meet up with you later.”
 

He mounted his horse and led the way down the canyon without looking to see if Jonderill was following, his bolt bow in one hand and spare bolts in the other. The canyon was silent as if the stone walls themselves were holding their breath; the only noise the steady clopping of the horse’s hooves and the stones shifting beneath their feet. They reached the last dozen paces before the turn in the canyon and Tissian shifted in his saddle, bringing up the bow and resting it across his arm ready to fire. He drove his heels into his horse’s sides and it leapt forward with Sansun just a nose behind, galloping at full stretch as they left the shadows of the canyon and burst into the searing brilliance of the open desert.
 

Tissian shouted a warning and yanked on his horse’s mouth bringing him to a slithering halt in the burnt orange sand, the bolts from his bow already released and embedded in their targets. Behind him Sansun swerved sideways to avoid the collision, sending a spray of sand in every direction. Jonderill clung on, half blinded by the glaring light and not able to take in what lay before them. There were at least a hundred men spread in a semi-circle and mounted on huge war horses. They were dressed in dark flowing robes and armed with long, curved blades. He had seen the likes of them before in his nightmares, in Maladran’s probing and in Sadrin’s searching. He knew who they were and what they would do to him if they caught him.
 

His fear peaked and his magic exploded in a concussion of power which beat at the ears and made the ground heave beneath him. Sansun reared in panic and threw him from his back and next to him, Tissian leapt to the ground to protect him, leaving the two horses to bolt. The ground heaved and rippled outwards in rings around them sending up choking clouds of dust and sand and cracking the rock behind them. Jonderill staggered under the uncontrolled release of power, hollowed out and deafened by the noise. Next to him Tissian regained his balance, planted his feet firmly on the shuddering ground and raised his bow waiting for the sand storm to clear.
 

Had the land been solid rock or packed earth, the release of power would have ripped it apart into deadly splinters of rock and shattered stone but it wasn’t, it was sand, and once the shock waves had passed, the sand settled again as if only a breeze had rippled its surface. As the dust cloud cleared horses milled around in panic, some had bolted and some had fallen, their legs broken by the shifting ground. They had fared better than the men, coughing and choking on the dust, lying on the ground crushed and trampled by the horses or wiping blood from their faces where the sand had scoured away exposed flesh. At least half were out of action but that still left more than fifty, far too many for one man to stand against, even a protector.
 

Jonderill searched inside of him trying to find something else to defend their position, a spark, anything, but there was nothing there. Tissian stepped in front of him giving him a grim smile.
 

“Stay behind me, master. It’s my fight now.”
 

The first of the riders, those who had managed to stay on their horses when the ground moved beneath them, charged. Four hit the ground with metal bolts embedded in face or chest and the fifth, a huge warrior who closed with Tissian, missed his stroke and lost his leg, as the protector cut it from him just below the knee. He galloped by screaming with blood pumping down his horse’s flank. Tissian quickly reloaded his bow and waited for the next attack. Behind him Jonderill peered around his side, trying to ignore the nausea caused by the magic’s backlash, and the threat of the men with curved swords who had moved back into their semi-circle formation. He concentrated on the small group to one side where a dark-haired man was directing the attack. If he could just find something in his magic to take him down then the attack might falter.
 

They charged again, all at once this time, but on foot. Tissian fired his double bow three times missing with only one bolt and used three of his knives on the far end of the line which was in danger of encircling him. Men went down screaming and the line faltered and then retreated. The screams of their leader, as he berated and threatened his retreating warriors, could be heard above the groans of dying men, so Jonderill concentrated on him, forming a compunction spell which he had worked once before with some success.
 

He released his power and watched as the man staggered backwards, his shouting turning to a terrified shriek. A slight figure in some sort of flimsy gown, which Jonderill couldn’t quite make out, stepped in front of the man and the shrieking instantly stopped. A moment later the magic’s backlash hit him making him cry out, stagger and go to one knee. Tissian took a pace back to cover him.
 

The warriors charged again and Tissian used his last four bolts and two more of his knives to deadly effect before the charge faltered but this time they didn’t retreat. Tissian dropped his bow and pulled the first of his swords from his back daring them to come on. Behind him he heard the distant rumble of horses galloping across hard ground and knew their time was running out. He threw his last three knives in quick succession bringing down two warriors but only slicing the arm of a third. With his free hand he drew his other sword and waited.
 

The noise of the horses behind him became louder, barely a score of paces away and he could feel Jonderill trying to stand. There was a shout and the sound of horses snorting as men dismounted on the run and charged. The warriors in front of him reached him first their curved swords cutting the air around him whilst Tissian danced in the way that only a protector could, his blade rising and falling and cutting flesh with every movement.
 

He felt the impact of the men behind him and heard Jonderill’s scream of warning. Tissian tried to turn to protect his master but rough hands were already pulling him away. He reached with his blades, taking two lives with one sweep, but no man can defend themselves when they are surrounded on all sides, and he went down in a welter of blood.
 

Jonderill screamed and fought as they dragged him across the ground by his arms and shoulders, neck and hair. Behind him he could see Tissian’s last stand, his swords making his devotions to his goddess and then there was just descending blades and blood and he was gone. The warriors dragged him to where the dark man with the mad eyes waited with a curved sword in his hand. He saw the man smile and the flash of the descending blade but not his own blood as it stained the sand scarlet.
 

