
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    
     
 
    Lady of the Helm
 
     
 
    By T. O. Munro
 
   
 
   


  
 

Book One in the Bloodline Series
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Copyright © 2013 T.O. Munro
 
   All Rights Reserved
 
   Cover artwork by Paganus
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   To Tess
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Table of Contents
 
   A Map of the Civilised Part of the Petred Isle
 
   Prologue
 
   Part One
 
   Part Two
 
   Part Three
 
   Part Four
 
   Part Five
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

A Map of the Civilised Part of the Petred Isle 
 
   circa 1759 AP
 
    [image: C:\Users\Matthew\SkyDrive\Documents\Books\Wrath of the Medusa\maps\LOTH-MAP-web and devices.jpg]


 
   
  
 

Prologue
 
   The three of them came at the hour agreed, grey robed for anonymity, though Marius had already taken a shrewd guess at some of their identities.  Still he played along with the charade.  His own part in the night’s criminal adventure left him little with which to reproach the high born and the privileged in their skulking around his deep dungeon domain.   He bowed low, avoiding looking at their hooded faces.
 
   “Is all made ready?” the short fat one demanded.
 
   “Yes, my Lord,” Marius responded.  “Do you have the sum we agreed upon?”
 
   With a clink of metal the tall one drew a purse from beneath his cloak and handed it to the watchful dungeon warder.  There was an incredulous impatience from the cloaked trio as Marius tipped the contents into his hand and counted out ten gold crowns by the flickering light of the guardroom torches.  “Such insolence,” the tall one growled in a voice and tone Marius knew too well.  “Do you not know who we are?”
 
   Marius looked up from the pile of coins, two year’s salary in one palm.  “I had understood, my Lord Prince, that it was thought better I should not know who you were, or at least your colleague assured me so.”
 
   The short one waved podgy fingers in an agitation for peace.  “All of us have much to hide, tonight,” he wailed.  “I don’t think we need fear for each other’s discretion.”
 
   “Indeed not,” Marius agreed grimly.  “Though it seems our arithmetic may yet be called into question.  The payment was to be twenty crowns.”
 
   There was a flurry of movement as the Prince raised his arm to strike, but Marius did not flinch even before the third member of the group’s intervention, pulling his angry companion back.
 
   “Balance on completion of the night’s work,” the short one muttered.  “Perhaps my good fellow, you could lead the way.  I am sure we all want our business done as soon as possible.”
 
   Marius bowed low again and turned to the heavy reinforced door to the dungeon complex.  The key turned easily in the lock and hefting a torch from its brazier he led the unlikely party past rows of barred containment cells. 
 
   “You are sure there is no-one to see us?” the Prince demanded.
 
   Marius did not deign to reply, but the short one supplied the obvious answer.  “Fear not my Prince, the monthly assizes are just done and the prisoners are all either acquitted or in the wagons on their way to Sturmcairn.”
 
   “Goddess rest their souls,” Marius intoned automatically.
 
   “Indeed,” the fat one concurred as they filed along the winding corridor, heading deeper and deeper into the citadel’s undercroft.  
 
   Marius took them down two spiral staircases to the lowest level and then along a dusty corridor to cell thirty-one.  The key, as all keys, was polished, but this lock was very stiff and for a moment it seemed that it would not answer.  Marius heard a slight whimper of panic from the group’s spokesman by his side, but then the lock turned and the door creaked open to reveal a plain dark stone cell some ten foot square.
 
   After a moment’s hesitation, Marius led the way inside and the trio trod after him in the dust and stared around at the bare walls.
 
   “How can you know this is the one?” the Prince demanded.
 
   “Castle records,” his short companion assured him, running his fingers along the wall, like a blind man trying to read the very stones. “This cell hasn’t been used in nearly four hundred years; It must be this one.”
 
   Marius felt the Prince’s gaze on him.  He shuffled his feet and felt obliged to respond.  “It’s true, stories are that anyone was put in here went mad or died overnight.”
 
   “And that was so inconvenient for a nation that doesn’t have the death penalty, well not officially,” the spokesman said as he stepped back at last somehow satisfied with one particular section of the wall.
 
   “Exile is not the same as death.” Marius automatically recited the mantra of the justice system he had served all his working life
 
   The third conspirator gave a snort of derision, but it was the Prince who voiced their collective scepticism. “Exile not the same as death? I’d like to see you survive more than a day in the lands beyond the barrier with little more than a corkscrew to defend yourself.”
 
   “It is a choice all must make.  Choose to live within the law and within the barrier or face exile,” Marius persisted.
 
   “Fine words for a lawbreaker.” At last the third one spoke.  The lilting voice gripped at Marius’s heart more grievously than that of the volatile Prince.  Suddenly, the dungeon warder began to fear what depth of treachery he was committing for a score of gold crowns. 
 
   “My daughters’ are ill,” Marius stammered back.  “Priests’ cures cost money.”
 
   “I would say tell it to the judge,” the short one chided.  “But it is in no-one’s interests for it to come to that.  Soon our task will be accomplished and you can return to your children, fully recompensed for your efforts and able to buy their good health.  But first our friend here has a particular talent to use.  There should be the spot.”  He tapped his preferred section of the wall and took a couple of steps back towards the increasingly nervous dungeon warder.
 
   Marius’s eyes widened as the third member of the party began a complex sequence of gestures and light streamed towards the dungeon wall.  ‘A mage, a bloody mage!’ with that realisation fear deepened on two counts.   Never mind the fact that any association with the forbidden practice of magic was punishable by exile, there was the corollary that all practitioners of magic were inherently evil enemies of the Goddess.  What company had he fallen into?
 
   The light crackled noiselessly around the wall until it glowed and a shape became discernible, a darker hued rectangle, an opening, a doorway.  While he did not dare look, Marius sensed that the mage was struggling, as the task drained evil power at a rapid rate.  But then, with a gasp it was done.  Panting the sorcerer dropped to the floor and as the prismatic light of magecraft faded, the flickering light of the torches revealed a solid opening, a passageway out of the cell looking as though it had always existed.
 
   “That was harder than I expected,” the mage gasped.
 
   The short one grimaced.  “Five hundred year old magic and of a lesser origin than the one we seek; I hope you are up to the trials ahead?”
 
   The mage nodded while sucking in hasty breaths. “You go on, give me a moment.”
 
   Already the Prince was ahead of them.  Peering into the opening.  “Here, bring that torch and lead the way,” he commanded.
 
   Marius hesitated, “our agreement said nothing of leaving the citadel.”
 
   “We’re not leaving the citadel, just going deeper into its past foundations,” the short one cajoled him.  “Besides, did you really think that letting us into one unused cell was fair exchange for twenty crowns.”
 
   “I like this not,” Marius shook his head but advanced nonetheless on the doorway.  Balance on completion, he told himself.  Two sick daughters, could he back out now with money to cure just one of them, which would it be?  Stung by his own contemplations of cowardice, he thrust the torch ahead of him to illuminate a rough hewn passage that curved down and to the right.
 
   “Lead the way, good torch bearer,” the Prince commanded.
 
   It twisted left then right again, but always heading down.  Some sections were so perilously steep that Marius had to sidestep down them, one hand on the craggy wall for safety.  “Who carved this tunnel?” he forced himself to ask.
 
   “Not the castle stonemasons, that’s for sure,” the Prince laughed behind him.
 
   “Certainly our tunneller while expert in many things was an amateur in this field,” the fat one agreed.  “Though if you look carefully you can see the scorch marks of the tools of his trade.”
 
   As Marius raised the torch he could see blackened rock and the glint of vitrified stone.  By the Goddess, this had been excavated with magic not with pick and axe.  He shivered at the thought and realised the short one had been right.  No matter Marius knew that he was accompanied by Prince Xander second in line to the Salved throne, no matter he had guessed that the fat fellow puffing behind him was Haselrig the court antiquary.  They were assured of his absolute discretion for there was nothing but instant exile awaiting Marius of Nanor should he ever speak of the night’s events. Where would his daughters be then?
 
   The cramped tunnel abruptly opened into a space so wide the light of the torch could reach no walls or ceiling.
 
   They stood for a moment, Marius waving the torch to left and right as his eyes became accustomed to the gloom.  But then, as his eyes sensed colour and saw shadows, Marius realised that other sources of illumination were at work.  It was a great hall, bigger than the throne room some hundreds of feet above them, bigger than the cathedral which he visited with his family every Goddess day. All along the sides and half way up the carved curving walls there were torch sconces from which a glow of light grew steadily brighter.  Light without fire or smoke.  Marius spat, a soldier’s prayer, at more evidence of magic at work.
 
   The fat antiquary, Haselrig, whistled softly behind him.  “Which of them cast that spell, to light up his hall to new guests?”
 
   Marius looked around as the hall grew bright as daylight.  It was a vaulted chamber. Ornamental pillars hewn into the rock curved upwards to meet at sculpted keystones two hundred foot or more above their heads. The floor was square perhaps a hundred and fifty foot on a side but this was clearly what was left of a once larger rectangular room.  To left and right the ceiling had collapsed in two huge rockfalls sealing off whatever exits had once existed from this place.  The tunnel they had emerged from was the only route in and out.  Marius’ gaze was drawn to the remnants of a raised dais poking out from beneath the boulders and rubble to the left.
 
   As he drew near he discerned the shape of a sweeping circular step and, amidst the scatter of rocks on the platform rose the broken back of a great stone chair.  There was carving of some description ancient unweathered lettering in a language he could not read.  “What is this place?”
 
   There was no answer for the Prince and the antiquary seemed as stunned by the spectacle as he.  As he turned Marius saw their eyes flickering back and forth like children at the Goddess festival, surprise, wonder and excitement.  What had they expected? They who knew this place was here, knew how to find it, what were they looking for?
 
   “Over there,” Xander exclaimed, pointing towards the far corner of the hall, by the other rock fall.
 
   He scurried forward, Haselrig lumbering after him and Marius, deep with foreboding bringing up the rear.  
 
   There were seven of them, seven white skeletons lying haphazardly across the decorative stone floor.  Marius glimpsed ivory bone through the rotten seams of the rags they wore.  Even to the dungeon warder’s untrained eye, the cut of garments was odd, knee length breeches, puffed shoulders to the shirts.  It was like pictures of long ago heroes in old paintings.  These poor devils had died centuries ago and of what?  Black stains spread from beneath each corpse obscuring the mosaic pattern to the floor, a mosaic of pictograms. Images of fantastic creatures in battle with each other or with tiny figures of men all smeared over with dried blood.
 
   “Seven,” Haselrig murmured to himself.  “Seven times he tried.”
 
   Xander looked up sharply as Marius demanded, “Who tried? Who did this and where is this place?”
 
   “The place is unimportant,” the Prince sneered.  “But the ’who’ was an ancestor of mine, a genius that some called mad.  Your history lessons should have told you of him.”
 
   “I am not well learned, my Prince. The ways of long dead kings are as nothing to me,” Marius snapped back, fear making him bold.  He turned from Xander’s grimace of furious disgust to question Haselrig.  “What do we seek here and when can we leave?”
 
   The Prince grabbed Marius’s arm and berated him with spit flecked fury. “His name was Chirard, the kinslayer, the sorcerer, the last king of the Petred Isle to practice wizardry. He was a great King.”
 
   “And now he is a dead king,” Marius shuffled off the royal hand with a glare.
 
   “We are looking for a jewel,” Haselrig told him quickly.  “A large stone, pure shining crystal the size of a man’s fist.  Chirard must have left it here, it is the only place he could be sure he would not be spied upon.”
 
   “Aye a secret place where he could conduct some evil magic experiments, defiling the Goddess’s blessing.”  Even for twenty gold Crowns and his daughters’ health, Marius was sickened by the venture he had become engulfed in.
 
   “The gem was his greatest treasure and it will provide for all of us.”
 
   “Indeed, will it buy yon Prince an army to overthrow his father and brother?”
 
   “You forget yourself, warder.” Xander’s voice dripped with venom.
 
   “Just find it,” Haselrig told them testily.  “I am not sure how long the doorway in the cell remains open. Nor am I sure our friend would have the strength to reopen it should it close again, so a little haste and less argument would be most welcome.”
 
   By unspoken agreement, Xander and Marius stalked to opposite sides of the hall.  The dungeon warder scanned the floor mechanically.  As he passed over another tableau picked out in tiny pieces of stone, his eyes registered the strange winged creatures.  In a sequence these birds with women’s bodies and faces lifted supine men into a mosaic sky and then dropped them.  He looked up quickly, away from the unsettling scene and noticed a mark in the wall ahead of him, a dent as though a mailed fist had punched a hole in the stone.  As he drew near there was a glint of crystal on the floor a great gem reflecting and refracting the light of his torch and of the magic lanterns upon the wall.   “Hey,” he called out.  “I found….”
 
   He didn’t complete the sentence as the jewel somehow drew him towards it, muting his interest in anything else and yet filling his soul with dread.  He bent down to look at the gem, saw in its heart a flickering shadow that twisted back and forth in defiance of the natural order of a crystal lit by a deluge of light.  The shadow shimmered and then was still, focussed, focussed on him.  He reached out towards the crystal, thinking of nothing other than hammering its sharp edges against his skull.
 
   Then suddenly the spell was broken, the gem covered by a cloth that Haselrig had cast over it.  “Fascinating,” the antiquary was saying.  “Such power leaking across the dimensions.  See Xander.” He pointed at the dent in the wall as the Prince caught up with them.  “Your ancestor must have thrown it there when his last attempt failed.  Picture his rage, see the impact on the stone wall, and yet the gem is unscathed.”
 
   “Let me see it,” Xander commanded.
 
   Haselrig shook his head.  “It is not yet time.  Chirard tried seven times and failed, we have but one attempt to get it right.”
 
   Marius shook his head, the fog that had engulfed his thinking was clearing, and now Haselrig’s words threw a pebble at his thoughts which quickly triggered an avalanche of realisation.
 
   Seven attempts by the long dead mage-king, seven corpses.  Whatever was attempted required somebody to die and if this was to be the eighth attempt where was the eighth corpse going to come from.  He straightened up and began to back away from the Prince and the excited antiquary.
 
   The movement caught their eye and both turned to look at him, Haselrig head cocked to one side, a little curious.  Xander grinning almost.
 
   Marius pulled his dirk out of his belt.  Dungeon warders were not supposed to be routinely armed, lest a prisoner should take their weapon, but he was grateful of his breach of the rules as he waved the blade first at one then the other.  “I’m leaving now,” he told them.  “And neither of you is going to stop me.”
 
   “As the good father wishes,” Xander smiled winningly.  “Run along then.”
 
   “Still, ten gold crowns will that be enough to cure little Elsa and Roncine,” Haselrig interjected.  “It is a quite serious sickness that ails them.”
 
   “Their names are Elise and Rancine,” Marius replied through gritted teeth, taking three more careful steps back towards the exit.
 
   “Oh, I’m so sorry!” Haselrig said with a sincerity so genuine that Marius felt almost moved to reassure the little man that no harm had yet been done. 
 
   A lilting voice behind him called out, “vos sile Marius!”  ‘The bloody mage’ he’d forgotten about the mage.  He tried to spin round but couldn’t, his legs wouldn’t move, nor his arms.  Panic seized him as the mage enquired at his ear, “going somewhere Master dungeon warder?”
 
   Xander and Haselrig advanced on his helpless paralysed form.  The mage flung a rope around his middle and long before the magical restraints wore off he found himself just as securely and physically constrained by tightly bound ties.
 
   They laid his trussed figure flat on the floor and Haselrig placed the cloth covered gem atop his heaving chest. “What are you doing?” Marius cried as power returned to his lungs. However, they busied themselves without sparing him so much a glance, still less an answer.
 
   “Help!” Marius screamed at the top his voice. Xander made to strike him, but again the mage caught his arm.
 
   “Relax, my friend, the way is closed up there now.  An army could scream in here and no-one would hear them. Let him scream while he can.”
 
   Marius was whimpering now, fearful for his life and his family.  How could he have been so foolish? Why had he not simply run when they first arrived, or even reported Haselrig’s first approach to his superiors?  But no, the girls had been ill and the fat little man with the strange proposition had appeared as though sent by the Goddess herself.
 
   “Aargh,” he cried out as Xander dragged a knife across his wrist.  He could feel the blood leaking profusely across his hand.
 
   “Careful,” Haselrig rebuked the prince.  “We don’t want it bleeding too fast. He must be weak not dead when the ceremony climaxes.”
 
   “Then you’d better get on with the ceremony,” the mage suggested.
 
   Marius turned his head, unleashing a wave of dizziness in spite of his prone position. The mage and the antiquary were standing either side of him.  Haselrig held in his hand the crescent symbol of the Goddess and was waving it in invocation of a priestly spell.  In some recess of his fading consciousness, Marius remembered a rumour of long ago scandal, how the court antiquary was a defrocked priest, denied advancement in the church for an unforgiveable indiscretion.
 
   “This was your ancestor’s mistake my Prince, why he never succeeded,” Haselrig was saying.  “There have to be three for the ceremony, and despite his many talents Chirard could not be all three.”
 
   On his other side the mage was also summoning a spell and now Xander loomed over Marius’s helpless form.  He wiped the bloodied knife clean on Marius’ shirt. “You are a disgrace to your father,” the dungeon warder muttered with failing breath.
 
   Xander nodded genially.  “So he often tells me.  Maybe if he hadn’t neither of us would be here now. Think on’t my poor old soldier.”
 
   The ex-priest and the forbidden mage were circling Marius now and the gem rose from its wrappings, hovering above his chest. As the focussed magic poured into it, the great jewel shone and sang, humming with vibrations and within it the dark shadow flickered back and forth at an ever increasing rate.  The sharp note of the resonating crystal was deafening, the light blinding and in the midst of it Marius heard Haselrig cry, “now my Prince, strike now.”
 
   Marius looked up helplessly as Xander raised the knife two handed high above the dungeon warden’s chest, high above the spinning levitating jewel.  The prince shifted the knife to his right hand and drew the blade across the palm of his own left hand.  Marius gasped as a rich stream of regal blood dripped straight down onto the spinning singing humming crystal.  
 
   “Enough, get back all of you,” the mage commanded and the three conspirators stepped back away from the spectacle as the gem began to smoke and then exploded in a shower of sand that scoured Marius’s face waking him from the anaemic slumber into which he had all but fallen.
 
   Out of the dust a dark shadow rose. Like smoke it drifted back and forth, growing denser with each moment and then, on a faint intake of breath, the cloud shot inside Marius’s mouth, his nostrils his lungs.  It filled him consumed him.  Strange things were happening to his body.  The rope bindings fell from his hands and feet, he felt himself sit up, though he did not remember thinking it.  Hands were raised to his face.  They were his, but then they weren’t.  His arms withered and blackened before his eyes, skin stretched tight across bone, fingers gnarled into twisted shapes and yet they then flicked with rapid dexterity in a sudden complex gesture.  
 
   A wispy cloud of steam appeared infront of his face and condensed into a reflecting surface of increasing clarity.  As the image sharpened before him, Marius was horrified to see not his own old careworn features, but a blackened skull, with paperthin skin on fleshless bone.  Teeth sat improbably in a gumless mouth and where his eyes had been there were two blood red lights glowing in empty sockets.  He would have screamed but his mouth no longer answered to his will.  With another flick of his wizened fingers, Marius observed himself dismiss the invoked mirror and turn to face the trembling forms of the prince, the antiquary and the mage.
 
   It was as though watching himself from a great distance.  He heard Haselrig stumblingly announce, “welcome oh great Magister, we your servants rejoice in your resurrection.  Our names are….”
 
   Already the eyes that Marius could see through but not direct had moved on, gazing around the walls of the cavern, through the walls.  His transformed hand waved Haselrig into silence and a hissing sibilant voice emerged from a throat Marius could no longer feel.  “Your namessss are not of any consssequence.  You have purposssee only in ssssso far asss you can ssserve me.  Do sssso well and your rewardsssss will be great. Fail me and eternal ssssuffeering will be your lot.”
 
   Marius could feel a mind inhabiting his own, displacing his consciousness as it had abrogated his control of his own body.  He wanted to cry out, to exclaim he was here still, inside this nightmare creature, but the presence within him was too great effortlessly squeezing him out of existence.
 
   Haselrig was struggling to speak again, but the hissing voice quelled him once more.  “Thissss issss no place of sssafety for me.  There issss much that I musssst know and much that you mussst do, but firsssst let ussss leave this prissson.”
 
   Marius’s dwindling sense of self saw the fingers flicker in yet more magic and then the chamber vanished and reformed a different place.  It was smaller, darker with the monster from the gem and the three traitors, but Marius was no longer there.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Part One
 
    
 
   Nordag the ogre was not a politician, but he nonetheless held the title and office of Mayor of Woldtag.  There had been some ceremony twelve months earlier, led by the Governor.  It had been called an election.  Ten frightened men had sat around the council table and put their hands up when the Governor told them to.  Nordag hadn’t seen the point, but the Governor had said it was important to observe the formalities.  
 
   Nordag rather wished the Governor hadn’t bothered or at least chosen someone or something else.  He was a fighting ogre, a warrior hardened by single combat and triumphant on the battle field.  That was his chosen forum, where clubs and swords had the deciding votes and mouths were for the fearsome battle cries, not mewling arguments about percentage tax returns or decisions on this freehold or that.
 
   Still, Nordag had his way of getting things done. He’d only had to use his club a few times in council meetings to find that people learned to agree with him quickly.  It wasn’t that the problems they presented went away, just that they decided they had rather sort it out themselves, than tell Nordag it hadn’t or couldn’t be done.  In fact more recently the ten of them, or as it now was eight of them, had become so effective at preventing problems that council meetings were much shorter with far fewer brain aching decisions for Nordag to make. So much so that there was time for recreation every night.
 
   As that thought flickered across his mind, Nordag increased his pace hurrying to his chambers and hoping that the guard captain had made a wise choice.  The orc guards at the door, from his own personal platoon, were the strongest tallest broadest of their breed, but Nordag still towered head and shoulders over them.  Only the grandeur of the old mayoral palace prevented his head from brushing the ceiling.  They came simultaneously to attention, old tribal rivalries held in check by the rigid military discipline of the Governor’s new order.  They were soldiers of a disciplined army not members of squabbling gangs.  Nordag, grinned contentedly, my how far they had come, and how far they would go.  
 
   “Has the Captain been?” Nordag grunted.
 
   The orc on the left nodded straight faced, the one to the right supressed all but the faintest twitch of a grin. Nordag scowled at them.  “No interruptions, understand.”
 
   Both nodded, but for added emphasis Nordag warned them, “I see either your faces before dawn and I change their shape, understand.”
 
   Then he pushed his way into the Mayor’s private chambers, closing and barring the door behind him.  In prior times the mayors of Woldtag had kept a suite of rooms within the town hall, at the top of the building.  The smaller rooms were ill matched to Nordag’s size but the main chamber, in which past incumbents had done their entertaining, served all the ogre’s simple needs.  The magnificent dining table made a sturdy bed, piled high with cloth and furs.  The balcony with its view over the market square served as an effective latrine and in so doing also discouraged the casual callers and petitioners who might otherwise have ventured into the town hall.  
 
   He unclasped the heavy gold broach that held the cloak around his neck.   The cloak had been a gift from one freeholder anxious to ingratiate himself with the new power in Woldtag.  It was one of the few garments that matched the ogre’s size and the man had sent his daughter forward to present it.  Nordag remembered still her trembling prettiness and the alacrity with which the man had included her with the gift when Nordag made the demand.  Another memory brought a twisted smile to Nordag’s lips.  There was a slight movement to the pile of furs on the table and the ogre strode towards it with renewed interest.
 
   He savoured the moment as he stood at the foot of the outsized bed, loosening the straps of the battered steel breastplate. He tried to gauge from the quivers in the bed clothes where the captain had hidden this evening’s frightened plaything.  He guessed which side just as the metal armour fell silently to the marbled floor.  Flinging aside the bedding, he had just a moment to register the oddity of the noiseless clang of metal on stone before he saw her.
 
   She was not the type that the captain normally picked out for him.  In a second he saw she was older, just past the end of adolescence as far as he was any judge of human flesh.  Taller than most and sinewy, clad in dark shirt and breeches rather than the night shift he expected.  Flame red hair spilled across her shoulders and green eyes blazed at him with a defiance rare in someone brought before Mayor Nordag.  Rather than lying trembling within the folds of bedding this one crouched on her haunches looking up at him.  The final abnormality he had time to notice was that her hands were not bound behind her, but free infront of her. One held a glinting steel dirk and the other fist grasped a crescent talisman.
 
   Then she erupted like one of those amusing jack-in-the-box toys that more astute freeholders had learned to give Nordag as a gift.  Driving upwards sword arm outstretched before her, she sprang towards him, driving her blade into his throat even as his mouth gaped open in astonishment. Standing now on the edge of the table her face was level with his chin, her green eyes glaring into his dimming yellow ones.
 
   Nordag struggled to raise his arms, to grab that scrawny neck with his last strength, but she leant back and away, whipping her blade out of his neck with a cruel sideways twist.  A gurgling flood of green blood sprayed from his wound as Nordag fell heavily but silently to his knees. Still the whole event was wreathed in unbreakable silence as the ogre’s choking gasps for help remained inaudible even to his own ears. Now she was looking down on him, her face and clothing flecked with his blood, her expression blankly purposeful.  His fading vision saw her swing her arm in one last strike across his neck and then the ogre toppled sideways in a silent thump to the floor, a pool of green spreading across the marble. 
 
   His killer wasted little time.  She wiped the blade clean on the soiled bedding, tucked it into her belt and reached under the table to pull out a carefully coiled rope and grapnel. Then she hurried to the balcony and hooked the grapnel to the balustrade.  Outside all was quiet and dark, the curfew well observed by all in Woldtag.  She swung a leg over the edge and abseiled quickly down to the street below.  A flick of the rope loosened the hook and brought it tumbling down, but before she could move to catch it a figure detached from the shadow of the wall and intercepted its flight a few feet from the ground.
 
   “Well met, my lady,” the newcomer greeted her softly.
 
   She scowled back at him.  “What did you do with the girl?” she hissed.
 
   He looked hurt, “I saw her on her way, through the sewage outfall at the east end and pointed her in the direction of home.”
 
   “You were supposed to see her all the way.” Her tone was low but unamused as she briskly re-coiled the rope and flung it over her shoulder. 
 
   “I came back for you, my lady.”
 
   “I don’t need your help Kaylan, the girl did.”  
 
   He bowed his head at the rebuke, absorbing it with habitual subservience.  “Of course, my Lady.”
 
   “And I’ve told you I’m not your lady, not anybody’s lady, not anymore.”  She glanced quickly left and right and then jerked a finger towards the shadows around the temple wall.  “This way.”
 
   “Yes my….  miss, yes….” He hesitated to speak or to follow, tongue flicking across his lips before he dared to utter her name.  “Yes Niarmit,” he whispered when she was just out of earshot.
 
   ***
 
   Kimbolt’s fingers drummed nervously on his sword hilt, infected by the contagious anxiety of his master.  A few feet infront of him Thren Longsword, Crown Prince of the Salved Kingdom, Castellan of Sturmcairn and Warden of the Barrier blew on frozen fingers and gazed for the fourteenth time at the distant outcrop of rock.  “How late are they now, Captain Kimbolt?” he demanded.
 
   “Just above an hour and half, sire.” 
 
   “Captain Thackeray, he’s a friend of yours isn’t he.”
 
   “He was already a captain when I was just a common soldier, sire.  He taught me a great deal and he’s very experienced.”  Kimbolt kept his voice measured, trying to balance his Prince’s fretful anxiety with a calmer reassurance than he actually felt.
 
   Thren thumped his fist on the snow covered parapet.  “So why is such an experienced captain bringing his patrol in so late, with less than an hour to sunset?”  He swung away from the view west, where the Sun was sinking behind the mountains.  “I do not like this.”
 
   “No need to light the beacon yet, Sire.” Kimbolt essayed a light hearted joke, jerking a thumb towards the carefully stacked pile of wood and faggots that filled the central space behind them in this topmost tower of the fortress of Sturmcairn.
 
   Thren met his jest with an incredulous glare and then looked away sharply.  He took three strides around the edge of the massive dormant bonfire, turned back to look at Kimbolt, his mouth opening to speak and then shutting as he sought a better form of words.  The four beacon sentries stayed stiffly at attention eyes straight ahead despite the palpable anger of their impetuous castellan.  Princes might argue with Captains, but it was not good for discipline for common sentries to see it, or at least to acknowledge they had seen it.
 
   At last Thren spoke.  “This is no time for humour Captain. Twenty men on foot patrol, eight miles as far as Eadran’s folly and then eight miles back.  How long should that take, on a day such as this?”
 
   When Thren waited, glaring, Kimbolt realised it was not a rhetorical question.  “Four hours, sire,” he answered.   “Five if escorting exiles beyond the barrier.”
 
   Thren snorted.  “Aye, and Thackeray had no exiles this time, so an hour and a half overdue. Something has happened.”  He shook his head heavily.  “Something is not right, by Eadran’s blood I feel it in my bones.”
 
   “I see them, sire,” the western facing sentry exclaimed.  Kimbolt and Thren both followed the direction of his outstretched arm.  A small line of figures was emerging from behind the overhanging rock where the path turned out of sight en route to Eadran’s folly.
 
   “See, sire, they have an injured man that is the reason for the delay,” Kimbolt called out, for the troop was led by four men bearing a makeshift stretcher and occasionally stumbling as they navigated the uneven path that was the approach to Sturmcairn’s western entrance.
 
   Thren said nothing, he was counting, lips almost silently moving, as the rest of the patrol hove into view. “Eighteen, nineteen, twenty….. twenty one.  By the Goddess no!”  Again he slammed his fist into the parapet with another cry of, “no!”
 
   “Twenty one?” Kimbolt stammered, trying quickly to check for himself as the returning party gathered for the home straight.  “No, it can’t be.”
 
   “Twenty go out, twenty come back,” Thren fumed. “Nobody else returns from beyond the barrier. Exile is exile!”
 
   “Yes, sire, of course sire.” 
 
   Kimbolt’s acknowledgement was wasted on empty space, for the Prince had left the platform, bounding down the spiral staircase calling out, “hold the outer gate, let none in!”
 
   ***
 
   Niarmit and Kaylan surveyed the stinking mess.  The orcs and nomads who had taken over the city had quickly grasped the concept of an open sewer system into which one cast all the ordure and detritus one wished to dispose of; they had been less swift to realise how to make it work. In days gone by, water from the town aquifer would have been used to flush through the sewage outfalls, but the organisation which had overseen that task had been wiped away along with most of the machinery and bureaucracy of government.  The clearing of the channels fell entirely to the mercy of the rain clouds which might occasionally bless them with enough of a downpour to clear away some of the tide of waste.   After a few dry days the smell was indescribable.   However, the channels were not yet entirely blocked and so afforded the assassins an unguarded escape route.  The sewers ran under the thick town walls at four places in culverts wide enough for a person to crawl through.  The perimeter’s integrity was maintained by a grill of iron bars half way under the curtain wall.  However, there was a gap beneath the bars through which a determined and strong stomached outlaw could pass.  Entering the town during daytime had not been difficult, for Kaylan was a master of disguises, but leaving after curfew through guarded gates would not have been so easy and Niarmit had calculated the recent weather would give them a rare opportunity to get in, do the job and get out.  
 
   “By the Goddess it reeks, my Lay…. Er… Niarmit,” Kaylan observed.
 
   “Hold your nose and it will soon be done,” Niarmit told him.
 
   “Ladies first?” Kaylan ventured.
 
   Niarmit gave a snort of exasperation and stepped gingerly into the half empty ditch.  Kaylan followed her, treading carefully through the sludge filled water.  As they neared the wall it became necessary to crawl on all fours, the darkness a blessing in hiding from sight if not scent the nature of the objects that bobbed past them.  
 
   At the bars Niarmit did not hesitate.  She drew a deep breath, ducked down and pulled herself through scraping her stomach along the bottom of the ditch and then surfacing on the other side to pull in a lungful of precious if fetid air. 
 
   “By the Goddess,” Kaylan was whimpering on the other side.
 
   “By the Goddess indeed, Kaylan,” she hissed back.  “If I, who was once a perfumed and pampered princess can tolerate it, then you who spent half your life in a stinking prison should be no less at ease with this.”
 
   It was an unkind jibe.  Kaylan bore his criminal past like a hair shirt at the best of times, and from the silence on the other side of the gateway she knew her words had bitten deep. After a pause, broken only by the drip of liquid falling from her face, Kaylan’s voice came from the blackness, somewhere between sullen and servile, with “yes, my Lady.”
 
   There was a slight ripple as he ducked under the surface. Niarmit reached down to help pull him through, but then there was a louder splash and the hand she had briefly touched disappeared from her reach.
 
   “My Lady!” there was a spluttering gasp from the other side, a noisy explosion of struggle.  She heard and felt his hands clasping the bars on the other side, she gripped them, reaching through to his arms.
 
   “Kaylan?”
 
   “I am taken, my lady, seized. Flee while you can.” Whatever it was, must have had Kaylan by the feet for he was stretched out horizontally and he gave a sudden shriek of pain as some part of him was injured.
 
   Still holding onto him with one hand, Niarmit pulled at the chain around her neck to free the crescent shaped symbol of the goddess.
 
   “Lumen per Dea,” she muttered, and the narrow channel was immediately filled with light. Blinking she saw through the bars Kaylan’s face, white with pain beneath the streaks of indeterminate dirt.  Beyond him she saw a creature crouching in the water, grasping Kaylan’s calf with both hands and, as she watched it sank its teeth into his flesh, drawing another scream of agony from him.
 
   “No,” she screamed and, at this new noise it turned to look at her.  It was human, or may once have been.  Her accomplice’s blood ran red down the rotted flesh of a ruined chin.  Its eyes were opaque white, yet somehow still they saw her.  A few locks of hair still clung to its skull.  
 
   “By the Goddess,” she instinctively swore as the creature bared its teeth and hissed at her.  
 
   “Fly while you can,” Kaylan pleaded.
 
   “No, Kaylan!” she spat back.  “I’m not losing anyone else.”   What was this creature? What could she do to harm it, trapped in a narrow shit filled tunnel on the wrong side of steel bars?  She raised the crescent symbol to her lips in search of inspiration.  The creature’s leering menace suddenly turned to fear and it leant back away from the shining emblem.  On an impulse she mouthed a simple blessing, “benedictonium de Dea.”
 
   The impact was beyond her wildest imaginings.  The creature began to turn, abandoning Kaylan’s injured leg it sought to fly, but it had moved barely an inch or so down the tunnel before its skin began to crumble and crack before her incredulous eyes.  Its skull caved in as its rotting flesh turned all to dust which fell in a drift onto the slimy surface.
 
   “Truly, my Lady you are in high regard with the Goddess!” Kaylan gasped despite the pain of his bleeding leg.
 
   “Hold your breath!” she instructed as she pulled him down and under the bars.  
 
   The agony of the short submerged journey showed on his features as Kaylan surfaced, grey and not far from a dead faint.  “My leg is done, my lady.  Please go.”
 
   “Shut up,” she told him, dragging his wounded leg to the surface to see more clearly while the light of the spell she had cast endured.  It was a nasty injury, two deep bites the first of which had torn a lump of muscle from the back of his leg.  She pressed the crescent symbol against the wound and closed her eyes as she repeated a familiar mantra. “Sanaret servum tuum carus dea, sanaret servum tuum carus dea, sanaret servum tuum carus dea, sanaret servum tuum carus dea.”  Each repetition drained her of energy as though she had run a sapping mile and by the fourth one she was panting for breath.  But when she opened her eyes she was rewarded with the sight of a wound which, if not entirely healed, was at least sealed closed with slightly irregular but healthy pink flesh.
 
   “My Lady!” Kaylan said in awe as he flexed his foot with the mildest wince of discomfort.
 
   Niarmit nodded grimly and replied.  “It seems the Goddess has at last forgiven me the times I have distracted myself learning the crafts of your trade, Kaylan.”
 
   “Aye my Lady, you could make a far better thief than I, no ill intent meant you understand, but I am right glad you are a still greater priestess.”
 
   “Aye, Kaylan, but remember, my name is Niarmit.  Now let’s get out of this shit hole.”
 
   ***
 
   “Don’t you people ever knock!” Udecht, bishop of Sturmcairn, exclaimed as he gathered the bedclothes around his well fleshed  body.
 
   “Er…” Kimbolt stammered.  “I had not thought to find you abed at this hour, your reverence and the Prince has sent me on a matter of some urgency.”
 
   “My nephew thinks everything is urgent,” Udecht muttered, patting the plump cushions that filled his bed.  “A little privacy if you please, Captain,” he asked, waving his hand for Kimbolt to turn around. “There are parts of the body ecclesiastic that are not for general viewing.”
 
   “Of course your reverence.”  Kimbolt obediently turned his back hearing only the swish of robes as the priest put on his vestments.
 
   “What is the latest crisis that our castellan bids me attend?”  Udecht demanded crossly.
 
   “I was not to say, your reverence, merely to bring you to the gatehouse and to do so immediately,” he tried in emphasising the last word to convey the urgency of Thren’s summons, but the Bishop was not in a mood to be hurried.
 
   Udecht harrumphed unhappily, “gatehouse eh? so doubtless some soldier on patrol has an injury that needs a priest’s powers of healing.  Well for this kind of disturbance I expect two broken limbs and a fair bit of bleeding.  Anything less, and I will cuff yon’ Prince’s ears for him, done it before Captain, mark my words I’ve done it before.”
 
   Kimbolt kept silent.  He did not doubt that there was some truth in the Bishop’s words.  He may indeed have clipped Thren round the ear, but the last time would have been at least fifteen years ago when Thren had been but a child and Udecht’s father still sat upon the throne.
 
   After what seemed an age, Udecht announced himself ready with a command for Kimbolt to lead the way.  Outside the Bishop’s quarters the Captain waited while Udecht pulled the door closed and then made to move off. “You aren’t locking the door, your reverence?”
 
   Udecht looked at him squarely.  “I would like, to think, Captain that with a garrison of a thousand of the King’s finest in the strongest fortress not just in the realm but probably in history, that the locking of my door would be a little superfluous.  Now, given my nephew’s desire for haste, perhaps we should move on, or is there anything else you wish to pass comment on?”
 
   “No, your reverence,” Kimbolt dipped his head in a subdued bow and the two men hurried off down the corridor.  Behind them, the door to the chambers creaked fractionally ajar and a slender hand threaded through the opening.
 
   The fortress of Sturmcairn was built into the side of the mountain. On its Northern flank its walls melded into the side of Silvertop whose sheer sides rose to the highest peak in the Gramorc range.  The fortress’s southern wall skirted some four hundred yards along and thirty feet above the narrow ledge that was the Silver pass, one of only three routes through the Gramorc mountains.  The ledge ranged from ten to thirty foot wide.  Its other side was a vertical drop into the tumbling churning waters of the young Nevers river which was just beginning its long journey across the Salved Kingdom.  Any creature passing east or west through the mountains had to pass under the walls of Sturmcairn at point blank range for the skilled archers and spearsmen within.  
 
   For good measure a gatehouse had been built, jutting out of the southern curtain wall, to straddle the pass at its widest point – so that anybody skulking unseen along the pass would still find their way blocked by the forbidding structure and unopening gate of the finest and oldest fortress in this or any other kingdom.  The gatehouse had three exits, each barred by a steel portcullis and a thrice timbered, iron bound wooden gate.  
 
   The eastern exit opened on the pass leading back down into Morsalve the home province of the Salved Kingdom.  In regular use, supplies, relief troops and messengers passed through the East gate in both directions.  Also, those condemned to exile would pass through this gateway just the once, en route to the enforcement of their sentence.
 
   The western gate opened onto the pass into the forsaken land beyond the barrier, where dark things dwelt and exiles were sent.  It was opened less frequently, either for a weekly patrol, or, once a month for the troop that would escort the latest band of condemned exiles to Eadran’s folly, where they would be abandoned to their fate.
 
   The northern gate opened on a stairway cut into the rock that led up into the fortress of Sturmcairn itself.  Halfway up the stairway passageways to either side led off to the holding cells for the condemned exiles. It was not considered fit for such people to be accommodated in the main castle.
 
   It was down this northern stairway that Kimbolt now led the royal uncle.  All three portcullises were down and Thren was pacing angrily back and forth at the foot of the stairs. In the square space beyond a score of cold returning soldiers waited in obedient bafflement.
 
   “What kept you?” Thren demanded, leaping up two pairs of steps to confront the tardy bishop.
 
   “A bishop of the Goddess cannot rise at will to every soldier’s whim, nephew, not even one so exalted as the castellan of Sturmcairn.” Udecht’s attempt at a tone of avuncular reproach inflamed more than calmed Thren’s ire.
 
   “A bishop in a fortress is under military orders, my orders.  Uncle or not, Udecht, in this place and time you call me sire!”
 
   “Er… yes, er… sire.”  Udecht rattled more by Thren’s anxiety than his intemperance.  “What is it that vexes you so, sire? is one of the men injured?”
 
   “Injured?” Thren toyed with the idea.  “Not one of ours.  There is a man Captain Thackery has brought back from beyond the barrier.”
 
   Udecht’s brow furrowed in puzzlement.  “Brought back?  From beyond the barrier?”
 
   “Indeed,” Thren echoed the Bishop’s incredulity.  “It is a man I would have you cast an eye upon before I consider opening any gate.”
 
   “I am as curious as you, sire, to see this man that Captain Thackery sees fit to break every law and order for.”
 
   Udecht approached the gate on the other side of which the Captain Thackery awaited, a hoarfrost dusting his moustache, a perfect picture of misery.  “Well Thackery, where is this exile?”
 
   “’An it please your reverence, but he’s in the litter.  Could barely walk when we found him, said I should show you and the Prince this though.”  Thackery held up a ring, a gold ring set with a heavy ruby around which two golden serpents wound delicately carved bodies.  
 
   Udecht gazed at it in disbelief and held up his own hand which bore an identical ring, save that the stone was a deep green emerald. “Where….. where…. where did you get this?”
 
   “I asked the same question, uncle,” Thren grunted behind him.
 
   “Our mother had them made,” Udecht murmured absently.  “Her dowry paid for them.  A diamond for your father, a saphire for your Aunt Giseanne, an emerald for me and a ruby… a ruby for…”
 
   “Bring the prisoner over here,” Thren commanded.
 
    Four soldiers brought the stretcher over and laid it and its occupant lengthways along the side of the portcullis.  Udecht looked down in wonder at the strained features of the invalid as his head turned feebly from side to side.  His hair was lank and unkempt, his beard straggly.  He was thin and pale, the left hand that fretted at his side was missing the little finger.  He muttered incessantly.  “I have sinned, Goddess forgive me I have sinned.  I was a fool and I have suffered, I must suffer, suffering is my lot.”
 
   Udecht’s face was creased in a conflict of grief and joy.  He blinked damply at the form through the portcullis.
 
   “Is it him?” Thren demanded impatiently behind him.
 
   The Bishop heeded not his nephew’s question, speaking soft soothing words to the restless figure on the stretcher.  “It’s me,” he said.  “It’s Udecht.  It’s been so long, my poor brother.  Tell me, tell me you remember, you remember who you are?”
 
   The figure stilled for a moment at the Bishop’s words and the eyes ceased their wandering, instead staring fixedly over his shoulder as though the answer to the question lay in the air behind him.  “I…. I was called Prince once… my name was Xander, Prince Xander and I have come home.”
 
   “So it is him then, Uncle Xander?” Thren demanded of Udecht.
 
   “In no great health, sire, but by grace of the Goddess yes, it is him, restored to us at last,” the Bishop confirmed mopping at his eyes with a silk handkerchief.
 
   “One last test though, let him unlock the gate himself,” Thren’s tone was grim, the occasion far less stirring to his emotions than to the princely cleric beside him.
 
   Udecht looked at him in shock.  “You can’t mean…”
 
   Thren ignored him.  “Thackery press the prisoner’s hand against the gate seal.”  The veteran captain hesitated at first but then bade the stretcher bearers lift their burden and bring it to one side of the gate.
 
   “Sire,” Udecht interrupted.  “You know what peril awaits anyone not of Eardan’s bloodline who tries to unlock those seals.  In his condition the shock could kill him.”
 
   Kimbolt, a lowly witness to these proceedings, glanced at the life size palm print carved in stone at the right hand side of the gate.  An identical sigil lay on the far side of the wall in the gatehouse and it was this that his colleague Thackery was presenting the prisoner to. These were the ancient magical locks which Eadran the Vanquisher had added to further strengthen the fortress.  Like all the common soldiers and those of non-royal blood Kimbolt always kept well clear of the enchanted stones.
 
   “Aye, Bishop, I know it well enough.  I’ve seen a panicked exile blasted clean across the gatehouse when he tried to unlock the eastern gate with his palm print.  But if this shadow of a man is indeed your brother and my uncle then the blood of Eardan runs in his veins just as much as ours.  He will have naught to fear from the bloodline magic.”
 
   “And if he is not?”
 
   Thren raised an eyebrow at the flicker of doubt Udecht seemed to now be admitting in his earlier confident identification.  “If he is not, Uncle,” the Prince said heavily, “then you will have been sadly deceived but at least a dissembling thieving exile will have been prevented from weedling his way back across the barrier.”
 
   Kimbolt, Thren, Udecht and the handful of sentries on their side of the gate waited expectantly.  On the far side of the portcullis, Thackery lifted the fitfully stirring invalid’s right hand.  With great care he manouevred himself so he could place the other man’s palm against the seal while not touching the heavily enchanted stone himself.
 
   There was no explosion of sound and light, no sparks of magical fury, only a brief purple glow from the stones on both sides of the gateway and a low note of warning as though a distant bell had been struck and then silenced.
 
   “See,” Udecht cried in triumph.  “He is my brother. You do him no respect, nephew, shame on you.”
 
   Thren just nodded to the gate guards who turned the crank to raise the now unlocked portcullis.  It was far from full raised when Udecht ducked beneath it to fuss at the side of his long lost sibling.  Seizing his hand, smoothing his brow, uttering hushed words of comfort.  “All is well now, brother you are home.”
 
   Thackery and his troop waited until the gate was high enough to walk beneath, and then, at the Captain’s command, they marched evenly into the fortress.  
 
   “Take my new found uncle to the exile cells,”  Thren ordered, to Udecht’s immediate consternation.
 
   “Nephew, you are mistaken,” the Bishop wailed.  “Prince Xander must go to the infirmary, he is not well in spirit or in body.” 
 
   “’tis true, but he also has in his hands the power to unlock the major portals of my fortress.  This is a man who has been missing for what, seventeen years.  No one knows where or why he went.  As you say, sick in mind and body. I cannot have such a potential madman roaming free.  He is to be locked up until I can be sure he is no risk.”
 
   “Your heart is full of fear, Nephew and void of compassion,” Udecht stormed.
 
   “My heart, like my head is full of duty, as should yours be uncle. Methinks you forget yourself,” Thren retorted with a low gravelly note to his voice.
 
   “May it please you, sire,” Kimbolt dared to interrupt the princes’ exchange.  “And also you, your reverence.  The sacristy could be made quite secure to meet all needs and yet may offer a more comfortable lodgement than the exile cells.”
 
   Bishop and Castellan turned to stare at his unwarranted intrusion on their public spat, but the logic of what he suggested weighed more heavily than the manner of his expressing it.  Thren, gave a curt nod. “That could be made to serve,” he admitted.
 
   Udecht’s furrowed brow smoothed into satisfaction. “Aye, he would be close at hand to my quarters, I would have no objection to guards being posted outside.”
 
   “Make it so, Captain Kimbolt.  Bishop you have tonight to work your healing powers.  I will visit him at first light to ask some necessary questions,” Thren instructed and then turned on his heel, departing while his exchange with his uncle was still broadly civil.
 
   ***
 
   Odestus knew he was dreaming, it was always the same dream which haunted his sleep so many nights.  But knowing it was a dream did nothing to diminish the paralysing fear as his subconscious dragged him two decades back in time to that miserable little room.  He tossed and turned in his narrow campbed mumbling aloud his part in a long ago conversation.
 
   There were twelve of them in all. rifling through the survival packs that the Sturmcairn guards had just given them.  Odestus followed suit, his fingers struggling with the drawstring bag not knowing what he should be looking for, but finding solace in the mere act of doing something.
 
   The little dark haired one spoke first, fierce and furious. “No weapons, not even a kitchen knife. How are we to survive with this?”
 
   “Relax friend,” the fat one named Jonson answered him.  “The weapons are distributed at Eadran’s folly, where the escort leaves us.”
 
   “I’m not your friend,” came the scornful reply as the speaker bashed his chest with a fist.  “Marek Firetongue looks after Marek Firetongue, no more no less.”
 
   “Firetongue eh?” The blond youth with the bulging biceps laughed.  “From what I hear the court thought it was more forked tongue, didn’t do much good looking after yourself there.”
 
   There was a sudden flurry of movement that Odestus barely caught as Marek lunged forward fists raised but was caught at the shoulders and held back by a ruddy faced companion.  The guards around the room had barely time to react or maybe they could not be bothered to intervene in the internal bickering of a group of condemned exiles.  The muscled blond was laughing as the newcomer hissed, “hush Marek.  Keep your head.  If the guards think you are dangerously out of control you’ll be taken to Eadran’s folly trussed up like a chicken and dependent on others to set you free.”
 
   Either the red faced man’s words or his prior acquaintance with Marek hit home.  The angry felon shook himself free of the restraint, but nonetheless lowered his fists and contented himself with giving his baiter a long hard stare. “S’all right Tarbin, I’m not a fool,” he told his florid companion at which the flaxen haired taunter raised a sceptical eyebrow. “I’ll be making a list, mind,” Marek went on.  “And when I next get a sword in my hand them as have their names on my list had better watch out.”
 
   “It’s Mul,” the blond one said to Marek’s surprise.  “My name is Mul, spelled m – u – l.  I can write it down for you if you’d like, always assuming you can read.”
 
   “Friends,” Jonson interrupted quickly.  “Surely this is no time for fighting.  A trial awaits us it is true, but surely we can face it better working together as a team.  Twelve against the wilderness is better odds than one against the wilderness and eleven others?”
 
   “Listen, gutbucket, I kill people,” Marek snorted.  “I do it alone and I do it very well and I’m not going to slow myself down with lardarses and imbeciles.  Anyone gets in my way and before I’m even halfway done they will be begging the orcs find them.”  There was a collective shudder as Marek named the great fear of all who went into exile. “And we all know who’s first on my list don’t we!”
 
   The group parted along Marek’s line of sight to reveal the hooded and bound figure in the corner.  The leather hood was like a kestrel’s encapsulating head and eyes but leaving the woman’s mouth and nose uncovered.  Marek stalked up to her, relishing his audience, though Odestus guessed that beneath the bravado lay a fear as deep as his own.  “Don’t think anyone will be untying you, you abomination.  You’ve seen your last sunset already and soon as I’ve a blade in my hand, yours are the first guts I’m spilling.”  He gave his threat a foul punctuation with a phlegmy spit that hit the hood but still ran down her lower cheek and chin, yet the woman did not flinch or make any reply.
 
   “Hey Marek, she is a woman, after all.  I mean, no need to kill her, not immediately anyway,” the burly baker from Marishport broke in.  “It might be a while before…”
 
   Whatever his intention, the fellow feeling he had hoped to engender bounced off the bristling Marek, who rounded on him with scarely less ire than he had granted the hooded lady.  “You, baker boy! You ain’t natural, the things you do.  Don’t think you and I are walking arm in arm off Eadran’s folly no.  It’s people like you that exile is too good for.  You and your kind, you really deserve the death penalty.”
 
   “I think this is a death penalty.”  Odestus had spoken without realising it and his soft words drew everyone’s attention, even Marek’s.
 
   “Lo, the silent one speaks,” fat Jonson said in gentle welcome.  “Now mayhap you can tell what strengths you bring to our little group.”
 
   Odestus looked round at the curious faces.   He was a merchant. He’d always been a merchant. His other side had only ever been a hobby.  A quite pursuit of forbidden study which his trading trips to more enlightened lands in the East had facilitated.  Yet it was the hobby not the profession that had landed him in this sad holding cell a few hours from exile and certain death.  It was by the hobby they should know him.  He stuck out his chin, tried to still the tremble in his lip and announced, “I am a mage.”
 
   One or two laughed, a few shrugged dismissively, most turned back immediately to their packs, the mystery that had been Odestus instantly forgotten in its moment of revelation.  Even the genial Jonson could not mask his crestfallen expression.  “Well, perchance you have talents that may help….”
 
   “Forget him, Jonson,” the baker commanded.  “They’ll have had him stuffed full of mind-numbing juice from the moment they arrested him. He won’t be fit to cast a spell for a week at least and he’ll be long dead by then.”
 
   Jonson nodded sadly, but still something made him cling to the hope of forming a band of comrades from this unkempt twelve.  “When did you last take the potion, my friend?”
 
   “This morning,” Odestus admitted.  He’d quaffed the foul tasting liquid in one gulp, anxious not to be any trouble for the warders who had stood over him.  Although the rest of his faculties, not least his strong sense of fear, were unimpaired, that part of his mind in which he had enjoyed twisting the symbols of arcane power was now a porridge of confusion.
 
   “Ah, right,” Jonson took a quick glance at the disinterested guards and then bent closer to whisper in Odestus’s ear.  “Still, I know you fellows have secret ways,you know, keeping a vial of the antidote shoved up your arse?” When Odestus looked blankly back at him, Jonson gave a quick nod for emphasis. 
 
   The guards knew also of those secret ways and Odestus cringed at the memory of the many humiliating intimate searches he had been subjected to.  All of them had been quite unnecessary for, as an amateur dabbler in the arcane arts, he had neither the contacts nor the inclination to furnish himself with such extreme precautions.  With a gulp he admitted, “I have no antidote.”
 
   “Oh,” the fat man’s disappointment was complete.  He stood for a moment then gave Odestus a sad pat on the shoulder and moved off to smile and ingratiate himself with more worthwhile companions.
 
   Alone again, Odestus sidled across to the hooded woman.  She sat unmoving, Marek’s saliva still staining her cheek for her hands were tied behind her back and she could not bring them to her face.  Odestus used his sleeve to wipe away the drool and she flinched at the touch.
 
   “It’s all right,” he whispered.  “It’s me.”
 
   Her mouth twisted into a smile despite their predicament.  “Ah, Odestus, I had been wondering if you were here at all.  You said nothing for the whole journey.”
 
   “I was thinking.”
 
   “For seven days? I thought the threat of imminent exile was supposed to accelerate the thought processes not dullen them.”
 
   “Listen, we could both soon be dead.”
 
   “I know that.”
 
   “Well, I just wanted to remind you. You owe me.”
 
   She inclined her head and the smile grew a little broader.  “Indeed, little wizard, how did you work that one out?”
 
   “If it weren’t for you, I would not be here at all.”
 
   “I could say exactly the same thing,” she retorted.
 
   “I will need protecting on the other side, for at least a week.  None of the others will do it, but you could. You could if I freed you.”  She said nothing, neither rebutting nor accepting his argument.  He took her silence as a good sign and went on.  “The thing is I need you to promise, to promise to look after me if I set you free.“
 
   She smiled again.  “Little wizard, what makes you think you have any other choice?”
 
   Odestus was dragged from the familiar dream of past horror into the mundane present of his command tent.  Vesten was shaking him awake with an insistent, “Governor, governor, bad news.”
 
   Odestus struggled into discombobulated wakefulness.  “What is it? have the Blackskulls and the Redfangs started up again.”  The squabbling of the raw recruits was a constant distraction as they struggled to meet the looming deadline, however a pause in his secretary’s agitated shaking showed this was not the cause of his current distress. In that moment’s quiet Odestus’ ear caught no sound of uproar in the camp outside, no guttural oaths or clash of blade on shield.  All was as it should be.
 
   Vesten quickly confirmed this with a shake of his head.  “It’s not the orcs sire.  It is Nordag.”
 
   “What’s the big oaf done now?”  Odestus pushed himself upright, being careful not to upset the campbed and tip himself onto the floor.  There was a limit to the number of cack handed indignities  allowed while still maintaining the status of horde commander.
 
   “He’s died, Governor.”
 
   Odestus blinked owlishly at Vesten’s narrowed expression.  Nordag dead? The ogre was practically indestructible.  He’d killed hundreds in the battle at Bledrag field with barely a scratch to show for it. “How?”
 
   “Assassinated, in his own bedchamber, Governor.”
 
   Odestus sighed and ran his hand unthinkingly across his head.  A few years ago the gesture would have involved combing his fingers through silver grey locks, but while orcs grew more hirsute with age, it appeared wizards grew bald. As he pondered the Nordag question, Odestus reflected that he had come a long way in the last twenty years.  Certainly, he had survived and even prospered, after a fashion, where none had expected it.  However, the deeply personal and immediate fear he had experienced in that nightmare room in Sturmcairn had been replaced by a far more complex mosaic.  The demands of rulership entailed delivering results through others and, as Odestus had once tried to explain to Vesten, it felt like sitting atop a bubbling cauldron constantly adding the ingredients that one hoped would keep the mixture just this side of a catastrophic explosion. 
 
   “What is to be done, Governor?”
 
   “This is ill-timed.  The usual reprisals must suffice, and Galen will have to take the Mayordom for the time being at least.”  Odestus scowled as Vesten glanced away, hands slipping one over the other in fearful anxiety.  “What is it? Has Galen also fallen victim to this accursed resistance?  I would think he had the wit not to be surprised at slumber, at least he does not share Nordag’s tastes in the bedroom.”
 
   “No, Governor,” Vesten conceded.  “But he has been experimenting with the latest spell and I gather …. I understand that…. Er… one of the creatures escaped him.”
 
   Odestus’s eyes widened in anger.  “The bloody fool.  The last thing we want now is a general alarm at our backs because the people have seen one of those roaming at large.  Has it been recaptured, or destroyed?”
 
   “No sightings or reports Governor.” Vesten added the hopeful rider, “perhaps it died?”
 
   “Those things are already dead, Vesten.  They can hardly die again.  Still mayhap it has fallen somewhere quiet where it can rot into inactivity.” He thumped the bed with his fist, nearly upsetting the delicate framework. “Damn fool necromancer.  Send Galen a message.  The extension of his temporary tenure as Mayor depends entirely on him keeping his pets under strict control, and crushing those impudent scoundrels who killed his predecessor.”
 
   “Yes Governor, it shall be done.” Grateful to have instructions to convey, Vesten bowed low and withdrew.  Odestus contemplated seeking sleep once more, but thought again of the dreams that awaited him and decided he may as well make an early start to the day.
 
   ***
 
   Niarmit swam in easy strokes across the rock pool delighting in its refreshing cleanliness as she threw off the stench and stains of the mission to Woldtag. She rolled onto her front and dived, kicking powerfully to reach the bottom and then, turning, floated upwards ever faster until she broke the surface and drew deep breaths of forest air. The distant, but unfamiliar, cracking of a twig brought no perceptible reaction from her save only a slightly longer pause between breaths.  A few more easy breast strokes and then she dived again, deep as before, but this time she tugged herself sideways using the rocks and the weeds at the pool bottom as handholds.
 
   She finally surfaced in the shadow of an overhanging rock, hidden from the area where the unexpected noise had come.  Her lungs cried out for air, but she rationed them to deep infrequent breaths and gradually the pounding in her temple subsided.  Kaylan was a hundred yards down the track in the opposite direction, at their pitiful little camp. He knew where she had gone and he would not approach her at her ablutions without first announcing himself.  They had a system of agreed bird calls for this and other eventualities.  So the noise had to be a stranger, perhaps a random walker in the forest, but Niarmit thought it unlikely.   This was a difficult spot to stumble on, but once found a hard one to forget.
 
   There was another sound, a scrape of nailed boot on rock.  The stranger must have broken the forest cover to draw near the edge of the pool.  He was close, standing on the rock beneath which Niarmit now sheltered.  The low morning sun flung his shadow across the still water and Niarmit eyed it carefully.  The proportions of head and body suggested human sized at least and as he turned this way and that scanning the surface for a sign of her, she saw no evidence of the squashed and distorted features of an orc.  However, there was the long thin shadow of a scabbard stretching down from his waist.  An armed human who chose not to announce himself?  To some eyes Niarmit, weaponless, naked and stuck in the pool might appear to be at a disadvantage.  However, as her father had often told her, in battle knowledge was power.  Niarmit knew where the newcomer was, while he had no idea where she was.
 
   She upended herself and pushed powerfully silently against the rock ceiling with her legs plunging deep into the pool. Then turning she drove off equally powerfully from the pool bottom, accelerating herself upwards with strong strokes whose ripples would only reach the surface after she herself had emerged. She shot from the water right by the stranger’s feet.  One hand grasped the rock, the other his ankle and with a jerk on one hand and a yank on the other she had tossed him splashing and spluttering into the water, while herself emerging smoothly onto the rock ledge he had just involuntarily vacated.
 
   She crossed quickly to the small pile of clothing and weaponry which she had stashed beneath a bush.  Seizing her sword she checked the forest cover for any evidence that he was accompanied.   
 
   “Niarmit,” came a cry from the thrashing swimmer behind her. 
 
   She turned quickly to face the pool, the point of her weapon aimed at her erstwhile stalker as he struggled to tread water, sodden blond hair plastered to his skull. Even though his face was angled back to keep his nose and lips just above water, sudden recognition drew a startled exclamation from her lips.  “It’s you!” 
 
   ***
 
   Udecht drew on all his strength as he intoned, once again, the familiar invocation. “Sanaret servum tuum carus dea.”  Beads of perspiration broke on his brow.  This was the fourth time in as many hours that he had returned to heal his long lost brother and each effort had left him gasping for breath drained beyond all previous experience.  Yet he was gratified to see the folorn figure show signs of improvement.  His breathing had eased, his sleep grew more restful and his features had even seemed to fill out a little, his cheeks losing their cadaverous hollows.  There was nothing to be done for the missing finger, but the incipient ravages of frost bite had been stalled and Udecht was at last satisfied with his work.  He brushed his hand across his sleeping brother’s forehead.  “Rest easy,” he urged.
 
   Udecht jumped as Xander’s eyes flicked open.  They scanned to left and right and then, with lucid clarity, he spoke. “Udecht? Little brother, is it really you?”
 
   The Bishop’s smile was choked with happy tears. “Yes, dear Xander, it is I.”
 
   “You’ve changed,” Xander noted.  “I don’t remember you having quite such a belly before.”
 
   “You’ve changed too, brother, though in something of the opposite direction.”
 
   “Where am I?”
 
   “The sacristy at Sturmcairn. I’m afraid our Nephew is something of a stickler, he insisted you be kept securely until he had an acceptable account of your movements. “
 
   Xander sniffed and eased himself upright.  “He was always a precocious little turd, even as a child.  Ever quick to give us orders eh?” Xander grinned conspiratorily.
 
   Udecht’s finger flew to his mouth.  “Thren has had guards posted, brother.  They should not be able to overhear us, but it might be wise to speak softly of our nephew’s limitations.”
 
   Xander nodded in understanding and licked his lips.  “I’m powerful thirsty, if this is the sacristy I don’t suppose you’d have any goddess day mead to hand?”
 
   “Of course.” Udecht hastened to unlock an ornate cabinet and take out a ceremonial cup and a gilt edged decanter.  “I think the goddess will forgive a little break with ritual on an occasion such as this.”
 
   Xander took a deep draught from the proferred cup and gave a satisfied belch.  “Aye, I’ve not tasted something so good in…..” He hesitated and turned his face away from Udecht’s curious stare.
 
   The Bishop trod carefully into the silence that followed.  “Thren has it in mind to let you rest overnight, recover your strength and then question you tomorrow.”
 
   “Considerate little shit isn’t he,” Xander observed, draining the rest of the amber liquid.
 
   “Perhaps,” Udecht ventured.  “Perhaps you could share a little of the story ahead of times. Nothing that distresses you of course but I am….”  
 
   “Curious?” Xander filled in.  “You hurried to heal me.  Four times I felt you tried and just so as to get the drop on the tin pot castellan eh?”  As Udecht squirmed, Xander grinned.  “I’ll trade, little brother.  You tell me how things have passed with our house and I will tell you where I have been and what has happened, in so far as I can remember any of it.”
 
   Udecht greedily accepted the offer and then composed his features for the delivery of bad news.  “I have to say, our father is dead.”
 
   Xander nodded.  “I had guessed as much, else Gregor would still be castellan of Sturmcairn, rather than his son.  But tell me, has it been long?”
 
   “He passed five years last spring.”  Udecht grimaced and went on. “It was not pretty brother, a long slide into illness and decrepitude, despite the best efforts of the priests, myself included.  We could win him some respite during the day, but then overnight he would grow sicker still.”
 
   Xander bowed his head, accepting the ill news with a clucking of his tongue.  “To be sure he and I had our disagreements, but I would never have wished him such ill. The loss of dignity must have pained him greatly?”  He let a moment pass in memory of his father before striking out with a more hopeful enquiry.  “But what of Lord Matteus, how has he fared in his new fiefdom?”
 
   Udecht’s eyes were hooded with despair as his brother struck unerringly on another source of bad tidings. “Oh brother, would I could say it were not so, but events have proven your judgement right.  The man was unequal to the task of rulership.  The entire province of Undersalve has fallen.”
 
   “Fallen? How and to whom?”  Xander’s shock was almost tangible.
 
   “The desert nomads grew stronger, gathered allies, some say orcs though I credit it not, this work was too well organised for their kind.  Matteus tried and failed to hold them back.  He was slain in battle at a place called Bledrag.  His daughter perished also and with her ended his short lived princely line. Undersalve was overrun.  Now we count but four human provinces of the Kingdom of the Salved while it is left to the Elves of Hershwood and the Dwarves of the Hadran mountains to guard our kingdom’s new Southern flank.”
 
   “Together with the host of Medyrsalve of course,” Xander challenged his brother’s analysis.
 
   The corners of Udecht’s mouth twitched in discomfort. “Prince Rugan has lived and ruled a very long time, Brother as you know, and he has not survived so long by taking risks with his wealth or his armies.”
 
   Xander scowled. “Half breed bastard. There’s another one should never have been allowed to set his arse on a provincial throne.”
 
   “You know brother, I was always on your part in that argument,” Udecht whispered.  “Had Undersalve only been led by you, a direct descendant of the bloodline of Eadran the Vanquisher, then I am sure much evil would have been avoided.”
 
   “I said as much and often enough from the moment that throne fell vacant,” Xander growled.
 
   “I was not part of the final counsels that our father took. It was not even the full council of the nine, or as it was eight princes, that he spoke with.  Only Feyril of Hershwood and Gregor our brother were there to persuade him. I cannot imagine what false arguments they must have presented.”
 
   The sacristy fell silent as both brothers relived the debates and anguish of a tumultuous year gone by.   Xander was deepest in a reverie he made no move to break.   “Was that a part of it?” Udecht asked, trying to draw out the promised reciprocity of Xander’s account of their years apart. “It was barely a year after Matteus was awarded the province that you disappeared?”
 
   Xander shook his head with a shiver that ran down to his shoulders as though throwing off some feared memory. Udecht hurried on. “Haselrig vanished at the same time.  Much came out afterwards about what that man had been up to. Missing gold was the least of it.  And then there was the dungeon guard that left his post. Were they in league? Did they spirit you away?”
 
   Xander sighed.  “Brother I was a fool, a blind angry fool and I have paid dearly for my folly, methinks more dearly even than Eadran himself in his hubris.  But I have not been idle these years gone by.“ His fingers were twitching, flicking, with a dexterity that was surprising to Udecht, given the injuries Xander’s hands had suffered.  
 
   As the Bishop raised his eyes to meet his brother’s gaze he saw that Xander was smiling, grinning broadly. He raised a finger to point at Udecht’s chest and announced in a steady sonorous voice quite unlike his usual tone, “vos sile Udecht!”
 
   Udecht was stunned. The forbidden tongue of mages coming from his brother’s mouth. At first he even thought it was the surprise that had momentarily paralysed him, but then with horror he realised he had been bewitched. There was no muscle of his body that remained in his voluntary control.
 
   “As I was saying, brother,” Xander went on in a conversational tone before his immobilised brother. “I have not been idle. You are experiencing but one of the many skills and tricks I have acquired. Here let me show you another.”
 
   Another blindingly fast curl and twist of fingers and hands ended with Xander sliding his palm down Udecht’s sweating brow as he intoned, “dare mihi faciem tuam et tollat mea, Udecht.”
 
   As the hand blocked his vision, Udecht felt a terrible nauseating sensation of dizziness and disorientation.  He blinked and trembled and as his line of sight cleared was sickened still further by the vision before him.  It was as though looking in a mirror.  The man facing him still wore the silken nightshirt which Udecht had put on him for comfort’s sake, but the face and body was not Xander’s but Udecht’s own, even down to the swelling belly beneath the night shift.  The expression of cruel triumph facing the frozen Bishop was, however, entirely Xander’s, albeit painted on his younger brother’s features.  “By Eadran’s blood, you should see yourself, brother,” Xander cried through a mouth like Udecht’s.  “Do I really look like that?  Here, have a look at your hands.  Oh no, I was forgetting you can’t move!”
 
   The Bishop’s trapped mind ran like a runaway cart within his frozen body as Xander cheerfully pulled off his robes and arranged the clothing so it matched the appearance their respective bodies now bore.  Then he levered Udecht carefully onto the bed, facing the wall.  “There brother, rest easy.  You see, I mean you no harm, I want you of all people to witness and share my triumph.  You wait here. I should be back long before this enchantment wears off and I will have some new friends for you to meet.”
 
   As the transformed Udecht lay hapless and helpless on the bed, tears of shame and fear ran down his cheeks.  But the two guards at the door saw and heard only what they expected. that is the Bishop Udecht leaving the sleeping prisoner with an admonition that his brother was quite exhausted and not to be disturbed until morning. 
 
   ***
 
   The fire in the captains’ wardroom threw fierce shadows across the walls as the flames devoured the stack of logs in the grate, yet still Captain Thackery shivered and held his mug of mulled mead close, in need as much of its warmth as its flavour.
 
   “It’s cold out there, Kim,” he said to his fellow officer.  “Colder than I’ve ever known it.”
 
   “I guess it must get into old bones like yours more easily,” Kimbolt teased.
 
   “Beardless pup,” Thackery shot back.  “I can remember when you were a raw recruit, wet behind the ears.” He supped on his drink.  “You thought you knew it all then as well so some things haven’t changed.”
 
   The younger man raised his own glass in a toast of salute.   “The world changes, friend.”
 
   Thackery nodded, “’n not just the weather.  Talk with the men is that there’ll soon have to be two exile escort patrols each month.”
 
   Kimbolt frowned at the worrying thought, though it was one he had been considering himself.  “How could they?” he chose the role of Devil’s advocate.  “I mean the assizes are only held monthly.”
 
   “Them’d have to change as well.”  When his colleague arched a sceptical eyebrow, Thackery went on.  “C’mon Kim, you know as well as I do we’re processing two even three times as many exiles than we used to when I started and more and more of them are workers of the dark arts.” He spat at the mere contemplation of the forbidden mages.  “They’re zealots, not even afraid of exile anymore, like some kind of cult.  We fill them to the gizzards with mindnumbing juice, particularly on the day they go out.  Now that used to have them crapping themselves, like we made sure of it.  No way a wizard with no spells could survive a week out there.  There’s some people for whom exile should mean death.”
 
   Kimbolt nodded good naturedly.  His colleague’s vituperative approach to all things magical was Thackery’s most defining characteristic, that and his handlebar moustache, now sadly wilted by the melted frost.
 
   “And still, we take them out and it’s like a walk in the park for them.  Oh aye, it’s cold and they grumble, but thing is, they’re not afraid, not like they used to be. For them exile is just not the deterrent it used be, I tell you.  Dunno which circle of hell they’re so happy to be headed for, ‘cos sure as dwarves dig dirt they ain’t headed for the bosom of the Goddess.  Maybe the point would be better made if we just burnt a few of the bastards in a town square or two.”  Thackery raised his palm in mock surrender at Kimbolt’s shocked expression.  “Oh, aye I know, no death penalty in the Salved Kingdom.”
 
   He sighed.  “You know, it’s laws like that lost us an Empire overseas. Time was an’ near enough all the lands overseas bowed down to us. Nowadays it’s just one flea bitten port and a spit of land around it that we can call our own.”
 
   “I guess you remember the Empire then old man.”  
 
   “Don’t talk rot, last mainland province of the Salved fell four hundred years before either of us was born.  Mind you I have served in Salicia.”
 
   “Is that where you got the fleas then.”
 
   Thackery ignored the gibe, musing on his past glories.  “’s different out East, everything.   More gods, more elves, people doing magic like it was natural.  Goddess protect us, I say.”
 
   “I’d like to see it myself, do a tour of duty over the sea one day.”
 
   “Set you up nicely that would, ambitious fellow like you. Who knows you might even come back with a wife.”
 
   Kimbolt smiled.  “I’m like you Thackery, married to the army.”
 
   The older man snorted.  “Then mebbe you’d better tell that to yon servant girl who is always sniffing around.”
 
   “Who,” Kimbolt was startled.  “You mean Hepdida?”
 
   Thackery rolled his eyes.  “By the Goddess, he even knows her name!”
 
   “There’s nothing …. It’s… no…. of course,” Kimbolt stuttered through the start to a host of denials, all too aware of Thackery’s disbelieving indifference.  “Look she’s only fifteen.”
 
   “Send her a birthday greeting did you?”
 
   “Of course not, not like you mean.”
 
   Thackery levered himself upright and waved Kimbolt’s protestations into silence.  “It’s been a strange day, one lost prince discovered and another never lost prince so put out by the event that we’re all on double guard duty.  So me, I’m going to turn in while I can.  My advice to you though, whatever happens with the wench, promise her nothing.”
 
   Kimbolt flailed for a suitable retort but had found none by the time Thackery disappeared into his sleeping chamber. The younger man was left ruing the turn of events.  He had thought Hepdida’s interest in him to be just a minor adolescent crush which he considered he was managing quite well; it turned out to be both more widely known and deeply misconstrued than he had ever imagined.
 
   ***
 
   Niarmit calculated that the swimmer in the pool was well on the way to sinking.  Only the agitated thrashing of his arms gave enough propulsion to balance the pull of gravity dragging him down and between each vigorous paddle of his arms his face disappeared beneath the surface.  In his panic he seemed to be mistiming his intakes of breath and the moments when his face was above water, so that a fair amount of water was already being swallowed.
 
   She lay flat on the stone and threw him one end of her belt.  Somehow his flailing arm caught it and, with her pull keeping his head above the surface, they managed to negotiate a passage to a lower lip of the pool, where he hung panting for a moment, half in half out of the water.
 
   She stood back from him, the belt in one hand, the sword still in the other levelled at the half drowned man before her.
 
   “Aren’t you going to help me out,” he asked once his coughing fit had subsided.  “You know, for old times’ sake.”
 
   “You shouldn’t go swimming in a leather shirt and boots.” She told him, still keeping a clear distance and a watchful eye between them.
 
   Reluctantly he hauled himself unaided out of the pool, crawling across the rocky edge as first waist, then knees then feet came clear of the clinging water.  Drenched and drained he rolled onto his back still spluttering.  “I wasn’t planning on going swimming, you threw me in remember.”
 
   “You shouldn’t go creeping up on a lady when she’s bathing.”
 
   He looked across at her and pushed himself into a sitting position.
 
   “It’s not as if I haven’t seen it all before,” he grinned.
 
   “Doesn’t give you the right to see it all again, Davyn.  Turn around.”
 
   “OK.” he agreed huffily. “I’ll turn my back on the mad woman with the sword who just nearly drowned me by throwing me without warning into a fifteen foot deep pool.  A pool at the bottom of which, incidentally, lies the sword I borrowed from my father.  I hope someone’s going to get it for me.”
 
   She waited until he had turned then stepped back and lowered her sword with a soft jangle to the stone.   Then she pulled on her breeches first, watching him carefully as he obediently made no move to left or right.  Next she picked up her shirt and pulled it over her head.  She made a bit of a fist of getting it on, letting her head get caught in one of the armholes until she heard him move, squelching hastily across the rocks.  She gauged the moment, leaning back and pulling her head through the hole just as she heard the clink of the sword lifted from the ground.
 
   Her sudden movement caught him off guard and the blade whistled harmlessly through the space she had been.  As he drew back again for another blow she stepped quickly to the other side forcing him to change his aim to follow her.  But he didn’t.  He stood there blade pointed at her chest in an apparent reversal of their previous positions.  She stood taut, alert waiting for his next move, more curious than afraid.  But he made no move.
 
   “So this is how you remember me, Davyn,” she rebuked him softly.
 
   “I didn’t want it to be like this,” he said with a sob.
 
   “Oh, you would have preferred to stab me in the back?”
 
   “Niarmit, don’t make this any harder than it already is,” he cried, the point of the blade wavering in his grip.
 
   “An odd demand for an assassin to make of his victim, I assume that is why you’ve come, to kill me?”
 
   “Strictly speaking, I could take you in alive or dead, but given our new Mayor’s habits I think it would be better if you were dead before you got to him.”
 
   “You were always a considerate lover.”
 
   “Don’t mock me, Niarmit.  Do you think I wanted this?”
 
   “There was a time you said you would marry me Davyn.  When enough years had passed we would have been rulers of Undersalve and yet now you serve our people’s enemies? What has happened to you?”
 
   “Our people’s enemies.” He gave a bitter laugh.  “Who causes the most deaths in Undersalve? Eh, you killed Nordag, very clever I’m sure and I bet you’re so proud of it.”
 
   “He was scum. You should have seen the girl he had tied up….”
 
   “I have seen her!” Davyn interrupted in a rage.  “I have seen her. Do you think your intervention saved her? Do you think it saved anyone?  She was the first person they went to once they’d found the bastard’s body.  She and her family. She gave them a description, eventually.  Poor stupid brave girl, that’s how I worked out it was you. That’s when I guessed this would be a good place to find you.  But telling all didn’t save her.  It didn’t save her family.  It didn’t save her village.”
 
   His words stung, stung because she knew them to be true, because she’d seen the evidence of the invader’s retribution lining the roads across the province, or the walls of the towns.  She’d laid a few of the poor souls to rest, cut them down to give their broken bodies at least the blessing of the Goddess.  But all too well she could picture the scene Davyn was describing.
 
   “Everytime you kill one, they kill a hundred.  They’re beasts.”
 
   “And that is why I fight them, to defeat them.  To save our people from slavery, none of the salved should ever be slaves, so says…”
 
   “So says the Goddess yes,” Davyn interrupted her.  “You can’t defeat them though, you can’t save them from slavery.  You and your father, you had your chance and you lost. You lost it all at Bledrag field.  Now just leave it to the people who’ve lived here all our lives, let us handle it. By the Goddess just let us survive.”
 
   “Handle it?” she aped back at him.  “Handle it how? By becoming the Governor’s lackeys? Let me guess. What fat freehold did Nordag give your father? The right to lord it over the others, to be slavemaster to a generation of slaves.”
 
   “My father is no fool, not like yours was.  You know they say that’s the only reason why old King Bulveld let him have this province. That in his madness he somehow knew it was past saving.  Why else would he trust it to a hack of an old general rather than his own son?”
 
   “That’s not fair,” Niarmit snapped back, her vision blurred by tears even as Davyn’s rising anger gave him strength to strike.  He lunged. She saw it late and ducked but not fast enough to evade the blade entirely. It ran through her left sleeve, scoring a deep cut across her upper arm.  She twisted quickly after that, stepped away as he tried to follow.  At the sight of her blood dripping redly onto the stones where once they had held a lover’s tryst, he hesitated again.
 
   “Niarmit, I’m sorry.” 
 
   “For what? The insults or the fact that you have to kill me ?”
 
   “For both, for everything.  Nordag’s death has brought more tears than you ever could have imagined,” he grimaced.  “More tears shed for the death of a corrupt ogre than ever for poor Prince Matteus.”
 
   “Or his daughter?” 
 
   “I have no choice,” he pleaded.
 
   She decided then. “Very well, no more of my people will die cursing my name.”  He looked at her in surprise as she dropped her hands to her side, waiting meekly for his blow.  She had it all planned.  He was a bad fighter.  The way he threw his weight on one leg showed whence his attack would come from.  She would lean the other way, grab his wrist as his blade flew past and slam it across her knee.  A kick to the groin and then the solar plexus would incapacitate him and, as he moaned through the pain she would be standing over him sword in hand.  But she would not kill him, she would let him have some blood stained clothing that may convince others he had succeeded in his mission and then she would leave, cross the Hadran mountains and never once return to a land that wanted neither her nor her father’s memory.  Yes she had it all planned.
 
   Yet still he hesitated.
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “Niarmit, I never wanted this.  I loved you, always loved you.”  The tears were flowing down his cheeks as he misconstrued her apparent surrender.  She grew weary of the charade, armed or not he had as much chance of overcoming her as Kaylan had of becoming a priestess of the Goddess.
 
   The sword wavered. He looked away.  Too late she recognised the rustle of the bushes the soft sound of Kaylan’s feet arriving at speed.
 
   “No,” she screamed.  “Kaylan, no!”
 
   The sword dropped from Davyn’s fingers.  He looked down at the bloodied point of Kaylan’s blade which had burst through his chest.  Then with darkening eyes he looked up at her in surprise. “Niarmit?” he said, then grunted as the blade was pulled free.  He fell forward to reveal Kaylan, his face full of concern.
 
   “My Lady, are you much hurt? Your arm? I am sorry I tarried, but I didn’t want to disturb you, and then when you were gone so long I came and I heard voices.”  The words tumbled out as Kaylan reached forward over Davyn’s body anxious to assess his mistress’s wound.
 
   She hit him, hard.  Her fist connected with his jaw sending him sprawling across the stones.  He only looked at her quizzically, mouthing, “my Lady?” as she rained blows upon his shoulders striking blindly through a mist of tears.  He curled into a foetal ball until the deluge stopped and she crawled over to Davyn’s body.  She dragged her former lover into her lap, cradling him, smoothing the damp hair across his head.  “I’m sorry, Davyn.  I’m sorry.”
 
   Kaylan gathered himself and retreated to the edge of the forest, sitting watchful and alert, but just out of line of sight of his inconsolable mistress.
 
   ***
 
   Kimbolt looked up as the door to the messroom creaked open.  A young girl slipped shyly into the room bearing a tray of bread and cut meat.
 
   “Oh,” she said. ” I didn’t realise you would be here.”
 
   Kimbolt looked at her anew, this teenage servant girl, with the long dark hair, pale skin and unnervingly clear blue eyes. “Well,” he said.  “I am a Captain and this is the captain’s mess, so it can’t be entirely unexpected.”
 
   Her brow creased as she tried to work out how far he was teasing her.  She came hesitantly forward, the tray infront of her. “There was some food left over from the Castellan’s table,” she explained hastily.  “My mother… my mother, she said take it to the captains’ mess, she said.  She said ‘no reason why such good quality leavings should go to waste, them Captains deserve it.’”
 
   Kimbolt tried to hide his grin.  “I’m sure your mother said all of that, Hepdida.”
 
   His use of her name brought an uncertain smile to her lips.  “I’m glad it’s just you, Sir,” she confided as she set the tray down on the table.  “I wouldn’t want you to have to share it.”
 
   He suppressed a guffaw, there was enough cured ham and venison for all four captains and quite a few of the sergeants as well.  “Honestly, girl.  Anyone would think you were trying to feed me up for slaughter.”
 
   She stepped back and pushed a recalcitrant curl of hair back behind one ear before clasping both hands demurely in front of her crisp white apron.  “My mother says food’s important.  It’s the way to a man’s heart, she says, through his stomach that is.”
 
   Kimbolt looked up from the prime slices of pork, beef and game that were very far from being offcuts. “To a man’s heart?” he repeated evenly.
 
   She looked to one side and then back again. The tip of her tongue darted nervously over her lips.  She went to push back the lock of hair that was already firmly in place.  Then, after a quick look in every direction except at him, she let her eyes meet his and hold them in a steady gaze.
 
   “You know, sir, you know I’ve always….”
 
   “Hepidida, no!” he exclaimed, raising his hand to emphasise the order.  “Don’t say….”
 
   She was not to be stopped.  “The others, them other servant girls, they say it’s not my imaginings. They say they see the way you look at me.  I see it too. You look at me different.”
 
   “That’s not….”
 
   “You’re kind. You know my name. You remembered my birthday.”
 
   “That was nothing,” he snapped.  “I just remembered you telling me, the day before.”
 
   She stepped quickly towards his chair, kneeling in supplication and reaching for his hands. “I know there’s a world of difference between us, sir.  I don’t want to cause trouble for you with the Castellan, but you must know how I feel.”
 
   He stood up rapidly, tipping the chair up and shook off her hands.  “Hepdida, gather yourself.  This will not do.”
 
   “Oh sir, I know how it is, you a captain, me a common servant.  But I can still…”  She hesitated at the last.  Her tongue tip flicked across her lips again.  “But I can still be a…. a comfort to you.”
 
   “Get out,” he shrieked, more unnerved by an adolescent throwing herself at him than he had ever been by a platoon of orcs.
 
   The extremity of his reaction confused her at first.  When he repeated the order, with more cold contempt and a petulant stamp of his foot, she stood up wide eyed.  “Don’t you like me?  Don’t you want me?”
 
   He clutched at the questions, seized in them as a route out of this mire as he launched into a brutal denial.  “No, Hepdidia I don’t.  I think you’re hideous. Now get out.”
 
   At last she obeyed him, fleeing with a violent sob scarcely noticing that she practically bowled Bishop Udecht over as he came into the messroom.  The cleric looked after her retreating back with an appreciative glance before turning to Kimbolt with a grin, “Woman trouble, eh Captain?”
 
   Kimbolt stood stiffly to attention, his face crimson with rage and embarrassment.  “I am sorry your reverence that you had to see that. It was unforgiveable.”
 
   Udecht gave the Captain’s apology a nonchalant wave of dismissal and approached instead the plate of plenty that Hepdida had left.  Mesmerised by the food, he said nothing and seized on a slice of pork and crammed it hungrily into his mouth, even as his other hand reached out for some beef to chase the half chewed pig down his throat.  Midway through the second mouthful he grew conscious of KImbolt’s incredulous stare and tried to slow his unmannered guzzling mid gulp, with the effect that he succumbed to a choking fit. Coughing and spluttering helplessly, he waved at the carafe of mead until Kimbolt poured and handed him a cup which the Bishop drained in one gulp.  
 
   “That’s better,” Udecht pronounced to the punctuation of a deep belch.  “One forgets how hungry one can get in this place.”
 
   “Er… yes your reverence,” Kimbolt replied uncertainly.  While well known to enjoy his food, the Bishop had always seemed most fastidious about such things as table manners.
 
   Udecht gave him a shrewd stare, reading in the Captain’s confused expression the concern that his unaccustomed gluttony was generating. He put the cup down carefully, working his fingers over each other.  “Forgive me Captain, Kimbolt isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes your reverence,” Kimbolt gave a puzzled acknowledgement for his name was well known to the Bishop after a six month tour of duty in Sturmcairn.
 
   “Just so, just so,” Udecht mused, toying with the cup a moment.  Then he pointed suddenly at Kimbolt saying. “Vos amici mei mandabo, Kimbolt!”
 
   It was odd, for though the words were the most unfamiliar thing that the strangely altered Bishop had yet done, they were also instantly and immediately re-assuring to the startled Captain.  He felt soothed and relaxed by the presence of his good friend Bishop Udecht.  When the Bishop smiled he felt like laughing, when the bishop frowned he was both concerned and yet confident the Bishop would explain the wisest course of action.  Udecht watched him for a moment, as the Captain unconsciously mirrored his gestures, waiting expectantly for whatever words of wisdom his good friend would share.
 
   “You know Captain, Kimbolt,” he began.  “I find the cold and age are both catching up with me and my memory is not what it should be.  I have quite forgotten what the password for this evening is.”
 
   “Oh, you could always ask the Castellan for it,” Kimbolt hastened to offer a solution, but was then gripped by anxiety when his good friend frowned deeply at the suggestion.
 
   “My nephew though, is such an inflexible and petty man.”  At the description, Kimbolt wondered why he had never before seen Prince Thren’s failings as clearly as the Bishop described them.  “He would make such fun of me for forgetting, and doubtless make me serve some punishment.”  The Bishop went quiet before suddenly wheedling to Kimbolt.  “Couldn’t you tell me?”
 
   “Of course,” Kimbolt began, but then some shadow fell across his certainty.  He looked away, trying to pin point the elusive thought that had darkened his happy security.  
 
   Suddenly his chin was caught by the Bishop’s hand as Udecht gently turned him back to face his good friend and look him in the eye as he repeated the question.  “Couldn’t you tell me?”
 
   “Kopetcha,” the word sprang to Kimbolt’s lips.  “Kopetcha is the password.”
 
   Udecht’s eyebrows rose and he murmured with a nod, “his mother’s name.  How like the boy!”
 
   KImbolt was pleased to have been of service to his good friend, though something troubled him still.  He couldn’t place the thought, but Udecht supplied an answer.  “I sense your fear, Captain.  I feel it too. Something is amiss.  I have heard rumours.”
 
   “What rumours?”
 
   “I believe our Castellan harbours some ill intent.”
 
   “Prince Thren, no?” Kimbolt tried to shake his head, but the Bishop held him still, his piercing gaze beseeching Kimbolt’s support.  “What would you have me do?”
 
   “Perhaps it might be a good time to pray?”
 
   Kimbolt’s religious observances had never been particularly devout. The army as his master always took precedence over the Goddess as his mistress.  However, this suggestion of prayer seemed an excellent and timely idea. “Together, your reverence?”
 
   Udecht shook his head.  “No, I have much to do tonight.  But if you find a quiet corner of the temple and pray there, I am sure you will be heard.”
 
   “What should I pray for?”
 
   “An untroubled sleep would be a start,” Udecht suggested.
 
   “Of course,” such a sensible suggestion, Kimbolt could have kicked himself for not realising it.  “I shall go at once.”
 
   Udecht nodded as the Captain rose and made for the door, but then held him back with a call.  “And Captain!”
 
   “Yes, your reverence.”
 
   “Do come to me if anything unusual should come to pass, to me, you understand, not Prince Thren. I trust him not, his eyes are too far apart.”
 
   “Of course your reverence,” Kimbolt hurried away, reflecting deeply on the spacing of the Castellan’s eyes.
 
   ***
 
   Sahira Psah bustled into the servants’ kitchen, her eyes sweeping the tables and shelves for a missing plate of victals or her daughter or both.  “Hepdida!” she called.  “Where is that plate of sliced meat from the Castellan’s table?  I had plans for it”
 
   She hesitated, and ran a hand through her own dark hair.  She was much like an older version of her daughter, one who had worn the years well, albeit that actually she was only just past thirty summers herself.  She swung round as the pantry door, which had stood ajar, somehow contrived to close itself with an audible creak.  Sahira’s mouth opened, but then closed, her cry of triumph unuttered. She chose instead to approach the pantry with light footsteps.  As she flung the door open, her daughter fell out, her attempt to listen at the door quite unequal to her mother’s subterfuge.
 
   “Well,” Sahira demanded.  “I guess the missing weeks’ worth of dinners has something to do with you.  And I have already told your father to expect it, so where is it?”
 
   The girl stood up, gaze averted, and muttered inaudibly.  “What was that?” Sahira demanded, swinging her daughter round by the shoulder.  “Have you been crying?”
 
   “No,” sniffed Hepdida, smearing dried tears across reddened cheeks.
 
   Sahira shook her head.  “Nothing so unattractive to a man as a woman’s tears. You look awful.”
 
   “I thought he liked me,” Hepdida sobbed.
 
   Sahira frowned and shook her head. “Is that where all my week long supply of choice meat has gone, fool girl, squandered on wooing some soldier. You should have come to me. There’s not much about the ways of men I don’t know.  Reckon you’ve got charms enough without calling on choice cuts of venison.”
 
   “I did try to find you before dinner, ma.” Hepdida’s eyes were hooded in reproach.  “I thought tonight… it felt like it might be special.  But you weren’t there.”
 
   Sahira nodded quickly.  “Aye, girl.  I was … I was in the keep, Castellan’s business.”
 
   “Oh,” Hepdida stifled her surprise.
 
   “We’ll see you fixed up, girl, don’t you worry.  Maybe a sergeant might take a shine to you,” Sahira offered good naturedly, putting her arms around her daughter’s shoulders.
 
   Hepdida shuffled off her mother’s embrace.  “I don’t want a sergeant, ma.  I don’t want anyone else.  I just want him, I love him.”
 
   “I used to think like that too,” her mother smiled with all the assurance of an experience crammed thirty one years.
 
   “I’m not you, ma,” Hepdida shrieked.  “I’m not like you. Not at all.  I just want one man.”
 
   Sahira’s hand slammed into her cheek, with force enough to redden it far more than tears of distress ever had done. Stunned Hepdida lifted her hand to her face, feeling the warmth of the smarting blow.  “I’m your mother,” Sahira spat with cold fury.  “And you will use me with more respect.  When I was your age I was nothing, crawling out of the gutter doing what had to be done until I met your father.  People like us, we find security where-ever we can, pah, love! Love doesn’t put bread on the table or a roof over your head, silly silly little girl.”
 
   “You just don’t know what love is, you’ve never known love. You’re a sad old woman.”
 
   Sahira’s flung back her hand to strike again, but Hepdida stood her ground.  “Go on then, hit me again. It won’t change how you feel, or how I feel about Captain Kimbolt.”
 
   “Go to your room!” Sahira ground out the instruction through clenched teeth, her raised arm trembling with barely restrained fury.
 
   As abruptly as it had formed, the bubble of Hepdida’s bravado burst, and she fled the kitchen in a fresh deluge of tears.
 
   ***
 
   Xander, in Udecht’s form, hurried down the steps between Sturmcairn’s inner courtyard and the outer bailey.  The inner courtyard was closest to the steep peak to which Sturmcairn clung.  It housed the Castellan’s fortified quarters, the temple and the officers’ mess.    The slope of the mountainside meant that the wall dividing inner courtyard from the outer bailey was five feet high on the Northern courtyard side, but twenty foot high on the Southern bailey side.  At its Eastern end, like a slender spear, rose Sturmcairntor, known to most simply as the Beacon tower.  It soared a clear hundred foot higher than any other building in the castle.  
 
   As he emerged into the bailey, Xander took a long look at the beacon tower. From its crenelated top, a man looking East could see twenty miles into Morsalve the capital province of the Kingdom of the Salved.   Perhaps two thirds of that distance away lay Gargator the simple relay tower with its own beacon and small garrison which was the first in the chain of beacon towers stretching from Sturmcairn all the way into the kingdom and beyond.  Xander tried to recall how many steps it was up to the top of the Sturmcairntor; He had counted them once long ago in a half remembered previous life.  Perhaps he would get the chance to do so again this evening – though other matters should press more on his mind. 
 