*   ~   *






  

EPILOGUE

 
 

He knew he must be dead, everything was black and cold and his mind was as empty and as raw as if someone had scraped it with a rusty knife. His eyes were sealed shut, their lids too heavy to open and the lashes held together by dried tears. And he couldn’t move. Every muscle was frozen in place, held there as if the weight of the world was pressing him downwards and inwards until there was nothing left but a small hard ball of what he used to be. Inside the ball something moved, a tiny, fluttering heartbeat and in that instant Jonderill knew he was alive.
 

Then the pain hit, a searing, burning fire of agony that tore through his fingers and ruptured the skin into blisters. His hands burst into flame and he screamed, tearing his eyes open to shatter the darkness. They were gone. The long fingers with their clipped nails, the palms with their calluses from years of hard work, the hands with their fine tracery of blue veins, all were gone. In their place were two stumps, black and charred, burnt and bleeding.
 

With the pain came the memories and he closed his eyes to block them out but they were still there, the only images which had not been seared from his mind. Memories of Tissian fighting to protect him, his swords moving so fast they were streaks of silver in the air. Memories of hands pulling at him, dragging him away and Tissian fighting to get to him. Memories of Tissian surrounded, bloody, beaten and hacked to pieces under a dozen descending swords.
 

He opened his eyes again hoping that the light would burn the images away, but they were still there along with the agony of his missing hands. Desperately he tried to move, to shift his shoulders and push the tormented stumps away from the heat of his body but he couldn’t flex a single muscle. There was a weight pressing down on him and around him as if he were bound in his own coffin. Panic joined the pain and the torturous memories and he struggled against them fighting to be free until he was once again plunged back into darkness.
 

When he opened his eyes once again the pain and the memories were still there, but the panic had gone, extinguished by a tiny flicker of light which burnt in the darkest corner of his mind. He was in a cage; he could feel the bars pressing against him, digging into his feet, curling over his head and holding him down. Crouching in a cage which swayed slightly from side to side he was unable to move, hardly able to breathe, with his stained robe around him, his missing hands on fire and his memories seared into his mind. He closed his eyes and prayed to the goddess for death.
 

Voices penetrated his darkness, voices which perhaps would bring him some relief from his torture. He opened his eyes and blinked away their wetness until he could focus on the three figures before him. The one kneeling on the ground was a stranger to him. He smelled of fear and filth and abuse. A slave then, only slightly better off than he was. The woman, dressed in transparent silk and bangles looked different than the girl he remembered, the look of hate changed to one of triumph. Only the eyes remained the same, the pale green of sea ice, the same as his own. The other one’s features were imprinted on his soul, small and dark with the eyes of a madman. He smelled of perfume but with the sickly smell of rot beneath the cloying scent. Tallison, the one who had taken his hands.
 

“Welcome to my home, mighty magician, I hope you are finding your accommodation comfortable and to your liking. My friends here will serve you and cater to your every need.” He laughed viciously, put his hand around the back of the girl’s neck and moved her forward slightly. You already know the beautiful Nyte; she was the one who gave you to me in exchange for my favours. She hates your kind, almost as much as I do, so you will forgive her if her attentions are not always of the gentlest kind. This,” he kicked the kneeling man, “Is Rothers, cousin to King Borman and he has been charged with keeping you alive. When you die, he dies.”
 

Jonderill stared at the man as the words filtered through his pain in a jumble of confusion. His mind was too raw to understand what was being said, but if he asked, the man might set him free. He struggled to clear his thoughts, to put his memories aside and to put the right words together. When he had them all in one place and in a line, he croaked them out through parched lips.
 

“Set me free.”
 

Tallison gave a cackling laugh. “Oh no, Callistares, I have waited a long time to have you in my power.”
 

That didn’t make sense at all, he wasn’t that person, he was someone else; there had been a terrible mistake. He would have shaken his head if it had been possible but the bars prevented even that movement.
 

“I’m Jonderill.”
 

Tallison gave another cackling laugh and nodded to the girl. She took a step forward and placed her hand on the prisoner’s exposed arm, just above the blackened stump. Instantly the pain was gone and with it the fear and confusion. It was like the sun coming out after a thunder storm or stepping into daylight after being in dense woodland. Only the memory of Tissian’s bloody body remained.
 

“I’m not the one you think I am. I am Jonderill,” he repeated again, as much for himself as his tormentor.
 

Tallison shook his head and chuckled, his eyes bright and piercing. “No boy, you have it wrong. I know who you are and where you come from. Your name is Callistares, son of Coberin the white who died in that cage. You are the one named after Callistares, the great magician who, along with Coberin, murdered my father, and placed my younger brother on the throne instead of me. Now the throne is mine and so are you, and you, Callistares, are going to die.”
 

“Then kill me,” pleaded Jonderill.
 

“Oh no, I’m going to watch you die little by little, piece by piece. I will keep you alive just enough so that your spine will crumble to sand, and your bones will scrape the bars of your cage, just enough that your flesh will melt to nothing, and your skin will rot from your body. I am going to watch whilst vermin eat you alive, and I am going to listen to you scream, Callistares, and beg for death.”
 

He smiled at the girl and Nyte removed her hand.
 

Jonderill screamed.
 

*   ~   *
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