   It was quiet as he crossed the bailey, late enough that any soldiers not on watch were hunkered down in the low barracks tucked up against the eastern and western walls.  Again the steep slope of the mountain showed itself in buildings which were single storey at the Northern end, but became two storey as the ground fell away where they neared the southern curtain wall.  There was no-one about, barring the soldiers on the walls, patrolling in pairs.  Xander cursed.  Damn his nephew’s caution, doubling the guard. That would complicate things.
 
   Xander slowed on his approach to the gatehouse.  It was built on three floors.  The open upper storey was level with the top of the curtain wall, which it merged with seamlessly.  The bottom storey was level with the mountain path and separated from it by portcullises and gates.  Inbetween these two, was a mid-level enclosed guardroom.  This was where the pulleys and housing for lifting the portcullises lay and where any intruders into the gatehouse below could be picked off by crossbows through the murder holes in the floor.
 
   It was this mid-level guardroom which was Xander’s first target.  He breezed into the square room with a hearty. “Kopetcha, gentlemen,” at which the four guardsmen turned around.  “It is an auspicious evening. My long lost brother is returned to us and I am minded that all should share my joy.  Here.”
 
   He drew out a heavy purse.  The jangle of coins brought the soldiers closer to him, their approach hastening as he produced the first heavy gold crown.  He twisted the coins around his fingers before depositing one in each palm in turn.  As he placed the last coin, he intoned, “somnus omnibus vobis.” The guardsmen exchanged curious glances as a bout of yawning overtook them all. Before any of them could voice the strangeness of the sensation, a deep lethargy overcame them and they slipped into untidy heaps on the floor gently snoring.   Surrounded by sleeping guardsmen, Xander swayed unsteadily, rendered light headed by his fourth magical invocation in under an hour.
 
   He gathered enough wit and energy to pick two knives from sleeping guardsmen’s belts. With four quick strokes he despatched the dreaming sentries into a greater slumber from which they would never awaken.  He cleaned the blades and secreted them in his voluminous sleeves, before setting off for the lower level.  
 
   Another four guards awaited him there and once more he played the avuncular cleric keen to distribute largesse in celebration of his own return.  However, as the two men gathered around him, one stopped in shock.  A drop of blood had appeared on his hand, and then another.  The puzzled man looked up towards the murder hole above him, through which the blood of one of Xander’s earlier victims was dripping.
 
   Xander acted quickly.  As the blood spattered guard looked up, Xander drove a knife up through the man’s chin and into his head.  His colleague on Xander’s other side, reached immediately for his sword but drew it but an inch or two before the false priest’s other knife was driven through his throat.  As two men spluttered into pools of blood on the ground, the remaining two, still some feet away, switched from curious beggars to alert warriors. Swords unsheaved, mouths widening to cry out an alert. 
 
   Xander flung out his hands, fingers working faster then ever before as he exclaimed “fulgur percutiamque vos.”  A crackle of lightning shot from his outstretched hand, ricocheting back and forth between the two guardsmen as they convulsed in its arcing embrace. As the bodies fell to the floor amid a stench of singed flesh, Xander slid to his kness, drained and panting. 
 
   It took him a full minute to recover, a desperate minute of listening for sounds of alarm from elsewhere in the fortress, while blood continued to drip through the murder holes from the chamber above.  At last he was strong enough to stand and stagger over to the Western wall where the palm shaped stone awaited him.  The portcullis was down, the gate was shut and the dull glow from the stone showed the bloodline lock was active.  Of course Thren would have locked it himself on this night of curious homecomings.  
 
   Xander hesitated a moment, examining his conscience with curious detachment as he contemplated the ultimate treachery he was about to commit.  His conscience he found, was not so much clean as entirely absent. Without further delay he pressed his palm against the stone, saw the change in colour as the ancient magic, which locked and strengthened the portals of Sturmcairn, was discharged. 
 
   The wheel to raise the unlocked portcullis spun easily beneath his hands and once it was raised above head height, Xander passed under it to the wooden gate beyond.  While the entire double gate could now be opened that was not yet Xander’s intention.  Instead, he unbarred and opened the smaller wicket gate set within the northern side of the right hand gate.  It was dark outside, but the wind from the pass howled through the opening he had made. 
 
   Xander gazed into the night, his eyes struggling to get used to the blackness. But even as he thought to call out to his unseen compatriots, dark shapes detached themselves from the shadow of the curtain wall and slipped towards the opening of this chink in Sturmcairn’s defences.
 
   A familiar voice at the head of the group demanded, “what kept you, my Prince?”
 
   “Hush your mythering, Haselrig,” Xander retorted as his associate slipped by him into the warmth of the body strewn gatehouse.  “You have no idea how hard it is to break open the most secure castle in the Petred isle.”
 
   As more figures slipped through, Haselrig eyed the Prince up and down.  “Is that what your brother looks like these days? I dare say you’ve been enjoying a few home comforts while we have all been freezing our balls off for the last hour waiting for you to open the gate.”
 
   Xander grimaced, “surely not all of you suffered that penalty, Haselrig, unless the lady elected not to come.”
 
   “Fear not, worm,” a soft voice at his shoulder commanded.  “Dema is here to make sure you don’t cock it up….. again.”
 
   Xander turned slowly to face the new arrival, a tall female figure whose chainmail glinted beneath the floor length cloak she wore.  Her head was closely hooded and she wore a black gauze mask over her upper face through which she could clearly see out, but through which naught could be seen of her eyes save an oddly unsettling and chilling sparkle.  “Remember in the days to come, lady, it was I that took Sturmcairn,” he told her.
 
   “Such a bold worm, to take ownership of a feat that has not yet been accomplished.”
 
   “Without my power to unlock the gates, you would be a frozen icicle on that pass out there.”
 
    “Enough bickering, both of you,” Haselrig interrupted.  “Dema at least is right in one thing. The task is not yet done.  Much peril lies ahead before we maybe sure we have carried the night.”
 
   As the last of the party hastened through the open gateway Xander coughed at the stench and cried out hoarsely.  “Orcs, you mad bitch? you brought orcs into Sturmcairn.”
 
   Dema shrugged.  “The leaders of the three tribes demanded that honour, and to be honest, three orc chieftains are worth a lot more in this venture than a nine-fingered renegade prince.”
 
   Xander surveyed the little band.  There were two dozen men in all. It seemed far too few to take a fortress.  There were in fact many more waiting beyond the bend in the pass.  However, only these twenty four had the skills to creep unnoticed beneath the length of the curtain wall and so be close enough to take advantage of the gate being opened.  They were ruffians all. Thieves and killers sent into exile and now returning to put their dubious skills to use in a momentous revenge on the kingdom that forsook them.  And then there were the three orc chieftains, gazing in stupefaction at the unprecedented experience of being inside fortress Sturmcairn.
 
   “Who is with me,” Xander demanded.  Immediately five of the roughest looking blackguards stepped forward followed a heartbeat later by Haselrig.  The false Prince nodded in approval, “We’ll take the eastern passage through the wall.”
 
   As Xander turned to lead his party away, Dema called, “Aren’t you forgetting something, worm?” 
 
   “What?” in feigned ignorance.
 
   “The password. You did get the night’s password didn’t you?”
 
   Xander grinned.  “Oh yes. I caught the good Captain Kimbolt off guard, after he’d had some tumble with a serving wench.  Bewitched him into friendship and asked him for the password just like that?”
 
   “I don’t care what half cocked spell you stammered your way through, worm.  I want to know the password.”
 
   “Only I need to know it,” Xander replied.
 
   “But what if you should, by some mischance die before your part is completed?”
 
   Xander pursed his lips as he considered the suggestion.  “In that case, I guess I wouldn’t give a shit whether the rest of youse knew the password or not.”   The sparkle behind Dema’s mask intensified and her body trembled from foot to cowled head with supressed anger.  Xander grinned at her discomfort.  “You get yourself in position and wait for my signal Lady, and maybe fill the waiting with a prayer for my success.”
 
   “Aye,” Dema muttered at the Prince’s departing back.  “Mayhap a prayer to the God of fools.”
 
   ***
 
   In his dream, Captain Thackery was in the arms of a beautiful woman in an idyllic Inn he knew well.  It was on the shores of the greater Nevers River, a league or so downstream of Morwencairn and he had spent many happy times there in his youth.   The dream was perfect, but for the fact that the woman kept calling out to him, “Thackery, Captain Thackery.” And then the woman turned into Prince Thren and Thackery awoke abruptly in his narrow cot to the sounds of the Castellan calling outside his room. 
 
   Bleary eyed, he stepped out into the captains’ mess where Thren’s attention had been drawn to a plate of fine meats left unattended on the table.  “Sire, forgive me.  I had thought to take some rest between watches.”
 
   Thren shook his head free of the culinary distraction.  “I had hoped to find Kimbolt on duty, Thackery but you will do.  I think it is time to question our prisoner.”
 
   Thackery hid a yawn behind the back of his hand.  “Aye, sire. Is it morning already?”
 
   “No, but I am minded not to wait.  I have sent a fast rider with a despatch to Morwencairn, but there is too much in this affair that smells for me to wait either for morning or for my father’s instructions.“
 
   “Aye aye sire.”  Thackery grabbed his sword belt and followed the impatient Prince into the cold night air.
 
   ***
 
   Just below the battlements level, a passageway ran the length of the curtain wall.  In times of attack, it would be filled with soldiers firing from arrow slits shielded all around by solid masonry.  For now though, it provided a covered route for the intruders all the way round to the foot of Sturmcairntor.  While pairs of guards patrolled the battlements above, the hollow corridor beneath was entirely empty.  At the Eastern end, the passage turned to the North and ran upwards, with many steps, to climb the distance to that junction of outer bailey and inner courtyard where the beacon tower had its footings.  
 
   A pair of guards stood by the opening at the base of the tower sharing some ribald joke for there was a burst of laughter as Xander approached.  The guise of the portly Bishop of Sturmcairn worked its deceit once more.  They returned his greeting of Kopetcha, and mirrored his bow of greeting with low bows of their own from which neither rose.  The first caught Xander’s knife in his throat, the second was hacked down from behind by a burly outlander’s broadsword.  They pulled the bodies into the well of the tower and then, Xander in the lead, began the long ascent.
 
   At the top, Xander had to pause for breath, by the tower door drained of energy by both the physical and magical exertions of the evening.  He could see the impatience in Haselrig’s face and the ill concealed contempt of the hardy outlanders.  Stung into action, he hammered on the barred door and called out “Kopetcha.”  There was a delay, a murmmuring of voices on the other side, surprised to be visited midwatch until Xander thought he might have to call again.  But then the bar was slid back and the door opened a fraction.  “Who goes there?”
 
   “It is I Udecht, with a blessing for you all, though you may need to open the door a little more.  I am not so slim a man that I can squeeze through a crack like that.”
 
   The crack widened and Udecht gave it a hearty shove to accelerate its progress as he stepped onto the platform and buried his knife hilt deep in the guard who had  opened the door.  The man slipped to the ground with a startled moan.  His three compatriots reached for their swords but too late as the outlanders burst past Xander to cut them down.
 
   As the last one grunted his way into the afterlife, Xander turned to Haselrig.  “That was seamless.”
 
   “Aye, that part is done. Now give Dema the signal. I’ll not rest easy ‘til the Master himself is come at the fruition of his plan.”
 
   Xander scowled.  “It is not all his plan, and friend Haselrig, do you not find you rest easier away from our Master than in his company.”
 
   “I have found my Prince, that fulfilling his instructions wherever, whatever and whenever has been our only route to easy rest these past seventeen years.  Now make the signal to the lady.”
 
   Xander strode over to a brazier filled with burning torches and pulled one free.  Then, holding Haselrig’s gaze he waved the torch casually over the oil filled channel which led, like a fuse, into the heart of the huge dormant bonfire that was the beacon tower’s defining feature.   He was rewarded with a look of sheer panic on the ex-antiquary’s features.  “You fool,” Haselrig expostulated. “Be careful with that flame.  Our mission is stop the beacon being lit, not to set it off ourselves.  Flout not our Master’s wishes.”
 
   “Oh Haselrig, a day is beckoning when I will come into my inheritance and then I will fear no-one, neither living nor dead.”
 
   “This is no time for riddles my Prince, make the signal!” Haselrig spat.
 
   With a sigh, Xander strode to the Western edge of the tower, where all of Sturmcairn could be dimly perceived hundreds of feet below.  He raised the torch up high and swung it left then right twice.  “Do you see them?” Haselrig demanded.  “Are they on the move?”
 
   ***
 
   Udecht, the real Udecht, lay in miserable paralysis facing the wall on the makeshift bed that had been intended for his returning brother.  He heard the voices talking behind him, was cheered beyond normal measure to hear his nephew’s strident tone.  
 
   “Can he not hear us?” The Castellan was demanding.  “Is he dead?”
 
   “No sire, I see his chest rise and fall, it is but a slumber,” the guard captain, Thackery it must be, replied.
 
   “A deeper slumber than I have ever enjoyed,” Thren growled.  “Go in there, give yon fellow a shake, Captain.  But careful mind, who knows what tricks he might have brought from beyond the barrier.”
 
   There was a creak of the metal gate to the sacristy and then Udecht felt strong hands on his shoulders.  It was just, a gentle shake at first, but then he was pulled over on his back and vigorously rocked back and forth by the moustachied Captain.  “Wake, man, what ails you?” Thackery was saying.  “Your eyes are open yet still you speak not. What kind of dream are you in?”
 
   The violence of the Captain’s manhandling was loosening the magical ties that bound the Bishop.  He felt his tongue stir in his mouth as voluntary muscles returned to his control.
 
   “Xander… Xander,” he hastened to say, though the name came out as muffled as if his cheeks were filled with cotton wool.
 
   “Aye, your Highness,” Thackery acknowledged.  “Prince Xander is your name, but what of it and what ails you so?  To be sure you flop around like a landed fish.”
 
   Gross motor function came back first, his arms flailing uselessly at Thackery’s sides while his fingers felt as fat and immobile as a bunch of bananas.
 
   “Xander.. he bewitched me.”  Udecht managed to utter the vital message.  “I am Udecht. Xander roams the fortress with my face, bent on treachery.”
 
   “What’s he saying?” Thren demanded impatiently from the door, hearing all of the urgency but only some of the words in Udecht’s voice.
 
   “He says, sire…”  Thackery hesitated at repeating the incredible message.  “He says he is your uncle sire, your other uncle the Bishop Udecht.  He says that Prince Xander has disguised himself as the Bishop and is loosed in the castle with ill intent.”
 
   “Kopetcha,” Udecht gasped as at last feeling returned to his numbed fingers.  He gripped Thackery’s arm, beseeching his acceptance of the events.  “Kopetcha. See I know the password.  It is I Udecht, and we are all in peril.”
 
   Thackery glanced across at Thren.  The beginnings of belief in Udecht’s tale only opened the flood gates to a host of consequences too dire for easy contemplation.  The Castellan too had made the connections.  “Come Thackery, we must alert the guard.”
 
   “What of your uncle sire, this uncle, whichever of them he is?”
 
   “Take me with you,” Udecht implored, at last able to raise himself into a sitting position.
 
   “No, leave him here.  He is either a cunningly treacherous outlander or an unwise bishop. Either way he is better locked up than at loose on an ill starred night as this.”
 
   “Thren, no!” Udecht cried, stumbling uncertainly after the Captain as Thackery crossed the sacristy and pulled the gate shut behind him.  “Don’t leave me here.”  
 
   “If you are Udecht,” Thren told him coldly.  “Then pray your folly has not ruined this fortress and it is still I that comes to release you.”  With that he was gone, bidding the two guards at the sacristy entrance join him and Thackery as they hastened from the temple.
 
   In a dark corner of the temple, a figure rose roused from a holy reverie by the commotion. Kimbolt’s mind felt foggy still.  He had heard the Castellan’s voice, speaking sternly of Udecht, of Kimbolt’s good friend Udecht.  With a nagging sense of unease Kimbolt began a slow walk towards the doorway, trying to work out if he should be following or chasing Prince Thren.
 
   ***
 
   “See, there,” Haselrig cried.  “Another one fallen.”
 
   To the observers in the beacon tower, Dema’s silent assault on the battlement patrols was a spectacle of brutal efficiency.  A combination of swift moving warriors and sharp eyed crossbowmen meant that the pairs of guards were being taken down too rapidly to pass the alert to the next group.  To the East of the gatehouse one group of ten outlanders had already despatched nearly twice their number and were racing along the rising curtain wall to the foot of Sturmcairntor itself.
 
   To the west of the guesthouse, in the occasional flicker of torch light, the watchers could glimpse Dema herself leading the three lumbering orcs and all but two of the remaining outlander humans as they swept through the small tower at the south western corner and began their own ascent of the inclined wall towards the inner bailey.
 
   “She is magnificent,” Haselrig gave voice to his admiration as, despite the more plentiful guards, Dema had cleared her section fractionally ahead of the corresponding party on the opposite side of the wall.  “There, ‘tis done.  Make the signal to the main force.”
 
   “Pah, Haselrig.” Xander spat.  “You make the signal, since you admire the lady’s expertise so much.  Mayhap if you ask nicely she might find you a place in her heart, as a garden ornament perhaps.”
 
   “Where are you going, my Prince?”  Haselrig demanded in panic.  “Our orders are to hold this place.”
 
   “My work here is done,” Xander pronounced, pulling open the tower door.  “And I have business with my nephew. I saw he carried my brother’s old sword which, by rights, belongs to me.”
 
   “No, leave Thren to the lady.”
 
   “Thren is mine,” Xander said, as he disappeared down the stairway.
 
   “By all that’s unholy,” Haselrig cried making to follow him and then remembering himself.  He hastily grabbed a torch and standing high on the battlements swung it in a big circle, once widdershins, once sunwise and then widdershins again.  The signal complete, he did not wait to peer into the gloom for the vanguard of the mainforce emerging from the distant outcrop of rock on the pass.  Sturmcairn was denuded of its eyes. No alarm would sound as the host of orcs and returning exiles marched on a gate that even now was opening fully to admit them.  Everything was going according to plan, apart that was, from the impulsive Prince and his sudden quest for personal revenge and an ancestral bauble.  Haselrig shot through the tower door, pulling it closed behind him.
 
   ***
 
   Hepdida sobbed into her pillow in her small room off the kitchen.  In the outer chamber her parents’ voices were raised in anger.
 
   “The girl is out of control,” her mother was saying. “You should have heard how she spoke to me.”
 
   “She’s her mother’s daughter right enough,” her father growled back.  “Threw herself at some fancy breeches and doubtless got both more and less than she bargained for.  Not the first time it’s happened, won’t be the last.”
 
   “You are wastrel scum, Vlad.  You have a comfortable life, full of favour in a well supplied fortress and what have you ever done to deserve it?”
 
   “Well sweet pea.” He ground out the pet name with oozing insincerity.  “Let’s not forget that my name in marriage lends you and your daughter a certain respectability, to set against the freedom with which you dispensed your favours.”
 
   “I am no common street whore.”
 
   “Exclusivity is not the same thing as morality, Sahira.”
 
   There was a sudden slap, a scuffle of furniture, a chair pushed back, a whimper and then her father’s voice again breathing heavily.  “These great men, Sahira.  They’re nothing.  They take their pleasures where they can and cast you off as soon as they are done.”
 
   “You know that’s not true,” Sahira cried back at him.
 
   “Bah, this Captain Kimbolt, he’s the worst of the lot of them, and you’ve been encouraging the fool girl to make eyes at him.  I’ve seen his type, career hungry, driven by ambition.  He will take his pleasure with her as with a dozen other girls no doubt and if that’s all as happens then she’ll have had a lucky escape.  I’ve worked alongside soldiers long enough, mark my words.  You call me scum, well leastways I ain’t pretending not like yon Captain, looking after hisself, Kimbolt.”
 
   Hepdida could stand it no more.  Abandoning her tear stained pillow, she yanked open the door from her little room to confront her parents.  They turned at her arrival, Sahira, disshevelled standing by an upturned chair, a new bruise darkening at her temple. Vlad across the table from her, thin grey hair showing his fifty years, his face speckled with the spidery red mottling of a dedicated drinker.  Hepdida raised an accusing finger to remonstrate with both her parents.  She had been going to say that they were wrong, that Kimbolt was the most honourable man in the castle, worth thrice of them both added together. She was going to protest her love for him despite everything.  She was going to say so many things to prove their lies wrong.
 
   What she said instead, her finger trembling as she pointed, was, “ma, papa an orc!”
 
   ***
 
   Thren and his three companions strode out of the temple, the Castellan’s eyes scanned left to the beacon tower.  “Where are the Sturmcairntor guards?” he demanded, espying the empty opening at the foot of the stairwell.
 
   There was a guttural cry to his right and a clash of steel.  Swinging round they found themselves facing two orcs, the first with his jagged sword embedded in the twitching body of one of the temple guards.  The other advancing with fearsome intent on the other guard.  That was the green hided monsters’ mistake.  Of the four potential victims they had selected the fully armoured guards for their initial assault, rather than the lightly armoured Prince and his elderly Captain.  While the guards, despite their steel protection, fell swiftly to the surprise attack, Thackery and Thren sprung immediately into a counter offensive.  
 
   “By the Goddess,” Thren cried as his blade flashed with lightning speed.  There was a clang of steel blade on blade. The orc grunted to see his own heavy sword first notched and then shattered by the blows of the Prince’s slender weapon.  As Thren whirled round faster than the orc could follow, the blade sliced through the mail collar around the creature’s neck and his body fell in two parts, spouting the first green blood to stain the inner sanctum of Sturmcairn.
 
   Thackery was making harder work of his opponent, lacking the particular advantages of Thren’s youth and formidable sword.  However, when Thren joined the fight it became most unequal and the orc sensing defeat, flung itself at Thren even as his sword pierced its belly. Still it came sliding down the blade, hatred filling its fading yellow eyes as it struggled to land a final blow on its princely killer.  But as it swung its arm to strike, Thackery’s sword sliced through its wrist and it was but a bleeding stump with which it hammered Thren’s shoulder as it spat foul drool and green blood in Thren’s face.
 
   “By the Goddess, orcs in Sturmcairn.”  Thren pulled his sword free as the orc fell to the ground.  “This is the work of that foul traitor.  Thackery, use the temple bell sound the alarm. I must go to see the beacon fire is set.”
 
   ***
 
   Hepidida had seen orcs in picture books, but never in reality.  The creature stood in the doorway to the kitchen, full six foot tall, its green-grey hide covered in strangely shaped mail.  Tusk like teeth protruding from its uneven mouth, breath whistling through its flattened nostrils and its amber eyes full of malice as they scanned the room.   One hand held a heavy shield, the other a long sword that broadened at its end to give a wicked spike on the obverse side to the blade.  However, what made the menace all too real was the red blood than stained both blade and shield.
 
   With a bravery born of foolish desperation, her parents chose their weapons.  Her mother picked a pottery mixing bowl, her father a bread knife and with these unlikely tools held in outstretched arms they tried to wave the apparition away.  The orc swayed into the room, head cocked slightly to one side as he weighed the threat these people posed.
 
   “Get away,” Vlad urged. “I’ve done my time in the army. Now get away while you can you orcish trash.”
 
   “Shoo, shoo,” her mother echoed as though the lumbering orc was a bird that had strayed into her kitchen.
 
   The end when it came was swift.  The orc swaggered towards Vlad who lunged at it with the breadknife and then, as her father swayed a little off balance, the orc swung his heavy blade across the man’s throat.  Hepdida screamed as he collapsed in a welter of blood.  At that moment, her mother brought the mixing bowl down with crashing force on the orc’s helmet.  With barely a shake of the head, the orc thrust the spiked boss of his shield through Sahira’s face and she fell soundlessly to the floor.
 
   Hepdida’s second scream was stifled by terror as the orc turned its interest from the bodies of her parents to their trembling daughter.  There was nothing to be done, nowhere to flee, no weapon it was safe to grasp.  The orc drew closer still, bent down to sniff her, drawing in the scent of her fear.  His mouth split open in a grotesque parody of a smile and Hepdida shut her eyes as tightly as he could, wished she cut shut off her nose to block the foul stench of her parents’ slayer.
 
   “Grundurg!” a voice called from somewhere, female yet commanding.  Hepdida sensed the hideous heat and miasma of the orc recede as he stepped back from her.  She dared to open one eye, then the other.
 
   A tall woman stood in the doorway, cloaked and hooded with a mask across her eyes.  The orc that had so callously slaughtered her mother and father bobbed in obsequieous fear at the new arrival.  She spat some words of a foul foreign tongue at the orc and it bowed low and backed against the wall.  Whatever relief Hepdida might have felt was tempered by the long sword the lady carried which, like the orc’s, was stained red with human blood.
 
   “What’s your name child?” the lady demanded coldly.
 
   “Hepdida,” admitted with a cry.
 
   “I had thought it customary in the Kingdom of the Slaved to thank those who did you some minor boon, like saving you from death at the hand of Chief Grundurg.”
 
   “You’re not going to kill me?” Hepdida was ashamed at the relief she felt.
 
   “As the new Castellan of Sturmcairn I shall have need of servants, servants who know their place.”
 
   “Prince Thren is castellan here!”
 
   The woman smiled at Hepdida’s defiance, a wry mocking smile.  “Some spirit eh? perhaps you might make breeding stock.  Well, poor Prince Thren’s tenure as Castellan is shortly to come to an end, along with his life.”
 
   “No!” Hepdida wailed. “Captain Kimbolt won’t allow it.  He’ll kill you and all your foul orcs.”
 
   The woman seized Hepdida’s chin, closing her mouth by force, as the dim sparkle of her half concealed eyes met the girl’s blue ones with stilling power.     “Hush child.  You ask much of one poor Captain who may well be dead already.”
 
   “No!” Hepdidia gasped, the mere thought of such an event crushing the breath out of her.
 
   “Kimbolt?” The woman played with the name.  “Kimbolt? what is this Captain that makes him so special to you child?”
 
   “Nothing,” she said as caution finally seized her mouth.
 
   The woman shrugged.  “As you wish.” She barked a few guttural orders at the bobbing orc chieftain by the door.  “You must excuse me, I have people to kill. Grundurg here will tie you up before he leaves to lead his people in triumph into Sturmcairn.  I have told him to use no more force with you than is necessary, but please don’t annoy him by struggling.  To an orcish mind force is always necessary.”
 
   And with that she was gone, leaving the trembling orphan alone with her parents’ corpses and the resentful orc.
 
   ***
 
   As Thackery sprinted through the temple lobby he almost crashed into Kimbolt coming the other way. He clapped his colleague on the shoulder.  “Kimbolt, you go sound the temple bell.”
 
   “Why?” the young Captain wore a puzzled expression as though wrestling with some inner conundrum.
 
   “Orcs! orcs in Sturmcairn! Trust not the Bishop Udecht.”
 
   Kimbolt’s eyes flicked right then left as he processed this new information.  Thackery punched him in the shoulder for emphasis, exasperated by the unusually leaden witted thinking of his friend.  “Orcs, Kimbolt.  Now sound the alarm.”
 
   “Where are you going?” he called as Thackery hastened back towards the inner courtyard.
 
   “Our Prince is off to light the beacon, methinks he may need help,” the veteran called over his shoulder.
 
   “The beacon,” Kimbolt repeated to himself thoughtfully.   He strode, still in some confusion, not towards the bell tower but after Thackery and emerged in the dark courtyard just in time to see his colleague disappear into the Sturmcairntor stairwell.  His brow furrowed as he tried to fathom the contradictory thoughts that assailed him and to pin down that elusive truth which ducked and dived just beyond his mind’s grasp.
 
   “Kimbolt?” a voice demanded querulously from the steps of the Castellan’s quarters. “I told you to pray!”
 
   As the young captain turned he saw again the face of his good friend Udecht.  Kimbolt’s face was wreathed in smiles at the reassuring sight, all uncertainty evaporating like the morning dew in the presence of the most excellent Bishop.  All would now be well.
 
   ***
 
   Thren hesitated on the steps at the sound of pursuit.  He drew his sword and listened to the distant noise of heavy breathing and a familiar voice bemoan those creaking aged joints. “Thackery?”
 
   “Aye sire.”
 
   “What of the alarm?”
 
   “I set Kimbolt to do it, thought you might need help.  There are bodies at the foot of the stairs.”
 
   “I know, I saw them too.  Come, we’ll not be trusting to passwords at the top.”
 
   Together, Prince and Captain ascended the stairs with careful haste.  They gathered themselves at the door, exchanged a nod of agreement and burst onto the beacon tower with a ferocious cry. “For the Goddess,” screamed Thackery.
 
   “By Eadran’s blood,” cried Thren.  
 
   There had been five outlanders on the tower, none watching the door for the sight below was too enthralling.  The tide of men and orcs had passed through the open gatehouse and emerged into the outer bailey. Dividing into two parties they had headed for the East and West Barracks where most of the garrison were sleeping and it was as they broke down the distant barracks doors, that Thackery and Thren exploded onto the beacon platform.
 
   In an instant the five outlanders became three before the furious swords of the newcomers.  The remainder, however, were the cream of the outlander army, vicious exiled fighters whose skills had been honed through survival in the wild beyond the barrier.  They hefted their swords and went to work making use of their numerical advantage.  While two faced off against the whirling blades of Thren and Thackery, the third tried to outflank them, skipping round the beacon pyre to come at the intruders from behind.  However, before he could complete the manoeuvre, Thren’s sword penetrated the defences of his own opponent.  The Prince then swung round to confront his would be backstabber with an alert and enraged foe. Battle lust was in in his eye, as he brought the ancient sword down two handed in a blow that stove in the man’s head.  Thackery’s opponent, distracted by his colleagues’ demise, fell victim to the Captain’s driving thrust deep into his armpit.
 
   “Where did they come from, Sire?” Thackery queried as the last body slid gurgling to the floor.
 
   Thren took a quick glance over the battlements at the seething mass of invaders flooding into the castle bailey.  “I doubt we shall live to find out, Captain,” he said bitterly.  “But first let us fire the warning beacon.”  He strode towards the brazier of torches for a flame with which to trigger the beacon.
 
   “Stop!” Udecht called from the doorway.  “Stop, Thren, you know not what you do.”
 
   “Kill him, Thackery,”the prince commanded.
 
   The aged Captain sprang obediently to his Castellan’s bidding, swinging his sword high for a blow that would cleave the false prelate from shoulder to sternum.  He adjusted his angle of attack mid-flight as the priest dodged to one side, still calling on his nephew to desist.  But Thackery’s blow never fell. Unexpected and unlooked for, Kimbolt had stepped from the Bishop’s shadow, his levelled sword driven deep into the veteran captain’s chest.  Slowly the older man slipped to his knees, his eyes staring into the face of his old friend.  With his last breath, the word “why?” pushed past his lips and then he was gone.
 
   Thren torch in hand, took a stride towards the channel of oil that led into the heart of the beacon pyre, but hesitated at the false Udecht’s voice.  “Do this Thren and your death will be long and painful, yet follow me and I will plead for you with my Master.  He can be merciful and I am especially favoured in his councils.  A man like you could earn much power in his service, as I have done.”
 
   The torch dropped from Thren’s fingers.  He bowed his head, an abject figure.  Grinning, Xander in Udecht’s form took a step towards him, and in a trice Thren was upon him.  The sword of his fathers humming as it swung towards the false prelate’s skull.  Udecht fell backwards, muttering in panicked haste, “sum defensus.”  A glowing shield of light and colour appeared between priest and Castellan, which rang like a bell as Thren’s sword crashed into it.  Under cover of the scintillating disc, Xander scrabbled backwards.  “Kimbolt!” he cried but the Captain was motionless, kneeling by Thackery’s body.
 
   Again, Thren struck, and this time the conjured shield shattered in a shower of sparks.  The Prince raised his sword for the final blow while Xander cowered in the shadow of the battlements.  But then Thren stopped.  Xander had heard it too, running footsteps on the stairs close at hand.  Thren cursed at succumbing to distraction for purely personal motives of revenge.
 
   As outlanders poured into the tower, he skipped across the stone, grabbed the torch and leapt onto the battlements.  One hirsute ruffian drew foolishly close in pursuit and the Prince sliced off his arm.  After that the others held back, while Thren, sword in one hand, torch in the other, gauged the weight of the throw to toss the flaming brand into the oil channel.
 
   “Prince Thren!” a woman’s voice called.
 
   Thren swung his arm back and then forward.  His eye, scanning the tower caught a foot clad in chain mail.  His gaze travelled upwards over the woman’s elegant armour, glancing over the sharp chin, the unsmiling mouth and then the unmasked eyes.  He gazed no further upwards, not to the crowning mound of coiled and hissing snakes.  The arm that swung the torch came to an abrupt halt, its throw unfinished as the flaming brand skittered harmlessly across the stone, some feet short of its target.
 
   But Thren saw none of this.  Thren saw nothing after the sparkling, scintillating frozen blue of Dema’s eyes.  Patterns of light that shimmered and danced as they worked their evil medusa magic.
 
   There on the battlements, where a living breathing man had been, was a perfect statue of a warrior poised for action as though carved by some master mason.
 
   ***
 
   King Gregor the Fifth awoke still clutching at the Ankh talisman on its chain around its neck.  His fingers recoiled at the heat from the gem set in the eye of the ankh, the burning heat which had precipitated him from sleep to alarmed wakefulness. He gazed at the jewel.  Even in the darkness of his chamber he could see the red glow.   It was not the comforting steady warm red that he had witnessed since the day he had become king.  This was a throbbing scarlet gleam whose significance he dared not infer.
 
   ***
 
   On the beacon platform, the form of Udecht the false priest shimmered and changed until once more the wispy bearded outlander, Prince Xander stood before them.  “Ah, that’s better,” he announced.
 
   “A worm by any other face is still a worm,” Dema said as she replaced mask and hood, her writhing snakes stilled by the dark material.  “If I hadn’t set Haselrig to alert me to any folly on your part, who knows what disaster would have befallen our Master’s plans.”
 
   “She set you to spy on me,” Xander confronted the bashful antiquary as he made his way late on to the body strewn platform.
 
   “Be glad she did, my Prince. Else the execution of our plans would have been less than perfect, and we all know how little our Master likes imperfection.”
 
   With a discontented twitch of his mouth, Xander approached the petrified prince on the battlements.  “Can he hear me?” he demanded.
 
   “He hears nothing, he is entirely stone,” Haselrig answered.
 
   “So he’s dead then.”
 
   “No not dead …. Just… just suspended in another state.  He could be restored to life provided his body could stand the shock of such magic.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Odestus knows a spell,” Dema interrupted.  “It is a subtle incantation, hard to master, but he was always the better wizard than you, worm.  Which is why our Master sent him to rule Undersalve rather than you.  That must have hurt eh worm, to be denied the same province a second time.”
 
   Xander seized a sword and struck out at the statue, scratching the smooth surface of Thren’s cheek. “Can he feel that?” he whirled round to interrogate Haselrig.
 
   “No, he can feel nothing,” came the weary re-assurance.
 
   “But if he were restored.”
 
   “Aye then he would bleed.”
 
   Heartened, Xander swung again at the single oddity in the statue.  The ancestral sword was still a gleaming piece of steel, immune to the transformation that had overtaken the rest of Thren’s attire, equipment and flesh. He hacked at the stone fingers of the statue’s right hand until they shattered and released the ancient blade to Xander’s grasp.  The false prince held the sword close, kissed its hilt, before quizzing Haselrig again.  “And now, what if he should be restored now?”
 
   “Now he would have to learn to fight with his other hand, assuming healers were on hand to ensure he did not bleed to death.”
 
   Xander nodded with grim satisfaction and waved Thren’s sword at Dema.  “See this lady, this is part of my inheritance.  When I am in full possession of it,  there will be scores I will settle.”
 
   Dema said nothing, but suddenly raised her hand to her mask as though to tear it off.  Xander swung away averting his eyes in panic.  The Medusa laughed.  “Ah, well when your eyes can meet mine in safety, worm, then maybe you may give me as much as half a contest.”
 
   With a discrete cough, Haselrig pointed out, “Your brother’s sons still stand between you and a legitimate inheritance, my Prince.” 
 
   “Indeed.” Xander seemed grateful for the intervention as he wheeled away from the teasing Medusa.  Then he set his shoulder to the statue on the battlements and heaved with all his strength.  Thren rocked a moment and then fell from view with startling abruptness. Xander cupped a hand to his ear as he listened, with exaggerated care for the crash of stone on the rocks below.
 
   ***
 
   As Gregor gazed into the glowing red gem, it flared into a sudden blinding red light.  At the burst of heat he dropped the ankh on the floor with a cry of anguish which, despite the heat of the enchanted gem, owed more to raw emotion than pain.  He fell to his knees fumbling across the thick rug of his bedchamber for the fallen talisman.  When at last his fingers closed on it and he held to his eye, the gem at its heart glistened emptily white.  The sight wrought a stifled sob from his throat.
 
   ***
 
   The fog in Kimbolt’s mind cleared at last.  He was kneeling by the body of his dead friend, whose arms he must at some point have folded across the old captain’s chest.  He closed Thackery’s reproachful blank eyes and let his ears and eyes absorb what was happening.
 
   The transformed Xander was sniggering gleefully and offering the hilt of his sword to the lady.  “Go on, have a go, feel the weight of it, the perfect balance.”
 
   “I have a sword, worm,” she told him.  “Keep your little dagger.”
 
   “Oh,” Xander feigned disappointment.  “Does no one want to try out my new sword. Here, what about you.”  The excited Prince skipped from outlander to outlander repeating his offer to each in turn, but none would accept, suspicions raised by Xander’s agitated state.  The one at the end of the line, more brave or foolish than his fellows, at last reached out for the blade to his instant regret.   As his fingers closed around the hilt there was a crack of lightning and the unfortunate outlander was flung back halfway across the tower before slumping into unconsciousness.
 
   “You utter arse, Xander,” Dema spat.
 
   “Oh sorry,” Xander gushed to the comatose outlander.  “Did I not mention, you have to be of Eadran’s bloodline to handle one of these artefacts.  Makes the things bloody hard to steal eh?”
 
   As the watchers on the platform watched or avoided Xander’s antics, according to their mood, Kimbolt rose to his feet, picked up the still glowing torch that Thren had mis-thrown and thrust it into the oil channel at the foot of the great pyre.
 
   ***
 
   The tower guard at Morwencairn kept an uneasy watch.  At his shoulder stood King Gregor, an unaccustomed night time visitor to the capital’s beacon tower.  The guard could not guess what cause had brought his Majesty to this place at such a time, still less why he tarried so long, always staring westwards towards the distant peaks of the great barrier mountains.
 
   “Ha!” the king cried with a certainty that the guard could not at first share.  But then, there it was the unmistakeable kindling on the horizon of a beacon fire, the last one in a dozen strong chain that led from the capital all the way to Sturmcairn.
 
   “Orders your Majesty,” the guard asked, stunned at an event that had not been seen in his lifetime.
 
   “Repeat the signal onwards to North, South and East, let us alert Princes Hetwith and Rugan, as well as the Lord Feyril,” Gregor commanded grimly. As others hurried to his bidding, Gregor looked again at the Ankh still nestled in his palm.  At the centre of the whitened precious stone a bead of red was visible, growing steadily.  Gregor nodded somberly and called out, “pass the word for Prince Eadran.”
 
   ***
 
   Atop Sturmcairntor all was confusion.  Outlanders scattered futiley.  Some beat at the flames with cloaks that instantly caught fire and had to be discarded falling like flaming leaves into the bailey below.  Others unhitched water bottles and threw the contents at the inferno, only for the liquid to turn to a cloud of steam mid-flight.  Kimbolt noted with satisfaction the cold dread with which Xander stood rooted to the spot. Even though his beard was smouldering in the heat, his face was a mask of white terror.  Even the masked Medusa, still aware enough to try to co-ordinate the efforts of the rapidly singeing outlanders, seemed shaken by this turn of events.  Haselrig alone kept his head.  “There’s no point any of you,” he cried.  “This thing was never meant to be put out.  Come we must leave here before we fry.”
 
   And in the midst of it, his own skin scorched by the intense radiation, Kimbolt waited for their retribution.  It was Xander saw him first, anger serving as antidote to the traitor Prince’s fear filled paralysis. “Kimbolt!” he screamed, rushing at the Captain with Thren’s blade held high above his head for a blow Kimbolt had no intention of dodging.
 
   But the blow never came as, with an athletic flick of her foot, Dema dumped Xander on his backside.  As the Prince tried to rise, Dema stepped astride him and grabbed a handful of his hair.  A quick twist of her wrist subdued the furious traitor long enough for her to question the Captain.
 
   “You are Kimbolt? Captain Kimbolt?”
 
   “Of course he is woman, the man who has undone our Master’s plans.”
 
   “Only because your spell of entrancement failed, worm.  I like this Captain. I think I will keep him.”
 
   “He must die.”
 
   “He is my prisoner. I decide.”
 
   “Our Master will not be pleased.”
 
   “He is my prisoner.”
 
   Xander opened his mouth to utter another argument, but then shut it again, a smug smile creeping over his lips.  “On your squirming head be it, lady.”
 
   That settled, Xander scurried for the stairwell, while Dema held out her hand for Kimbolt to follow. “You are my prisoner Captain, come with me.”
 
   “I would rather die here and quickly.”
 
   “Bravery and stupidity are different things Captain, don’t mix them up.”
 
   “My life is forfeit anyway.  Your sword, your gaze, those flames or that fall, I don’t intend to see another dawn,” Kimbolt replied his eyes full of shame at the part he had played in the invulnerable Sturmcairn’s fall.
 
   “Aye, Captain, but if you die what will then become of Hepdida?” A smile played across Dema’s lips as the servant girl’s name drew Kimbolt sharply from his self-destructive resignation.  “Aye, I see she means something to you, and she a poor orphan now, trusting so much in the great Captain Kimbolt.  However there is an orc I know who has taken a keen liking to your little serving wench.”
 
   “What would you want with me?” Kimbolt asked thickly.  “What would you want with a servant girl?”
 
   “Come with me and you will find out.”
 
   With a renewed sense of dread, Kimbolt did as he was bidden.
 
   ***
 
   Kaylan used the flat edge of his sword to pat down the earthen mound, while Niarmit laid the last of the stones around its base.  The thief turned resistance fighter wiped the grimy perspiration from his brow.  It had taken all morning to find a spot that pleased his lady and most of the afternoon to scrape some hole half deep enough to inter Davyn’s body.   But Kaylan had not dared to make any complaint, not when at last she had roused herself from torpor.  So now the man who had come to kill her lay at rest in his own shallow grave.  Kaylan would have left his corpse for the wolves, but that was not his lady’s wish.  Instead he stood head bowed at the bastard’s graveside, waiting for some pious comment on the traitor’s passing.
 
   Niarmit took her place at the head of the mound, her clothing sweat stained by the day’s exertions.  She had said little throughout the gruelling activity beyond short directions on the mechanics of burying her assailant.  Kaylan had gratefully inhabited the silence losing himself in the task rather than face his Lady’s reproachful gaze.  And now, like Davyn’s grave, her internal ruminations were finished. 
 
   “Will you say a few words, my lady?”
 
   She shook her head.  “What is there to say Kaylan?”
 
   He misconstrued her meaning.  “I know not the words, my lady.  I had thought a priestess of the Goddess would be accustomed… but perhaps… maybe…”
 
   “Fool, Kaylan,” she said.  “I know the ceremonies well enough.  I just doubt the word or wishes of the Goddess matter anymore.”
 
   Kaylan, ever superstitious, drew a hurried crescent across his chest and glanced around lest the Goddess herself should be spying on them from the trees.  “My Lady, you are a priestess and princess, rich in the Goddess’s favour. Such words are blasphemy.”
 
   “Rich in her favour?” Niarmit laughed, an unsettling mirthless laugh that had Kaylan again scouring the woods for watchers. “How many came to us from Bledrag field, Kaylan?”
 
   The thief shrugged, “perhaps ten dozen, my lady.”
 
   “One hundred and eight, Kaylan.  And you and I are all that are left.  Those that didn’t die, slunk off in the night and now it is just us.  If this is the Goddess’s favour, then I would hate to see what befell those she wished ill.”
 
   Kaylan crescented himself again and pleaded, “my Lady, speak not so.  You are a priestess of the goddess…..”
 
   “I am a failure,” Niarmit interrupted. “I have failed my people.”  As Kaylan mouthed denial, Niarmit glanced skywards and muttered thickly, “I have failed my father’s memory and I will go”
 
   “Go where?”  Kaylan’s forehead creased in a frown as he struggled with the alien concept.
 
   “Leave Undersalve, go across the Hadrans.”
 
   “Leave Undersalve?!  for Medyrsalve? Prince Rugan is no friend…….”
 
   “Why stop at Medyrsalve,” Niamit mused aloud.  “There are ships still sail to the Eastern lands.  You have taught me well, Kaylan.  I’ll not starve, whether I have the Goddess’s favour or not.  I am done, not just with Undersalve, not just with the Kingdom of the Salved, I am done with the whole Petred Isle.”
 
   As the thief shook his head in disbelief, Niarmit went on.  “I won’t bind you to my travels Kaylan.”
 
   “You don’t want me, my Lady,” the panicked thought squeaked out of Kaylan’s mouth. “Are you done with me too?”
 
   “Come with me if you wish, Kaylan, as far as Medyrsalve, but after that I travel alone.”
 
   Kaylan bobbed his head, accepting the morsel of comfort her words offered. “We will need horses, my lady.  I know a place, a farm not far from here.”
 
   Niarmit just nodded and then turned to Davyn’s grave while the thief hurried to his task before she should change her mind.
 
   ***
 
   Udecht, the real Udecht, stood shivering in the inner courtyard of Sturmcairn.  He tried to stiffle the chattering of his teeth, anxious that Captain Kimbolt at his side should not think him seized by fear.  While fear was one element of the Bishop’s trepidation, it ran deeper than anxiety of a purely personal physical nature.  The night’s events awful as they had been, served as a harbinger of a still more profound re-ordering of the world.  If a lost brother could return as a treacherous outlander sorcerer, and Sturmcairn could be overrun by orcs, what other as yet unimagined nightmares might come to pass. Whatever his own fate might be, it was but a drop in the ocean of disaster which seemed set to flood his nation, a peril great enough to make a bishop tremble.
 
   From his prison in the sacristy, Udecht had heard shouts and commotion, the clash of blade on blade.  There had been a moment of relief when a recurrence of the nauseous sensation heralded a restoration of his normal appearance.  He had prayed that the breaking of the spell might mean some evil had befallen Xander and his plans.  However, those hopes had been dashed when first a pair of curious orcs, and then the gleeful traitor himself, had come to crow over their victory.
 
   Bound and dragged outside he took comfort from the beacon tower, blazing into the night.  At least his brother the King would have some warning of the approaching tide of evil.  However, there was little else to provide solace to the wretched Bishop.  There was no sign of Thren, but the sword that Xander gleefully waved in Udecht’s face was proof enough of his nephew’s fate.  The weapon was one of two twin blades, forged by Eadran the Vanquisher himself and ever-after known as the father and the son, for they were born by the King and his heir.  Thren would never have parted with the blade while there had been breath in his body.
 
   There were bodies aplenty and as he stood, foul smelling orcs had been clearing them.   Dragging, carrying or tossing the castle’s dead into the outer bailey.  Udecht had yearned to give the fallen a final blessing, as much to atone for his own fall from grace as to succour their souls on the journey to the bosom of the Goddess.  However, Udecht’s crescent symbol which Xander had taken from him still hung around the traitor’s neck; without it Udecht was powerless to invoke so much as the lighting of a chapel candle, even had he been unbound.
 
   Their work done, the corpse slinging party of orcs were leaving, and Udecht glanced again at his fellow prisoner.  There were just the two of them, himself and Kimbolt.  For a while Udecht had feared the entire rest of the castle population slaughtered.  However, the mewling of a child and a woman’s cry on the other side of the wall persuaded him that some at least had survived.  Kimbolt stood stunned, and Udecht guessed he was equally overwhelmed with horror and guilt.  Horror at the fall of the fortress; guilt at having neither prevented it nor perished in the attempt.
 
   The big orc who had been giving the orders kicked the last of his comrades down the steps to the outer bailey and then turned to join the line of Sturmcairn’s conquerors standing just infront of the prisoners.  It was a select line up, besides the orc there were a couple of burly outlander ruffians, picking at their teeth with daggers.  Then there was the strange hooded lady who stood before Kimbolt, Xander was next to her and then a much changed figure whom Udecht only recognised when he spoke.  “Haselrig!” Udecht had muttered at the unmistakeable broad northern accent.  The former court antiquary and de-frocked priest had turned and inclined his head in the barest acknowledgement.  Time had served the once portly book keeper just as unkindly as it had Xander.  His face lined with stress, hair thinning unevenly, belly quite shrunken but above all else Udecht was struck by the coldness in the man’s eyes.  The mischievous sparkle he remembered had gone, replaced by a haunted gaze.
 
   So there they stood, two prisoners and their six captors waiting in silence, but waiting for what?
 
   ***
 
   Seneschal Quintala strode through the anxious corridors of the citadel.  Despite the hour there was a bustle of people about, servants and clerks, soldiers and clerics, all hurrying hither and thither. All with tasks to do, yet all pausing like ants as they passed each other, exchanging crumbs of information to try and build a picture of what this midnight activity might mean.
 
   However, even with the distraction of the night’s events, they stopped and stared as Quintala passed and then whispered behind her retreating back.  They always had and the strangeness of the night gave them more cause than usual. Quintala even saw a couple crescenting themselves at her appearance.  Irritated more than angered, she flung back her hood, flaunting the darkened skin and cusped ears of her mother’s heritage.  Let them see more clearly the elvish traits that scattered their wits so.  It was a childish act, but sometimes Quintala felt driven to act the age she appeared, rather than the age she was.   
 
   She felt a certain pity for this shortlived race, these humans who were born, grew old and died, in a span of time that left barely a mark on her smooth skin.  But it was this accelerated life cycle that filled them with a fear which their faith in the Goddess could soothe but not remove.   Quintala understood this and had long accepted she would be an easy focus for their anxiety.  The  dispensation to wield magic which went with her half-breed blood was cause enough, without her distinct appearance and the fact she could have attended their great-great-grandparents’ name-giving ceremony.
 
    At the throne room door the disciplined guards showed no such fragile emotion.  The crossed pikes were parted smartly, the door opened and her arrival announced, “Seneschal Quintala.”
 
   It was a long vaulted room with doors at its far end leading to the King’s private chambers and the various state offices.  Torches burned brightly in sconces on the walls and, at the far end Quintala could see three figures gathered around the throne.  
 
   King Gregor, dark haired, bright eyed, with a neat trim beard, sat on the simple wooden chair that served as a throne.  The real symbol of kingly power was the blank visored iron helm of Eadran the Vanquisher perched on its high marble plinth behind the King’s seat.
 
   Prince Eadran knelt before him.  Quintala had understood Gregor’s intention in reviving the name of the Salved’s greatest rulers.  Prince Thren had been named particularly for the warrior king, the fifth of that name, who had brought nearly all of the Eastern lands within the dominion of the Salved.  The younger of Gregor’s sons, Prince Eadran had an even more auspicious namesake in the Vanquisher himself.  In truth Prince Thren, muscular and determined like his father, might well have echoed Thren the fifth’s achievements.  However, Prince Eadran, drawing on the fine features and artistic talents of his mother, looked more like the court minstrel than the re-incarnation of the warrior mage who had founded the Salved kingdom.
 
   The third occupant of the throne room was instantly recognisable, the long silver hair of scalp and beard striving to reach the cord belt that gathered his white robes of office.  The crescent symbol which hung around his neck was full two hand spans in width and a clumsy implement to wield in the casting of priestly magic.  Yet it was a token of office that marked him as the foremost cleric in the Salved Kingdom, prelate of the diocese whose first pastor had been Saint Morwena wife of the Vanquisher.
 
   Quintala went to kneel beside Eadran, but Gregor waved her up as he levered himself from the throne.  “This is not a time for formalities, Quintala.” 
 
   “Sire,” she contented herself with a low nod and extended the same courtesy to the cleric.  “Archbishop Forven.”
 
   “Seneschal Quintala.”  The Archbishop’s chin dipped a fraction of an inch, his lips an unsmiling line above his beard.
 
   “Quin!” Eadran cried as he rose to his feet. “It is terrible, Thren … he’s…”  The young Prince grasped the half-elf’s arms but couldn’t complete the sentence, lips working noiselessly to shape words he dare not utter.   
 
   She gave Eadran’s hand a squeeze of comfort as Gregor confirmed what all who did not know had already guessed. “My son is dead, the ankh cannot lie, and the beacon fires are lit so Sturmcairn is in grievous peril, may even have fallen.”
 
   Forven made a ponderous sign of the crescent as Quintala probed.  “How? What news have we?”
 
   “Very little.  A cavalry squadron are on their way to the pass now, but still it is three days of hard riding there and another three back. I need information now.”
 
   “Of course, sire.”
 
   “I have need of your arts. Is there a way you can spy from afar, or travel there at speed?”
 
   Quintala grimaced. “Sire, you over rate my skills.  I can cast a spell to allow a man to run as fast as a horse, I could open a window to view perhaps the city gate, but no further afield than that.”
 
   “A horse?” Gregor repeated. “No faster?”
 
   “Why not fly like a bird?” Eadran suggested.  “Or mayhap turn into one?”
 
   “Flight on its own is impossible to sustain for more than a few seconds, while I could transform myself, or another even, into a bird the transformation would become permanent long before Sturmcairn was reached.”
 
   “You’d be stuck looking like a bird?” Gregor quizzed.
 
   “I would be a bird sire, in thought and deed.  I would lose the will to be anything else, that is the way of transformation spells, powerful but dangerous.”
 
   Forven sniffed.  “It seems that the grace the law gave your ilk to study magic is of little succour in our nation’s hour of need.”
 
   “Archbishop,” Gregor upbraided him. “You will use Quintala with more courtesy, if you please.”
 
   “No matter, Sire,” the Seneschal reassured him, flashing a broad smile at the aged prelate.  “His great-grandfather was just the same.”  
 
   Forven huffed in discontent, and touched his crescent emblem automatically.  The gesture and the questioning combined to trigger a half-remembered fact for Quintala.  “There is a way, sire. Archbishop Forven holds the key.”
 
   “How so?”  Gregor and Forven spoke as one, though the king’s eager tone was in sharp contrast to the hesitant anxiety in the prelate’s voice. 
 
   “It was when I was barely a child, my father was still Seneschal then.”
 
   “The time of Queen Nena?” Gregor’s query drew a nod from Quintala.
 
   “Two hundred and fifty years ago!” Eadran quickly calculated.  
 
   “What of it?”  the Archbishop was impatient for elucidation.
 
   “At Queen Nena’s passing, by the same sickness that took her child, it seemed there was no heir. The line of Eadran appeared broken,” Quintala hastily explained.  “However the royal Ankh revealed there was an heir, remotely related to Nena by blood and also remote by distance.”
 
   “Gregor the first that would have been. He was living as a minor lord in the Eastern Lands,” the current King Gregor reflected, stroking his beard lightly.
 
   “It was my father’s duty, as Seneschal, to travel there and find him and bring him back and do it all before the country should descend into crisis.  There is much in government that requires one of Eadran’s blood to be seated beneath the iron helm.  But a journey by sea would have taken weeks there and back.”
 
   “What did he do, Quin?”
 
   “It was his reverence’s predecessor who found a way to get my father to Salicia in the twinkling of an eye.”
 
   She had their rapt attention now.  The journey to Sturmcairn was but a fraction of the distance across the sea to the outpost of Salicia.  If that had been possible two centuries ago, then an excursion to the perilous fortress of Sturmcairn was suddenly achievable.
 
   “How?” Gregor gasped.
 
   “He prayed for a spell from the Goddess to allow him to access the planes.”
 
   “No.” The trembling Archbishop crescented himself twice rapidly. “That is a spell for the direst of emergencies.  The Goddess grants it but once in a generation and only to those of purest heart.”
 
   “Well generations have certainly passed and I rate this the gravest crisis I have ever faced, so we need only hope your heart is pure enough, Archbishop,” Gregor growled.  “I am disappointed that I need rely on my Seneschal’s longevity and good memory to be advised of a power you could have told me of yourself.  Now go pray to the Goddess for this spell and do not return until you can send me a man into the fortress of Sturmcairn.”
 
   “Sire,” the Archbishop gave a stiff bow and retreated unhappily from the room.
 
   ***
 
   Xander suddenly tensed, his head tilted to one side straining to hear something.  “He comes,” the traitor Prince exclaimed.
 
   “Aye,” Haselrig concurred without surprise.  Whatever had alerted Xander seemed to have been known to the ex-antiquary for some moments.  The hooded lady, equally forewarned, did not even deign to comment.  However, the burly outlanders put away their outsized toothpicks and yanked their ragged dress into some kind of order. The big orc stamped its feet restlessly, head swinging left and right in some animal anxiety.
 
   Udecht fought the urge to step backwards.  Even his un-attuned senses had picked up the growing strength and rhythmic beat to the gusts of winds which caught at his sleeves.   It was still pitch black, but for the flickering shadows cast by the distant beacon fire.  To the West nothing could be seen, yet it was thither that his captors stared.  As Udecht followed their gaze, he detected a darker mass to the looming blackness, a piece of shadow that seemed to have detached itself from the fabric of the night.  The perspective was deceptive and, though the shape’s size convinced Udecht that this object must be close at hand, still it loomed closer and larger until it seemed to fill the sky.  The party in the courtyard struggled to remain upright against the gale force downdrafts which  accompanied it.
 
   “By the Goddess!” Kimbolt muttered, stirred from his desolate muteness by the apparition which had at last condensed from the black night.
 
   Thick leathery wings flared out, spanning half the length of the courtyard wall.  A long serpentine body as thick as Sturmcairntor curled up for landing.  Four great taloned feet, with claws the length and width of a man’s leg, sank into the hard rock of the inner courtyard.  A great reptilian head loomed before them, yellow eyes as big as a guardsman’s shield, a gaping mouth, full wide enough to swallow a horse whole.  Sulphurous fumes rose from its smoking nostrils, bringing tears to Udecht’s eyes. 
 
   “A dragon,” the trembling Bishop said superfluously.
 
   Having landed, the great wyrm folded its wings, yawned a foul miasma of rotten eggs and brimstone at the little reception committee and laid its head flat on the ground.  At which point, terrible as this reptile was, Udecht realised the dragon had a rider.  Tall and black, but man shaped and man sized the figure swung a leg easily across the dragon’s neck and slid smoothly to the ground.  As Udecht’s jaw dropped further, the wyrm’s rider strode with neither haste nor a backward glance towards the waiting troop of conquerors and captured.
 
   Udecht found time to wonder what make of man could ride a dragon and, still more incredible, what make of man having ridden such a beast would turn his unprotected back to it.
 
   ***
 
   Eadran and Quintala crossed the palace courtyard in silence, second born Prince and half–elven Seneschal easier in each other’s company than in any other aspect of the tumultuous night.  Three times she had heard him draw breath to speak and then, with a small sigh let the words remain unuttered.  It wasn’t until they were passing the statue of Saint Morwena that the young prince found his voice.
 
   “I don’t think I can do this Quin!”
 
   “Don’t worry. The Constable will handle most of it.  You just have to stand there while the guard pledge allegiance to you….”
 
   “I don’t mean the swearing in ritual, Quin. It’s the whole thing.  I can’t be the Crown Prince.  That was Thren, it was always Thren, never me.”
 
   Quintala seized Eadran by the arm.  “Enough!  This is not a choice you get to make. It is your destiny. Embrace it!”
 
   He was shaking his head, avoiding her gaze. She grabbed his chin, turning his face to hers.  ‘By the vanquisher’s blood,’ she thought.  ‘The boy’s crying.’  The young Prince, sensing her disgust, wiped his hands across his eyes.  “Don’t look at me like that Quin,” he muttered. “I hate it when you look at me like that.”
 
   “You can do this, Eade,” Quintala said in a softer tone than he deserved.  She experienced a pang of guilt at the hopeful grin her use of his pet name elicited.  
 
   “It’s bad, Quin isn’t it, really bad?”  When her only response was an uncertain grimace he pressed further.  “Have you ever known anything this bad? The beacons lit and the Crown Prince dead in the same night?”
 
   She shrugged.  “Probably not, but then I have not always been held close in the counsel of kings.  There were some of your forefathers chose not to trust my mixed blood for advice or guidance. Mayhap they encountered a worse peril than this and yet mastered it all unbeknownst to me.”
 
   “I trust you Quin,” the young Prince replied with shining eyes.  “With my life.”
 
   She gave him a foolish grin and squeezed his hand in an echo of past intimacy.  But when he bent his head towards hers lips slightly parted eyes closing in anticipation of a kiss she pulled away. “Come, my Prince,” she snapped.  “There is much to do this night.”
 
   Quintala led the way, cursing inwardly at the weakness of human hearts and minds.  Eadran stumbled after her, his eyes hooded in perplexity as childish disappointment joined the confusion of emotions writ large across his face.   
 
   ***
 
   Kimbolt supressed the urge to run screaming from the sight, though he suspected his legs would not answer the call of his panicked and racing heart.  The dragon made no move, raised not so much as a scaly eyebrow, towards the vulnerable back of its former rider.  As the figure drew closer Kimbolt noticed the thin wisps of condensing vapour that trailed behind it, the very moisture frozen out of the air by some unearthly cold.  He saw the shreds of ragged but once rich clothing that hung from a skeletal frame, saw the face, a noseless skull, papered with the thinnest of cracked age blackened skin and saw, in the depths of hollow eye sockets, two red glowing pits of malice.
 
   “Ww.. what is that ?” The question forced itself from his mouth.
 
   “Behold, Captain Kimbolt,” Dema indulged him.  “His name was once Magister, though he is pleased these long years to accept the title Maelgrum the Lich which his enemies bestowed on him. The greatest wizard living or dead this world has ever seen.”
 
   “It can’t be,” Udecht stammered.  “Eadran the Vanquisher destroyed him near a millennium ago. Maelgrum is gone. Finished.”
 
   “My dear Bishop, he isn’t exactly alive, I grant you,” the hooded Medusa teased.  “But he is certainly a lot less dead than you would like.” 
 
   “Isss your chatter quite finissshed?”  The low voice hissed from the creature’s unmoving mouth with a quiet but icy clarity.  It was not so much that he raised his voice, rather that other sounds fell silent in deference to him.
 
   Xander hurried to bow before the undead mage.  “Oh Maelgrum, Sturmcairn is yours to command, taken as your Eminence planned.”
 
   The undead wizard’s foot flicked out with unlikely force, depositing the outlander traitor on his back some yards behind the line.  “Not exxxactly asss I had planned.” A bony finger shot out to point at the blazing crest to Sturmcairntor.  “How iss it that the beacon hasss been fired?”
 
   Kimbolt sensed the dread in the Maelgrum’s three henchmen.  Haselrig was first to speak.  “An accident, your Eminence. Prince Thren distracted us. Another lit the beacon.”
 
   The lich homed in on the unwise ex-priest. “an accsssident ? you were dissstracted ?  A loyal ssservant of Maelgrum would not ssssuccumb to sssuch mortal failingsss, or at leassst not with any hope of sssurvival.”
 
   “It was Xander, he entranced one of the guards, but did not notice when his feeble magic wore thin.”  Dema threw the blame in a different direction.
 
   “Think, my dear Medussa, from whom friend Xander learned hisss magic artsss, before you ssseeek to decry his talentsss.”
 
   Dema made a low bow.  “I seek only to point out the limitations of the pupil.  I know the skills of the Master are without fault.”
 
   The flattery pleased the Lich and he nodded slowly, before turning his attention to the squirming Xander who had just recovered his feet.  Hastily the fawning Prince flung a counter accusation, “ask her where this human is, your Eminence.  Ask her what she has done with the man who lit the beacon.”
 
   “Indeed, I ssshould like to sssee hisss body,” Maelgrum acknowledged.  “Once I have dealt with a ssservant who ssso forgetsss himself asss to give me ordersss.” A blackened digit pointed briefly in Xander’s direction and a dozen flaming bolts streaked towards the trembling outlander Prince.  Ten shot harmlessly past him, towards the breaking dawn, but just as he grew sure his master sought only to frighten him, the last two thundered into his chest.  With a howl of pain, Xander fell writhing to the floor, arms folded across his scorched body.
 
    As Xander searched for his scattered wits, Maelgrum turned back to Dema.  “Now where isss the man who lit the beacon?”
 
   Dema stepped aside, revealing Kimbolt.  “This is the man, your eminence.  A captain of the garrison.”
 
   Maelgrum stepped toe to toe with Kimbolt, sniffing him almost.  Kimbolt tried not to meet the flame red gaze, to shut his nostrils to the foul miasma as the not-dead wizard inspected him closely.  “He appearsss to be alive and in no immediate pain?” the Lich exclaimed.  “Why isss thisss?”
 
   “He is to be my slave,” Dema proclaimed with a confidence she could not feel.
 
   “He hasss disssrupted my plansss. He mussst sssuffer for that before he diesss.”  Maelgrum stated.
 
   Dema stood defiantly before Maelgrum.  “He is mine.  My property.  My prize.”
 
   The lich was virtually enveloped in a cloud of vapour as three quick strides brought him to the Medusa.  A bony hand seized hold of her snake hair, two serpents in his grasp froze into instant death, a fate which brought cries of pain from Dema’s lips.  Despite the agony in her scalp she reached and pulled off her mask.  Sparkling eyes met the flame red sockets of Maelgrum’s skull.  A glance that would petrify any living thing, brought merely a mocking hiss from the Lich’s fleshless mouth.
 
   “You think to ssstone me, Dema?”
 
   “He is mine, Maelgrum.  Mine.  I have earned him.”  Through the pain she still resisted.
 
   He twisted the dead snakes.  “Think, my fine friend what you risssk.  I am angry.  I am consssidering ssspiking out thossse eyesss of yoursss, ssslicing of these petsss that conssstitute your coiffure and casssting you into the ssskull crussshersss camp.  I believe that orcsss know well what to do with a bald blind medusssa.  If physssical gratification isss what you ssseek, they would be happy to oblige you endlesssly.”
 
   “He is mine Maelgrum.”
 
   “No, Dema.  You are mine, you are all mine. It ssseemsss that you forget it.”
 
   “You could not kill me.”
 
   “Isss it the power or the inclination that you doubt I posssesss?” The Lich drew her face close to his, frost formed on her skin in the freezing air that surrounded him.
 
   “I serve you well.  Who would command your armies, save I.  No him at least!” she waved an arm towards the watching Xander who, until that point, had been enjoying the Medusa’s discomfort at their Master’s hand. 
 
   “That isss a point in your favour.”  She dropped to the floor as Maelgrum released his grip.
 
   “Can I have him?”
 
   “One human life, what isss that worth?” Maelgrum asked the night sky before suddenly swinging his ice cold hand hard across the kneeling Medusa’s cheek.  The force of the blow flung her half stunned across the courtyard.  “Yesss, I think that isss about right. A blow of my hand isss the price.  You have paid, you can have him - when you can ssstand again of courssse.”
 
   ***
 
   The borrowed horses were uneasy, either with the circumstances that had brought them to their present riders, or the tension that filled the air between the two humans.  Niarmit led on the roan mare, Kaylan followed at a distance of carefully calculated deference.  Neither thief nor Princess had the inclination to break the silence as their mounts picked a careful way along the stony pass rising into the blue tinged peaks of the Hadran mountains.  Each rider was alone with their thoughts while the wind whipped around their muffled faces.  The climb from foothills to the crest of the rarely used pass was near halfway done, when the steady clip-clopping of Kaylan’s steed stopped.  
 
   It was a moment before Niarmit realised, swivelling on her own mount to look back at her stationary companion.  The thief was standing in his stirrups, head inclined as though sniffing the air.  Niarmit was about to ask what he was listening for when she heard it too, carried within the wind the unmistakeable howl of wolves.  
 
   Niarmit saw a deep reproach in the blank expression that Kaylan afforded her.  “I would not kill them,” she said defiantly.  “Even if they were collaborators, they are people of Undersalve not orcs to be slaughtered.”
 
   A fresh gust of wind brought guttural whoops and cries embedded with the animal snarls.  “Well, my Lady, there’s orcs a plenty behind us now,” the thief reflected stoically.  “Doubtless been untying those collaborators and asking who stole their horses.”
 
   “We must outrun them.”  She gathered her reins, ready to set thought to deed but Kaylan was shaking his head.
 
   “Horses will never outrun wolf riders, not on this ground.”
 
   “Then we must fight.”
 
   “I, not we, my Lady.  Yours was always a greater destiny than mine. You must fly, go on claim it.  I will hold them here a while.”
 
   “Don’t be a fool Kaylan,” she snapped at his cloying offer of sacrifice. “We do this together, side by side.”
 
   He seemed ready to argue, but then shrugged agreement as another airborne howl heralded the imminent arrival of their pursuers around the last turn of the pass some three hundred yards below.  Drawing a sword to gesture up the path he suggested, “the trail narrows there, my Lady.  Two stood side by side could make a decent stand.”
 
   “Agreed.” She urged her horse to motion.  Kaylan drew up behind her and then suddenly with a great shout, hit the Princess’s animal on the rump with the flat of his sword.  The mare reared up at this insult, nostrils flaring as it also caught the scent of the approaching great wolves.  With another blow the horse was on its way, galloping pell mell up the pass as Niarmit clung helplessly to its neck, struggling with the twin aims of soothing the charging beast and directing its frantic flight so neither of them should stumble over the precipitous edge to the trail.  
 
   When, at last she could spare a backward glance she could see Kaylan hurling at an equally furious pace down the pass just as the first of their pursuers rounded the distant outcrop of rock.  The thief and his mount hurled into the head of the irregular column of wolf-riding orcs.  One, no two were knocked over the edge of the pass by the unexpected counter-strike, but then Kaylan’s horse was down and a dismounted orc had somehow got on the other side of the unhorsed thief, drawing an ugly looking sword to plunge into the snarling growling fray which surrounded her most faithful companion.
 
   “You fool, Kaylan, you bloody fool,” Niarmit cried into the sweating mane of her still panicked horse. 
 
   ***
 
   Vesten liked working for the Governor.  In times that were in so many ways inhuman, Odestus treated his secretary with exceptional consideration, a favour the pale faced administrator repaid through his impeccable discretion.  He told no-one of the nausea his master experienced at the grotesque public executions which passed for orcish entertainment. HHHe understood the portly mage’s appointments of brutal middle men, like Galen and Nordag.  Creatures to whom the Governor could entirely delegate the bone breaking nail pulling realities of rulership in post-Bledrag Undersalve.  Vesten knew his master’s public shows of rage were carefully orchestrated charades to keep his underlings uncertain of his favour and therefore of their own livelihoods.  Moments of real anger were rare and yet, this was one such moment and for the first time Vesten felt that frisson of threat which Odestus’s play acting usually reserved for orcs and collaborators.
 
   “How many can we put in the field, now?” the Governor demanded as he paced along the tent.    
 
   “Twelve thousand orcs, five thousand nomads at this point.  In a week’s time we will be fully prepared as planned…”
 
   “We don’t have a week.  Our Master’s plans, our plans, have changed.” Odestus stormed.  “We break camp in twelve hours.”
 
   “Twelve hours…” Vesten’s jaw dropped.  “What of the wolf-riders?  Two brigades are on detachment hunting down Nordag’s killers.”
 
   “Recall them.  Galen will have to trust to his own resources. I need all the cavalry I can muster, they can rendez-vous with us in two days at the confluence of the River Nevers and the Saeth.”
 
   “What is our objective, Governor?”  
 
   Odestus looked up sharply at the unnecessary question.  “We march from here to where the Nevers meets the Saeth, where do you think we would be headed Vesten?”
 
   The secretary stroked his thin wispy beard nervously.  “That would take us towards the Lord Feyril’s domain in Hershwood.”
 
   Odestus have a quick grim nod.  “Hershwood, it was always going to be Hershwood.  We have unfinished business with Lord Feyril from Bledrag field.”
 
   “Orcs’ blood though, Governor,”  Vesten could not hide his fear.  “Attacking elves, in their own forests?”
 
   “Let us hope it is more elves’ blood than orcs’ blood, Vesten.  And that our Master’s other plans run more smoothly than they have so far.”
 
   ***
 
    Kaylan was in the midst of the orcs.  His initial charge had sent two of them tumbling to their doom but now he was on foot, his short sword a meagre weapon in the face of snarling long toothed opponents of both lupine and orcish varieties.  A wolf’s snout darted towards him, he dodged right and thrust his blade up through the creature’s snout.  It gave an earsplitting howl of pain and a jerk of its head as it all but wrenched the blade from his grip.  Kaylan ducked as a club whistled past his ear, for the moment his light armour and lightning reflexes were keeping him safe, but with his assailants crowding in on him, his slim advantage of speed was being nullified.  He parried one blow but then a club connected with his knee and he collapsed flashing his sword across an orcish ankle as he fell.  Biting his tongue against the pain he rolled on to his back to face the foul stink of rotting meat presaging the leap of a wolf towards him, its jaws wide, ready to clamp around his throat.
 
   There was a sudden howl from an animal he had not struck, a cry of orcish alarm. Kaylan got his leather clad arm up to block the animal at his throat, but its teeth fastened on his wrist, sinking through the hardboiled leather as though it were softest silk.  Kaylan bellowed his own pain as the animal’s teeth met between the bones of his wrist.  Above him, through eyes reddened with agony he saw an orc swinging a club towards his lightly helmed head.  There were more orcish shouts and other voices too, deep sonorous voices that awakened in Kaylan memories of childhood visits to markets to learn the art of pickpocketing.  Then the club connected with his head.
 
   ***
 
   “I don’t think I’ve ever seen it so beautiful,” the elf lady said.  “It is as though the Goddess is mocking us.”
 
   “How so, Illana?”  Her husband gently enquired.  His wife was tall, but the Elf lord was taller still, his dark skin was uncreased by age.  Only the steel grey beard and hair, both trimmed in a bygone style, bore testament to his venerable status even within his long lived kind.  Nonetheless, he moved with the fluid ease of youth to pull his wife towards him and meet her troubled gaze with his own soft grey eyes.
 
   “You know my Lord, what peril we face. The greatest in a millennium, and yet when we have so much to lose. The Goddess makes the very leaves sing her praises.”
 
   The elf Lord held her close against him as they both looked around the clearing at the rich spectrum of autumn colours, the reds and purples, coppers and golds  and a dozen shades between with which the trees had decorated themselves.  
 
   “Methinks, Illana, the Goddess intends only to remind us what it is we will be fighting for.  Nature’s beauty beyond compare.”
 
   Their reflections were broken by the arrival of an elf captain in shimmering chainmail. “My Lord Feyril, my Lady Illana, all is ready.”
 
   “Give us a moment more, Captain Findil,” the old elf commanded.  The Captain bowed low and withdrew along the narrow forest path whence he came.
 
   Illana watched him go with a frown.  “I see in young Findil an eagerness for the fight, my Lord.  He should have more sense of what he … what we all have to face.”
 
   “He has but five hundred Summers, my love. That youthful ignorance may yet be his shield.  He knows of Maelgrum only through tales he has been told and they can never touch the reality we both faced long years ago.  Besides, we have grown strong in the Dark One’s absence. He shall not find us unprepared for his return.”
 
   “Aye, my Lord, mind our numbers grow so slowly.  A day on a battle field can wipe out those whom it took two centuries of the Goddess’s favour to nurture.”
 
   He tilted her face towards his.  “It is our destiny Illana, that which is dead cannot be killed, so ‘twas always chance we might fight Maelgrum again.  The Goddess spared us that trial in the time of Chirard’s madness. Let us not now begrudge the fact that we must take up arms again.”  He raised his voice to call towards the trees.  “A moment longer, Captain Findil!”  The faintest rustle, inaudible to all but elvish ears, signalled the unseen Captain’s shamefaced withdrawal.
 
   “I said he was eager.”
 
   “And he is right, I must be on my way.”
 
   “King Gregor will have need of good counsel and strong spears in these dark times.  I hope he heeds your advice.”
 
   Feyril nodded, “he must be persuaded.  Since Maelgrum fell, there is magic in this world of which the Dark One knows nothing.  Therein lies our only hope to surprise and defeat him.”   
 
   They stood a moment longer in silence, drinking deeply of each other’s company, savouring the last few seconds before parting.
 
   “You must go,” she said, pushing him gently away.
 
   “The little wizard will come, my love, you know that.”
 
   “And I will be ready for him.”
 
   “I could leave you a thousand more spears, some archers too,” he suggested with an anxiety made urgent as the moment of separation arrived.      
 
   She shook her head.  “I will make do with what I have, my Lord.  You and Gregor face the greater peril. Take that force we agreed.”
 
   He drew her face towards his.  Their lips met in a long last kiss, and then he was gone, striding from the clearing to the impatient Captain Findil.
 
   ***
 
   Niarmit stood at the crest of the pass, gazing down for a pursuit that never came.  Her horse stood sweating at her side, still winded from its panicked flight up the twisting trail.  From this height one could glimpse through the clouds the still green fields of Undersalve, the enslavement of its people hidden in the unrelenting fertility of its land.  Eighteen years earlier she had sat astride her father’s great grey horse at another pass gazing on a land of promise and opportunity.  
 
   Just five years old she’d been, fresh from the great court that had settled the fate of the vacant principality of Undersalve.  Her father the newly anointed Prince, plucked from worthy obscurity en route to retirement, had bristled with pride at his elevation.  Without waiting even for the others of their household to join them, father and daughter had taken a small escort and ridden night and day to their new domain.  
 
   Where had all that promise gone? Davyn’s words came back to her.  ‘My father is no fool, not like yours was.  You know they say that’s the only reason why old King Bulveld let him have this province, that in his madness he somehow knew it was past saving.  Why else would he trust it to a hack of an old general rather than his own son.’
 
    Had that been it? Was it always doomed? How could Bulveld have known what would befall the southern province, or had the Goddess told him?  Niarmit looked suddenly up at the sky where dark clouds already gathered.  “Was that it, my Goddess, a cruel trick you played on all of us, on my father, on me, on poor foolish Kaylan. Did you set us so high just to make our fall more amusing? How can you be good that let’s such evil prosper?”
 
   She was screaming now, loud enough to scare the horse, but years of grief and disappointment fuelled her cries.  “Was it your whim to crush my father so? or that every man, woman or child I ever loved should follow him to the grave? Did it please you to see my every effort unravelled, my every blow against the enemy rebounding with twice the force upon myself, my friends.  Loyal have I been in your service, loyally have I served my province. I see it now, a fruitless waste.”
 
   She seized the crescent medallion from around her neck, pulled sharply till the gold chain snapped, not caring that it first bit deeply into her neck.  “Hear me now, Goddess, I abandon you, I deny you as you have denied and abandoned me.”  With that she flung the shining symbol way over the edge of the path, watching it spinning downwards, bouncing off rock and stone.  Despite her bravado she still waited, half ready to jump should some bolt of lightning or other sign of her deity’s ire strike at her impudence.  But none came, and that in itself, seemed to be the final confirmation of divine indifference. 
 
   Wearily Niarmit remounted and set her horse on the path down the Hadrans towards the grey lands claimed by Prince Rugan of Medyr Salve. No longer princess or priestess, she would make her way now as one of Kaylan’s kind, living off her wits unnoticed by anyone, least of all those fools she separated from their gold.  
 
   


 
   
  
 

Part Two
 
   Hepdida shivered despite the blazing sconces in the castle passageways.  Somewhere beneath the surface a bubble of hysteria was threatening to burst. A few hours had transformed her from servant girl in the strongest fortress in the realm to an orphaned prisoner in a castle overrun by orcs, outlanders and something so terrible that she and the other captives had been locked in the western barracks lest they catch a glimpse of it.  Last night she had gone to bed hopeful of another dream where the bold Captain Kimbolt would take her in his arms. This evening she had not dared shut her eyes, for fear she would not wake up at all.  The grim adrenalin fuelled business of minute by minute, second by second survival was the only thing keeping hysterical shock at bay.
 
   The present circumstances plumbed new depths of anxiety.  She’d been separated from the small band of surviving captives by the fearsome orc who had slain her parents.  He pushed and prodded her along corridors once familiar but now creatured more than peopled with the brutal new overlords of Sturmcairn.  The orcs they passed were of slighter build than her escort and bobbed in deference to him.  The outlander humans too avoided both chief Grundurg’s eyes and Hepdida’s frantic pleading for assistance.
 
   “Where are you taking me?” The previous seven such entreaties had gone unanswered and this last request got no more response than a grunt and a shove from the orc.
 
   A few more twists and turns brought them to a heavy wooden door and, with a jerk of his scaly green fist, Grundurg indicated that Hepdida should go through it.
 
   “No.”  Fear made her bold.  “No, tell me where you’re taking me.  Why am I here?”
 
   Grundurg was unmoved.  He grabbed her painfully by the upper arm, kicked the door open with a heavy boot and flung her into the room with such force that she stumbled and fell headlong onto the stone floor.  
 
   “Do you always make such an entrance?” A woman’s voice made a cool rhetorical enquiry.  Hepdida looked up at the lady, hooded and masked as at their last encounter but without the blood stained sword in her hand.  She scrabbled to her feet as Grundurg, having followed her in, shut the door behind him.
 
   “Why am I here?” Hepdida repeated.
 
   “To play a part in a lesson,” was the unilluminating reply as the hooded Medusa gave Grundurg a nod of instruction.  
 
   The orc disappeared into a side chamber and returned with a bound and struggling form.  “Captain Kimbolt!” the exigencies of the situation could neither stifle Hepdida’s joy nor soften the formality of her address.
 
   “Hepdida!” Kimbolt gasped.  “Has this animal harmed you?”
 
   “How touching,” Dema observed.  “But let us to business first.  Grundurg.”
 
   The big orc crossed the room in a couple of strides and grabbed Hepdida round the waist lifting her clear of the floor.  She kicked and screamed.  Kimbolt rose to his feet and, despite his hands tied behind his back, tried to charge across the room.  Dema kicked out with lazy ease, knocking the captain to the ground.  
 
   “Put her down, you monster,” Kimbolt ordered from the floor as Hepdida swayed and struggled in the orc chieftain’s grasp.       
 
   “Now, girl, my advice is to stop wriggling so.  Grundurg is quite skilled with his little knife, but you wouldn’t want to knock his hand with all that fittering about.”
 
   Hepdida was abruptly still.  While the orc held her easily with one arm, his free hand held a jagged edged blade a fraction of an inch from her cheek.
 
   “What do you want?” Kimbolt spat a demand.
 
   “I want you as my slave.  I have paid a high enough price for it.”  She touched her cheek, where the frozen blow of Malegrum’s hand had left a white scaled scar.   “From my slaves I demand obedience.  Now, this girl, she is your lover, yes?”
 
   The Captain’s lips worked in some confusion as he sought a safe answer.  “She is nothing to me.”
 
   Dema raised an eyebrow.  “Indeed. Then let the lesson begin.”
 
   Hepdida shivered.  It was a plan, it was all part of a plan, she had to be strong.  The knife was stroking her cheek now, lightly, not breaking the skin, but still the tears came unbidden.
 
   “Do you know Grundurg’s special trick? It gets quite an audience whenever there’s a suitable prisoner.  He can remove a creature’s entire skin without killing them.”  She shrugged, “though to be honest, the subjects don’t survive very long afterwards, no more than a day say!”
 
    Hepdida gave a sob; Kimbolt squirmed into a seated position only for Dema to kick him down again before resuming her commentary.  “Usually we have a crowd for his showcases, thousands of orcs gathered around a pit, but here Captain you have a prized ringside seat.”
 
   “You’re sick.  You and your foul pet.”
 
   Grundurg’s knife had been working closer now, breaking the surface and drawing a thin bead of red as the shallow cut drew blood.  He gave a surly growl at Kimbolt’s choice of epithet and drew the knife more sharply across the girl’s shoulder making her yelp with pain.
 
   “Please,” she gave up. Whatever the plan was, she couldn’t do it.  Enough. “Please, make it stop!”
 
   “All right,” Kimbolt signalled his own surrender.  “All right you win.  Put your creature back in his cage.  You’ll have my obedience.”
 
   Hepdida gasped with relief, thankful that it would stop now, but it didn’t.  The knife continued to weave its path crisscrossing her back her arms with cuts such that the blood swelled and merged.  She was screaming now, so was Kimbolt.
 
   “Stop,” the captain cried.  “Stop your monster.”  He wrestled with his bonds, shook Dema’s foot off his chest, scrabbling across the floor to the flailing bleeding servant girl.
 
   Still the orc continued to sweep his knife back and forth, still the Medusa continued her icy commentary.  “The thing is, I don’t just want obedience, I want understanding. You see I find the human imagination is quite unequal to orcish reality.  You need to see in order to believe, to understand just how terrible the consequences of disobedience can be.”
 
   “All right, all right,” Kimbolt howled.  “You’ll have my obedience, my unfailing obedience, on my honour, my honour as a soldier.”
 
   There was barked order from the Medusa and the nightmare stopped.  Hepdida hung limp, sobbing and bleeding in the orc’s muscular arms until he dropped her, still weeping, into a puddle of her own misery on the floor.   
 
   Kimbolt’s face was a mask of despair, all outward resistance crushed by the fear of what consequences it might bring.  
 
    “Your honour as a soldier?” Dema repeated.
 
   Kimbolt gulped and nodded an acknowledgment.
 
   “As one soldier to another, I accept your offer. Unfailing obedience it will be.”
 
   “And in return? The girl’s safety?”
 
   She nodded.  “Grundurg will guard her, but not harm her, leastways so long as you give me no cause to set his vile imagination free.”
 
   “How can I be sure?”
 
   “Captain, on my honour as soldier, she will be safe.”
 
   ***
 
   All was still in the throne room. Gregor, Eadran, Quintala and Forven were seated in a semicircle staring at the shimmering oval window in the middle of the chamber.  Like a screen without a stand, frame or visible means of support, it hung a few inches clear of the floor as tall and as wide as a man.  Through it they gazed at a distant but familiar scene, the Chapel in Sturmcairn, or to be more precise, the priest’s alcove behind the altar in the chapel.  The view was somewhat limited. In the light of a few spluttering torches the altar cloth and silver ornaments could be seen untouched.  Apart from the lack of activity all was as it should be.  They had chosen this spot with some deliberation.  Forven knew the location well enough to focus his spell on it and, if disaster had overtaken the garrison, it seemed a suitably central but discreet place for a spy to make his magical entrance. 
 
   However, the choice seemed regrettable now, with no visual insights offered and as for the spy using it as a portal.  Gregor’s patience was threadbare as he rounded on his senior cleric.  “Is it working, Forven?”
 
   The Archbishop had his excuses ready.  “This is a spell that the Goddess grants but rarely and never to me before. We should not be surprised at the workings of such unfamiliar magic.”
 
   “Workings? by the Goddess he has not even arrived yet. He stepped into this gateway almost an hour ago and has not yet set foot in Sturmcairn.”
 
   The quick blinking of Forven’s eyes revealed the discomfort that his smooth measured tone was trying to conceal.  “Time does assume a more flexible aspect with this dweomer, my liege. If it be an hour or even two, ‘tis still faster than a three day horseride.”
 
   “How can that be, how do the planes make it possible?” Eadran exclaimed, drawing a withering stare from his father and raised eyebrows from the cleric.
 
   Quintala took pity on him, and also the opportunity for some relief from the tedium of their vigil.  “It’s like this my Prince.  Ours is but one of many planes of existence…”
 
   “Ours is the pre-eminent plane,” Forven interjected.
 
   “Quite so, but there are other planes which are separate but intertwined with ours, all unseen and unsensed by us like different strands in the same rope.  Gateways like this one can be created from our plane into the ether, the space that binds, surrounds and joins all the planes.  By moving through the ether we can take a short cut to another part of our own plane.”
 
   “Could the sergeant travel to another of these planes?”
 
   Forven crescented himself, as he interrupted the eager prince.  “This gateway leads back only to our own plane, my Prince.  The Goddess would not allow the pre-eminent plane to be contaminated by contact with any other half-formed creation, should they even exist.  And the Seneschal should know philosophers and theologians differ on that point.”
 
   “Aye,” Quintala conceded.  “The wise men say such places exist and the fools deny them.”
 
    Forven paused for a moment, but made no reply to the Seneschal before pointedly addressing his explanation to Eadran. “The passage I have opened, with the Goddess’s blessing, is but a pathway through the fast flowing ether.  It is as though the Sergeant has leapt into a river to be swept swiftly and surely to a destination downstream where he can step back into our pre-eminent plane in a new location a hundred leagues away.”
 
   “And Sergeant Shalto is still swimming along the river at the moment?”
 
   “So we hope,” Gregor interjected.
 
   ***
 
   Haselrig paused a moment at the sight of his Master.  The undead wizard occupied the castellan’s chair in Sturmcairn’s great hall.  He leaned comfortably back in the seat, although comfort surely meant nothing to a creature whose nervous system was little more than a shadow of a once living body.  His lidless eyes could never shut, indeed Haselrig was sure Malegrum never needed sleep.  However, there were moments such as this, when the normal fierce red flame within his dark eye sockets faded to a duller glow like the embers of a dying fire.  The impression was not so much of a body at rest but of a mind elsewhere.
 
   The antiquary took a step forwards; the embers flared into bright red light.  “Hassselrig?”
 
   “Forgive me, Master.  I did not mean to disturb you.”
 
   Maelgrum waved away the apology.  “My busssinesss was finissshed.  Thisss latest ssscion of Eadran hasss already over-reached himself and I have ssssent him sssome inssstruction.  The planesss are an amusssing playground for the wissse, a long nightmare for the foolisssh.”
 
   The antiquary nodded dumbly.  To ask for elucidation of the cryptic comment would only show impertinence or ignorance, neither of which were traits to curry favour with.  Instead Haselrig turned to the safer course of delivering his own message.  “The bodies are being gathered in the Eastern barracks, the necromancers are ready to begin their work, Master.”
 
   Maelgrum nodded slowly.  “That issss good.  Thisss work will strengthen our forcesss, but I had planned for more time before Eadran’s ssspawn was alerted.  Herssshwood and Nordsssalve have sssent messages of mobilisssation.  Only Medyrssalve hassss yet to ressspond.”
 
   “Prince Rugan ever did hold his counsel close and his armies closer.” 
 
   “Sssstill, I have not the advantage I had bargained on.  Plansss mussst be amended.  Sssend Dema to me, the Lady hasss a chance yet to prove her worth.  Then I would speak with Grundurg. He too hasss a part to play which will pleassse him.”
 
   “Will you see Xander too, Master?”  Haselrig regretted the question instantly.  A fast forming halo of frozen vapour showed how the inquiry had affronted the deathless wizard.  The antiquary prostrated himself on the floor in fearful subservience.
 
   “Little one I make my disssposssitions according to how far I can trussst my ssservants talentsss and their loyalty.  Prince Xander, in whossse veinsss Eadran’sss blood flows, isss one sservant I ssshall keep clossse.  Bypasssing thesssse blood line trapsss that hisss traitor forefather created sssseeemsss to be the ssssource of what little value he isss to me.”
 
   “The prisoner Udecht is of the same bloodline, Master.” Haselrig volunteered, hungry to buy Maelgrum’s approval.  “He would be as able to disarm the traps and handle the artefacts.”
 
   “I am aware of thissss, little one.  I wait to sssseee how quickly friend Xander perceivesss it.  Now, go about my busssinesss, Hassselrig.”
 
   “Of course Master,” Haselrig replied crawling backwards out of the hall.   
 
   ***
 
   Quintala sprang to her feet as the impatient king rose from the throne.  Eadran and Forven followed suit in automatic obedience of the protocol that none should sit while the King stood.  “Enough of this folly,” Gregor storemd.  “Quintala, get me a scribe, I may at least pen a further message for good Prince Rugan to remind him of those obligations he seems so untimely to have forgotten.”
 
   “Sire,” the Archbishop offered stiffly. “If you would call it folly, may I remind you my own advice was against it.”
 
   “If you think that excuses you from blame, Forven, think again.  Mayhap you were not holy enough for this task.”
 
   Two pink spots of indignation flared in the cleric’s pale cheeks.
 
   “Father,” Eadran’s exclamation dragged all their attention back to the portal.  A foot had appeared poking through the screen, but on their side not in Sturmcairn.  They recognised the guard sergeant’s scarlet boot, though the leather had cracked and faded in his hour long journey.  The booted foot waved uncertainly in the air, seeking out the firm floor beneath it. After a hesitant couple of taps of toe on marble, it set itself fully on the ground and the rest of the intended spy fell through the portal into a heap on the floor. 
 
   Nobody moved to help him at first, all shocked by what they had glimpsed as he fell.   
 
   “His hands, look at his hands, father.”  There was a fragile edge to the young Prince’s voice.
 
   Gregor knelt by the prone spy, lifted one of his hands thoughtfully and then very gently rolled the man onto his back.  That first fleeting glance as he fell, the wrinkled and arthritically gnarled fingers, should have prepared them but it hadn’t.  Quintala stifled a gasp at the sight while beside her Eadran retched and Forven clutched at his holy crescent.  The spy’s face was ravaged, scored with a hundred deep lines, blackened eyelids buried in the deep sockets of an age shrunken skull, lips and cheeks hanging slack about a toothless mouth, the whole framed with a cloud of pure white hair.
 
   “He is twenty six years old,” Gregor muttered.
 
   At that the eye lids flickered, startling even the King. Rheumy eyes stared up at Gregor and the cracked mouth whispered a hoarse question, “am I home?”
 
   “Yes son,” Gregor assured the age withered spy.  “What happened to you?”
 
   “I walked, endlessly walked.  Years I have been walking through emptiness, searching for a way out.  Am I really home?”
 
   “Yes, rest easy, my boy.”
 
   “Goddess be praised,” the man mumbled and then fell limp in his monarch’s arms.
 
   For a long moment Gregor knelt holding the spy’s motionless body and then with quiet dignity he laid the man out on the floor, sweeping his palm over the wrinkled visage to close the man’s eyes.
 
   “You do him great honour, sire,” Forven sonorously commended the gesture but was stilled into silence by a sharp wave of Gregor’s hand.
 
   The King stood up stiffly, straightened his jerkin and announced, “we send no more spies by magic.  Quintala, get me that damn scribe. I have will have words for your half-brother.”
 
   The Seneschal was on the point of reminding Gregor that Prince Rugan was as much his brother-in-law as he was her half-brother, but the words died in her throat at the King’s forbidding expression.  She knew it was a rage at himself that built inside him, but had no desire to be the lightning rod that conducted such fury into the open.
 
   ***
 
   It seemed to amuse Xander to have Udecht accompany him as the traitor Prince and two outlander guards sauntered around the inner bailey.  “See little brother, how I have triumphed. Sturmcairn this morning, Morwencairn before the week is out.”
 
   “The credit for this treachery is not entirely yours, brother.”  Udecht’s words drew a blank gaze from Xander, so the Bishop spelt it out.  “It is your vile Master and his associates’ triumph as much if not more so than yours.”
 
   Xander seized him by the throat squeezing hard. Udecht raised his bound hands to try to wrestle his wiry brother’s grip free, all speech impossible with the bruising grip of Xander’s fingers on his neck.  “Do not trifle with me, little brother, you live by my grace alone. You could die the same way.”
 
   Udecht was indifferent to his fate, but had not the breath to tell his brother so and, after a dozen choking seconds Xander let him fall gasping to the floor.  “You do not believe me eh, little brother? then come see what fate awaits those who cross my power.”
 
   At Xander’s command the two guards picked Udecht up by his armpits and dragged him down the steps to the outer bailey.  The Bishop stifled a sob at the row upon row of corpses laid along the ground.  Soldier, servant, curate, child. It seemed that no quarter of the garrison had been safe from an indiscriminate slaughter.  Stumbling a little, Udecht shook himself free of the guards’ support and walked horrified amongst the dead, seeking and finding face after face that he recognised.
 
   He recognised the corpse of a hoary old man, his shirt stained red but this time it was not the wine that Vlad Psah had so often spilled as readily as he drank, it was the drunkards’ life blood that coloured his tunic.  Udecht scanned the neighbouring bodies and gave a sob at the sight of a woman’s body, flung face down, dress dishevelled long dark hair splayed across the ground in a disorder that would have shocked the proud Sahira in life.  Udecht knelt beside her, pulling her over onto her back and then choking back vomit at the ruined hole where her face had been.
 
   Xander laughed at his shoulder.  “Orcish shield spike!” he announced.  “Seen that plenty of times. You need to toughen up little brother.”
 
   Udecht shut his eyes at the nightmarish scene.  “Let me say a few words for the dead, brother, for pity’s sake.”
 
   “Why?” Xander demanded as two lumbering orcs picked up Vlad’s body and began carrying it into the eastern Barracks building. “The dead can’t hear your words. That’s what being dead means.”
 
   “You’re a vile bastard, Xander.”
 
   “On the contrary, little brother,” Xander cried as the silvered edge of ‘the son’ swung towards the priest’s neck, stopping just fractions of an inch short.  “The fact that I can wield this sword is proof beyond doubt that I am of our father’s blood.” 
 
   Another pair of orcs gave Sahira’s body a brief glance and then moved on to gather the next corpse and carry it after Vlad’s broken form.  “Wait,” Udecht cried.  “This woman, she was that man’s wife. They should be interred together.” 
 
   “Interred?” Xander echoed with a giggle.  “I fear the good lady is in no state to share her husband’s ceremony.”  He laughed again at some joke beyond Udecht’s understanding.
 
   Udecht shook his head, as if this might knock Xander’s words into some sense.  “What is to become of her then?”
 
   “I expect a simpler and more permanent end will be her lot, little brother,” Xander reassured him as an outlander seized the unfortunate woman by the legs and began dragging her away.  Udecht followed the direction of Sahira’s last journey to a pile in the centre of the bailey which he had in a peripheral glance first thought just to be firewood.  But now, with a renewed horror, his closer inspection revealed it was mostly the broken and shattered bodies, limbless or headless piled high in a fleshy pyre.  
 
   “You can’t mean to, Xander! Cremation it is… it is not the Goddess’s way.”
 
   Xander sneered at the horrified Bishop.  “Well, as you seem still not to have realised, the Goddess’s writ no longer runs in Sturmcairn, little brother.”
 
   ***
 
   Odestus felt uneasy in the saddle, hungered once more for the upholstered comfort of his litter, but knew it would not meet their need for speed.  The sword hanging heavy at his side was another necessary evil.  He knew that were he ever to draw it, it would place him in more danger than any foe.  Despite the many hours of Dema’s coaching, he had never come to terms with the warrior’s arts.
 
   His mouth creased in a wry smile at the memory of that first battle together, two decades earlier when they had been friendless and abandoned exiles beyond the barrier.  The escort from Sturmcairn had led them as far as Eadran’s folly, the low hillock a few miles beyond the barrier where the Vanquisher had finally met his end.   The guards had first dropped a small cache of weapons at the summit.  Then they had assembled the prisoners at the foot of the mound and undone their bonds before beginning a quick march back to the security of Sturmcairn; Waiting to see what use the exiles made of the freedom and the weaponry was neither their duty nor their desire. 
 
   Alone of the exiles, Dema remained bound as Marek had forecast.  Indeed the self proclaimed firetongue and killer had been in the lead bounding up the gentle slopes to lay claim to whatever blade or bludgeon had been left.  As the others hastened after him, Odestus and Dema had been left alone.  Odestus had waited a few seconds, anxious to ensure that, by the time anyone realised what he was doing, they would be too far away to have time to stop him.
 
   With Marek drawing near the small pile of weapons, Odestus scurried to the Medusa’s side.  The knots binding her wrists behind her back were unfamiliar, a tangle of rope pulled tight by men with an enthusiasm born of fear.  He let out a cry of shock at the blood on her wrists where the rope had bitten deep.  “Odestus?” She was aware of him.  “Hurry, untie me.”
 
   “Right away.”  He began fumbling with the twisted cord.  The short podgy fingers that had so deftly twisted the fabric of time and space were a lot less accomplished when it came to a tangle of purely physical substance. 
 
   “Faster, what are the others doing?”
 
   Odestus glanced up over her shoulder.  “Marek has his sword, he is laughing, waving it at the fat one, the one called Jonson.”
 
   “My hands are numb, are the knots loose yet?”
 
   “No, no, I can’t get this end free.  Uh oh?”
 
   “What’s the matter?”
 
   “Marek has seen us. He’s not happy.”
 
   “What’s he doing?”
 
   For a moment Odestus had wavered.  Marek would be on them in a matter of seconds. He had not the time to untie her now, not now he had seen the tangle of rope that bound her.  Maybe he should stand aside, throw himself on Marek’s mercy and let the murderer kill his accidental creation.
 
   “Odestus, what’s he doing?”
 
   The moment passed.  Marek was not merciful and Odestus knew his blood would join the Medusa’s in a matter of seconds.  He threw himself at the ropes with renewed vigour, hoping for some kind of miracle.
 
   “Odestus?!”
 
   “He’s getting closer.”
 
   “How close?”
 
   The cut-throat answered the question himself with a yell from a few yards away.  “Prepare to die you abomination!”
 
   “The hood, Odestus.  Forget my hands. Get the hood!”
 
   The wizard had recognised their last chance a fraction of a second before Dema.  His hands flew upwards seizing the leather hood, modelled on one that a kestrel might wear.  He pulled at it, practically swinging from it as the straps dug into Dema’s chin and throat. 
 
   Marek was but a sword’s length away, the weapon raised above his shoulder for the first and final blow.
 
   It never came.  One strap broke, the hood slipped and Dema gazed with half of one eye into the face of her assailant.  That sparkling stony gaze drilled into the murderer’s eyes.  In less than a second, though it felt a lot longer, the wave of petrification had spread over his entire body.
 
   The others, who had followed Marek’s charge down the hill, hung back warily.  Anxious not to share Marek’s fate and yet certain they could not leave so dangerous a foe alive.  Still bound and only half unmasked this had to be the most vulnerable they would ever see her.  They circled round.  “Jonson, get behind her.”
 
   Dema swivelled, her one good eye seeking out the voice’s owner.  However, he was already looking away.  “It’s ok,” another voice cried.  “She’s looking at Tarbin, close in.”
 
   “Keep your eye on the wizard.  Keep looking at him. They’re sticking together.” 
 
   It was all sound advice and Odestus felt despair.  “The hood, little wizard. Get the rest of this infernal hood off!”
 
   Running footsteps approached.  Dema swung and swayed and a mace whistled harmlessly past her face.  The owner had not dared take careful aim once her head had turned in his direction.  Odestus scrabbled at the last strap, cursing his uselessly blunt chewed finger nails.  The mace wielding baker swung round wildly, back hand, his eyes firmly shut.  Dema leaned and kicked and dumped him on his backside but, for the moment, that was the worst she could do.
 
   Two more were coming in now.  Orwen knew their eyes would be on him, their aim, too probably.  At last the hood came free and Dema drew up to her full height.  The sleeping snakes writhed into wakefulness in the sunlight. Hissing and spitting as Jonson swung with a broad sword.  The tip caught Dema’s shoulder but, as the fat man followed through, gaze firmly averted he had no way to duck the fast striking serpent’s head.
 
   The fat man had barely time to cry out before the poison took hold, sent his body rigid, the sword tumbling from numbed fingers.  The eyes, for the moment still seeing, but paralysed.  The other attacker drew off.  The Medusa’s gaze they had just about come to terms with but the snakes were an added risk which called for a tactical rethink.
 
   “Get the sword. Cut me free.” Dema commanded.  Odestus did as he was bid, sliding the unwieldy blade through the ropes that bound her, levering at it clumsily in a way that cut almost as much flesh as rope, but Dema made no  complaint.  The remainder of their fellow outlanders were coming on in a rush as the last strand fell free.  Dema’s hands swung apart, seizing the sword from Odestus’ feeble grip and slicing in one vicious move across the belly of the first attacker.  The baker grunted and dropped the mace.  Falling unhappily to his knees, he struggled to fold his arms across the gaping wound, trying to restrain parts of his anatomy that were making an unpleasant bid for freedom. 
 
   Dema had taken a step back, standing over the quivering form of Odestus who had instinctively fallen into a crouch at her feet.
 
   “Come on and choose,” the exultant Medusa had screamed at the circle of frightened men.  “I just elected myself leader of you piss poor set of apologies for the human race.  Make your choice. Do you want to work with me and maybe just maybe stay alive another few sunsets?”
 
   The baker’s choice was already made as he gave up his struggle for life and keeled over in a pool of his own escaping internal organs.  Dema kicked the body over and waved her bloodied broadsword in the air.  “Or is there anyone else wants to meet their own intestines today?”
 
   ***
 
   Kimbolt lifted the battered broadsword from the wooden trunk.  It was old but not ancient, the windings on the pommel worn and sweat stained into the shape of the owner’s hand, the blade once broad and heavy now honed and re-honed until its edge was near invisible. Kimbolt essayed a gentle swing of the weapon. The balance felt odd.
 
   “Captain, you seem to take a rather broad definition of obedience.”
 
   Kimbolt swung round at the Medusa’s voice, cursing that she had returned so noiselessly. She stood in the doorway, arms folded coolly appraising the scene.  Her new sworn slave standing over the trunk of her private possessions, the lid thrown back and her old sword in his hand.
 
   Kimbolt looked from the unsmiling Medusa to the aged blade he was holding, despite the fact that its point was aimed in her direction, he was conscious only of a sense of helplessness.  He, let the blade fall and Dema crossed the room in a few quick strides to take it from him.  “Quite so, Captain.  When summoned to an audience with my Master, I should have no need to give orders to a slave of what he cannot do when alone in my chambers.”
 
   “Please, I am sorry. I was curious,” Kimbolt stammered through his excuses, ending with a fearful, “don’t let him hurt her.”
 
   “You should have considered that before you went delving in places you had no business,” Dema upbraided him as she replaced the weapon and closed the trunk lid on her feeble collection of valuables.
 
   “Please,” he implored.  “Let him hurt me, not her.”
 
   She looked at him sharply and repeated her earlier unanswered question.  “Have you been lovers long?”
 
   He shook his head rapidly, “no, nothing like that, no.”  When the Medusa raised a doubting eyebrow above her mask, he felt bound to explain further.  “I’ve failed in so many ways these last twenty four hours.  I just cannot fail her.”
 
   “Near a thousand souls have perished here, Captain,” she reminded him.  “And you choose to pin the tattered shreds of your professional honour on safeguarding one solitary serving girl.  Soldiery has clearly changed greatly in the years I have lived beyond the barrier.”  She shrugged, “still, whatever duties you will assume as my personal slave, I think we both know that rummaging unbidden through my possessions is not one of them.  There must be consequences.”
 
   “And let them fall on me. Let Grundurg take his knife to my skin, please.  Spare the girl.”   
 
   “Well, it seems the fates conspire in your favour, Captain.  Grundurg would find it amusing to show the girl how through your unwise curiosity you have, as you put it, failed her.  However, neither my orc friend nor I are to have the luxury of that leisure time.” 
 
   Kimbolt looked at her blankly.  “Our Master has new plans for us. Grundurg and I depart in an hour’s time on missions that will take us many leagues apart.  No time for petty vengeance when Maelgrum commands. You will ride out with me, Grundurg takes the girl.”
 
   “You can’t let that monster take her.  How can you trust an orc’s word?”
 
   “At this moment an orc’s word seems worth more than a guard Captain’s honour.  However, you can rest easy.  My Master’s skills keep all his servants in daily contact.  So long as I live Grundurg will know and obey my wishes. The girl may not be comfortable in his foul smelling company, but she will be safe.  Unless that is you give me cause to give Grundurg any instructions to the contrary.”
 
   Kimbolt gulped back any further inquiry after Hepdida.  If the Medusa seemed inclined to let his indiscreet curiosity pass unmarked, he had no wish to re-awaken her ire. Instead he asked, “Where are we headed?”
 
   She shook her head sorrowfully.  “Really Captain, you should know better than to ask your captor for the secrets of our strategy.  Suffice to say that of the two tasks, I would say our path is by far the more perilous.  If you pray for anything, pray that we are successful, for should you or I perish, we will lose either the inclination or the means to keep your little servant girl safe from Grundurg’s exquisitely vile imagination.” 
 
   ***
 
   The argument in the throne room came full circle.  Forven nodded his approval as Gregor once again declared, “by the Goddess he is of your blood, Quintala. It should be you that treats with him.”
 
   “Aye sire,” the half-elf replied.  “And he is married to your blood.  I would say the word of his wife’s brother should carry more weight than the testimony of a half-sister he has barely spoken of, let alone with, in two centuries.”
 
   “Do you mean that I should attend in person on our most tardy Prince?” Gregor growled, his eyebrows arched in rebuke.
 
   “No sire, I only highlight how little value would be served by my travelling on an errand to Medyrsalve when a letter and a fast lancer would as readily move Prince Rugan.”  Quintala ran a hand through her hair, fighting hard to swallow her resentment at the stubbornness of this proposition.  “My place at a time of crisis is here, at your court, by your side sire.”  She tried to end on a conciliatory note.
 
   “Be you his half-sibling or not, Seneschal Quintala,” Forven weighed in.  “If you were to appear in person at the Prince’s court, being then the personification of royal authority, it would force Prince Rugan to act as law and loyalty demanded.”
 
   “There is one better placed than me, to speak with a royal tongue,” Quintala clutched for an alternate to undertake this unwanted mission.  Bafflement creased Forven’s features, but Gregor caught her meaning quick enough.  The King stroked his beard slowly toying with the idea like an unappealing morsel at a feast.  As his face turned fractionally to one side, the start of a head shaking rebuttal, Quintala gave hurried voice to her near still born idea.  “Eadran! Prince Eadran could do it.”
 
   “Send the Crown Prince away!” Forven was shocked.
 
   “He is my heir, not some petty emissary!”  Gregor was equally unimpressed.
 
   Quintala let pass the lowly inference as to her own nomination for this mission. She knew Gregor meant not the implicit slight.  “What other presence save his could carry weight with the middle Prince?”
 
   “To send the Crown Prince away at a time of peril!”  The Archbishop qualified his incredulity.
 
   “It would be unseemly,” the King concurred, running finger and thumb along his jaw.
 
   Quintala seized on the glimmer of ambivalence to Gregor’s agreement.  The concept of sending his only surviving son away from peril held some appeal, though it would be difficult for the King to present such a flight in a positive light.   “My half-brother’s court has both dangers and challenges, sire.”  She suggested.  “A mission there is not beneath the dignity of a Prince of Morwsalve, not even a Crown Prince.”
 
   Forven opened his mouth to utter some refutation of her argument, but before the words could form, the door to the throne room was flung open and the Prince himself burst in accompanied by a travel stained cavalryman in the unmistakeable livery of the Sturmcairn garrison.
 
   “Father,” Eadran cried.  “We have a message, the last guardsman to leave Sturmcairn.  I brought him straight here. He brings word from my brother in his own hand!”
 
   The exhausted soldier, unshaven and dusty, nodded dumbly.  The Crown Prince held the slim letter out towards his father, he crossed sword seal of Thren’s signet ring in plain view.
 
   Gregor took it in some haste, but paused a moment before opening it.  “Eadran, get this man some bread and beer, I would say he has not eaten in three days.”
 
   The soldier gulped and nodded.  “An’ it please sire, I’ve not stopped save to change horses since Prrince Thren sent me on my way.  Saw the beacons lit the first night I rode out, so spurred the horse on. Sire, tell me, is it true, Prince Thren? He was hale and well when I left?”
 
   Gregor touched the Ankh around his neck, which now glowed dully red as it charted Eadran’s life.  “Indeed, soldier, the royal Ankh cannot lie, Prince Thren perished but a few hours after you left Sturmcairn.”
 
   The messenger crescented himself glumly, his eyes hooded at the undeniable confirmation of ill news.  Gregor gave him a hefty clap on the shoulder. “Come my fellow, your sorrow does you and my son both credit, but rest easy that you have discharged his last command completely.  Have a seat a while. There is much we may yet ask of you, but first let me read what my son wished me to know the night he died.”
 
   Quintala, like Forven and Eadran, was forced to infer the contents of the letter from the reactions that ranged across the king’s features, for Gregor chose not to share aloud his son’s last written words.  His brow creased with puzzlement at first, then rage as he flung the letter to Eadran.
 
   “This is a tale of treachery, an incredible treachery, but at its heart as simple as the strife that tore our realm apart in Chirard’s time.” 
 
   Eadran, scanning the letter in speed and confusion, uttered only one word to summarise his stupefaction.  “Xander?!”
 
   The king had swung on the seated soldier, who hastily stood to attention. “Tell me,” Gregor demanded.  “Did you see this outlander they brought back from beyond the barrier? Did you see what he did?”
 
   “I was at the gate house when they brought him in sire.  He opened the lock with his hand, just like Prince Thren and Bishop Udecht could do, and he wore a ring, like yours and the Bishop’s, only his was a red ruby.  The Bishop recognised him ‘n all.”
 
   “’tis Xander then!” Gregor affirmed heavily.
 
   “Prince Xander, Sire?  But he’s been missing near, it would be seventeen years.”  Forven struggled to keep up.
 
   “Not missing, hiding beyond the barrier, gathering the scum about him, bearing a grudge as ever.  ‘Tis only one of Eadran’s bloodline who could have brought Sturmcairn into peril. “
 
   “But what could Prince Xander want?”
 
   “What he always wanted, power.  Eighteen years ago it was Undersalve he aspired to, but I am guessing his ambition has only grown with time.  If poor Thren’s fate was at Xander’s hand then it is clear he means to have my throne.  Gentlemen, if my brother wants to start a second kinslaying war he will not find us unprepared.  Swift action may yet strike this serpent down before too many more lives are lost.”
 
   ***
 
   Hepdida shivered in the draughty room. A rough bandage wound round the servant girl’s back and shoulders, but still thin lines of red stained through the cloth to mark the dozen places where Gurndurg’s knife had scored her skin.
 
   Kimbolt stretched out a tentative hand towards her shoulder, but then dropped his arm, and asked instead, “Does it hurt?” 
 
   Her attempt at a shrug induced a wince of pain which answered his question.  Again he raised his arms to embrace her, again he aborted the action half made. Her lips bent in a faint grin of self-reproach.  Time was when she had longed for his touch, when she had tried to manufacture opportunities to brush her hand against his as she served him at dinner, or to stand not too tidily to one side as he strode down the corridors of Sturmcairn.  Now, when only her discomfort prevented him from holding her closer than she had ever dreamed, it all seemed sadly pointless.
 
   “I know you don’t love me,” she said, bluntly.
 
   “Hepdida, I… er.  I..” he stammered, searching her expression for guidance.
 
   “I’ve been so stupid. Ma and pa both dead. Orcs in Sturmcairn. What was I thinking? What does it matter now?”
 
   “Hepdida,” he interrupted.  “We don’t have much time, Dema she promised us a few moments only together.”
 
   “The lady is too generous,” the servant girl responded with a hollow laugh.
 
   “I care, Hepdida.  I care.  It may not be love, but I care, you have to believe that,” he insisted.
 
   She looked at him.  Blank eyes, drained of the power of emotion by the trauma of the last twenty four hours.  “I’m going to keep you safe,” he went on.  “I pledge my life to it Hepdida. I will keep you safe however I can.”
 
   “We are to be separated it seems, many leagues apart.”  She shot a bolt of realism to puncture his fervent assurances.
 
   “Aye, but I will find you again. I will keep you safe.” He turned away quickly, muttering beneath his breath, “it’s all I have left.”
 
   In the midst of all her horrific recent experience, a sudden bloom of pity flowered for the Captain who seemed to invest more in her survival than she herself did.  She stood up on tip toes, touched his cheek with her hand and brushed her lips against his in the lightest of kisses.  They stood a moment thus, inhaling each other’s breath.  “I know you will,” she said. “I know it is.”  
 
   “Are we quite finished then,” the Medusa’s mocking voice broke in on the moment even as Hepdida stepped away from the non-plussed Captain.  Dema stood in the doorway, Grundurg grinning at her side.  “I wonder if the good Captain has been entirely truthful about your relationship, my girl?”  
 
   Hepdida ignored the question and, without a backward glance, walked steadily to the orc, her jailer.  The monster grabbed her arm and hustled her through the door drawing a cry of alarm from Kimbolt, but Hepdida made no protest nor looked over her shoulder at the Captain.  Whether she would survive, whether they would ever meet again, she knew not.  But by the Goddess she knew that she was fitter for the challenge of separation than he was.
 
   ***
 
   Quintala had to admire the consummate royal showmanship. A great cheer went up from the men on the parade ground as Gregor swung the gleaming blade that was ‘the father’ above his head.  He whirled his grey mare around twice and called again, “For the Goddess and the Empire of the Salved!”  Once more the assembled militia echoed him, waving the assorted agricultural implements that masqueraded as their weapons.
 
   At last, as the cheering died down, Gregor ordered his captains to take command of their divisions and spurred his horse to the edge of the field where the Crown Prince and Seneschal had been waiting and observing with a troop of the household cavalry.  “A rousing speech, sire,” Quintala congratulated him.
 
   “They seem ready to face the orcish enemy now,” Eadran interjected, his own eyes bright with enthusiasm.
 
   “Let us pray to the Goddess they never meet, then!” Gregor growled.  “an there be fifteen hundred of that militia yet still five score of orcs would cut them down without breaking out in that slime they call sweating.”
 
   “You don’t mean to let them fight?” The Prince was disappointed, the half-elf unsurprised.
 
   “I don’t mean to let them die futiley,”Gregor corrected, but his eyes scanned the South-Eastern horizon behind his companions.  “I need soldiers,” the King muttered before succumbing to the distraction that loomed in the distance.  “By the Goddess, what is that? Can it be?”
 
   His companions twisted round in their saddles to follow his gaze.  A distant cloud of dust revealed and concealed the approach of some new host.  “Has Rugan come at last!” Eadran exclaimed.
 
   “Not Rugan,” Quintala assured him blankly having made her own assessment of the new arrivals.
 
   “Indeed not,” Gregor gasped.  “Not even the host of Medyrsalve could march so fast afoot.  Come Eadran, Quintala.  Our friends have journeyed in such haste that they are at least entitled to a royal escort for the last half league!”  With that the King dug his heels into the grey mare’s flank and hurried east at such speed that his followers were fifty yards adrift before they got their own steeds into motion.
 
   Quintala closed the gap faster than the Prince and the lancers, coaxing her mount to draw on reserves it did not know it had.  Even so the king was well over halfway to the approaching host before she was close enough to hail him.  “Sire,” she yelled.  “You should await your escort. It is not seemly.”  In reply, she caught only a fragment of his laugh on the wind.  
 
   The newcomers had drawn to a halt at the King’s approach.  The dust cloud which had been stirred up by their passage was settling back on the ill-made dirt road.  It would not have been an easy march.  The river road had never been well maintained.  Even before the fall of Undersalve, traffic and trade had preferred the meandering but easily navigated river Nevers.  In the ruin of Morsalve merchants, precipitated by the catastrophe at Bledrag Field, it was the great Eastway on which all efforts had been expended.  The Eastway might yet serve as a land route to the ocean and their rich pickings beyond.  The river road now served only the scattered farming villages that filled the Nervers plain, and one other destination.
 
   They stood rank on rank, fine featured and dark skinned.  The dull dust eschewed their seamless armour and the bunished steel of their spears glinted brightly in the sunlight.  Quintala felt her heart quicken at the sight of so many of her kin, her half-kin she corrected herself, standing and breathing easy, despite the vigour of their march.
 
   Two riders headed the column. The elf Lord sat astride a white stallion, his body still, his hair and beard grey with authority.  Beside him an elf Captain, eyes flickering left and right while his horse took small steps in time with its rider’s attention.
 
   Gregor skittered his horse to a halt along side the Elf Lord’s and reaching two handed to pump the newcomer’s hand in greeting. “Well met, Lord Feyril, true and trusted friend. Well met indeed, always the first of our allies to rally to our cause.  Right glad are we to see you.”
 
   “We answer the beacon, my King, as honour and the law commands,”  Feyril demurred.
 
   “Indeed indeed, though I would there were others who were as well versed in the demands of law and honour as you.”
 
   “Rugan?”  Feyril raised an eyebrow in the slightest of queries.
 
   Gregor sighed.  “We have only silence from Medyrsalve.”
 
   “Mixed blood could never run true!”
 
   The king looked up at the elf Captain’s sharply toned interjection.  Feyril made a hasty introduction. “Your Majesty, may I present Captain Findil.  Pray forgive the impetuous tongue of youth; He has but five hundred summers.”
 
   “A good four hundred and fifty more than I.”  Gregor growled back. “May I in turn present my Seneschal the Lady Quintala and here comes Crown Prince Eadran with my Lancers.”
 
   Quintala watched the Elf captain’s features and saw dark spots of colour appear on his cheeks as Gregor made the introductions.  
 
   “Captain Findil, you will of course have heard of the lady Quintala,” Gregor went on with steel edged courtesy.  “The famous half-eleven Seneschal of the kingdom these past two hundred years.”
 
   “Of course your Majesty,” The Captain gave Quintala a curt thin lipped nod, to which she responded with a gracious deep bow and a grin.
 
   “Sire,” Feyril broke in on the stilted greetings of the near-kin.  “Prince Eadran is Crown Prince?” he queried. “Then Prince Thren is..”
 
   “Perished in the fall of Sturmcairn.”  The king was brisk and businesslike.  “Or so we can only assume.  The scouting patrols I sent thither have found only a bank of fog that covers the foot of the passes.  It is dense cloud into which, let alone beyond, they cannot in safety explore.”
 
   “I think I know of what character and origin that fog might be,” Feyril said.
 
   “I have my own theories, Lord Feyril, and I am not entirely without intelligence as to the situation at Sturmcairn.  But come, the road is no place to discuss matters of state, or offer rest to weary but most welcome travellers.  Quintala, ride on and arrange a billet for Lord Feyril’s troop. How many have you brought two thousand?”
 
   “’tis three,” Findil corrected.
 
   “By the Goddess, Feyril, you must have stripped the trees.”       
 
   “An’ I could have persuaded them to march, my King, I would have brought the very trees themselves, for you will have need of everything ‘ere this matter is done.  But as you say, a different time and place is moot for such discussions.”
 
   “Two hours shall we say, we will meet. Come to the citadel then.  I have affairs to settle first, but then we can share our thoughts on the strategy we will take.”
 
   “Two hours, aye.”  Feyril’s acknowledgement fell on the king’s departing back as Gregor spurred his horse back to the citadel.   Quintala waited a moment, while Eadran offered an uncertain bow to Elf Lord and Captain, before they hastened after the King.
 
   ***
 
   Dwarfport was an arsehole of a town, a ramshackle collection of hastily erected wooden buildings, waiting only for a strong wind or a flood tide to wash or blow them away.  It was a settlement built on necessity, greed and gold, dwarvish gold.  The dwarves of the Hadrans had, these last five years, closed their doors and their trade to the province of Undersalve.  Since Bledrag field, the stout hearted miners of the Hadran mountains would have no truck or dealings with a land where orcs walked openly in the streets.  So the great port of Neversmouth in Undersalve no longer received the monthly dwarven caravans laden with the bounty of their excavations.  Yet still the dwarves mined and generated an excess of gems and metal which they needed to trade, so still the dwarves needed a route to the sea and to the merchants of the Eastern lands.
 
   So it was that the muddy mouth of the Rhumb, where a small and nameless fishing village had nestled in a storm-sheltered bay, became the new outlet for Dwarven merchandise.  It lay in the land to the North of the Hadrans, to which both Medyrsalve and Oostslave had made some token but unenthusiastic bids for a disputed overlordship.  Until the coming of the dwarves there was little of interest or profit for a provincial ruler in a barren sparsely populated land where few but the coastal fisherman could scratch out a living.  But now, while Rugan and the Prince of Oostsalve argued in the courts, the entrepreneurs and business men made what fast money they could in a town rich in the dwarven trade and low in law and order.
 
   Initially fuelled by Dwarvish gold, the overrun fishing settlement had become a boom town of epic proportions.  Drink, gambling and every vice imaginable had become the basis of its economy.  So much so that Rugan and his rival argued as much over how, in all decency, to exploit this money spinning miracle as they did over who should claim jurisdiction.     
 
   Glafeld the Innkeeper, high in greed, low in morals, was but one turd floating in the cesspit of Dwarfport’s business class.  The dwarves themselves eschewed Glafeld’s establishment on their monthly trips, but that bothered the fat Innkeeper not at all.  The dwarves were a principled race who came here strictly to do business and had no need or hunger for Glafeld’s brand of entertainment.  However, the human sailors and traders who enjoyed moments of temporary wealth with every passing caravan, they were the objects of Glafeld’s business plan.  Put hardworking men in an environment with no laws, lots of money and even more alcohol and it was a simple matter to unleash their baser instincts and in so doing part them from the hard earned cash.
 
   While Glafeld’s Inn conformed to the definition of an Inn, in so far as it served drinks downstairs and had beds upstairs,  the strength of the drink and the company that could be enjoyed in the bedrooms went way beyond that which would have earned the Goddess’s approval.  But in so doing Glafeld offered his clients a kind of service available no where else in the Petred Isle, nay, nowhere this side of the Eastern lands.  
 
   And, as a man devoted to relieving his customers of all available cash, Glafeld kept a watchful eye for anyone else who might be looking to harvest the same crop.  He had one such individual in his eye now.  
 
   The red haired woman had spent three nights in his bar.  At first he had taken her for a whore, like some of the casual street walkers who, for a fee, he let recruit their clients on his premises.  She was a scrawny looking thing and her attire was travelworn and masculine rather  than alluring, but then Glafeld’s establishment was  a broad church entertaining many tastes.  However his suspicions changed, as he watched her nurse a solitary drink all night and engage in brief and unenthusiastic conversations with the few clients who breathed a beery greeting into her face.   She left occasionally, but always alone and returned too swiftly for the business Glafeld had at first attributed to her.   He had been meaning to raise with her the matter of ‘the arrangement’ he would expect for working his Inn. But now, as another client cried out in alarm at a lost purse, Glafeld had a clear idea of what game the red haired woman was up to.  True he had never seen her pick a pocket or lift a purse. She was never there when a client discovered his loss, but these past three days, since she had arrived there had been a sharp rise in the number of thefts.  Correlation was proof enough for Glafeld.
 
   This time, when she left, he followed her out.  A skinny thief held no fears for Glafeld and he left his heavy club behind the bar.  True, it had its uses if things got rough when a client realised how much precious earnings he had frittered away on over priced drink and girls of doubtful morality.  However, when out and about in the street Glafeld preferred to rely on the spring loaded blade concealed within his sleeve.  The woman ducked down a side street. Glafeld followed with all the innocent unthreatening air that his rotund shape and waddling gait could muster.   It would work here as it had countless times before, right up to the moment when he buried his blade in the victim’s armpit.  No more of his clients would be robbed on his premises, well leastways, not by anyone but Glafeld.
 
   ***
 
   They sat in council, a semi-circle of advisers around Gregor’s throne.  Findil and Feyril, as honoured guests, joined Archbishop Forven, Seneschal Quintala and Prince Eadran while two scribes sat ready to record their deliberations.
 
   “The fog bank to the West has shielded Sturmcairn and the pass from our inspection. Marshal Bruntveld’s pickets are hard pressed to cover the length of it, still less penetrate its secrets,” Gregor began.  “My Lord Feyril, on the road you said you might know something of the nature of this fog.”
 
   “’tis certainly magical in origin your Majesty.”  At Feyril’s opening remark, Forven hastily crescented himself.  “I have seen it’s like before, a long time hence.”
 
   “Of the heretics who practice magic even the most er.. er…” The Archbishop struggled for a moment for an adjective he could bear to attribute to users of magic.  “ er… accomplished of them could not invoke an effect on such a scale.”
 
   “Far be it from me to agree with the Archbishop,” Quintala said. “But as a dabbler in the dark arts myself, I would have to admit that a conjuration covering so many leagues is unprecedented.”
 
   “Not unprecedented, my young friend,” Feyril replied.  “A millenia ago there was one who could bend the weather to his whims.”
 
   The cryptic clue baffled all but Findil and it fell to Gregor to probe the Elf-lord’s meaning.  “Do you speak of one of your own race, my lord? Illana has gifts in the mastery of storms, I know.”
 
   “My wife’s skills in such work are as childish daubes compared to the dark artistry of the one I speak of.”  Feyril paused, eyeing his audience in turn before announcing, “this is the work of Maelgrum.”
 
   Whatever reaction Feyril may have hoped for, he was disappointed.  Gregor laughed, Quintala smiled, Eadran looked puzzled and Forven retorted, “nonsense, utter nonsense.”
 
   Findil was on his feet in an instant, advancing on the prelate with grim intent.  “How dare you speak thus, to my Lord Feyril.”
 
   “Findil be still,” Feyril ordered.
 
   “Forgive his reverence, Captain Findil, I am sure he meant no offence,” Gregor urged.  “For myself, if I seem less eager to accept your suggestion it is only because I know who is behind the evil that has befallen us.”  It was the King’s turn to look at expressions of doubt on the two elves’ faces.  “It is my brother Xander, he was seen at Sturmcarn before it fell, taken in from beyond the barrier by my son.   He is the architect of our present misery.”
 
   “Xander?! It has been what, seventeen years?”
 
   “Aye, and no wonder we could not find him. He has been beyond the barrier marshalling some allies, plotting a revenge, determined to open another chapter in the kin-slaying wars.”
 
   Feyril shook his head slowly.  “Xander has not the wit nor the power to have wrought this doom.”
 
   “You forget my lord, Eadran’s blood runs in his veins. Only one of Eadran’s blood could have unlocked the gates of Sturmcairn to allow an enemy within.”
 
   “Opening Sturmcairn is but a trifle compared to surviving beyond the barrier for near two decades.  Eadran the Vanquisher himself perished in the attempt and he strayed into the wildlands for but one season.”
 
   “I did not say he was unaided in his efforts, who knows what dark alliances my brother has made to survive…”
 
   “We know who,” Findil interrupted heatedly.  “Maelgrum is at the root of all this evil.  Whatever Xander has done, Maelgrum’s hand is in it.”
 
   “An extraordinary claim. Where is the evidence?” Quintala demanded.
 
   “Maelgrum is a thousand years dead!” Forven added his scorn.
 
   Findil turned on the two doubting councillors with a ferocity he could not show to the King.  “We have seen the signs, in Undersalve.”
 
   “How is Undersalve involved in this?”  Forven demanded.
 
   “How can it not be? Do you not see how all the evils that have fallen on us form but beads on a single thread of malice.” Findil, long privy to the inner counsels of Illana and Feyril, let fly at the stubborn scepticism of King Gregor’s court.  “The desert nomads barely troubled Matteus for years, ‘ere they rose in arms against him.  Yet when it came to Bledrag Field, ‘twas not the nomads, but the orcs and ogres that carried the day and who now hold sway in that benighted province.”
 
   “I had understood that the Governor as he styles himself is human,” Forven said.  “Beyond that, all that comes from the lost province is rumour and supposition for none of the Salved have crossed its borders.”
 
   “Supposition!” Findil spat.  “Think ye, my reverence, that we of Hershwood have been idle.  Oft have we crossed from our forest home into that lost province. Many of our kin have we lost in turn, seeking at the truth of what befell there.”
 
   Feyril waved his irate captain into silence as he asked his own question. “Does the name Odestus mean anything to you, your Majesty?”   When Gregor only shrugged, Feyril went on.  “It is the given name of the Governor. It is also the name of a practitioner of magic who was exiled in your father’s reign some two decades ago.  Is it not strange that this little wizard should appear alive and well near a thousand miles from where he was last seen en route to exile?”
 
   “If indeed it is the same man or the right name?”  At Quintala’s softly spoken question, Findil’s threadbare patience snapped.
 
   “That name took much elven blood, pure elven blood, to uncover.  I did not ride five hundred miles in two days to have their sacrifice ridiculed and their intelligence belittled by anyone, least of all by one in whose veins…”
 
   “Findil, Enough!”  Feyril’s voice, so rarely raised in anger, stilled his impetuous captain, even as Quintala leapt to confront him trembling with rage.  As Seneschal and Captain faced each other down, Feyril said, “if your Majesty would indulge me, perhaps we could continue this conference in private.”
 
   Gregor gave a curt nod of assent. 
 
   ***
 
   Glafeld was still trying to work out how it had happened when the fear hit.  The red headed thief had him in an arm lock. Her left arm was around his throat, her right hand held a dagger beneath his chin. He had never been so helpless in his life before.
 
   “Why did you follow me?” she demanded again.
 
   “You’re a thief.  You stole from my customers.” Surprise sprung the simple truth from him.
 
   “You and me both, unless you really think that adulterated horse piss you call beer is worth the price you’re charging for it.”
 
   “Theiving’s bad for business, for my business.”
 
   “Don’t worry about me, I’m not stopping in this shit hole.  I’m just getting together money for passage to the East.  ‘s all I want ‘n once that’s done you’ll never see me again.”
 
   “Next ship East ain’t due for a fortnight.”
 
   “That gives me plenty of time to earn my fare. Now have you got a problem with that?”
 
   “Robbing my customers, it’s bad for my business,” Glafeld whimpered.
 
   “Very well, Mr Innkeep, let’s have an arrangement. I’ll spot my marks in your tavern, but I’ll do all my robbing outside.  I’ve no need of trouble and I guess, for reasons I can’t fathom, you’re happy with your face the shape it is now.”
 
   “Hmmf,” Glafeld gasped as her arm tightened across his throat.
 
   “Sorry, I don’t speak Dwarfport. Was that a yes or a no? Do we have an arrangement?”
 
   “Hmmf, yeees!” Glafeld squeezed out the affirmative through a bruised larynx, and then abruptly she released him.  He dropped coughing and spluttering to his knees.  Still in an instant Glafeld twisted round to see his attacker, but he was all alone in the damp alleyway.
 
   ***
 
   “I must apologise for my Captain,” Feyril began when he and Gregor were alone.
 
   “And I for my Seneschal and Archbishop,” the King replied.  “These are grievous times where tempers are short and courtesy thin.”
 
   “Grievous indeed.”  The elf fixed the king with a steady gaze.
 
   “You are serious aren’t you. You really think…. You think it is…”
 
   “Maelgrum, aye. I do.”
 
   “He is dead, Eadran destroyed him.”
 
   “He was not alive then and that which does not live cannot be killed.  As to destroyed, I was there, in the heart of this mountain.  Eadran, Morwena and I.  Of the three of us, I alone remain to tell the tale of what happened that day the Vanquisher earned his title.  We imprisoned the Dark One, we did not destroy him.  There was always a risk that a master of the planes such as Maelgrum might escape the trap we had made for him.”
 
   Gregor stroked his beard.  “What proof have you that he has made his escape.  A treacherous brother and, perhaps, an exiled wizard returned, is this the signature of the Dark One.”
 
   Feyril frowned searching for the words.  “His actions can be seen in the effect they have on others. Nomads on the borders of Undersalve stirred to hostile intent, orcs and ogres co-ordinating their efforts with a ferocious cohesion.  Findil and I were at Bledrag field, we held our own, but we could not stop Matteus and his force being overrun.”
 
   “A strong leader is needed yes, but why should that be Maelgrum rather than this Governor?”
 
   “There is magic afoot in Undersalve, a foul dweomercraft that is the very signature of Maelgrum.  The dead, given no rest but bent to the evil one’s will.  As Findil says, Elves have died discovering the Governor’s secrets and now this Governor, Odestus if you will, has an army of twenty thousand on the edge of Hershwood poised to strike.”
 
   “By the Goddess, Feyril, if this is true then why did you bring the better part of your force here?  You have left Illana with nothing!”
 
   “She has twelve hundred elves and her own considerable talents.  I brought the greater division here because yours is the greater peril.”
 
   “Greater than the victor of Bledrag and his swollen army?  What could be… you mean Maelgrum again!”
 
   “Yes, I do. Dear Gregor, only if you can understand the nature of the peril you face, will you do what is needed, do what is the only chance we have for success.”
 
   The elf Lord lifted his gaze upwards from the King’s face to the polished iron helm atop its plinth behind the throne. 
 
   “I will not do it, Feyril,” Gregor snapped an instant haunted denial.
 
   “Gregor, you have no choice.”
 
   Both King and Elf Lord looked again at the Great Helm of Eadran, symbol of the king’s authority since the days of the vanquisher himself. It was a solid steel helm, polished but lacking any regal adornment or inscription.  Its most remarkable feature was the absence of eye slits to break its even surface, such that, when worn, only the wearer’s mouth would be visible.  A casual observer would think the item quite unfit for purpose as its wearer would effectively be blind.  
 
   “You cannot make me wear that thing, not with all your fear-babe talk of Maelgrum and the past.”
 
   “Your forefathers wore it, wore it and wielded it. It is a great weapon.”
 
   “It may once have been, Feyril yes, but now it is an instrument of madness, corrupted beyond your comprehension.  My father chose not to wear it ever.  I, at your insistence, followed ancient customs.  I wore it once at my coronation.”  Gregor swept back the hair at his right temple to show a small horsehoe shaped mark the size of a silver penny.  “See how I bear the mark of Eadran. The helm’s own brand not some coronation tattoo in facsmilie of the real thing.  And I count myself lucky to have no deeper scar, to have had the fortune to remove that thing.  I will not run that risk again.”
 
   “Gregor, Maelgrum is a greater threat than you could ever know.  Eadran defeated him by a trickery that he will not succumb to again.  This weapon of Eadran’s is the most powerful artefact the Vanquisher created. It is an object of which Maelgrum knows nothing.  I have seen its wearers, your forefathers, make the Eastern lands tremble and pay homage.  It is the only hope we have.”
 
   Gregor shook his head slowly.  “Truly old friend, you have no idea what you ask.  I have lived and will die in regret at putting that thing upon my head.  Whatever it may once have been it is no more. You must trust me for only one who has worn it can know what it is, what it really is.”
 
   Feyril was silent, unable to gainsay the King. 
 
   “Besides, this is not Maelgrum we face, ‘tis my brother and some rabble from beyond the barrier.  He wants my kingdom, but he shall win no more land than will suffice to bury him in.   You are come today, Hetwith of Nordsalve will be here before the week is out.  If I can but stir my brother in law and the Prince of Oostsalve, we shall soon have force enough to shatter every traitor’s dreams.”
 
   ***
 
   Odestus gazed down at the churning water where the broad River Nevers was joined by the fast flowing Saeth, freshly charged by the snowmelt from atop the Hadrans.  Beyond the angle of the river the tall densely packed trees of Hershwood concealed the realm of Feyril beneath their broad canopies.  
 
   Behind the Governor, his force of orcs and ogres were drawn up in three divisions, with the wolf riding cavalry to the left.  They were on the North side of the Nevers so only the Saeth stood between them and their objective.  
 
   “All is ready sire,” Vesten reported.  “The scouts report the ford is unguarded we can be in Feyril’s domain by night fall.”
 
   Odestus nodded, “he has taken his best to Morwencairn. The forest should be near empty.”
 
   “Still, a shame we had not the human cavalry for our left flank.”
 
   Odestus shook his head.  “Orcs and humans serving together,  ‘tis beyond my power to command.  Besides, the force we have should be ample for our Master’s purpose.  Sound the advance.”
 
   ***
 
   Kimbolt’s hands were numb, not with cold but from the tightly bound ropes biting into his wrists. His initial gratitude at having human rather than orcish guards had faded rapidly.  On the first break neck ride through a fog too thick to see his own horse’s mane, there had been no concession made to his difficulties.  Hands lashed together he could only grip the pommel of the saddle.  His mount’s reins disappeared into the mist where one of his guards dragged his steed along.  With so little command of his steed or his course, Kimbolt had nearly lost his seat a hundred times.  
 
   Emerging from the fog had brought little relief as the pace of the ride accelerated and the night closed in.  To their left Kimbolt was dimly aware of the orcish contingent on wolf-back easily matching the outlander humans for speed.  Military instincts had led him to try to make some count of the numbers in Dema’s diverse party.  He had guessed at around five hundred orcs and perhaps half that number of humans, but the demands of self-preservation prevented any detailed analysis of the invading force.  Indeed the captured Captain had barely any attention to spare for his wider surroundings.  Occasionally, on their right, Kimbolt caught sight of the lights of a village or an isolated farmhouse, but Dema drove them onwards never stopping to check their course or her bearings.  Yet the Medusa led her human band and its orcish shadow with great surety down narrow tracks, and along forest paths without ever encountering a human inhabitant.     
 
   Kimbolt was used to hard riding, to fatigue beyond endurance, but the night’s relentless drive had tested him to the limit. He hovered between wakefulness and the blissful oblivion of a tumbling terminal sleep.  It was only the reflex twitching of his knees against his mount’s flanks which kept him astride the horse as it twisted and leapt for hours on end.
 
   Just as the Captain was convinced he would collapse, the pale fingers of dawn stretched across the landscape, illuminating an ancient ruin which had to be the Medusa’s intended destination.  Kimbolt steeled himself for a last couple of miles, at the end of which the frantic gallop slowed to a walk.  Both horses and wolves made their way between two great moss covered walls into a grass covered courtyard that must have once been a roofed and vaulted great hall.  As his horse bent its neck to tear up the lush grass, Kimbolt did not wait for his captors to come and help him down.  He just slipped from the saddle and fell untidily onto the grass.
 
   ***
 
   “This is a fool’s errand!” Quintala muttered none too softly into her horse’s side.
 
   “Does that make us fools then?”  Eadran quipped as he steered his mount alongside the glowering half-elf.  Then, bending his head close to the furious Seneschal, he murmured.  “Now mount up Quin and, whatever your feelings on our mission it were best you did not share them so loudly.  We ride in company and our troopers have enough to trouble them without learning of dissent in the King’s counsels.” 
 
   Quintala’s jaw dropped at the unprecedented rebuke from Gregor’s floppy haired second son.  She looked him up and down anew, “It seems the seed of kingship may sprout in you yet, Ead.”
 
   “I will take that as a compliment.  Now it is a long ride to Medyrsalve, but all the better for you to tell me whatever you can of my uncle and his court.”
 
   “If two score troopers and the heir to the Helm of The Vanquisher cannot move Prince Rugan, I doubt any words of mine will tip the argument,” Quintala struck stubbornly to her point.
 
   “In this matter, Quin, my father’s command is that we should leave nothing untried. It is not just the forces of Rugan that will hail from Medyrsalve, but those of Oostsalve beyond, and even the garrison at Salicia should it be recalled.  All must march through Rugan’s land.  It is essential he bows to the King’s will.”  Eadran re-iterated the arguments of the council with the zeal of the freshly converted.  “Now dear Quin, two and a half centuries have made you wise in the ways of this world. I would credit you have plenty of value to share on our journey and time enough to share it.  So come, mount up and, as we ride, tell me what it is to be half-elven that I may better understand our quarry.”
 
   Quintala gave a brisk nod before leaping lightly into the saddle.  Eadran was away waving their escort of royal lancers into motion.  “What it is to be half-elven, my Prince?” she murmured to herself alone.  “Why it is to be despised and suspected by both your mother’s and your father’s kin.  Rugan and I both hold our positions by law of inheritance, not by love or respect. Mayhap I need look only into my own mind to better understand my half-brother.”
 
   ***
 
   A boot in the ribs stirred Kimbolt to wakefulness and a harsh outlander voice urged him, “eat!”
 
   As the captive Captain worked himself into a sitting position, the guard dropped a piece of hard bread and a bowl of thick cold gruel into his lap.   Kimbolt struggled to eat the paltry repast two handed.  The gruel served only to slightly soften the bread such that it could be chewed without risk of breaking a tooth, but still with little hope of a smooth and early swallow.  He was coughing his way through another mouthful when the Medusa announced herself.
 
   “I trust you are rested, Captain.  We ride again in twenty minutes.”
 
   “It is still day. How long have we rested here?”
 
   “It is the fore noon, Captain.  We have a few hours yet to sunset in which we can make good ground.”
 
   “Your green skinned scum will not go un-noticed.  You will be hunted down and destroyed.”
 
   “And what would become of your servant girl then? eh?”  As her prisoner brooded on her remark, Dema went on. “But fear not, my orcish allies travel faster but only by night, they will follow our trail at a safe distance and rejoin when we camp.  That will also mean the more respectable of my guards can trade for supplies within any places we pass at dusk.  Gruel is nutritious but orcs, more so even than humans, have a hankering after meat.  If I cannot get them pigs or even the odd cow, then methinks you might start to look like a tasty morsel to them and that would never do.”
 
   Kimbolt shivered and Dema offered him a mocking reassurance.  “Fear not, Captain, it will not come to that.  All the orcs in Sturmcairn could not have so much as your little toe unless I chose to let them.  However, I need them well fed. Hungry orcs lack discipline and, as I am sure you know discipline is everything.”
 
   “The people of the Salved will have no truck with you or your traitorous rabble.”
 
   She sniffed.  “Bold words, but you are so wrong.  They will gladly trade their goods with my rabble.” The Medusa flung a hand towards the human troop who, even now were emptying their billets and preparing to mount up.  “Those imperial uniforms taken at Sturmcairn give my ‘soldiers’ a certain familiar authority and there are plenty enough safe camp sites like this for our purpose.”
 
   “What is this place?” Kimbolt demanded as he gazed once more on their make-shift campsite. It was an ancient ruin of a once great building.  The thick stone walls were pierced with holes that would once have secured massive timbers to support the roof, and countless openings hinted at other chambers in a sprawling complex.  Centuries old it was, yet weathered only by wind and rain.  Its doorways and windows retained their original shape, un-enlarged by the scavenging Kimbolt would have expected.  An abandoned building was too ready a source of dressed stone to be neglected by any nearby builders and the openings would be the easiest point of attack for those bent on recycling.  Many was the time in the eastern lands, Kimbolt had ridden past ruined fortresses and temples, with ragged gaping holes where once stained glass had stood.   Yet here no human hand had contributed to its decay.
 
   “What is this place?” he repeated the question at the smiling Medusa, though with a prickling sense at the back of his neck.
 
   “Why Captain, you sit in the great hall of San Nystrel, high seat of the order of Thaumategry and foremost college of magic in the North West. Or at least it was five hundred years ago.”  She laughed as Kimbolt hastily crescented himself.  “I see you share your people’s superstition.  The same superstition that has kept all away from this place for centuries.  Why even lovers in search of a place for a tryst have avoided this site for fear of the ghosts of long dead mages.  There is no safer place in the Empire of the Salved for a company of orcs to camp.”
 
   “By the Goddess, you will fail madam,” Kimbolt retorted with a conviction that owed more to hope than belief.   “Your abominations will kindle in human hearts a fire you will not readily still.”
 
   Dema scowled.  “You are wrong Captain.  Human hearts? What weak fickle things, ruled by greed and fear in equal measure.”
 
   Kimbolt looked up, daring for once to look at the black gauze covered eyes.  There was a sparkle of blue light through the material which still managed to chill the blood.  The cowl of her cloak, which usually stilled the wriggling serpents into sleep, heaved now as the Medusa’s snakes stirred with the darkening of her mood.   “What do you know of human hearts, Madam?”
 
   She swooped, seized his chin in her fingers and glared into his eyes with a ferocity that made his senses numb.  Beneath the hood, there was a cacophony of hissing as the material bucked and heaved with the writhing of reptiles.  Her hand on his skin was icily cold, but there was a heat in her words as she told him, “I was human once too!”
 
   For a moment she held his gaze, her other hand twitched towards the mask, but then with a snort of contempt, she flung him aside and strode away calling for her horse.
 
   ***
 
   The beacon fire had long since burned out and Sturmcairntor was once again the safest and coldest vantage point from which the garrison lookouts could spy to East or West.  As the wind whipped up the finely powdered ash, Haselrig pulled his cloak about his face and gazed eastwards.  The snaking pass skirted alongside the youthful Nevers River on its way to the broad plains of Morsalve and beyond its capital Morwencairn.  The three orc sentries gave the pale ex-priest, ex-antiquary, ex-librarian a wide berth as he stood and stared towards the land of his birth.  The only sign visible of the land of the Salved from this, its furthest border, was the slender tower of Garradtor.  First in the chain of beacon towers that led from this spot to the gates of Morwencairn itself. Garradtor had been the first lit in response to Kimbolt’s firing of the beacon.  Its small platoon had fallen prey to Dema and Grundurg as had the next two towers, but for now the rule of Maelgrum stopped with the conjured fog bank at the wide opening to the mountain pass.  With Dema and Grundurg gone, the rest of Maelgrum’s army waited.  While he knew something of his Master’s intent, Haselrig knew better than to ask for the detail in the undead wizard’s plans.  And so, for another day he found a moment of solitude atop the windswept tower, a glimmer of freedom from the shadow of his Master’s will.  It was a moment to reflect once more on long ago decisions that, while far from hasty, had been made with a certain ignorance of the full consequences.  
 
   The ex-antiquary’s ruminations were disturbed by two new arrivals, Xander and Udecht.  The two brothers were growing more alike in appearance.  Xander had thickened out and made some show of addressing his unkempt appearance with the luxuries of the fortress’s stores.  By contrast, the Bishop looked gaunt. His voluminous clothes hung slack on a body that had lost all appetite, while lacking razor or other toiletries his face looked more hardened outlander than dutiful servant of the Goddess.
 
   Haselrig turned away, in no hurry for princely small talk, but the spartan platform gave him no hiding place.
 
   “Ah, Haselrig,”   Xander greeted cheerfully.  “Have you come here to look upon my future kingdom too?”
 
   “Our brother rules the land of the Salved, long may the Goddess grant him life,” Udecht intoned dully.
 
   “Yes, I daresay you’ve not spoken much with your Goddess of late.  Hard to have your prayers heard without this.”  Xander reached into his jerkin and pulled out the gleaming crescent medallion that was both Udecht’s symbol of office and his channel for divine communication.  
 
   Haselrig saw the Bishop’s eyes light up at the sight, but the defeated brother knew better than to amuse his sibling with a futile grab for the item.  Xander laughed. “The Goddess never granted me anything I prayed for, but that was a valuable lesson in itself.  I’ve learned to take, not ask.”
 
   Udecht stepped towards the battlements, from which Thren had fallen to his end.  Xander, full of his own ambition, did not notice his brother’s intense stare down at the distant rocks.  Haselrig, in a few quick steps came by the pensive prelate’s side and seized his arm.  Udecht stiffened not so much at the unexpected contact as at the soft but urgent question which followed it.  “You are not thinking of doing anything foolish are you, your reverence?”
 
   “What if I was? What would you care?”
 
   “My Master doesn’t like people to die whom he has plans for?”
 
   “Your foul lord has plans for me?” Udecht gave a hollow laugh. 
 
   “Perhaps, perhaps not. I really couldn’t say.  But if there are plans I would hate for them to be disrupted through any neglect of mine.”
 
   “Oh my, Mr Haselrig, you give me a whole new reason to throw myself over.  The fall would be so much easier to bear knowing that it brought you into your Master’s displeasure.”
 
   Haselrig dipped his head in acknowledgement.  “May be so, but if you would do me the service of stepping back.  So much more becoming to a Bishop’s dignity than being manhandled by orcs, wouldn’t you say?”
 
   Dully, Udecht stepped back and the action distracted Xander’s attention from his own pondering on the distant unseen Empire of the Salved.  “What, brother, you seem uncommonly glum this fine afternoon?”  He closed in leering at his brother while Haselrig stepped apart.
 
   “What reasons have I to be cheerful?”
 
   “Life, a painfree life, maybe not enough to make you cheerful, but I would hope for a little gratitude that you live and breathe up here, rather than join our nephew on the rocks below.”
 
   “That fate, in fact, has a certain appeal, as I was just discussing with Haselrig.”
 
   “Be not so hasty, brother. Your life is mine to give or take, not yours to determine.  Besides, I have plans for you when I come into my inheritance.”
 
   “And what does your foul Master think of your plans or the inheritance you hope to steal?”  Udecht goaded.  “I had gathered that all which happens here, happens by his will alone.  Whether you like it or not, your plans are of small consequence.”
 
   Xander scowled and raised his hand to strike, but then thought better of the action.  Dropping his voice to an intense whisper which still reached Haselrig’s ears, he hissed,   “There are things of which my Master knows nothing and which will yet enable me to treat on equal or even superior terms with him.”
 
   For a moment Udecht strove to understand his brother’s meaning but then Xander was grinning and nodding as enlightenment dawned on the Bishop’s face.  “You mean the helm!”
 
   Still whispering. “You must have felt it brother, those times we have handled that artefact.  It called to me, I felt its power, yearning for release, for one with courage enough to wear it as our father never had. With courage enough to use it!”
 
   “I felt nothing and you are truly insane brother.”
 
   The blow was sudden and fierce and, even as he lay dazed on the stones, Udecht felt his brother lifting him by the armpits, manouevring him to battlements and feeding him through the gap between the stone merlons.  For all his self-destructive talk of moments earlier, the powerful urge for self-preservation kicked in.  It was one thing to choose with dignity his own death, another to be bundled headfirst to his doom by his treacherous older brother.  He scrabbled at the sides of the embrasure, even as a shout from Haselrig brought the orc sentries running.  Udecht’s shoulders were suspended over the drop as the orcs hauled the vengeful Prince away from him.  “No, mashter,” the biggest greenest of them was saying.  “No mashter, not kill this one. The lord Mashter not like it.”
 
   It was Haselrig and the third orc who dragged the panting Udecht back into the safety of the tower platform while the other two held the furious Prince by his armpits.
 
   “Let go, let me go!” Xander demanded.
 
   “Are ye going to play nicely my Prince?” Haselrig replied.  “Have we your word you’ll not harm your brother here?”
 
   “He’s my prisoner, what is he to you?  Dema has gone off with her tame Captain. Grundurg has his servant girl, no-one questions how they dispose of their prisoners. Who is to tell me how I treat with my prisoner and my kin?” Spit flecked Xander’s speech as he struggled with his captors.
 
   “The King’s brother is not just any prisoner, mayhap it was unwise to make you his warden.”
 
   “Let me go, you insolent embezzling bastard.”
 
   “Aye, but first your promise, on those tattered shreds of your honour, you will not harm your brother here.”
 
   “You have it!”
 
   At a nod from Haselrig, the orcs let Xander free.  The Prince massaged his hands ruefully as his brother the Bishop levered himself into an upright position.  “You’ll not harm him?”  Haselrig reminded the glowering prince.
 
   “Not him, no,” Xander acknowledged, before working his fingers in a swift incantation.  “Flammeum sagittal percutiamque vos.” At the end of his spell he flung his hands sideways to point at the orcs who had but recently been holding him still.  Bolts of flame shot from his finger tips striking the creatures in the centre of their chests.  With a howl, both sentries fell to the floor whimpering and beating at their bruised and singed flesh.  “Think on that, before you next lay orcish hands on a Prince of the empire and the next wearer of the Helm of Eadran.”
 
   As Xander turned and stormed down the stairway, Haselrig murmured to Udecht.  “I have to agree with the Lady Dema.  Your brother is an arse.”
 
   “Worse than that, he is insane.   I hope the Goddess lets you live just long enough to regret being his ally as much as I have come to regret being his brother.”
 
   ***
 
   Hepdida had the sickly smell of burnt flesh in her nostrils and the acid taste of vomit on her lips.  Her stomach heaved again, in a futile effort to void what was already empty.  The light wind whipped up the smoke from the burning homes and still the great orc laughed.  The boy beside her shivered as though in the depths of a fever, though it was no physical ailment that consumed him.  
 
   Grundurg bowed low and the orcs around him howled with laughter at the parody of human courtesy.  The one with its hands on Hepdida’s shoulders even relaxed his grip enough to thump his hands together in half human applause.   
 
   “Good, good,” Grundurg urged the ranks of baying humanoids, all jostling for position to better see the action.
 
   He lurched towards Hepdida and the boy, the sharp blade that had scored the servant girl’s skin was in his hand and he bent low to breath foul fumes in the two captives faces.
 
   He drew the knife beneath their noses, inviting them to smell and savour it as he had just done.  “You watch,” he commanded them both as he straightened up.
 
   He jabbed the point towards the two of them in turn.  “You remember,” he said speaking first to the boy.  “Grundurg did this, remember!” and then to Hepdida he added, “Grundurg could do this, remember!”
 
   With that he turned and lumbered across the orc walled clearing to the two frames of timber on which the boys’ parents lay tethered and pleading.    
 
   ***
 
   “I do not understand it Governor,” Vesten exclaimed again.
 
   Odestus surveyed his secretary’s grime smeared face, knowing that his own bore similar marks of duress. To either side of them a column of dispirited orcs trudged. All wore garb blackened by smoke. Most had dented armour and for some the fletchings of arrows still protruded from injured limbs. 
 
   “I just do not understand it.”
 
   “What is there to understand, Vesten?  The elves did the unthinkable. Even our Master would not have predicted it. “
 
   “But what could they hope to gain from it, Governor?”
 
   “Precisely what they have gained, our ignominious defeat and a severe and unwelcome disruption to our Master’s plans.”
 
   “And at what price?”
 
   Odestus shrugged, though the simple gesture and his fatigue nearly combined to tip him from his horse.  “It is a price they were willing to pay and, even though it was a strategy our Master did not foretell, I am in no hurry to share this news with him.”  With that Odestus wheeled his horse about and followed his depleted army along the trail across the Saeth towards the low foothills of the Hadrans.  The red glint of dawn to the East ahead of them competed to light up the sky with the orange glow from the forest behind them. 
 
   ***
 
   It was a strange kind of heaven, if heaven it was.  A ceiling carved from rock indicated a subterranean location, the kind of place more often associated with hell than heaven in the  sermonising by the priests of his misspent youth.  However, it had not the heat for that.  So, if not in heaven or hell, then the only logical conclusion, improbable though it might seem, was that he wasn’t dead after all.
 
   “See I told ye, the fever has sure enough broken brother.”  The thick accent could be discerned even through the cotton wool that seemed to cloud his hearing.  He swung his gaze towards the sound of the voice, unleashing a wave of dizzy nausea.  He shut his eyes for a moment while the world finished its spinning.  He was in a bed, sheets cool beneath him, damp from what he hoped was his own sweating.  He dared opening his eyes a crack and two blurred faces looked down on him.  First impressions, pale skin, not orcs then.  One red haired the other black, though they seemed to have their heads on upside down.
 
   His eyes fought to focus until the twin blobs resolved into craggy featured balding bearded faces.  Two pairs of bright eyes shone from deep within hollows either side of over large noses.  Luxurious facial hair braided and plaited into shapes more intricate than many a fine lady’s coiffure were juxtaposed with gleaming scalps which reflected the flickering torch light.   
 
   “He’s awake brother,” the first voice spoke again, from the darkly bearded face.
 
   “Aye, ah can see that fur meself, Mag.”  Redbeard spoke with a deeper voice of someone gargling gravel.
 
   “Where .…” the question fell half formed from parched lips and a dry throat, but his attendants guessed his intent.
 
   “You are in the halls of my brother,” Black beard piped up.  “Bar-ap-Bruin, Master of the Western Pass, Chieftain of the clan Bruin, Member of the Grand Council of the dwarves of the Hadrans.”
 
   Dwarves, of course.  Realisation struck home.  The red-bearded clan leader bowed low beside the bed at the conclusion of his brother’s introduction.  Then straightening he returned the favour.  “This is my younger brother Mag-ap-Bruin, physician to our clan who has been ministering to you these past five days.”
 
   “Five days!” That was too long.  He did not know why, but it was too long.  He tried to rise but weakened limbs and swaying balance were unequal to the task.
 
   “Rest easy,” the darker haired Mag fussed over him.  “You’ve had nought but spoonfuls of gruel and that only for the last couple of days.  ‘twas a mighty blow you took.”
 
   “Aye, it was that,” his brother concurred.  “We have been calling you Longshanks-ap-Stonehelm since we pulled you from beneath a pile of orcish scum.”  The elder of the brother bruin spat into a metal bowl by the bed which resonated with his contempt.  “There’s many a dwarf would not have risen from such a strike, never mind your long legged kind.  But now you are awake and in your right senses, perhaps you can tell us the name your kin gave you.”
 
   “My name?”  It was an obvious question, an easy question, why couldn’t he answer it?  Panic creased his features as he racked his rattled brain.  His eyes flicked left and right as though he would find the name written on the wall behind his rescuers. 
 
   “’twil come, longshanks, no need too force it yet,” Mag urged soothingly. “Your senses are back today, your memories tomorrow, or the next day,” he added with too little conviction.
 
   “Kaylan!” he screamed and then again, for the sheer relief of it.  “Kaylan!  My name is Kaylan.”
 
   “Ah heard you the furst time,” Bar-ap-Bruin observed, striking a palm against his ear to check its functioning.
 
   “The whole clan heard you.” Mag agreed.
 
   “Apologies, good sirs, I am in your debt.”
 
   Bar-ap-Bruin’s whiskers twitched up with the smile that creased his lips.  “An ah’m in your debt longshanks.  Haven’t seen so good a jest in decades as a scrawny human in leather mail charging a platoon of wolf riding orcs.  Still, you held ‘em up long enough for us to launch our own ambush.”
 
   “You killed them?”  Half-memories of the frantic flight came back to the dazed theif.
 
   “All of them,” Mag-ap-Bruin assured him.
 
   Kaylan shook his head with careless vigour and regretted it immediately as the room swam around him. “There was another,” he mumbled.  “I was with, a woman, tall, red hair. Did you see any sign of her?”
 
   The dwarves exchanged a glance and then shook their heads.  “There was only you. You and the orcs and the wolves.  No other longshanks.” 
 
   “Five days?  I need to follow her, the lady. She is alone on her way to the sea.  She may be gone.”  Kaylan tried to sit up, but Mag’s hand heavy on his shoulder easily restrained him.
 
   “You cannot stand, let alone travel,” the dark haired dwarf told him.
 
   “And that is but the first of four reasons why you cannot and need not leave yet,” Bar-ap-Bruin weighed in.
 
   “The others being?”  Kaylan prompted weakly.
 
   “Let the first be your need to recover your strength.” The Dwarf chieftain counted the rest off on stubby fingers.  “Secondly, these are dangerous times, orcs stalk the Hadrans and no creature of the light be they dwarf, longshanks or even those elven tree huggers should wander alone.  Thirdly, yon lady will like as not have made for Dwarfport if she wants to travel to the Eastern lands and no boat will sail from there for another ten-night.  Fourthly, said boat will itself be waiting for the dwarven caravan bringing produce from all the clans.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “Mag here, and our brother Glim-ap-Bruin will be taking the Bruin goods in the caravan.  If you wish to catch up with your lady friend…”
 
   “She’s not my lady-friend,” Kaylan hastily corrected.
 
   Bar-ap-Bruin frowned.  “Forgive my ignorance of the ways and words of the longshanks.  Whatever your reasons, your surest way is to wait here, then join my brothers in the gathering of the clans.  They’ll get you to Dwarfport in good time and there’s not many safer means of travel than in the midst of a dwarven trading caravan.”
 
   “Ten days?”
 
   “My brother speaks true, young Kaylan-ap-Stonehelm.  Follow his wisdom,” Mag advised.
 
   Kaylan gave a shrug, suddenly flooded by sensations of hunger, thirst and weariness.  “Very well then, my kind hosts ap-Bruin.  Kaylan-ap-Stonehelm will follow your advice.”
 
   ***
 
   Haselrig instantly regretted bursting in on his Master’s chambers.  Fear and anxiety had been the ex-priest’s constant companions these last seventeen years, but each new day seemed to plumb new depths of disquiet.  The dragon, terrifying as it might be, remained at least an infrequent visitor.  The terms of its servitude to Maelgrum were strict and precise and neither undead lord nor fire-breathing reptile seemed inclined to renegotiate the monthly day of service and the hefty gold payment that accompanied it.  It was the only creature Haselrig knew which had limits on its subservience to the Dark Lord.  
 
   However, these squawking cackling creatures, flapping their wings and chewing on raw meat as they circled the serenely calm Maelgrum were a new experience for the perennially nervous ex-antiquary.
 
   “What isss it, that bringsss you ssso precipitousssly into our presssence, little one?”  
 
   Maelgrum’s tone was low, amused rather than irritated by his servant’s arrival.  However, Haselrig knew how swiftly his Master’s mood could change and he took the precaution of an opening apology.  “Forgive me Master, I had not realised you were in conference with….with…” he waved a hand at the dozen creatures that swooped and spun around the Castellan’s hall where once Prince Thren had held court.
 
   Their appearance was bizarre, short furred legs led to bare torsos with sagging naked breasts that denoted them as female of whatever species it might be.  Great feathered wings emerged from their shoulderblades, effortlessly keeping then aloft with but an occasional beat.  Their faces were sharp mean featured but hungry and, with each pass, they swept by the plate of meat set on the castellan’s desk.   Thin hands with curving dirty fingernails seized hunks of flesh, whose provenance Haselrig dared not guess at, and thrust them into yellow toothed mouths.
 
   “My guestsss were jussst leaving, little one, our businessss is concluded.”  True to the undead Wizard’s word, the foul creatures swooped in turn, hopped to the Eastern window ledge and flung themselves into the air.
 
   “Where in the Petred Isle did they come from?” Haselrig succumbed to curiosity as the last of the twelve woman-bird creatures beat its way skywards.
 
   “Not from thisss isle, little one, not even thisss plane.  They have ssserved me well in the passst and will do ssso again.  But tell me what brought you into my quarters in sssuch unssseemly hassste?”  This time, there was an edge to Maelgrum’s enquiry and the red light in his empty sockets was lightly pulsating.
 
   “A thousand apologies, Master.” Haselrig flung himself full length on the floor. “But I fear Xander has ill intent towards his brother the Bishop.  His temper is quick and I had to stop him throwing Udecht from the tower.”
 
   “A quick temper isss not necesssssarily a sssign of weaknesss, provided it isss informed by sssound judgment, sssomething of which friend Xander is sssomewhat lacking.”
 
   “Xander cannot be trusted.”
 
   “Of courssse not, little one.  You forget. No-one isss to be trusssted,  but the workingsss of Xander’sss petty greivancesss and predictable greed are asss transssparent as glassss.  He may prosssper for now, but I can forssseee an end to hisss usefulnesss far sssooner than friend Xander would think.”
 
   “Indeed Master,” Haselrig trembled, hoping that his own usefulness to Maelgrum was less clearly circumscribed.
 
   “Now, all my plansss are complete.  Passs the word, we march in two hoursss.”
 
   “March? to Morsalve?”
 
   “Yesss little one, the long wait is over. I am going to reclaim what isss mine.”
 
   ***
 
   “What news, your Majesty?” Feyril enquired of the grim visaged king brooding on his throne.
 
   Behind the elf Lord, Findil and Forven burst into the throne room, also summoned from their slumber to an extra-ordinary audience with the king.
 
   Gregor met Feyril’s gaze with an expression of such cold wrath that it struck even at the conscience of the dutiful Elf Lord.  “Have I in some way offended you, your majesty?”
 
   The king’s expression softened a fraction and he dismissed his old friend’s concern. “Not you my Lord, but my treacherous brother has unleashed a tide of filth whose atrocities will condemn them to all the sulphurous pits in hell.”
 
   “Sire?” The venerable Archbishop struggling not so much to keep up as to wake up, mumbled his own enquiry. ”What has befallen?”
 
   “The villages South and West of here have been raided, burnt to the ground by a band of orcs.”
 
   Forven’s hand flew to his mouth as though, in stopping his own words, he might unsay the dire tidings which Gregor had pronounced.  The elves merely nodded.  
 
   “That accursed fog must have enabled them to work their way down the pass and skirt around the pickets of Marshal Bruntveld.  Having got past the good Marshal they have fallen to the ways of their kind, raiding and pillaging the defenceless.”
 
   “What is to be done sire?” The Archbishop flapped.
 
   “We march at first light. There’s a dozen wagons I intend to fill with orcish heads for missiles when we take back Sturmcairn from my brother.”
 
   “’Tis not the way of the Goddess to meet brutality with brutality,” Feyril said.
 
   “Brutality!” Gregor screamed. “I will give these beasts a quick death and serve their kin notice of my intentions. That’s a greater mercy than they have shown my people.  D’you know my Lord Feyril how I received this news? D’you know with what message and by what messenger I was summoned but an hour hence?”
 
   “No, sire,” Feyril murmured.
 
   “A boy! A boy too scared to say his own name, too scared to sleep for the nightmares that might come. He was tied to a horse and sent on his way here to bring a message to me, to me in particular.”
 
   “What message, sire?” Forven asked.
 
   “Two human skins, the boy’s parents’, detached whole from their living breathing bodies.  He brought me two skins and a name.  He told the boy to tell me Grundurg did this, Grundurg the orc.”
 
   “By the Goddess.” The shaken prelate crescented himself.
 
    “For Grundurg the orc I make no promise of mercy, my Lord Feyril.  If… no when I get hold of him the vile creature will learn the meaning of suffering and the Goddess may avert her eyes.”
 
   “We should wait for Prince Hetwith’s force, eight thousand horsemen from Nordsalve will double what you have here.”
 
   “They are two days hard riding away. Grundurg is murdering my people now.  I will not sit idly by.”
 
   “And what if this is a trap, sire?” Feyril interjected.
 
   “Then we will spring it in force.  I have sent orders to Marshal Bruntveld to break camp and head East. I will leave Forven and the Militia here.  As soon as Prince Hetwith arrives, the good Bishop can provide him with supplies and send him on after us.  If the plague spawn orc is but the arrogant raiding fool he appears, then my force will drive him West back towards the mountains and catch him laden with booty between ourselves and Marshal Bruntveld’s guard.”
 
   “And what if this orc is more than first appears, if some greater intelligence drives his actions.”
 
   “’tis doubtful if my brother Xander’s intelligence outweighs an orc’s and certainly his skill at strategy was ever weak.  But if it should transpire that Grundurg’s numbers are more than we can handle then we will fall back Westwards towards Bruntveld, drawing the denizens of filth after us.  Combined with the Marshal we shall be strong enough to hold most any force, and just as Grundurg and his allies may come to blows with us, Prince Hetwith and his cavalry should be in time to ride into their rear.  Either way we will drive or draw this raider to his doom between a hammer and an anvil of the soldiers of the Salved.”
 
   “Sire, you seem to have all eventualities planned for.  I will happily play my humble part,” Forven gushed.
 
   “We risk much, my lords, in moving on the attack before all our forces are combined,” Findil countered the prelate’s enthusiasm.  
 
   “Maybe, but I would rather give this Grundurg something to think on other than torturing and looting my people.  Now my lord Feyril, can I count on your three thousand.”
 
   “We did not march in such haste to sit idle in Morwencairn, sire.  We will be at your side in this venture.  Much as I would we had Hetwith’s horsemen in this business, there is another way to augment our strength.”  The elf Lord’s gaze strayed upwards to the vanquisher’s helm atop its plinth.
 
   “No.”  Gregor’s stifled Feyril’s half-voiced suggestion. “Cold morsalve steel will suffice for Grundurg and my brother too if he has been foolish enough to stray within my reach.  The Northern Prince and his cavalry will simply be the guarantor of the traitor’s destruction.”
 
   ***
 
   Kimbolt tripped over a horse’s leg and was pulled roughly to his feet by his outlander escort.   All around men and animals groaned.  Some waved a limb or struggled to rise, others just moaned or drew horrible rattling breaths through arrow punctured lungs.  All those who drew such attention to themselves quickly regretted it as an orc or outlander swiftly closed in.  Their blades or clubs added another corpse to the hundreds littering the field and from whom already a stench was beginning to rise.
 
   Concentrating on his footing, across earth slippery with blood and gore and his hands still tightly bound, it was by her mail clad foot that Kimbolt first recognised Dema.  His gaze travelled cautiously up her body.  In places her cloak was rent to reveal the glint of chainmail beneath.  The sword on which she rested was red from point to hilt.  The Captain was careful to look no higher than her mouth, unsure whether the Medusa had remained masked throughout the heat of battle.
 
   “Well Captain, what say you? Is this not the finest victory ever won in the land of the Salved?”
 
   “Fine?”  Kimbolt dully echoed the word.  “A victory is made great by the chivalry shown to the dead dying, and injured,” he said, wincing at the short lived scream of another wounded man hastened into the afterlife.  
 
   “A victory is made great by the completeness of the triumph and the odds that have been overcome,” Dema snapped.  A sibilant hiss from her serpents attested her displeasure at Kimbolt’s answer.  “By those yardsticks alone I judge my success.  My force has travelled a hundred leagues across hostile territory to attack an army ten times its size and rout them. I say again, is this not the finest victory you ever beheld?”
 
   Slowly Kimbolt looked up across the battlefield.  The carpet of bodies covered the hundred yard swathe between the forest and the edge of the Derrach gorge.  The stub of the broken bridge poked a few feet out over the cascading waters of the Derrach river, its supports hacked away by Dema’s orcish axemen barely two hours earlier, the key act in the unfolding carnage of which the Medusa was the proud architect.  The advancing army had only had its vanguard across the chasm when Dema had launched her attack, with a hail of arrows and a fast and furious charge from the trees.  Hurriedly the opposing cavalry had tried to form up at the gorge’s edge while, from the far side a press of riders had crowded onto the narrow bridge eager to be at the impudent raiders.  The bridge had been full when the axeman, concealed beneath the roadway, went to work.  The neighing of terrified horses and their rider’s screams still echoed in Kimbolt’s ears as vividly as the moment the bridge had collapsed, taking hundreds to their doom.  Even as those unfortunates tumbled into the rock strewn rapids of the Derrach, almost a third of the enemy found themselves trapped without retreat on Dema’s side of the gorge.  The greater part of the army could do no more than watch helplessly from beyond arrow shot on the other side of the gorge.
 
   Even so it had still been in the balance.  Dema had allowed two, maybe three times her number, to cross the bridge unhindered before launching her attack.   But the ferocity and surprise of her charge had shaken the enemy’s morale as they were driven with their backs to a sheer drop into the rapids of the river Derrach.  Three times Kimbolt had heard their leader’s famed war horn sounding his rallying call, but then no more.  With their general gone, the battle was over.  While a few hardy knights tried to make a stand behind the bulwark of their fallen horses, they could only delay the Medusa’s great victory.
 
   “Where lies Prince Hetwith?”  Kimbolt still evaded Dema’s question.
 
   The Medusa thought a moment and then waved a hand towards the gorge.  “Mostly over there, though I think you are standing on one of his legs.”
 
   Kimbolt shifted his footing and retched.  “Still,” the Medusa went on. “This is intact it seems.”  She dangled Prince Hetwith’s ivory war horn infront of the shivering captive.  “Not that it did him much good. Now, tell me Captain, tell me true, as a military man d’you know of any in your service could have conjured a triumph such as mine from such limited raw materials.”
 
   “’twas an ambush, not a battle, and the better part of his army stands unscathed on the far side of the gorge.”
 
   She seized his hair at this pusillanimous verdict on her generalship.  “Unscathed eh? I think seeing and hearing a third of their army, and their great Prince, ripped to pieces by a handful of orcs and outlanders will scar their courage as deeply as any sword.  See how they drift away, leaderless and forlorn.  As you well know, the next place to ford the Derrach is two days ride to the East, and I fancy no host of Nordsalve will be in a hurry to try the crossing, for fear of what may lie on the other side.” 
 
   “If you are so certain of the greatness of your victory, Lady, then what need have you of my endorsement?”
 
   Her bloodied sword was at his throat even as she twisted the hair on his head with her other hand.  “What need have I of you at all, Captain?”
 
   ***
 
   Glafeld joined the crowd by the jetty surveying the unexpected vessel as it lay at its moorings.  Its sails were shredded and its foremast splintered.  The sailors grey with fatigue worked at splicing frayed rigging while the ship’s master harrangued the onlookers for assistance. “I’ll pay well,” he said.  “I’m due at Oostsalve in five days, a shipment for the Eastern lands awaits me for a fine price.  Customer asked for me in especial seeing’ as how my ship’s the fastest on the ocean.”
 
   “Don’t look so fast now,” a wag in the crowd called out to the amusement of those around him.
 
   “Hit by a storm ‘n had to make for here.  But help set me up right and I’ll pay upfront and a bonus sent from Oostsalve if I make it in time for my shipment.”
 
   They laughed at that.  “Yeah, you’ll really be sending money to this dive once you’re well clear.  If there’s a bonus then pay that upfront too.”
 
   The harbour master struck in with the economic realities.  “Going rate is two crowns for an hour’s work round here. You going to add a bonus to that?”
 
   The master paled at the cost of labour. “I’m a man of honour,” he pleaded. “My credit is good but I’ll not fix my ship without help.”
 
   “Hard cash talks surer and straighter than honour and credit.”
 
   “Would you offer a passage to the Eastern lands?”  The voice of the red headed thief so rarely heard made Glafeld start.     She was there in the crowd, a few yards to the innkeeper’s left.
 
   “Mine’s a cargo operation, miss not passenger, and my ship is no place for a woman.”  The master hastily replied.  Those of his crew alert enough to note the thief’s question scowled their displeasure.
 
   “I’ll take my chances with your boat,” the thief replied.  Then, more to the master’s liking, she added, “And I’ll pay half of the fare in advance.  You need cash to get your boat repaired. I want a boat. Surely we can do business.”
 
   “All of it upfront.”
 
   “When do you sail?”
 
   “I leave here in three days, or else I lose my commission.”
 
   “Aye then, half the fare now, the rest when I board in three days time.”
 
   The master glanced around the hard unsmiling and unhelpful faces of the Dwarfport crowd and came to a swift decision.  “Deal.” He stretched out a hand to seal the bargain and Glafeld breathed a sigh of relief as the thief took it.  She was bad news and the sooner she was gone, the happier he would be.
 
   ***
 
   Travel stained and weary the elven Lord and human King exchanged greetings in the hastily erected royal tent.  “This orc is a slippery customer, he has led us a merry dance these past three days,” Gregor exclaimed as he surveyed the map on which the track of their perambulating hunt had been marked out. 
 
   “This is no ordinary orc, sire.”
 
   “So you keep telling me.  Yet all this hide and seek has merely given time for Bruntveld to catch up with us.  The Marshall cannot be but a league or two West of us.  In the morning we will complete our rendezvous and together we will hunt down this elusive raider, another five thousand swords will make sure of the matter.” The king spoke with the certainty of one hoping to create fact through conviction alone.  
 
   Feyril’s reply went unsaid as Findil burst breathlessly into their presence. “We are trapped,” the elven Captain declared.
 
   “What?”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I took the scouts West ‘ere the sun set.  There is a great host but five miles from here.”
 
   “Bruntveld?” Gregor’s hopeful suggestion carried a note of desperation. 
 
   Findil shook his head.  “No. Well not as you would wish.”
 
   “Do not speak in riddles,” Feyril commanded his captain.
 
   “I reckon there would be at least fifteen thousand, too many for Bruntveld’s division and the smell of orc, wolf and something else too reeks upon the air. This is no force of the Salved.  Tordil worked close enough to see their banner.” Findil hesitated a moment.  “Sire, it is the Marshal’s body carried on crossed spears.”  
 
   “Fifteen thousand, by the Goddess!” Gregor murmured.
 
   As King and Elf-lord digested these ill tidings, a lancer of the king’s guard made his entrance.  “I bring news sire, of the orc?”
 
   “Which orc?” 
 
   “Grundurg, my Lord Feyril,” the lancer elaborated, discipline over-riding his surprise at the Elf’s uncharacteristically bitter tone. “Our scouts have found him at last.  His band is gathered four miles North East of here.”
 
   “Between us and Morwencairn,” Gregor said.
 
   “He has but five thousand, sire.  We will have the measure of him, and Prince Hetwith must surely be with us by the morrow.”
 
   “Unless he too has been turned into an orcish banner.” 
 
   Findil’s muttering brought a sharp rebuke from Feyril and further puzzled the lancer who had entered the tent in every expectation of congratulation on bringing the long awaited news that the raider had been run to ground.
 
   “Thank you, soldier, wait outside a moment.  You too Findil, the Lord Feyril and I have matters of import to discuss.”
 
   “We cannot smash our way past Grundurg without this other host falling on our rear.” Feyril declared when they were alone again.
 
   “We must buy time, Hetwith may yet join us.”  When the elf Lord raised a sceptical eyebrow, Gregor hurried on. “It is but two days we have been expecting him.  Who knows what may have delayed him.  It may be that I have underestimated the skill and numbers of my brother’s allies, Feyril, but I do not see in that a conspiracy of ancient evil on the scale you imagine.”
 
   “Be that as it may, we are agreed that barely an hour’s march from our camp we have an enemy totalling two and a half times our strength.”
 
   “Aye,” Gregor admitted. “It is not a force one should hurry to attack.”    
 
   “It seems that it is we who are between the hammer and the anvil, sire.”
 
   “Then let us move out of the way, before the one can strike against the other.”  Gregor let pass the elf’s gibe at his own foiled plan.  “Tell me Feyril, did you note that escarpment, by the village we passed around noon today.”
 
   “The village of Proginnot? Aye the ridge had a wood atop it. It lies perhaps ten miles South East of here.”
 
   “There we will make a stand, our numbers may not be enough to go on the attack, but let them come to us and throw themselves on our spears.  Old Matteus used to say that a good position is worth ten thousand men.”
 
   Feyril nodded.  “I trust the same exchange rate still serves, Sire.”
 
   “Pass word, we break camp, immediately, but we leave the fires burning.  I daresay they are watching us and I would that we were well on our way to Proginnot ‘ere Xander and Grundurg realise we have slipped the trap they set for us.”
 
   ***
 
   “Surely you must know more of your half-brother Quin?”  Eadran chided in ill concealed exasperation as he and Quintala rode easily along the great Eastway.   The lancers, as had been their custom, hung back to allow Prince and Seneschal privacy in which to discuss matters of state and, in this case family.  
 
   “He is two hundred and fifty years older than I, Ead.   He and I have lived entirely separate lives, each with our respective human families.  We have barely met beyond the merest formalities when our orbits intersect at this court event or that.”  She hesitated a moment, before releasing a crumb of insight for the weary Prince’s delectation.  “You have to understand, both he and I were an affront to our grandfather’s dignity, hard evidence of his daughter’s disobedience.  It is not just humans who despise the half-bred.”
 
   “You mean your elven Grandfather?  He thought…”  Eadran tried to exploit the opening but struggled for a suitably delicate line of enquiry. 
 
   “Of course I do!”  The glare she gave him was withering; once again he was that bashful teenager unmanned by the world of experience within her youthful frame.  Once again she took pity on his discomfort with a smile of reassurance and forgiveness.  “The Lord Andril, my grandsire and the most venerable lord of the Silverwood, more ancient even than Feyril.”
 
   “Did you ever meet him?”
 
   Quintala shook her head.  “He came to see my father, brought me to him as a babe in arms.  Andril told him that I was to be brought up in a human court, as my brother had been brought up in the court of Medyrsalve.”
 
   “But Rugan was the son of a Prince.”
 
   “And I the mere daughter of a Seneschal.  I am not sure if it was my father’s human race or modest station which offended Andril more.  Still enough was enough as far as he was concerned, countless human lovers and two mixed race off-spring put my mother quite beyond the pale of his tolerance. He took sail for the blessed homeland beyond the sea not long after I was born and took my mother with him.”
 
   “Her choice?”
 
   “I don’t know. I never knew her.  My father told me she was the loveliest gentlest creature he had ever met, but that she was also scarred and damaged, all too easily bent to the momentary will of another.” 
 
   The half-elf fell silent and this time Eadran elected not to intrude.  After a few moments of saddle staring reflection she looked up and shook her head so her silver hair cascaded about her shoulders.  Eadran caught his breath at the unconscious beauty of her and wished once more that he could have held her whimsical heart for more than a couple of summers.   Gulping back such useless regrets he sought distraction in politics.  “Tell me Quin, what do you think moves Rugan?  He must have become Prince of Medyrsalve near two centuries before your birth. What drives his ambition?”
 
   “He is the heirless prince,” Quintala observed. “Elves are not often blessed with children, but we the half-elven it seems are as near barren as makes no difference.  Rugan has had many wives, but only one child, a boy who lived and died a normal human span yet fathered no progeny of his own.  Should the Prince ever die, there is an obscure princely line derived unbroken from Rugan’s uncle that stand to inherit the province.  However, there is little love between the Prince and his human kin.   I would guess that, despite being the longest reigning ruler in the Petred Isle since before the Vanquisher, uneasiness about his throne is still a major driver in my half-brother’s actions.”   
 
   Eadran frowned.  “The security of our people, it seems, is held hostage by the in-securities of your half-brother.  Well, whatever promises it takes to move the old rogue we will make them.  Near half the empire’s strength rests with Rugan, Oostsalve and the garrison of Salicia.”
 
   “I have reason to be grateful for those insecurities,” Quintala growled.  “Remember they drove Rugan and his grandmother to demand the right to practice magic based on his elven parentage, rather than be forbidden like all humans since the edict of Werckib.  It is a precedent that has served me well.”
 
   “Aye, but wielding magic will hardly ease the distrust of his people and his human kin.” Eadran, entranced by the power of his insight, blundered onwards oblivious to the half-elf’s darkening expression.   “Methinks, Quin, that if you and he were simply long lived humans, rather than sorcerers as well, then the prejudice you have complained of these past two centuries might be less in evidence.” 
 
   Quintala’s voice was as cold as her glare.  “I like the way I am Ead.  Thren the Eighth may have decreed that all the people of the Salved blasphemed against the Goddess by wielding magic, but that is not how it once was here. Or how it is now in the Eastern lands.  His abandoning of magic cost us a whole empire beyond the ocean, all bar that sorry little toe-hold of Salicia. ” 
 
   “Now Quin, you know your history, the madness of Chirard and the kin-slaying.  Is it no wonder that Thren of old saw human use of magic as the root of all evil, the source of an insanity that nearly destroyed our people.  And in that time, aye we may not be the warlike conquerors we once were, but we have traded and prospered and been at peace these five long centuries since.”
 
   “The vanquisher himself was a warrior-mage,” Quintala snapped.  “I’d not yield my humble powers even ‘n it meant a warm welcome by those countless fools who every day cross the street or crescent themselves at my passing.”     The fury of her retort subdued the Prince and after a few minutes of uncomfortable silence he was grateful for the conciliatory tone with which Quintala pointed out a pale mile post glinting in the moonlight. “We have made good time. Listcairn is but five miles down the road, Ead.”     
 
   “Ah, the last town in Morsalve.  We will be entertained by the constable this evening and, on the morrow, refreshed we will enter your half-brother’s domain.”
 
   “That is as well, I have no need of another night spent beneath the stars,” Quintala said.
 
   “And I had thought your elven blood would make you glad to wonder at the heavens, why on such a night as this one can even note how Alcor has a dim twin, the rarely sighted Zirma.”
 
   The half-elf did not at first join the Prince in his enthusiastic survey of the constellations of the night sky, but she looked up as he cried out, “what was that?” 
 
   “What Ead?” She scanned the dark bowl of the sky and its countless pin pricks of starlight.  “What did you see?”
 
   “A shadow, it passed across Alcor, there again, another obscuring Gelir for a moment.”  Just as Eadran was about to name another star momentarily eclipsed, they heard the beating of great wings. The Prince and Seneschal exchanged a look, puzzlement but not yet alarm. Then even as Quintala clamped her hands to her ears Eadran heard it, the most beautiful song ever.  How could the half-elf wish to block it out, at once sorrowful and yet uplifting.  It was the kind of music that made Eadran weep that his own talents were too limited to attempt even so much as a few bars of the magical song.
 
   He leant towards the Seneschal, reaching for her arm to pull a hand from her ear that she might join him in wonder at this magnificent music. But Quintala leant away from him, fell backwards off her horse hitting the ground with bruising force her hands still clamped in position.  Eadran looked at her lying on the ground, her face a picture of horror quite at odds with the glorious melody that filled his senses.
 
   Then the women came, the beautiful winged maidens.  Two of them hovered by Eadran’s side, lifted him free of the horse and soared into the night sky.  Eadran was aware of others of their kind lifting some of the lancers who, as a group, stood around open mouthed in rapt enjoyment of the music.  Perhaps half a dozen of them joined the Prince in his flight, but the rest could only stand and stare.  Looking down Eadran saw Quintala still obstinately closing her ears, her mouth shaping an O of something, alarm or jealousy, Eadran could not tell which. 
 
   And then he had eyes only for his airborne companions, looking from one beautiful face to another, amazed that such creatures should exist, his mind oblivious to the mission he had been on or to anything other than the joy of this moment.
 
   Then they stopped singing.
 
   A cold wave of reality flooded over Eadran.  They were foul not beautiful.  Yellowed teeth and strong but tattered wings.  Hair matted and lank, features pock marked and above all the odour of decay hung around them.
 
   Eadran choked back bile trying to frame the questions that flooded in his mind. “Who are you? What do you want?”  But before he could speak, the creatures let go.
 
   It took his body fully ten seconds to reach the ground and barely a hundredth of that time to stop when it got there.  In death, as in life, Eadran made a slighter impression than his brother had.
 
   ***
 
   Gregor was rolling up his maps in the midst of the quiet bustle of an army breaking camp when the fire exploded next to his chest.  Bellowing in pain he dragged the Ankh free, holding it by the chain to better see the frightful burst of red light and heat which even now was fading into milky whiteness.
 
   “Sire,” one of the sentries rushed into the tent, sword in hand, in instant response to the cry of alarm.
 
   Gregor would not look at him.  He had only eyes for the dimming fire in the great gem and when at last the gem was wholy white it was with blurred vision that the king commanded.  “Bring the Lord Feyril to me.”
 
   ***
 
   “What were those creatures, Seneschal Quintala?”
 
   “Not of this world, Lancer,” Quintala knelt beside Eadran’s broken body lying face down on the cobbled road.  “They were Harpies.  Occasionally one or two might fall into this world through some hole between the planes.  I heard of them in the Eastern lands, but never in such numbers or here in the Petred Isle.  How many men did we lose?”
 
   “Five, my Lady.  Five and the Prince.”
 
   “Aye and the Prince,” Quintala repeated as she rolled Eadran’s corpse on to its back.
 
   “By the Goddess’s teeth,” the lancer crescented himself.
 
   “Indeed, soldier, indeed.”  Quintala touched her face, surprised at the salty tear that had trickled to the corner of her mouth.  She had liked Eadran, liked him enough to let him share her bed.  However, she had thought two centuries of watching successive lovers age and die had inurred her against any deep emotional attachment.  “Apparently I was wrong,” she voiced the thought aloud.
 
   “Beg pardon, Seneschal.  What is to be done?”  
 
   “We gather our dead and carry on with our mission. Mayhap the blood of Gregor’s heir will move Rugan to action more readly than the Prince’s words ever could have.”
 
   ***
 
   “Camp is near broken, sire.  Findil has the rearguard to cover our withdrawal to Proginnot.” Feyril had automatically begun with a progress update before he saw the king’s pained expression and realised this was no routine summons. “What has happened, sire?”
 
   Gregor made no answer but simply held up the royal ankh, dangling by its chain so the whiteness of its central gem glinted in the lamplight. Feyril’s mouth opened in astonishment. “No,” for the first time since the beacon fires were lit, the elf lord was non-plussed by a turn of events.  “Not Eadran. How? The Great Eastway is two hundred leagues away.  What danger could befall him there? Who would harm the King’s son, in company with a troop of royal cavalry.”
 
   “I think, my Lord Feyril, you had the answer all along and I was a fool to deny it.  There is at work a mind far darker and more dangerous than my long lost brother and a sadistic orc.  I am only sorry to have doubted you and in so doing brought us all into such peril.”
 
   Feyril was silent, unwilling to intrude on the King’s reproachful grief.
 
    “Ah, see, the stone begins to change,” Gregor mused as colour began to bleed into the gem again.  “Who will it be, that the ankh tracks now. Xander perhaps, or Udecht if by some grace of the Goddess my treacherous brother has succumbed to one of his allies.  Or is it Giseanne, safe in Rugan’s court if both my brothers are dead.”
 
   “Do not trouble yourself with such thoughts, sire.  There is still an army to be commanded and a battle to be fought on the morrow.”
 
   “You are right in this, as in all things, old friend.” Gregor still hesitated as the colour of the stone deepened into pink and then still darker.  A moment later King and Elf exchanged looks of stupefaction as the jewel settled in a deep throbbing red colour. “What trickery is this?” the king demanded.
 
   Feyril shook his head in desparate apology. “Sire, forgive me, I was mistaken. But I was so sure, so sure I had failed.  I am sorry  and how I have compounded my error these last five years.”  The elf slipped to his knees, suddenly looking all of his sixteen hundred years.
 
   “Oh Feyril, in that awful year, only you stood true.”  Gregor seized the supplicant elf by the arms and hauled him up.  “Do not berate yourself.  My own neglect was far greater than any omission of yours. Now we have a chance, both you and I to make it right.  The Goddess grants such grace but rarely and we shall accept her gift.”
 
   “Aye, sire.” Feyril conceded, his own mood lifted by the king’s energetic enthusiasm. “Aye, but first we have some twenty thousand orcs to fight.”
 
   “Indeed, old friend, and now I have something else to fight them for.”
 
   ***
 
   Kimbolt ran a finger along the wound in his neck. Dema had been angry enough to draw blood at his mean spirited praise for her victory.  But, to himself alone, the captain would admit hers was a remarkable feat.  Still more so for she had achieved it with a force of orcs and men who would, by custom and history, as soon slay each other as attack a common enemy.  Yet, in all the camps and hard riding they had done, Kimbolt could not recollect a single argument within or between the two divisions in Dema’s command. In a company of human soldiers it would have been remarkable, in a company of orcs it was unheard of, in a mixed force it was nothing short of miraculous.  That, more so even than the ferocious efficiency with which she had destroyed Hetwith, was the true measure of her generalship.
 
   Not that they had rested on any laurels.  As soon as the gruesome looting of the near dead was over, they had mounted up for another frantic ride due south, Dema driving them harder than before from one ruined magistry to another. And so, their briefly made camp was to be broken once more for another ride which Kimbolt gauged must take them into the very centre of Morsalve, perhaps within sight of Morwencairn itself.
 
   It was the softest clink of chainmail, a sound Kimbolt was learning to distinguish from the clanks of less well fitted armour, which heralded the Medusa’s approach.  The Captain spun round to see a picture of uncharacteristic lethargy.  Her shoulders drooped, there was a weary set to her jaw, and even the sparkle of her gauze clad eyes seemed dimmer than before.  She set herself beside him with a sigh. They sat a moment thus, monstrous general and captive Captain, before she spoke.  “What, Kimbolt, no insolence left? I had thought you might tempt me into making you a matching scar for the other side of your neck.”
 
   “You seem tired, Lady.”
 
   “Not tired, Captain.”  She shook her head and gazed across at the orcs and outlanders who, in keeping with the Medusa’s mood, had slowed their feverish preparations for another night’s ride.  “Tell me Kimbolt, as an ambitious soldier, what did you aspire to?  Was it some quiet comfortable garrison post or did you want to test your mettle in the heat of battle?”
 
   Kimbolt shrugged.  If Dema were in a conversational mood, then words were a cheap way to delay the ordeal of a frenzied gallop across the fields. “Every soldier wants to know if they have what it takes, to lead their men in a great victory.”
 
   Dema nodded, “you see, Captain, you and I we are not so different after all.”
 
   Kimbolt gulped back the many responses that sprang to mind and settled for a non-commital “hmm.”
 
   “We are soldiers. We seek to prove our mastery of our craft in the greatest battle of our time.  Yet hear I am, still fifty leagues from where that battle is being fought.  I am too late.”  There was tangible sorrow in her voice, but Kimbolt seized upon her words.
 
   “What battle, Lady?  Where?”
 
   “The battle that decides a kingdom.  Grundurg will be there and Xander with enough force that even that fool could not lose, but I am here kicking my heels in the ruins of the Salved’s great folly.”
 
   “Who are they fighting, tell me Lady, who? Has King Gregor taken the field?”
 
   She shook her head and looked him up and down.  “There will come a time Captain, when you will have to make a choice, a real choice, as I have done.  I trust that when that time comes you will choose wisely.”  While he puzzled at her meaning and fretted as to the battle of which she spoke, the Medusa stood up and bid the orcs and outlanders back about their business.
 
   “In the meantime, another of his servants has failed our Master,” the Medusa said. “And so it falls to Dema to rescue the situation.  To make another desparate ride to accomplish an impossible mission. To do it in expectation of little praise or reward save her own satisfaction and the begrudging recognition of an ill-trained slave.”
 
   “Another mission?”
 
   “Aye, it’ll be a while yet before you are re-united with your servant girl, Captain.  We ride east to prove yet again, that one should not send a little wizard to do a soldier’s work.”
 
   “East? to Medyrsalve?”
 
   She ignored the question, muttering to herself. “Odestus, how many times have I had to save your skin?”
 
   ***
 
   The Sun was getting low in the western sky as Xander looked up again at the flame flecked ridge.  The day was drawing to a close and in another couple of hours the royal army would be able to melt away into the forest behind them.  But they had not got another couple of hours.  
 
   The day had had its frustrations for the returning exile, the time it had taken to find the enemy, the setbacks as first the traps and then elven archers and sorcerers had disrupted the initial assault troops. The thunderous charges of the royal cavalry that had repeatedly repulsed the wolf riding orcs.  However, sheer weight of numbers had at last begun to count.  The boulder throwing ogres and the flame wielding outlander wizards had punctured great bloody holes in the battle lines atop the ridge.  Try as the enemy might to re-deploy their numbers and maintain a solid front, it was now a fragile line, at best no more than three ranks deep.   And, at last, Maelgrum himself had arrived, along with the rest of the wizards shepherding the shambling stumbling reserve force.  Xander yanked back on the bridle to steady his shying horse as the animal caught the scent of the fearsome late arrivals to the battle.  The traitor Prince grinned as he imagined the reaction on the hill when Maelgrum’s special guard advanced and kept on advancing.
 
   He drew his sword, and swung it above his head to urge this latest attack.  Orcs and outlanders alike, parted to let the legion through. The fading sunlight glinted off the blade as Xander urged them.  “Go on you beauties, tear them apart, bite their faces off, feast on their flesh.”
 
   The lurching shambling creatures made no reaction, oblivious to all but the wizardly will which drove them forward and upward, urging them to climb the hill and feed.
 
   A movement on the ridge caught Xander’s eye.  The Royal cavalry moving through the ranks to make one last charge down the slope.   “You fools,” Xander murmured as four hundred horsemen charged towards the heart of Maelgrum’s army.
 
   It was a magnificent sight, desparate heroism as the royal banner streamed out from the head of the wedge shaped formation.  Gregor himself must be riding with them, abandoning the protection of the hill for a suicidal dash into the centre of the enemy.  Xander cackled.  “Get ready to embrace death brother, it will become you.”
 
   However, the laugh died in Xander’s throat as he realised the direction of Gregor’s charge.  It was not directed at some nebulous centre of the enemy. It was personal.  The cavalry were charging straight for him all four hundred of them.
 
   With a cry of alarm Xander spurred his horse to action, and together with his outlander escort fled for shelter behind the advancing legion.  There was a cry of “Morsalve” as the wedge of cavalry crashed into the lurching creatures of the night. The momentum carried them well into and almost through the enemy ranks, but as they slowed the creatures gathered around.  The riders hacked with axe and sword, carving away through, but Xander heard the shouts of alarm as the horsemen found their opponents fought on even when limbs were lopped off.  There was the frantic neighing of horses as teeth sank into fetlock and hamstring.  
 
   The traitor Prince paused in his flight and looked back.  Gregor’s horsemen were surrounded by the cloying leering creations who fought with teeth and bare hands, hands that fought on even when separated from their bodies.  But even as he watched the vanguard of the cavalry hacked their way through the dreadful legion the royal standard fluttering still as a hundred or more knights came through into open country beyond the legion a mere four hundred yards from Xander’s refuge.  Shaken by, but shaking off, the frightful experience of Maelgrum’s legion the cavalry gathered their wind and resumed their personal charge after Xander.
 
   Although his escort of a hundred and twenty now marginally outnumbered the king’s still Xander fled from his brother’s furious charge.  He screamed at a division of resting wolf mounted orcs to come to his aid.  The orcish cavalry needed no encouragement to repay the insult of their early repulse by the Royal Guard.  With a howl they charged towards the flank of Gregor’s diminished force.  The king did not hesitate or deviate.  At a shouted order half the king’s men peeled off to meet the wolves head on.  Outnumbered as they were, the detachment could only buy the king time, but that it seemed was all Gregor wanted as his fifty knights closed in on Xander and his outlanders. 
 
   At last Xander deemed it right to make a stand. He wheeled his company round and ordered the charge.  With grim determination the once exiled horsemen spurred their steeds towards the remnants of the royal guard.  Xander watched them go, watched them close the hundred yards gap and heard the clash of steed and steel as the forces collided.  He had kept his half-dozen personal body guards about him, and waited with a mix of impatience and fear lest Gregor and his men should break through this latest layer of defence.  But they did not.  The screams rang out, outlanders fell, but so too did the King’s men as Xander’s troops hacked and carved their way towards the King’s standard.
 
   Xander spurred his horse into a trot towards the fast fading battle, the crash and clatter of steel diminishing as the number of combatants fell.  “Hold,” Xander commanded when he saw the King’s standard fall.  Then he pushed his way though to the centre of the melee.
 
   His troops had formed a circular enclosure, about twenty yards across and there, in the centre stood Gregor, surrounded by his fallen knights.  The king’s armour and shield were dented in a dozen places and blood ran down from a puncture in his thigh. Yet the sword he swung was blood red and the bodies of a dozen outlanders were testament to the threat posed by this cornered lion.
 
   “Xander,” Gregor cried.  “Come out, face me!”
 
   “I am here brother,” Xander urged his horse forward into the circle.
 
   “Aye an’ if it did not dishonour our mother I would call you a bastard as well as a traitor.”
 
   “Oh, I am wholly of your blood and you of mine,” Xander replied drawing his own sword, the twin to the one Gregor carried.  “As this weapon which I recovered from that prick Prince Thren bears proof.”
 
   “You murdering bastard.”
 
   “I gave your son the same gift I will give you brother. A quick death!”
 
   Gregor laughed.  “You think you can kill me, little brother?!”
 
   But Xander had already stung his horse to action, charging at his weary siblling.  Gregor parried the first blow with his shield and, when Xander turned and charged again the King ducked to the side and drove his sword into his brother’s horse.  The animal collapsed in a heap and Xander just managed to roll free of the flailing body before Gregor was upon him, swords locked hilt to hilt.
 
   “You struck my horse. ‘Tis against the laws of chivalry,” Xander rebuked him in genuine surprise.
 
   “What do you know of chivalry?” Gregor spat.
 
   Xander managed to snap an elbow up into his brother’s face and jerk a knee into his midriff. As they rolled apart, both men scrambled to their feet, but Xander, unencumbered by any wounds was faster.  Gregor was on his knees as his brother swung a blow at him.  The king got his battered shield in the way, but neither it nor the armour beneath could withstand the ancient enchantment of Xander’s blade.  The sword clove through shield and armour and into the flesh and bone beyond.
 
   Everything stopped.
 
   Xander looked at the sword buried to the hilt through his brother’s shield and announced simply, “you are dead, brother. I am now King.”
 
   Gregor, his skin a waxy white, his eyes already dulling, gave a bitter blood specked cough.  “I will see you in hell, Xander.”  
 
   Enraged, Xander pulled the blade free and whirled it above his head to strike again at his dying brother.  But even as the king fell forward with a bloody cough, his body turned to dust and it was but an empty suit of armour on which Xander rained down blow upon furious blow.
 
   ***
 
   Hepdida pretended to rest against the cartwheel, eyes half closed as though asleep.  The handful of weak and wounded orcs who had been assigned to guard the baggage train were gazing towards the distant battle, some clambering onto the carts laden with Grundurg’s booty to better see the unfolding carnage.  The top of the ridge was a seething mass of bodies from which roars and wails of combat drifted on the light wind. Hepdida’s guards let fly with guttural cheers and whoops at their army’s moment of victory.  She took advantage of their distraction to bend her head and once more set to the task of chewing through the rope that tethered her to the heavily laden wagon. It was thick hemp, but her furtive gnawing had scraped away the surface threads to expose the fresh white cable beneath.
 
   A sudden nervousness overcame her orcish companions who hastily dismounted from the cart or busied themselves tending to the lowing oxen. Hepdida hid the scarred portion of rope beneath her legs as Grundurg and a dozen orcs rode their baying wolves into the baggage camp.  As his steed reared and whirled, the orc chieftain used both hands to wave his latest trophies at those who had been kept from the fighting.  Hepdida did not look, but the frenzied cheering of the non-combatants suggested Grundurg had scaled new depths.
 
   She heard the jangle of stolen jewellery on battered armour as he dismounted and drew near, but still she feigned an exhausted sleep, until the kick in the belly forced her into a coughing wakefulness. “Look! See what Grundurg did.”  The orc was waving two severed heads in her face, fine featured, dark skinned and sharp eared. “Grundurg kill elves, drink their blood. Plenty dead elves.”
 
   Hepdida wanted to shut her eyes, but knew that would only earn another kicking.  She tried to look without seeing, not letting the image on her retina register in her mind.  “Battle won. Tonight Grundurg celebrate.”  He bent close exhaling his foul breath in her face. “Grundurg celebrate, with you.”
 
   Drunk with his part in the triumph, the Orc breathed in the heady scent of her fear.
 
   “You are to keep me safe, the Lady said,” Hepdida stammered.  While the orc had made a point of making her witness all manner of atrocities he had not yet physically harmed her. But now there was a deeper menace in his manner and she could not help but tremble as she repeated, “the Lady Dema told you not to harm me.”
 
   Grundurg grinned.  “Snake Lady not coming back, not now, not soon.  Snake lady forget you by time she comes back, if she comes back. Grundurg not going to wait. Grundurg going to celebrate.”  He shook the severed elven heads for emphasis.  “Grundurg has plenty to celebrate.”
 
   ***
 
   To the victors came the spoils. The undead Lord stalked the corpse littered ridge in company with Xander, Haselrig and an orcish escort.  Haselrig nervously noted the thin trails of condensation that drifted from Maelgrum’s presence, testament to some displeasure despite the total victory.
 
   “Our lossesss are greater than they ssshould have been.  The Lady would not have been ssso profligate with our troopsss.” 
 
   “Yet even those who have died may be made to serve us once again.”  Xander, distracted by his own concerns, ventured an unwise opinion.  A cloud of vapour condensed immediately in Maelgrum’s wake.   
 
   “The power to raissse my legionsss isss not a sssubsstitute or excussse for poor generalship,” the wizard snapped; his icy tone alerted Xander to his peril.  “There are more battlesss to be fought ‘ere thisss land fallsss wholly into my power and the legionsss are not sssskilled in the sssiegecraft that we musssst yet undertake.  True ssservantsss should not presssume upon my power to make good their own manifessst failingsss.”
 
   Xander looked up into the flame red pits in Maelgrum’s skull.  The traitor Prince’s mouth dropped open in fear and he backed rapidly away from his Master’s displeasure, stumbling over a heap of elven bodies as he did so.
 
   His Master strode towards him as Xander scrabbled kicking backwards over the fallen, fleeing away from the undying wizard’s wrath. 
 
   “Master,” Haselrig cried, seeing a sudden gleam of silvery gold amidst the pile of corpses.  “Look. He lies here.”
 
   Maelgrum too had seen and stopped at the glint of ornate armour.  A barked command brought the orcs forward to shift the dead elves and uncover what lay beneath. It was the work of a few moments to reveal the tall full visored figure of an elf Lord stretched out in his battered finery.
 
   Haselrig, painfully learned in interpreting his Master’s moods, detected something new in the undead wizard’s manner.  Maelgrum’s skeletal skull was tilted to one side, his red glowing eyes throbbed gently and there was a crackling of static around the swirling tendrils of mist.  “Isss he….. dead?” There was a thrill of trepidation in the wizard’s enquiry.
 
   The orcs kicked the body and, despite the powerful dent in the back of the helm, there was a cough and splutter through the carved bearded face on the visor.  “He lives, Master. The lord Feyril lives.”
 
   “Ask him where the Ankh is, the royal Ankh,” Xander demanded.  “It was not on Gregor’s remains. The bastard would not have trusted it to anyone but Feyril.”
 
   Maelgrum flung out a finger and a crackle of lightning snapped out and engulfed the unwise Prince in a twisting stinging spiral of electric blue.  Xander howled and collapsed on the ground in a senseless heap.  “Sssilence,” Maelgrum commanded.  “I would ssspeak with my old friend the lord Feyril without the interruptionsss of mere humansss, who would do well to remember their own mortality.”
 
   At the slightest inclination of the wizard’s fleshless chin two orcs hauled the stunned elf upright.  “Come, let me look into hisss eyesss.  It hasss been ssso long and there is ssso much I mussst dissscusss with him while he diesss.”
 
   The throbbing of Maelgrum’s flame pit eyes quickened and deepened and there was a hiss, as of an intake of breath when the wizard’s lipless mouth opened in concession to the conventions of speech.  It was a state Haselrig had not witnessed in seventeen years of his Master’s company and, at last, the ex-antiquary identified the emotion as excitement.  The undead wizard was close to trembling like an expectant child before festival day.
 
   The left hand orc ripped off the ancient elven helmet and cast it aside.  Instantly Maelgrum’s eyes flared into the brightest red and an icy stream of fog flooded from his shoulders.  “Thisss isss not Feyril,” he cried in a voice that made all tremble with fear for having played some part in their Master’s disappointment.
 
   The unmasked imposter, straightened his dazed body. “No, my name is Findil. I have been honoured to wear the Lord Feyril’s colours these last few days.”
 
   “You lie,” Maelgrum cried. “The sssmell of Feyril on your sssuit isss not ssso faint asss that.  Tell me where he hasss gone, for I have waited centuriesss to ssspeak with him again.  Tell me and I will let you die in mere daysss, but try to withhold the truth and I will take pleasssure in extracting it from you and sssending you to your afterlife in monthsss of painfull ssstages.”
 
   The Captain faced down his fearsome opponent.  “Do what you will you rotten mocking husk of life, your presence is an insult to the living, your death’s work an abomination that affronts even your own foul god.  The smallest flower of Hershwood in its blooming is a greater wonder than you ever have or ever will achieve in a thousand years of haunting this world.”  
 
   Icicles formed and fell around the furious wizard, the ground froze beneath his feet and his eye sockets blazed like torches.  The orcs holding Findil loosed their grip anxious to avoid being caught as collateral damage in the explosive anger that was about to be unleashed on the foolish elf. In a trice Findil had flung them aside, snatching a dagger from the belt of one as it fell.  With this modest weapon the elf Captain faced the undead wizard.
 
   Maelgrum stretched his mouth wide in a mocking laugh.  “You think you can hurt me with that unwissse elf? It would amussse me to sssee you make the attempt.”
 
   “Oh I will hurt you, foul one, in the only way I can.  You will get no secrets from me.”  So saying Findil grabbed the knife two handed, turned it inwards and drove it up under his breast plate deep into his own chest.  He slumped forward with a groan, holding the incredulous gaze of the undead wizard in his own dimming grey eyes and then fell dead on the ground.
 
   A howling cloud of mist descended on his body, shredding his remains in a meaningless fury for Captain Findil had found his sanctuary well beyond Maelgrum’s reach.
 
   ***
 
   Twenty leagues South East of the battle a lone rider paused in his gallop to pull the strange jewelled Ankh free from his jerkin.  Feyril looked once more into the throbbing heart of its gem.  He had known and wept at the moment Gregor fell, his loss announced with a flash of sound and light from the ancient jewel in the palm of his hand.  Now the steady red glow had become a pulsating light that switched between white and red.  Feyril held the ankh by its neck and slowly turned round, pointing it to the different corners of the compass.  As he did so the beat of the throbbing gem quickened and then slowed.  
 
   He frowned at the results of his experiment and checked a second time to be sure, the beat was fastest when it pointed due East.  
 
   The elf patted his horse’s neck and hauled the reigns round to head in the direction the Ankh had selected. “No, Sharkle, we are not going home, not yet.”  With that the elf clicked his tongue and the faithful horse resumed its frantic pace across the quiet plains of Morsalve.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Part Three
 
    
 
   It was a grey afternoon on the outskirts of Dwarfport.  On the porch of her one roomed shack the thief counted again her stack of gold crowns and silver pennies.  Satisfied with the result she leant back in the wicker chair and gazed into the hinterland whence in a few days time a dwarven caravan was expected.  The wooden boards beneath her creaked and bowed at the shifting of even her slight weight.  It was not a house fit for a princess or a priestess but it served the thief’s purpose well enough.  She knew not what fate had befallen its original owner, but it had been vacant when she arrived and the few locals who had challenged her for possession had quickly regretted making a claim.
 
   A movement on the Western horizon drew her eye, a solitary horse and rider. It was an unusual sight for the marshland which lay between the Hadrans and the lush plains of Medyrsalve was unpopulated and rarely travelled.  Her attention was held by this diversion from the dangerous monotony that was everyday life in Dwarfport.
 
   The horse trotted briskly, but not too brisk, for the rider sat slumped in the saddle, arms down, hands resting, no leaning on the horse’s neck.  The white steed coated in the dust and grime of a hard ride, picked its way with intricate steps along the twisting path through the saturated marshland. The fatigued pair were working their way unerringly towards her shack, but she felt no apprehension and only an incidental curiosity.
 
   As they drew closer she recognised the elven make of the rider’s armour, picked out the grey beard streaked with dirt.  A murmur of recognition crossed her mind.  Ten yards short of her doorstep the elf stopped and dismounted.  Shielding his eyes to see into the shade he drew closer, returning her visual scrutiny in kind.
 
   Incredulity was mirrored in their faces as he perceived the loose leather garb, the sword in a shoulder scabbard, the trappings of a common foot pad.  In turn she took in the battered armour and a familiar face suddenly wearing its years with uncomfortable honesty.
 
   “The Lord Feyril?” she doubted.
 
   “The Lady Niarmit?” he echoed.
 
   ***
 
   The trees that sheltered them from wind and rain could not ease the raging hunger in their bellies.  Kimbolt shivered involuntarily.  The never ending ride and the privations of the last few days had eroded his stamina.  He could feel his teeth chattering, but was aware of little else but cold and hunger.  Something was thrust into his hands but he could not take it. Instead the item, a gourd, was lifted to his mouth, forced between his lips and fiery alcohol trickled down his throat.  He coughed and spluttered.
 
   “Captain, what day is it?”
 
   He nodded and then stammered as far as the ague would let him “M-M-M-Morwensday, M-m-m-aybe Th-Th-Thrensday ?”
 
   “How many days since we defeated Hetwith at the gorge?”
 
   “H-H-Hetwith? was Thren, s-s-sure it w-w-was Th-Thren!” Kimbolt pulled feebly at the sodden rag across his back with his still bound hands.
 
   A palm was pressed against his forehead, cool soft skin against his burning flesh.  A voice cursed softly and then suddenly a huge thick cloak descended around his shoulders.  “Wait here,” the voice commanded unnecessarily, and then its owner was gone and Kimbolt was alone with the rain once more.
 
   ***
 
   “Well,” the old elf said after a moment’s silence. “Have you no words of welcome for an old comrade in arms.”
 
   “It has been five years since Bledrag field,” she snapped, before finding a softer tone.  “Forgive me, my Lord.  But our past acquaintance is a lifetime away and I had no expectation of meeting anyone who knew me of old, least of all you.”
 
   “You are forgiven.” Feyril managed a painful smile.  “In exchange for a seat and a little of your time.”
 
   Niarmit relinquished her own chair, the only one the shack possessed, with an easy shrug.  “Please, make yourself comfortable.  As for time, an hour is all you have.  A few minutes past and a ship sails from the harbour. I will be on it.”
 
   Feyril, in the act of lowering himself into the uncertain comfort she had offered, shot upright again. “A ship? Where headed?” A sudden urgency prevailed over curiosity in his voice.
 
   “The Eastern lands, after a brief stop in Oostsalve.”
 
   “You can’t, you mustn’t.”
 
   Niarmit bridled at the unwelcome command. “Feyril you have no call on me.  I do and go as I please.”
 
   “You are a princess of the empire and a priestess of the Goddess,” he rebuked her.
 
   “Was Feyril, I was once.  Now I am just Niarmit, in my own service and no-one else’s.”
 
   “You cannot leave, not now.”
 
   “Feyril, if all you mean to do is harangue me about duty, then you have wasted much energy in a long and fruitless journey.  Years of my life, my friends my family, all have I given in the service of Undersalve.  No more.  If you have other news to tell me, then say it swiftly or I will bid you good day, indeed good bye.”
 
   The elf grimaced, part with worry part with pain.  He met her gaze steadily, recognised the stubborn set to her expression, and began again in a more mollifying tone.  “An hour of your time, please give me that much. It is a long story I have to tell, but I will try to tell it in an hour.  For the trust I once had with Prince Matteus, just hear me out.”
 
   Niarmit looked briefly around the sunbleached shanty town and then sat comfortably crosslegged before the old elf.  “Dwarfport has few entertainments and I have no goods to pack save those I wear.  My boat leaves in an hour. You have until then, my Lord Feyril.”
 
   ***
 
   It was an uncomfortable experience.  Kimbolt had submitted to priestly healing before.  The Bishop Udecht had once invoked the Goddess’s power to repair an injured knee sustained in an awkward fall. It had been almost pleasant to feel the waves of holy power wash through the frozen painful joint until its normal movement had been restored.  However, even though his fever was easing and his mind clearing, the Captain felt a sense of nausea as his body raged against this new intruding magic.  
 
   The shivering ceased, his wits restored Kimbolt was at last aware of the frowning Medusa and the disgruntled orcish shaman before him.  “Are you better?” Dema demanded.
 
   As Kimbolt nodded she turned to dismiss the orc.  The lurching unholy priest seemed ready to voice some concern or complaint, but the urge quickly left him at the slight twitch of an eyebrow beneath the Medusa’s mask.
 
   “He cured me?” Kimbolt gasped as the humanoid loped away.
 
   “I told him to.”  She pulled a knife from her belt and, before he could wince, cut through the cords that bound his wrists.  “Things should be easier now, the need for secrecy is almost over.  I have raiders out scavenging for supplies.  We will eat well tonight and tomorrow we fight.”
 
   “Another ambush?”
 
   She frowned.  “All in good time Captain, now stir some sense back into your frozen hands and try to get some comfortable rest.”
 
   ***
 
   Feyril sat silent for a moment, brow furrowed as he searched for a suitable starting point.  Niarmit watched with unhurried patience.  At length the elf began.
 
   “The recent news is perhaps the most grievous.  Sturmcairn has fallen.”
 
   Niarmit nodded grimly.  “There has been gossip in the taverns that the beacon chain was lit, though none here seem to attach much importance to it.  Word from Medyrsalve is that it was an accident or an over-reaction.”
 
   “Well it was neither.  Prince Thren perished in the fall of Sturmcairn.  Prince Eadran died from some mischance or mischief on the road to Listcairn and orcs have been raiding the villages of Morsalve South and West of Morwencairn.”
 
   Niarmit whistled softly but made no other reaction.  Feyril paused in his tale, disconcerted by how little the news moved her. “You do believe this all my Lady? I do not jest.”
 
   She nodded, “Aye Feyril, your story is not just credible but also familiar.  A similar disaster overtook Undersalve but five years ago.  I am gracing you with a better hearing than either King Bulveld or Prince Gregor gave me when I entreated them for support for my father.”
 
   “Bulveld was a sick man. He died but a month after your embassy and Gregor was still distraught by his wife’s untimely death.”
 
   Niarmit snorted.  “My father always said that the duty of a Prince was to his people before his family.  My father died for his people and for five long years I have held back my own grief in the thankless task of serving those people he died to defend.  Had Gregor paid more heed to my embassy, his wife’s memory would not have been hurt by the effort, but many lives, not least my father’s, might have been saved.”
 
   “King Gregor is dead.”
 
   “Oh.” Surprise at last found Niarmit.
 
   “Along with the household guard, the Marshal Bruntveld and the better part of the elves of Hershwood.”
 
   Niarmit managed a murmur of sympathy.  “I grieve for your loss, my Lord.  I well remember that it was the elves of Hershwood alone who came to our aid at Beldrag.”
 
   Feyril gave a weak smile. “Aye, yet still I would I had served you and your father better on that dreadful day.  I had thought you lost with poor Matteus, your position overrun.  ‘twas only then that I sounded the retreat.”
 
   “It is not just old elves who can do magic.  My father had a ring my mother gave him, a forbidden ring of wizard craft with a special dweomer.  He made me wear it when the last charge came, made me speak the word of command.” She looked away from the Elf’s steady gaze.  “It took me. Took me from his side to a place of safety. I never saw him fall.  I never said goodbye.”
 
   Feyril let the silence rest a moment between them.  “If I had known you lived, my Lady, by the Goddess I would have o-er turned every stone in Undersalve to find you,” he said softly.
 
   “That is much to swear for a poor landless orphaned once-upon-a-time princess,” she muttered as she smeared the heels of her hands across her eyes.  “Tell me Feyril, what is it you want of me?”
 
   The elf took a breath before launching at speed into his message.  “My lady Niarmit, the Empire of the Salved faces its greatest threat in a millennium.  The chief enemy of your people has risen anew and will sweep into the sea all those whom he cannot enslave or destroy, unless you stop him.  You must ride to Morwencairn, take up the reigns and trappings of power for only you can stand against him.”
 
   Niarmit was lost, floundering in the wake of Feyril’s rapid discourse.  “My Lord? Me to Morwencairn, to lead the empire? You are mad.”
 
   “You must. It is your duty.”
 
   “No!” she slammed her palm against the fragile wooden floor.  “Undersalve was my duty and I discharged that in full.  I challenge any to say I could have done more in the service of that province.  I am leaving now and, if the Empire of The Salved is in such trouble as you describe, then the appeal of the Eastern lands just calls all the stronger.  I have no place on the throne at Morwencairn.  The line of Matteus is but the most junior of the royal lines as was well rehearsed when first my father was made Prince.  Why do you not call on Udecht or Rugan? I am sure they can brandish better claims to lead the Empire than I!”
 
   Feyril realised he had overreached himself.  He paused and took a careful breath before speaking. “My Lady, you are not of the line of Matteus; King Gregor himself was your father.”
 
   Niarmit rose unsteadily, incredulously to her feet.  “No,” she mumbled. “No, you lie! It is a lie!”
 
   ***
 
   Kimbolt woke first.  The camp around him was stirring and he shuffled off the thick cloak that Dema had flung around him.  The Medusa herself was serenely asleep against a tree trunk opposite him. She was masked and hooded as always, but with her eyes hidden and her snakes soothed into sleep, it was uncanny how human she looked.  It gave credit to her claim, “I was human once too.”  Though to do so was to raise another host of questions.  How could anybody, any human, choose the form she now inhabited? How was it possible?
 
   “What made you do it?”  It was only when she stirred into languid wakefulness that Kimbolt realised he had spoken the last question aloud.
 
   “Do what Captain?” She stretched her arms above her head and arched the stiffness out of her body.
 
   He saught some less intrusive query than the one that had been in his mind and his hesitation drew a sharp edge from Dema’s tongue. “Come Captain, you asked a question and I am minded to answer it, but do not try my patience with delay.  There is nothing I have done of which I am ashamed.”
 
   “You said you were human once. Why did you change?” Kimbolt abandoned the search for a more diplomatic question.
 
   The mask lifted slightly as she raised her eyebrows. “Why? I think ‘how?’ would be the better question to which I would give the answer by accident, and by magic.”
 
   Kimbolt could not help but crescent himself. “I had guessed as much, the magic anyway, though not the accident.”
 
   Dema shrugged.  “One would think a wizard could read, but it seems a spell can be written in many different and confusing languages. Still, my father was found of saying that everything happens for a reason and the way things turn out is the way they were probably meant to be.  Sitting here, in independent command of an elite band on a desparate mission I would have to say he was probably right.”
 
   “Your father?”
 
   She looked at him squarely and he blinked in discomfort at the chill of her veiled gaze.  “My father was a Captain, in the King’s guard.”
 
   “He would be ashamed to see you now!” Her revelation drew a reflex of rebuke from Kimbolt and she in turn snapped her hand to the gauze mask, her mouth hardening in fury.
 
   He looked away clenching his eyes shut even as she spoke with icy calm.  “He is dead and there is another of the King’s Captains who is not long for this world, unless he learns to keep a civil tongue in his head.”  With a rustle she was gone and only when he heard her voice barking impatient orders at a distance, did Kimbolt dare to look about him once more.
 
   ***
 
   “Think, my Lady,” Feyril insisted at Niarmit’s shoulder.  “Can you not see what sense this makes of things which must have seemed strange even to you?”
 
   Pale and shaken, Niarmit understood his meaning well enough.  “You are saying that is why my father, why Matteus, was granted the province of Undersalve.”
 
   “Indeed, that is the only reason why Gregor could persuade Bulveld to dismiss the claims of Xander and of Rugan’s kin.”
 
   “Old Bulveld knew? You knew? When was this?”
 
   “At the court of Werckib, just before the decision was made.”
 
   “Who else was privy to this vile slander?”
 
   “Just Gregor, Bulveld and I. No-one else knew, no-one else has ever known.”
 
   “My father, Matteus, did he know?  Did Gregor tell him how he had been cuckolded, how he was given a province not for his military prowess but to secure a land and a living for a royal bastard?”  Niarmit railed against the neat explanation of events which this unwelcome news unlocked.  “No,” she cried.  “It is a lie, my mother, my mother….”
 
   “You never knew your mother,” Feyril reminded her gently.  “She was a proud woman, but the prospects of an impoverished youngest daughter are never certain, no matter how noble the lineage.  Matteus gave her many things, but he was old and could never have given her the child she wanted.”
 
   Niarmit laughed bitterly.  “Aye the child that cost her her life.”
 
   “She thought the risk well worth the prize.”
 
   “Are you saying she sought out this liaison, this fictitious affair, that she entertained any or all in hope of begetting a child?”
 
   Feyril shook his head quickly before Niarmit’s ire.  “It happened Niarmit. The Lady Kopetcha was much sickened when carrying Prince Eadran, Gregor and your mother .. it…” The old elf struggled vainly to find excuses for an old infidelity.  “Human lives are complex.”
 
   “It’s a story Feyril, a sordid and unpleasant story.  Had any other lips than yours first uttered it, then be certain that the steel edge of my sword would have silenced the slander for ever.  There is no proof, there can be no proof for such lies.  My father, Matteus my father loved me as only one who sired me could.  I have eighteen years of memories to set against this ugly and dissembling fiction that you trumpet so.”
 
   “Time and custom can breed the love you remember but the magic of the bloodline cannot lie.  See.” Feyril drew an ornately jewelled Ankh from around his neck.  At its centre a great gem pulsated red then white with ferocious brightness.  “This you know is the Royal Ankh, borne by all the rulers of the house of Eadran and entrusted to me by Gregor but hours before he died.”
 
   Niarmit gazed in wonderment at the jewel whose light cast sharp shadows on the whitewashed walls of the shack. “Touch it,” Feyril urged and instinctively Niarmit reached for the artefact.  When her fingers closed on it, she felt its warmth as though it were of living flesh not inert stone or metal.  But in the instant that she touched it the rhythmic pulsing stopped.  The gem glowed with a constant rose pink hue, a colour that dimmed slowly into the simple sparkle of a precious stone.  At the same time the metal cooled until the item she held seemed nothing more than a well crafted coronation piece.
 
   “What does it mean?”
 
   “The Ankh has acknowledged you. You are indeed Gregor’s heir third of his three children, and now the Ankh tracks the life of your heir.”
 
   “My heir?”
 
   “The King’s brother, perhaps Udecht, perhaps Xander who we believed lost or, if both those have perished it tracks Giseanne their sister and Princess of Medyrsalve.  Whoever it be it is no-one of your line.  You have no children. Of this much the Ankh makes me certain.”
 
   “And if I had?”
 
   “Then the gem would glow red as long as they lived and breathed, just as it glowed red for your brothers Thren and Eadran and when they perished it glowed red for you.”  While Niarmit gazed into the rose pink stone, Feyril gathered his arguments about him once again.  “Niarmit, the royal Ankh cannot lie.  The bloodline magic is the most powerful and enduring that Eadran the Vanquisher created.  You must now believe that you are Gregor’s daughter. You must now take on the mantle of Queen.  Ride to Sturmcairn while it still holds against the dread force of the enemy.  Wear the helm of Eadran. Wield it for it is the only weapon with the power to vanquish the evil one.”
 
   “The ancient helm is a weapon? How can that be?”
 
   “The source and nature of its power is a mystery known only to those who have worn it and which they are forbidden to share, but I myself have seen in ancient days how nations trembled at the power of the wearer of the helm.”
 
   Niarmit shook her head defiantly.  “Feyril, in your long journey you must have left your wits some way behind.  You come with some elven bauble in imitation of the coronation Ankh that only kings would bear.  You tell me that my mother was a whore,” she stayed his protest with an upraised hand.  “That my father, he who reared me, was a cuckold, my true father a philanderer.  That both he and two brothers I never knew I had are dead.  You would have me ride half way across the empire to wield a weapon you cannot describe against an enemy you will not name.  It is a story not worthy of belief.”
 
   “But it is true!”
 
   “Whether it is true or not it is not worthy of belief.  I have a better one to remember and since I am bound to leave this Petred Isle in a short while it is those memories I will take with me.  Your fanciful story you can keep.”
 
   “You must believe me,” he cried at last.
 
   Niarmit strode pointedly out into the dirt track which served Dwarfport as a street.  “In memory of dangers we once shared and of kindnesses you showed to my father, Prince Matteus, I leave you all I have in this land, to whit, this shack.  This is what all the dreams I once cherished have come to. I will not ride another such whirlwind of disapppointment.  You must excuse me, my Lord Feyril, suddenly the taverns of Dwarfport seem irresistible.”
 
   ***
 
   Constable Kircadden was nervous.  The chill of the evening breeze bothered him less than the wind of rumour and uncertainty that had blown along the great Eastway these past few days.  His comfortable existance as the King’s officer in Listcairn seemed suddenly less secure.  
 
   While others might gossip about the lighting of the beacons, or the latest talk of missing livestock in the woods of Kelsrik, Kircadden had more concrete reasons for fear.  It had been two days since the half-elf had ridden through with her escort of lancers and their sombre load.  To Kircadden alone she had lifted the shroud to show the broken body of Prince Eadran, brought to his ruin by creatures of magic on the safest road in the realm.
 
   The troop had stopped just to water horses and gather a few short hours of sleep before riding on across the River Saeth and towards the foothills of the Palacintas where Rugan’s province began.  Like every other message and emissary since the lighting of the beacons there had been no reply or return from their passage.
 
   Kircadden wiped his balding pate and wished again that his command were the secure and homely posting it had once been. On the safest highway, at the border between the strongest provinces in the Petred Isle, Listcairn had always been a place of absolute security and safety.  Yet now, with unknown perils lurking in the woods to the West and a deafening silence from the hills to the East, Kircadden felt the awful loneliness of command.
 
   ***
 
   Glafeld knew his customers and their habits well, so when the scrawny thief began drinking in the middle of the afternoon he was surprised.  The thief usually nursed a solitary pint of mead through a whole evening of quiet people watching and target marking; this consumption in short order of a variety of strong spirits was a significant departure from the norm.
 
   However, the fat barkeep was not worried.  Her boat was ready and if she wished to part with her spare cash before taking ship then his was as good an establishment as any to relieve her of it.  Perhaps, as the drink took hold, he might get the opportunity to repay a week old insult by throwing her out into the gutter as a parting shot.  She’d had the drop on him then, but he was prepared now, and the spring loaded blade within his sleeve was primed as ever for any emergency.
 
   Not that Glafeld anticipated an emergency, he was on his own turf and entirely in command.  But then the elf walked in and Glafeld remembered how much he didn’t like elves.
 
   ***
 
   It was a sombre procession which rode down the long tree lined avenue towards the palace of Laviserve.  At Quintala’s side, the corporal hefted the modest standard of the King’s Seneschal.  It was to have been the far grander ensign of the Heir to the Vanquisher’s throne which was carried aloft to herald their arrival, while two trumpeters would have sounded the royal salute.  However the trumpeters had been amongst the harpies’ victims, their broken bodies buried back at Listcairn.  The royal standard lay flaccid over the makeshift bier of crossed spears and lances, borne by the four troopers immediately behind the pensive half-elf.
 
   Where the trees came to an end, the avenue turned a gentle right angle and the weary riders beheld the full splendour of Prince Rugan’s country palace.  The ornamental gardens were filled with the elegant plants of his mother’s homeland.  Beyond the intricate shrubs, in the shelter of a low hill, stretched the broad wings of the Medyrsalve mansion.  Its sinuous confluence of wood and stone, like its princely builder, blended elven and human design in an unsettling but fascinating architecture.
 
   The guards at the main entrance arch, like those at the gatehouse, had been primed to expect them.  The Seneschal’s small party made its mournful way into the palace’s inner courtyard to the accompaniment of sword salutes rather than bureaucratic challenges.   Quintala dismounted at the main entrance and was met by the grim visaged trooper she had sent on ahead.  
 
   “All is ready ma’am, they are in the receiving room,” he announced with a crisp salute.
 
   “Thank you, Sergeant Jolander.”  The troop’s lieutenant, like the trumpeters, lay in the graveyard at Listcairn leaving Jolander as the senior officer in their reduced band.  In the days since the disaster, Quintala had been grateful for the sergeant’s dour efficiency.
 
   Behind them the lancers dismounted and the designated pall bearers took up their burden before following Sergeant and Seneschal.  They walked the broad arched corridor to the gilded room where Rugan habitually met all visitors.    It was a long passage lined with nervous people two ranks deep.  Rugan’s long reign had been an exercise in keeping his friends close and his enemies closer.  The remoteness of his splendid palace meant that all involved in the business of government must reside at the palace.  There they were ever under the close and inescapable scrutiny of the Prince and his network of well informed servants, all entirely dependent on Rugan for food and favour, entertainment and employment. Quintala was not sure whether it was her own arrival, or her half-brother’s spies that inspired the nervous glances and occasional twitches from the gathering crowd.
 
   At the end of the corridor two flunkeys pushed open the ornate double doors and, for the first time in two centuries, Quintala was formally received by her half-brother.  They had met on many occasions at ceremonies as diverse as the Great Court at Werckib to decide the fate of Undersalve or, more recently, at King Gregor’s coronation.  The Prince of Medyrsalve was one of the great magnates of the Petred Isle, to be humoured and honoured as the occasion required.  However, the half-siblings’ meetings had never been brotherly.  The Prince exuded a coldness bordering on resentment with every greeting.  Until his sister’s birth, Rugan had been the only half-elf in this or any other empire and Quintala fancied that breaking the bubble of his uniqueness had pricked her brother’s vanity more deeply than he would admit.
 
   However, she always liked to see him for the simple benefit of observing how time made its imprint on their mixed race physiology. The Prince was some two hundred and fifty years her elder and, like her, had inherited the longevity of her mother’s kin against which a human lifespan seemed unbearably brief. Elves, barring war or accident, might live forever, or at least until they tired of this plane and took ship for the land whence none returned.  However, no-one knew if the half-elven inherited that immortality in full, or simply had their human spans stretched but by some finite factor.
 
   Every time she felt an ache or pain on rising in the morning, Quintala wondered if her body was showing the signs of aging.  The groans and ailments which her father, and so many human friends and lovers, had at first complained of and then in time succumbed to.  Seeing Rugan was always a chance to scan his features for any slow sign of the creeping weakness of age.  For that reason at least, Quintala could smile in her brother’s presence.
 
   She was smiling now as she strode into the room, the walls still lined with a curious audience, all eyes on her as she approached the princely throne.  There were three of them.  Rugan, swarthy and compact a darker version of his long dead father, the prince who had loved and wed an elf maiden.  His beard was neatly trimmed and coal black, though Quintala’s sharp eyes saw flecks of grey she hadn’t seen before.  His long hair was swept back to expose his cuspated ears, a badge of race he flaunted with as much angry pride as she did.  His eyes, dark and impenetrable darted back and forth as Sergant Jolander followed her into the audience chamber.
 
   On his right stood a tall elf lady, her waist length hair the silvery grey of distinction rather than of age.  She was unwearied by two millennia, but it was said that she had not smiled these last two and a half centuries since her husband and daughter had taken ship to leave this world.  
 
   “Greetings Grandmama Kychelle,” Quintala gave the lady a deep nod of greeting, to which the elf lady gave a thin lipped dip of her chin.
 
   To Rugan’s left stood a robed lady, dark hair falling over pale skinned shoulders, a circlet about her brow.  Her face was so reminiscent of the high cheek bones of her brother, whom Quintala had last seen in Morwencairn a lifetime of days ago.  Her hands were clasped infront of her long flowing dress, its colour matched to the deep blue of the massive oval sapphire on her ring.  Quintala noted how the hands were clasped not just for comfort but to cup a belly which swelled against the dress.  “Greetings, Princess Giseanne,” the seneschal offered with a raised eyebrow.  “I see congratulations are in order to you and your husband.”
 
   “Thank..” Giseanne cut short her gratitude with a quick glance at her husband whose expression had darkened perceptibly in these two brief exchanges.
 
   “It seems, Seneschal,” he growled.  “That two centuries have not taught you the common courtesy to greet a prince your host, before his family.”
 
   “It seems, brother that five centuries have not taught you the common courtesy of letting a pregnant woman be seated in your presence.”  This was not starting well, Quintala thought. 
 
   ***
 
   “I don’t serve elves.”  
 
   Niamrit gave the stubborn barkeep a bleak stare.  She was not used to drinking and she tried to detach the effect of three shots of spirits from any response she might make.  “You will serve this elf,” she said at last with some care.
 
   “I don’t serve elves,” Glafeld repeated, refolding his arms inside his apron.
 
   “The Lord Feyril has had a long a dusty ride.”  Thought was a little difficult, but Niarmit managed, with some deliberation, to arrange her words in the correct order.  “While I might disagree with every word he has spoken this afternoon, he is my guest and my friend, and the Goddess knows I have few enough of them.  So, that he may drink to our last parting, I say again barkeep, a flagon of ale for my companion here.” 
 
   “I don’t serve elves and I don’t take orders from common drunks and thieves.”  Glafeld spat carelessly on the floor.  “Now get your pointy eared pet and your own elf-loving thieving hide out of my bar.”
 
   “That suits my purpose,” Feyril announced equably as he rose to his feet.  “Come Niarmit.”
 
   But Niamrit, riled beyond reason by the barkeep’s manner, flung the table over at his feet as she stood up, reaching towards her shoulder scabbard.  Feyril seized her arm.  “No, not this,” he cried with a sharp exclamation.
 
   Niarmit, glancing at the irate elf, still caught a glint of steel as Glafled’s hands shot out of his apron.  She shook herself free of Feyril’s grasp, alcohol driven from her blood by a surge of adrenalin as the reflexes of five years of survival took over.  Faster than a gnat could blink, Glafled was sprawled on the sawdust of his own bar room floor, with Niarmit half kneeling on his chest.  The thief held the barkeep’s collar in one hand while her other held a sword pressed against his throat.  Her left foot ground his knife hand relentlessly into the floor.  “Now barkeep our drinks, and be grateful that I have resolved that no more human blood should be shed on my account,though by the Goddess methinks you only just qualify.”
 
   She twisted the ball of her foot against his wrist until his fingers released the knife.  As she picked it up she suddenly saw the blood on the blade, the reddening stain where it had lain amongst the dust.
 
   She was about to check her own person when Feyril staggered and fell to the floor.
 
   ***
 
    “I have granted you the audience your envoy requested, Seneschal,” Rugan glowered.  “You now have but three more words before the audience is ended and I would urge that one of them be sorry, if you would wish to speak with me before another two centuries have passed.”
 
   Quintala frowned and then gave a nod of instruction to Jolander.  The sergeant clapped his hands and again the double doors were opened and this time the four pall bearers entered, bearing aloft their makeshift stretcher, its burden covered by the royal standard.  There was a murmur amongst the courtiers in the room at this new spectacle, until a glance from Rugan stilled the faint chattering.
 
   The lancers reverently laid the bier upon the floor between the two half-elves.  Quintala stepped forward and seized the cloth covering, all the while holding her brother’s gaze as she pulled it aside with the words, “behold, Prince Eadran!”
 
   This time no glare or order from the discomforted Prince could still the wave of conversation which ran around the room at the unveiling of Edaran’s shattered corpse.  Quintala was glad of the freezing spells she had used to slow decay, and efforts had been made at Listcairn to arrange Eadran’s remains with some dignity.  However, it was beyond Quintala’s magic or Listacirn’s means to entirely conceal the catastrophic destruction that had ended his life.
 
    It was Quintala’s voice loud and clear that broke the hub-bub “And, if my audience is now at an end, perhaps you might let me speak as proxy for my poor dead Prince, your wife’s nephew and fulfil the emissary that cost him his life.”
 
   Even so Rugan seemed minded to dismiss her from his sight, but the Lady Kychelle reached out a hand to grip his shoulder, squeeze it once and then the Prince with a slight flick of his finger bade Quintala continue.
 
   “Countless times, by signal and by letter have you been summoned to fulfil your duty as a Prince of the Petred isle, to march to your King’s aid in time of great peril.  The beacons have been lit, letters sent, yet still no host of Medyrsalve has crossed the Palacintas.”
 
   “’tis no small feat to muster an army and on scant evidence of need but a mis-fired beacon.”
 
   “Your pusillanimous delay has cost our Prince his life.  Sturmcairn has fallen, Prince Thren and mayhap your brother in law Bishop Udecht have perished in that catastrophe.  Your other brother in law Xander the lost has returned and is now in arms against the King.  Prince Eadran has been taken on the road to Listcairn by monstrous magic, while riding to bid you discharge the obligations of fealty and faith. There has been no greater evidence of need in my or even your long lifetime.  Perhaps the Lady Kychelle might cast her mind back to the Kinslaying wars to countenance when last such a sequence of disasters converged on the Salved Kingdom.”
 
   Rugan seemed ready to speak but again Kychelle stilled him.  “A moment, my Prince.” Her voice was as clear and hard as diamonds.  “There is much that must be discussed here and the court need not hear all of it save the conclusions to our deliberations.”
 
   Rugan nodded and standing gave a dismissive wave of his hand. Instantly doors opened and the gathered company filed quickly from the spectacle of fractious siblings and a dead Prince.  Jolander too, made to leave, but Quintala bid him stay.  Lowly sergeant or not, there was a power in numbers and she did not wish to stand on her own in an argument with Rugan and his women.
 
   “So,” she said, when the door shut on the last excited courtier.  “You see the urgency of the situation, the need to ride to the King’s aid?”
 
   Rugan paced the room twice before turning to face her. Now, close up she could see the steel grey strands in beard and temples and the deepening crowfeet at the corners of his eyes.  It seemed that after all there was to be a limit to the longevity that their mixed race had granted them.
 
   “What strikes me, Seneschal,” Rugan said at length.  “Is that, if Thren, Edaran and Udecht are all dead and Xander is to be disinherited, then my wife and her unborn child are now Gregor’s heirs.  Their protection must be my priority.”    
 
   ***
 
   It was an ugly wound.  The knife had stabbed through the weaker mesh mail in the elf’s armpit.  The blade had gone deep and the blood that trickled from Feyril’s mouth was more ominous than the fuller frothy flow from the wound itself.
 
   “Is it bad?” the elf lord asked between coughs.
 
   “Not good,” Niarmit conceded.
 
   “My horse, take me to my horse.”
 
   She helped him outside to lean against the trough from which his horse was drinking greedily.  “The saddlebags, there is a vial.”
 
   Niarmit found the bottle quickly enough, but liked not the light half empty weight of it in her hand.  He took it from her and quaffed the contents greedily, shaking the empty bottle in reproachful search of a last drop or two.  His pallid features lost something of their greyness and he broke into a weak smile.  
 
   “Better?” she asked.
 
   He nodded, but still winced as he tried to straighten up. Quickly she checked the wound again.  Blood now oozed rather than flowed from it and there was no trace of the alarming bubbles of air with their indications of an injured lung.
 
   “You will live, but you are not healed yet.  It will take more magic or much rest to make you entirely whole again.”
 
   “A priestess of the Goddess can earn the power of healing through prayer,” he said hopefully.
 
   She shook her head and pulled her collar open to show her bare neck where once had been a crescent symbol of the goddess on its gold chain.  “I am no more priestess than princess any longer, Feyril.  The trappings of my faith, like my dreams and my friends lie discarded in a mountain pass in the Hadrans.  If you seek healing then in Medyrsalve you may find their ruler’s mixed blood earns you a better welcome than from Glafeld’s kind.  If Dwarfport were any other kind of place I would say rest here, but as it is not, I urge you ride North at your gentlest pace.  Otherwise I will not answer for your health.”
 
   “First thief, now physician? You have taken many professions since leaving the church of the goddess.”
 
   “Do not mock me Feyril.”
 
   He shook his head, but not without discomfort.  “I would not mock you lady, I know your short life so far has brought more anguish than many an old man’s, maybe even than an old elf’s.  But, come will you not ride with me, to the court of Prince Rugan at least?”
 
   She shook her head firmly.  “No. I have a few moments yet, but I mean to be on that ship.  The Petred Isle has seen the last of me and I of it.  Do not seek to dissuade me, Feyril.  You have not the strength to waste in idle words.”
 
   “It will not please the Goddess to see you go.”
 
   “The Goddess cares not whether I live or die, still less where I spend what years or months she is pleased to leave me.  Feyril… friend Feyril, when you are well again, find whatever path it is you old elves take when you leave the land of men.  Find it and take it.  For if Glafeld could not convince you, let me tell you, this land is not worthy of the likes of you… or me.  Let them all stew in a sauce of their own making.”
 
   Then she turned and, without a backward glance, strode off towards the dock where a solitary mast could be seen flying its departure pennant.
 
   ***
 
   Odestus ran a hand over his bald head once more and invoked the name of several gods he no longer believed in to curse his bad luck.  The disaster at Hershwood had been awful.  The failure to penetrate the passes of the Hadrans had been dire. The very mountains had seemed alive and orcs, wolves and nomads tumbling to their deaths for no adequately explained reason.  These uncharted marshes of the upper Saeth levels had been his last route through which to break out from Undersalve.   However, the levels were an unholy mix of horse swallowing bogs criss-crossed by narrow pathways.  These would weave promisingly across the sodden ground before coming to abrupt dead ends.  It was hardly a place to manoeuvre a platoon of disciplined marsh dwellers, let alone somewhere to try and lead a shrinking and demoralised army of several thousand.
 
   They had progressed like a traveller taking stepping stones across a river.  Isolated patches of high ground gave places just large enough for the army to camp almost dry shod, while a flurry of patrols could then explore the snaking pathways to find the best route to the next dry campsite.
 
   Some patrols had never returned and Odestus with brutal logic had dismissed those routes, as clearly some marshland treachery must have overwhelmed the missing scouts. So they had blundered fruitlessly through the levels until at last Odestus had been forced to re-examine those assumed dead ends.  
 
   Thus the little wizard had been brought at last to this extraordinary scene.  The barely promising track had quickly broadened into a veritable highway of firm ground before rising to this small wooded copse on the very border of the marsh.  His initial assumption had been that the missing patrol had simply fled the fly ridden marshes as soon as they had realised they had found the route out.  On that premise, he had been rehearsing in his memory the spells to search out the deserters and bring them back in various forms and pieces as a salutary lesson to re-invigorate the loyalty and dutifulness of his dwindling army.
 
   However, as he scratched his chin, the error of the assumption was brought home to him in the midst of a newly unfolding mystery.
 
   “We should wait, Governor,”  Vesten said at his elbow.  “There is clearly some force beyond our expectation or understanding.  We should tell the Master that we wait here.”
 
   “Wait!” Odestus exclaimed. “Wait you say?  May I suggest you tell that to the Master.  We failed to force a passage of the elven kingdom, we were driven back from the mountain passes and we have blundered for days in this infernal swamp.  Now, when I finally bring a force to our Master’s call, albeit half of what was expected and a week overdue, you suggest I tell the Master we wait and because of what …. This?”
 
   Governor and secretary looked around at the scene before them.  There were a score of bodies, orcs and nomad mercenaries.  A group lay scorched and twisted, their limbs curled up in a pugilist’s pose by the fire that had despatched them to the underworld.  Others lay scattered in a trail around the small clearing, their lives ended by single sword thrusts of brutal precision.  The most remarkable corpse was that of the ogre suspended in the branches of a tree some fifteen foot off the ground.  They were all several days dead.
 
   “These were our best, Governor, and yet here they lie, every last one of them, with not a single foe for company.”
 
   Odestus nodded and hailed an orcish shaman from his inspection of the less obviously dead bodies.  A few words in the twisted orcish tongue and the shaman set to work, holy symbol clutched to his chest as he wailed horribly over the least damaged of the corpses.  It was a long invocation and at its end there was the slightest twitch at the corner of the corpse’s mouth that signified the spell’s success.
 
   “It is done?” Odestus demanded.
 
   “He speak now,” the shaman assured him with a bob of the head.  “Few questions only, before his spirit must go back to slaughter hall with his brothers.”
 
   “Ask him who did this.”
 
   The shaman put question in the tangled sounds of the orcish tongue.  The body’s black cracked lips moved in a whisper of an answer which puzzled as quickly as Odestus and Vesten translated it.  “One? one, but that makes no sense.  Ask him again. Who did this Make him answer in the common tongue.”
 
   Once more the shaman put the question and for the last time the dead orc spoke to the living.  “It was an elf. One elf. A terrible elf.  He did it.”
 
   ***
 
   The wind was whipping white horses on the crests of the waves and Niarmit pulled her cape close about her shoulders.  To the west lay the shore of the Petred Isle, barely a league away.  The recently repaired trading schooner had followed the coastline North towards Oostsalve where the Captain’s promised rich cargo lay waiting, but after that the sails would be set for the Eastern lands.  Despite Feyril’s sad salute of farwell as the ship had warped out of Dwarfport’s harbour, Niarmit had no regrets.
 
   Her father, Matteus, her father, she constantly reminded herself of the kindly white haired man who had been at her side her whole life until that moment of heartbreak at Bledrag field.  He was her father, would always be her father despite the elf lord’s repugnant aspersion on her parenthood.  In his youth, Matteus had travelled to the Eastern lands, serving in the forces of the Salved outside Salicia as well as journeying into the mysterious hinterlands of the vast sprawling continent from which the original human colonists of the Petred isle had hailed two thousand years or more ago. 
 
   In quieter moments, of which there had been a few after he gained the province of Undersalve, he had told her of these strange places.  Places where humans worshipped more than one god, or where every town or village had and needed some fortified castle or stockade for there was no barrier of mountains to protect them.  Places where merchants could make fortunes by persuading one nation to make a luxury of its neighbour’s surplus goods.  Places where magic was not the preserve just of priests and elves, but even weak willed humans were allowed to dabble in dangerous thaumatagery.  Places she would soon see for herself.
 
   The howl of the gale had risen to a new pitch and it seemed that all of the small crew were now on deck.  A third man ran to join the two at the tiller leaning heavily on it, pushing the great bar towards the shore which now seemed not so distant, its grey mass underlined by a white froth of breakers on the green-grey sea.
 
   The bow of the ship turned sluggishly seaward while the rest of the crew pulled on the bafflement of ropes and pulleys that swung the storm shortened sail.  The Captain was shouting orders above the wind.  A few of the crew cast accusing glances in Niarmit’s direction but for only a second as that was all they could spare from the urgent demands of their situation.
 
   Niarmit felt strangely calm.  She had no expertise in seamanship and knowing that there was nothing she could usefully do left her unworriedly inactive.
 
   The end, when it came, was sudden.
 
   There was a mighty crack as the mast sprung.  Ropes went slack and then taut again as the great structure crumpled over the port side.  A moment of helpless drifting and buffeting passed as the crew hacked with axes to free the wreckage.  Then there was a thunderous creak and crash from below as the hull struck some hidden rock and the ship lurched to one side.  Niarmit, her view of the approaching sea concealed by the steeply tilted deck, had no chance to brace herself as another huge wave struck the ship, flinging her overboard.
 
   She surfaced quickly enough, to be welcomed by a mouthful of saltwater.  All thoughts of returning to the safety of the boat vanished when she saw how sorry its state had become during her brief moment of immersion.   
 
   The waves had all but broken it in two as they impaled it on the rocks.  Niarmit was not alone in the water now.  She, like the others, was being swept irresistibly towards the bubbling froth of white water breaking over half submerged rocks which lay between her and the distant shore.
 
   ***
 
   Kircadden joined the sentries on the battlements, panting from the unaccustomed exertion.  It appeared that the entire garrison was already there, those on duty joined by those who had just finished breakfast and heard the commotion of alarms.
 
   “Where is it?” the breathless Constable demanded.
 
   A dozen fingers pointed at the cloud of dust rising over the great Eastway. Horses ridden hard but by whom and why.  Even as Kircadden watched, the approaching cloud resolved itself into two groups, pursued and pursuers.  There was silence as the watchers strained every squinting eye to identify the approaching groups.  
 
   “Them’s orcs,” one veteran growled.
 
   “Nah, humans, soldiers on horses,” he was challenged.
 
   “I’m not talking about them’s as is running,” the old timer snapped. “It’s them’s as is doing the chasing that’s orcs. Orcs on wolves and plenty of them.”
 
   “Silence!” Kircadden commanded, as he strove to bring his scattered wits to bear on this unwelcome development.  The awful truth was soon plain for all to see. A group of human cavalry chased up the great Eastway by twice their number of wolf riding orcs.  The lupine howls were just now carrying on the wind to the transfixed spectators.
 
   Orcs in Morsalve, it was unthinkable and Kircadden couldn’t think.  The town of Listcairn was a walled oval set out on a diagonal from North West to South east.  The castle of Listcairn with its high walls stood on the hill at the north western end of town nearest the approaching riders.   The rest of the settlement stretched out within its more modest walls, crossing the Eastway with two gated entrances.  Within the confines of the town walls the Eastway served also as the town high street.
 
   “Them’s coming our way,” a cry went up. 
 
   The castle had its own separate approach road road, wending down the hillside from the great West gate of the castle until it joined the Eastway some three quarters of a mile short of the town gate.  The horsemen had swung off the main Eastway and were charging up the road as the wolf riding orcs closed in on them.  
 
   Kircadden tried to think.  Orcs in Morsalve the impossibility of it chased around his head in a loop.  While his two hundred was ample to protect the castle, the town walls were longer and more easily scaled.  He could hold the castle for years, but he could not keep the orcs from the town.
 
   “Them’s coming our way,” another voice echoed.  “Constable, sir, them’s coming our way.”
 
   Kircadden knew. He could see that. Why did they keep on reminding him that the pursued humans were charging towards the castle’s firmly shut Westgate.  He dabbed at his brow with a handkerchief.
 
   “Sir, the humans have the lead. We could open the gate for the humans and shut it before the slimy green bastards get even close.”  A sergeant felt moved to voice the thought which was in all their heads.
 
   It was plain for all to see.  The orcs were in bow shot of their quarry now, and a flight of projectiles was launched at the tailmost of the human horsemen.  One figure fell from his horse and rolled into a ditch, to a collective groan from the watching garrison.
 
   “Who are they?” Kircadden wondered aloud.
 
   “See, blue and gold. That’s the colours of Nordsalve.  They’m Hetwith’s men.” A youngster exclaimed.  They were closer now, the colours visible even to Kircadden.  But they were slowing too, hauling their wind as though realising they were doomed to fight to the end with their backs to the wrong side of a gate that could have given them sanctuary.
 
   Then from the midst of the crowd thundered the sound of a horn an eerie haunting note which echoed in rebuke of the unwelcoming walls of Listcairn.
 
   “D’you hear it?” the guardsman growled.  “Hetwith’s horn!  The Northern Prince himself must ride with them!”
 
   “Lord Constable, sir,” the sergeant began, but he had no need to reproach the Castellan further.
 
   “Open the gate,” Kircadden commanded.
 
   ***
 
   Niarmit had lost count of the times she had gone under. Certainly it was more than the proverbial thrice of the drowning man, equally certain was that the ordeal could not be sustained much longer.  She had contrived to shed her sword, her boots, her cape and other weighty encumbrances, but still she could not even begin to swim.  All she could hope for was to time her desparate gasps for air to coincide with those rare moments when the roll of the waves pushed her above the surface.  As it was each breath brought in as much salt water as precious air while, above the continuous howl of the storm, the thunder of surf on rocks was drawing ever closer.
 
   One of the crewmen drifted past her, a strong swimmer but powerless to resist as a sudden swell flung him like a rag doll against a razor sharp outcrop of granite rock protruding like a tooth through the water.  The sickening crunch of bone may have been more imagined than heard, but the limp lifeless form that washed off the rock was all too real.
 
   Niarmit was surprised at the rationality with which she faced the prospect of imminent death. Would it be better to drown than be crushed?  She weighed the options with as much care as the foaming sea water would allow and, when the next wave came, made no struggle as it thrust her ten, twenty feet underwater.
 
   Her last conscious thought was a regret that she had waited so long, wasted so much time, in futile pursuit of freedom for Undersalve.
 
   ***
 
   Kircadden’s men stood poised, arrows notched and ready to fly as the human riders hurtled through the open gate beneath them.  The orcish pursuit thundered closer and the Constable’s troops let fly their arrows, anxious to blunt the assault and buy time for their comrades below and the host of Hetwith to make fast the gate once more.
 
   Some orcs fell, writhing in the dust, but the rest galloped onwards rushing towards the portal which even now must be closing in their faces.  But something was wrong.  Kircadden hurried to the back of the gatehouse, looking into the courtyard which separated the outer curtain wall from the fortress’s central keep.  The horseriders were there, undeniably human. But the tabards of blue and gold which they wore were covered in improbable blood stains and beneath that veneer of Nordsalve uniform they were equipped with an ill assorted mix of armour and weaponary.   These weapons they now brought crashing down on the small detachment that Kircadden had assigned to open the gate.
 
   The gate! Never mind the treacherous deceit of the two hundred hostile humans he had just let into the fortress, the gate was still open and in a matter of seconds a horde of orcs would pour through it outnumbering Kircadden’s men by two to one.  A cry, of anguish more than warning, flew from the Constable’s mouth.  Rage fuelled his sword arm and he hurried down the steps, seeking out the tall female figure, leader of these turncoat humans who had so neatly wrought his ruin.
 
   ***
 
   Niarmit’s mind returned to consciousness before her body, leaving her with the unnerving paralysis of the just awakened.  She sensed but she could not respond.  The wet sand beneath her cheek, the wash of the waves breaking over her legs, tugging at her feet as though the sea were trying to reclaim its lost prize. All this she could feel, and yet not one finger could she stir, barely bat an eyelid against the intrusive salty spray. And all the while the echo of a dream rang around her skull.
 
   She had been floating, at peace as she had never been before.  But it had been a lonely peace. A dark isolation that threatened to extend into eternity.  Then a shimmering cloud of light had split the thick black darkness, advanced on her, seized her and dragged her away.  Even now the jangle of bells that had accompanied the light seemed to beat out a tattoo on her eardrums.
 
   Slowly the sound resolved itself into the distant crash of the waves on the rocks, feeling and movement returned to her extremities and, coughing and wheezing, she rolled into a sitting position.
 
   The storm still raged.  Of the ship, only the last few feet of the stern section were visible, wedged in some submerged cleft of rock.  Of the crew there was no sign, only an arc of white crested waves thrashing themselves against the serried ring of razor sharp rocks.
 
   She could not have survived that. There was no way through the white water from the wreck to the gently shelving beach on which she had found herself.  Even had there been a route the distance was too great, the raging storm too severe.  Impossible. 
 
   Her first thought was that she must be dead, that this just the afterlife, her spirit walking the shore by her body’s last resting place. However, patting down her bruised and sodden body, seeing the entirely physical dent it had made in the sand, sniffing the air and scent of the Petred Isle convinced her she was entirely corporeal and certainly not in heaven.
 
   Her second thought, to her own surprise, was of disappointment.  She had eluded death and felt no triumph only anger.  She rose to her feet screaming at the waves, at the sky, at the Goddess she had denied but could not entirely disbelieve.  She railed at the conspiracy of fate, circumstance and divine intervention which had kept her trapped in this isle of disappointment and sorrow.  
 
   ***
 
   Kimbolt glanced breathlessly around him. All was pandemonium.  He sat astride a borrowed horse, his hands bound to the pommel of the saddle infront of him, nothing but a would-be spectator locked in the centre of the action.  Other soldiers were rushing from the battlements into the courtyard desparate to stem the tide of invaders and to them one scruffy rider on horseback looked just as much an enemy as any other.  He was surrounded by apparent allies he knew to be foes, and by friends he was sure would mistake him for an enemy.  As if to underline the dire peril of his situation a wailing guardsman ran at him, sword swinging high.  With his knees, Kimbolt turned his steed to the side and dodged so the horse not his body took the blow.  He rolled clear of the saddle as the wounded animal lurched and fell, but now he had lost all mobility, tied to half a ton of horse carcass in the midst of a ferocious melee.
 
   Another sword whistled through the air, once, twice and Kimblet was free, the severed rope dangling from his wrists the only slight encumbrance on his movement.  He looked up into Dema’s grinning face.  “Why?”
 
   The Medusa shrugged.  “It is time to choose, but choose wisely, Captain.”
 
   Then she was gone and Kimbolt was alone in the midst of battle.  He ducked as one guardsman lunged for him, kicked him away as the man turned for another blow, and then an orcish scimitar scythed the man from shoulder to navel.  There were few of the guardsmen left, the swarming orcs and outlanders making swift work of the unprepared garrison.  Kimbolt seized a sword from a fallen guardsman and loped after the stream of soldiers fleeing for the safety of the fortress’s central keep.  
 
   ***
 
   The wind flung Niarmit’s intemperate words back in her face as she paced the shoreline, lost in her tirade until a line of rocks forced her to turn and traverse back across the beach.  Then she saw him, standing barely a hundred yards away, stock still as he must have been standing from the moment she washed up on the shore.
 
   “Feyril!” her mood turned the greeting into an accusation, but as she drew near her pace slowed.  Even through the thick storm clouds there was light enough to see the river of red that ran down the elf’s armour from armpit to ankle, soaking into the sand.  And all the while he made no move, as still as a statue.  The only sign of life was the weak irregular pulse to the flow of blood from his re-opened wound, a flow which had slowed to a trickle not through any healing process, but simply because there was so little left within him.  
 
   She lowered him gently to the ground and his eyes scanned slowly across her face.  “You safe?” he murmured.
 
   She nodded and the gesture seemed to please him.  “Was harder, harder than I thought.  Not as young as I used to be.”
 
   “Don’t talk,” she wept. “Save your strength.  Hold on.  I’ll get you to a priest. Make you well.”
 
   He shook his head, eyes half closing.  “No priest.  Home. Illana.”
 
   ***
 
   Usually the collapse of a fortress’s curtain wall is an anticipated event for which a disciplined withdrawal to the next line of defence can be planned.  However, the surprise wrought by Dema’s subterfuge was absolute and now there was a pell mell dash of a handful of survivors towards the square keep.
 
   It was itself a formidable building, its gate house halfway up the wall and approachable only by a dog leg staircase upon which the defenders inside could rain missile after missile on any close attackers.
 
   Less than half a dozen guardsmen had remained inside the keep as Dema’s attack had been launched, and now these few stood at the top of the stair case urging their comrades to join them, in safety.  
 
   Leading the pursuit went Dema.  She charged through the fleeing garrison not even pausing for the easy kills offered by their unprotected backs.  The orcs and outlanders following behind were less hasty and stopped to engage and despatch their hapless prey.   So it was that Dema reached the stairway first, leaping over fleeing defenders in her haste to get to the upper gatehouse.  She still wore the mask, but the hood had long since fallen back to reveal the squirling mass of serpents atop her head yet even the snakes had no time to strike as she charged past crouching tremulous defenders.
 
   Kimbolt some twenty yards away had to admire as well as understand her single minded purpose.  If even a dozen men could get inside the keep and shut its gates they could hold that part of the fortress for an eternity.  The taking of the outer bailey, while still a victory of consequence, would be greatly compromised if they did not also capture the keep.
 
   And now she was there, on the narrow drawbridge across the ten foot gap between the top of the staircase and the opening to the keep’s gatehouse.  She faced six men, last defenders of the keep. Kimbolt saw her hand fly up, knew the mask was off before he even saw the first victim turn to stone.
 
   Behind her the rest of the outlander humans and orcs had reached the foot of the staircase but they met more resistance as the guardsmen turned to fight them at every step rather than tackle the snake topped she devil who had hopped so lightly past them.  Dema was alone and would win, or lose, her battle alone.
 
   Kimbolt saw the danger. The fat man in fine armour crawling up the steps.  The orcs had not noticed him, all their attention focussed on the bitter step by step struggle below, and so the knight reached the top unmarked and unnoticed.  Even Dema, her opponents whittled or petrified down to three, gave all her attention to the foes before her.  The snakes hissed and spat in the same direction and so the knight may as well have been invisible as he raised his sword to strike two handed and cleave the Medusa from head to toe.
 
   “Dema, behind you!”  Kimbolt heard himself shout, just once.  That was all she needed.  She ducked and spun and swung, all in the blinking of an eye.  The fat knight’s sword fell from unfeeling fingers.  His head fell back as blood spurted from a wound that had opened his neck quite literally from ear to ear.  Then the body toppled from the steps and before it even reached the ground another of Dema’s opponents had been petrified.
 
   ***
 
   “We are ready to march on Morwencairn, Master,” Haselrig made the evening report with some hope of plaudits from his hard task master.  “The wizards have worked their magic and the legion will leave this battlefield much stronger than it arrived.” 
 
   “Wizardsss will do what wizardsss do, little one, there isss nothing wondrousss in that,” Maelgrum rebuked him.  “But what newsss of the pursssuit of my old friend Feyril?”
 
   Haselrig squirmed uncomfortably. “The trail went cold after the river, we assumed he had headed back to Hershwood. That is where Grundurg is sent to stand guard.”
 
   “Ah yesss, chief Grundurg doesss ssso like to play with elvesss.  My own plansss for Feyril are more sssubtle than the orcsss though Grundurg might yet provide sssome entertainment with hisss ssspecial talentsss.  Ssstill, firssst we mussst find the elf.”
 
   “Of course Master.”
 
   “It might be of interssst to you, little one, to hear that one of Odestus’sss patrolsss has been destroyed by a sssingle great elf.”
 
   “A single elf? but Odestus is in the Saeth levels, not Hershwood.”
 
   “Yesss,” the atmosphere cooled around the undead wizard as he exuded a long exhale. “Ssstill, if  Dema’sss associate can but track down Feyril he may yet have redeemed hisss earlier failuresss.  I have given him new ordersss thisss evening.”
 
   “But what of Listcairn? Who will besiege that?”
 
   Malegrum’s eyes flared bright at the antiquary’s unwise query.  “Lissstcairn hasss already fallen to the lady.”
 
   Stupefaction overwhelmed Haselrig.  “to the Lady?  Listcairn?  fallen? already?”
 
   “Little one if you think that all I require from you isss to repeat back my own wordsss in a different order, then our assssociation may be nearing itsss end,” Malegrum admonished.  “Asss we have dissscusssed before, your value to me isss in the information that you can provide about happenningsss and eventsss sssince lassst I walked thisss island.  Certainly you are no wizzzard or warrior.”
 
   “Of course Master,” Haselrig bowed low.  “I exist only to serve.  Please forgive my surprise, but Dema has done well. Hetwith and Listcairn secured with barely a company of soldiers.”
 
   “Isss it the plansss, or Dema’sss abilitiesss that you doubted?”
 
   Painful years had armoured Haselrig against the trick questions and their follow up which passed for Maelgrum’s sense of humour.  “Neither Master, for both originated with you and neither your plans nor your selection of the instruments to execute them could ever be doubted.”
 
   Maelgrum nodded, content to accept the flattery in place of the opportunity to inflict some painful sanction for perceived impudence.  “You are wissse, Hassselrig.  Now let usss prepare to bring the legionsss to thisss boil which Eadran built upon my palace.”
 
   “Morwencairn will tremble at your coming, Master.”
 
   ***
 
   Kimbolt looked down from the arrow-slit of the constable’s quarters within the keep.  The corral in the courtyard was crowded with trembling children, the first born child of every family in Listcairn was crammed into the tiny pen watched over by foul mannered orcs.  The sniffs and sobs of supressed weeping drifted even as high as the Captain’s vantage point within the tower.
 
   There was a slight rustle of clothing behind him.  He knew it was Dema, knew she had meant him to hear her for she could move incredibly softly when needed.  She moved again and coughed. At last he turned to face her.
 
   “So, you made your choice then?”   There was an uncharacteristic edge to her voice.
 
   “What choice?”
 
   “You called to me. You warned me of the danger at my back.”
 
   He shrugged and then turned away to survey the whimpering children and their watchful guards.   “Those children, must you keep them there.”
 
   “I need their parents’ obedience. They are my hostages.”
 
   “But to keep them so, cramped, cold and in the open, watched over by orcs not even humans.  Can you not know how it must terrify them?”
 
   “It troubles you?”
 
   “Do you not remember being a human child, or did you assume this monstrous form in the cradle?”
 
   “I don’t think I was ever a child,” she jested in a voice that cracked a little at the end. When he made no response she left silently, but for the closing of the door.
 
   ***
 
   “Me Governor?”  Vesten looked up from his chair, as the little wizard stood in the entrance of his secretary’s tent.
 
   “Yes, Vesten you. You are to march to Listcairn with the orcs and the nomad foot soldiers, while I take the human cavalry on some fool’s errand,”  Odestus repeated.
 
   “But I cannot take Listcairn, Governor, I am no general.”
 
   “Nor I, Vesten, but there is no need for either of us to exercise our rudimentary knowledge of seigecraft. The task has already been accomplished.  The Lady is there to greet you,” Odestus talked over his secretary’s surprise.  “Give her my best wishes and my apologies that our five year separation will extend a little longer. It seems there is someone our Master wishes me to find and it is a task I dare not fail at.”
 
   “And what if I should be confronted by an army in the field, Governor.”
 
   “There is no army in the field.  Rugan will not move against you or anyone, Vesten.  All the perils of your journey are behind you now, though my path it seems is less secure.”
 
   ***
 
   As Kimbolt watched, the corral was broken open and the orcish guards dismissed while human guards, including the few outlander women in Dema’s force, shepherded the children to the stable block adjacent to the kitchens.  It was fully an hour before the Medusa returned to the comfortable room she had set aside for the use of her human slave.
 
   “Do you want my gratitude?” He didn’t wait for her to speak and the surly tone clearly surprised her.
 
   “Well, something on the grateful side of complaining,” she admitted.
 
   “What of Hepdida? Is she so considerately cared for?”
 
   “Of course, you have my word you can be certain of it.”
 
   He sighed, inured to never knowing certainty again.
 
   “Come Captain, why so glum?”  She sat beside him, close beside him, and raised a hand to turn his face towards hers.  “Your eyes are damp, Captain, what ails you?”
 
   “I did call out to you. I saved your life but damned a fellow soldier, a knight of the empire.”
 
   “He lost his right to life when he let us ride unchallenged through his gate. It was a simple piece of dissembling which any student of military history should have seen through.   He would have died anyway. Your call affected only the timing, a few minutes, that is all you cost him.  But you saved me much more and I am grateful for that. Very grateful.” 
 
   He gave a bitter laugh.  “Minutes you say. Well they were not mine to give or take.” He turned his head away from her and asked the floor, “What have I become?”
 
   “You have become what you had to be Captain, that is all. You have become a survivor.  Welcome to the realities of life now.  There is no honour, no nation no country. There is only you and the people you can rely on.  We all do what we have to do to survive and work with those who can help us.  Life is a cruel game and only cruel people can win it.”
 
   She turned his head towards hers, grasped his face in hands that were icy cold. “I am grateful. Very grateful.”
 
   He looked up at her face.  Above the masked eyes the snakes slept beneath a loose black hood the cloak about her shoulders hung somehow differently.  She took his hand and pulled it inside her cloak, held it against her.  At first he took the cool touch for chainmail, but then realised it was her own soft skin. By some quirk of her part reptilian blood her flesh was a disquietingly low temperature which sucked heat and resolve from him.
 
   “I am grateful, KImbolt.  Very grateful and I am going to show you just how much.”
 
   He gazed back, dumbly, eyes wet with mourning for the man he had once been.  Then he crumpled into her welcoming arms.
 
   ***
 
   All was ready.  The pale horse stood patiently, the make shift litter of branches and vines fixed to its saddle and stretching out in an A-shape behind it.  Niarmit had worked most of the day to fashion it, the labour soon drying out her clothes, while Feyril lay by the small fire she had managed to build.  
 
   Now she lifted him gently onto the litter, hoping for a stronger sign of life than the weak pulse and the occasional flicker of his eyelids. He had not spoken since uttering his wife’s name, but Niarmit hoped he could hear.
 
   “We’re going friend, home to Illana. Sharkle here will get us there,” she whispered in his ear.  Then she took the horse’s reins and led the patient animal away from the beach.  As they went she kicked away any stones that might jar the passing of the makeshift litter and so threaten its occupant’s health or comfort.  It was going to be a long walk to Hershwood.  
 
   


 
   
  
 

Part Four
 
   Kimbolt rolled over in the bed pursued by dreams of twisted passion.  A sparkle of light penetrated his eyes and in his sleep Dema appeared towering above him a terrible beauty her blue eyes unmasked staring into his.  He awoke with a start and then clenched his eyes shut against the glimmer of blue that shimmered across the walls of the room.  
 
   He levered himself into a seated position at the edge of the bed and carefully opened one squinting eye to stare at the floor beneath him.  The thick rug of the castellan’s quarters welcomed his bare toes but the polished flagstones shone with an eerie twinkling light as though illuminated by some deep blue flame.  It was this which had penetrated his dream and triggered visions of Dema’s petrifying gaze.
 
   Carefully, glancing askew through split fingers, Kimbolt raised his gaze towards the source of the uncanny light.  “Dema?” he called uncertainly.  “Are you there?”  The only reply was a co-incidental crackle like tiny lightning.
 
   He looked for a while through guarded hands, turning his head back and forth as he tried to fathom the vision that hung before him, but in the end he just let his hands drop to his lap.  It was an oval window suspended in space in the middle of the room.  The opening, stretched from floor to ceiling yet nothing could be seen through it, for its surface was a swirling mix of azure light, eddies of light and darker blue blooming and dissipating continuously across its surface.  
 
   Kimbolt stood, gathering the bedsheet around him against the chill which emanated from the scintillating apparition.  Cautiously he approached it, walked round it, puzzled over it.  The surface was smooth as glass and thinner than paper.  It hung like a frameless mirror in the middle of the room, invisible from the edge, impenetrable from infront or behind where the shades of blue flowed and mingled like a monochrome rainbow of oil on water.
 
   “Dema?” he called again and there was some muffled answer from the other side, though the other side of what?  A voice, blurred like sound heard underwater, yet some how familiar. 
 
    It called again a bubbling rendition of his name ‘Kimbolt!’ there was alarm in the voice.  Then another spoke, snarling, clearer, harsher, a voice he’d not heard before. ‘He can’t hear you girl!’
 
   ‘Kimbolt!’ she called again from a scene he could not see.
 
   “Hepdida!” he cried stepping towards the tormenting window.
 
   But in a moment there was a clash of steel from beyond the veil, a third voice, a shout and then a flash which flung Kimbolt back against the bed.
 
   Bruised he struggled to rise, looking back at the source of the sound, but the hanging portal and its ghostly light and sounds were gone.  In the gloom he saw a darker shape crouching on the carpet as stunned as he.  “Hepdida?” he called softly.  “Is that you?”
 
   The shape rose abruptly to its full height.  Starlight through the window glinted off the chainmail and the sword, though the latter’s bright edge was dulled by a layer of blood.  There was a chorus of reptilian hisses as Dema whirled round to face him and, for a fraction of a second, Kimbolt looked into the Medusa’s unmasked eyes.
 
   ***
 
   The two dwarves bowed low and Kaylan returned the courtesy though, lacking the length of beard or shortness of legs, he could not brush the floor with his whiskers as the dwarves had done. “’Til next we meet then Kaylan-ap-Stonehelm,” the dark haired dwarf intoned.
 
   “’til next we meet, Mag-ap-Bruin, Glim-ap-Bruin.”
 
   “Would ye’ not come back wid us?” the younger blond dwarf implored.  “This town is no place for lawful folk to linger and, if the lassie you seek has any sense at all she’ll not have been stopping long here.”
 
   Kaylan looked around past the convoy of dwarf carts and ponies at the shacks and dives of Dwarfport.  It did not seem a place to Niarmit’s taste but then Kaylan was no longer sure what his Lady’s taste might be.  The furious flight from Undersalve had revealed a depth of despair and anger he had not known the princess possessed.  
 
   “She’s not taken ship today,” the thief conceded.  He had searched the ships and questioned the masters as they impatiently loaded up with dwarven merchandise and off loaded the goods the Dwarves craved, but his brief enquiries had brought no success.  
 
   All the while, the caravan of the clans of the Hadrans had shown no inclination to stay in a place so offensive to Dwarven preferences for order and civility.  Dwarfport was a necessity to them, no more.  Having arrived at the break of dawn, the various clan traders had concluded their business by mid-afternoon. All was now ready for them to leave before the denizens of Dwarfport began to celebrate in their unruly way with the infusion of gold that inevitably got creamed off the dwarven trades.  It was not a celebration the dwarves had any desire to witness.
 
   “Mayhap she never came here at all?” Mag-ap-Bruin suggested.
 
   Kaylan shook his head.  “I’ve not had time to search everywhere or ask everyone, but she had it in her head that she was going to come here.  She’s a determined lady. What she sets her mind to is generally what she does.”
 
   “Aye, I see you’ve a lot in common with her.  Methinks ‘tis not just your helm is made of stone, ‘tis your entire brain as well you stubborn longshanks,”  Glim laughed.
 
   “Well, if you’re mind is made up then you may as well have this,” Mag stepped forward and seizing Kaylan’s hand in human greeting, pressed a leather purse and small carved hammer charm into his palm.  “There’s money for your search and a token, it shows you as a dwarf friend, Kaylan-ap-Stonehelm.”
 
   Kaylan spread his hands in embarrassment.  “Mag-ap-Bruin, you dishonour me to present me with gifts when I have nothing to give you back.”
 
   The dark haired dwarf waved him down.  “Your gift to me was the sight of a longshanks charging into a crowd of slime covered orcs on wolf-back wielding your little tooth pick and wearing nothing but boiled leather for protection.  Now away with you, find this wee lassie of yours, ‘n I hope she’s worth it.”
 
   “It isn’t like that!” Kaylan insisted, but the dwarves had already turned to join their comrades in the slow moving well armed caravan.  The thief watched them go a moment and then made his way towards the centre of Dwarfport as the darkening sky heralded the coming of dusk.  He would start in the bars, he resolved.  Someone would have noticed a tall feisty red headed woman.
 
   ***
 
   Quintala strode into the opulent quarters which had been set at her disposal and flung the door shut.  The crash of the ornately carved timber against its rare rosewood frame gave some small consolation for the feelings of impotent frustration she was enduring at her brother’s court.
 
   She crossed to the balcony to look out on the gathering regiments of soldiers, all endlessly drilling rather than marching anywhere.
 
   “Seneschal, you should use my guest chambers with more care.”
 
   She didn’t turn, she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing her surprised.  From the sound of his voice he would be seated in the easy chair facing the window.  She had walked straight past him.  “I had thought these were my chambers, brother.  My private chambers,” she said to the empty air.
 
   “The whole palace is mine, Seneschal. I come and go where and as I please,” said with oil-smooth self-assurance.
 
   “Aye, round and round your precious palace you go brother, with no danger of going anywhere important or doing anything significant.”
 
   That had riled him, she heard the rustle of silk as he shot to his feet, felt the heat and breath of his anger as he crossed the few paces between them, but still she would not turn.
 
   “Enough!” the cut-glass voice of Kychelle called them to order.  Quintala raised an eyebrow at that. Just where had the elf-lady of Silverwood been hiding?  “I did not suggest this meeting for you to bicker over your petty differences.”
 
   At last the Seneschal turned and bowed to her grandmother. “Of course grandmama, I should have realised the Prince would never have come of his own volition.”
 
   “Is it the will or the inclination that you think I lack, Seneschal?”
 
   She returned the Prince’s glare, “neither brother.  It is the independence of thought that you are ill supplied with.”
 
   His arm twitched as he just managed to subdue an impulse to raise a hand against her.  Her mouth flickered into a smile at the aborted gesture.  “I see some ague affects you, brother, it seems your long years are catching up with you at last.”
 
   Rugan grimaced.  “They’ll catch you too, sister.  We are of one blood.  It seems our fate is to have ten times a mortal span no more, and in that time we will age as our pure blood cousins do not.  Are you ready for that sister, the erosion of that pleasant physiognomy which in your case must pass for beauty?”
 
   “Aye,” she replied with forced assurance.  “I look forward to following you along that path.”
 
   “Believe me,” Kychelle broke in on their verbal sparring.  “Immortality is over-rated.  The charms and distractions of this world are not infinite, nor easily enjoyed alone.  But if you have dispensed with those insults which you seem to use in place of opening pleasantries, perhaps we can move to business.”
 
   “Business?” Quintala echoed.
 
   “Indeed.  I had hoped, in private we might talk more freely and with greater sense than either of you managed in the audience chamber.  There are matters of state to be addressed.”
 
   “Of course, Grandmama,” the Seneschal conceded.  “Such as the ongoing idleness of the regiments of Medyrsalve.”
 
   “They are not idle,” the Prince snapped.
 
   “Endless parade ground drills here while orcs and Goddess knows what walk the hills and dales of Morsalve.  I call that idleness.”
 
   “It takes time to muster all my army and I have patrols watching the passes of the Palacintas.”
 
   “Always defensive, always waiting.  You should march to the attack.”
 
   Rugan shook his head.  “I will not divide my force, Seneschal.  I have reports this morning that Listcairn is fallen.  Who knows what enemies now lurk in Morsalve and where, if the strongest fortress on the very boundary of my realm can fall so ripely into orcish hands.”
 
   “Listcairn?” Quintala mouthed.  “I was there but days ago.”
 
   “And now it flies the tattered standard of the Bonegrinders tribe.”
 
   “Then you must strike, strike now.  Seize it back.”
 
   “Take my half formed army down onto the plains?” Rugan exclaimed.  “Who knows what allies the Bonegrinders have.  Have two and a half centuries taught you neither patience nor caution?”
 
   “Have five centuries taught you nothing but patience and caution?”
 
   “Enough, I say,” Kychelle slammed the butt of her staff on the stone floor.  “Rugan is right, Quintala.”
 
   “Rugan is a coward.  He hides behind a pregnant wife claiming he defends a line of succession which will soon having nothing left to inherit.”
 
   “Had you spoken those words in the audience chamber I would have had you flogged, sister,” Rugan growled with a chilling fury.
 
   “It would have been amusing to see you try, brother,” Quintala retorted, her fingers twisting with the itch to cast some spell of humiliation on the Prince.
 
   “Manu tua est manu mea,” Rugan muttered at speed and Quintala found her fingers suddenly numb as the Prince’s digits spun in micro-atristry.
 
   “You bastard,” she spat as she raised her unresponsive hands infront of her face. “You enchanted me.”
 
   “That is a little against the expectations of hospitality, grandson,” Kychelle concurred, her amusement tempered by some genuine reproach.
 
   Rugan was unapologetic.  “There are instances, sister, when pre-emptive action is appropriate.  Temporarily incapacitating an angry spell using sibling is one of them.  Charging after unknown foes in Morsalve is not.”
 
   She flailed at him with her useless hands, aiming to clout her tormentor around the head. The bastard was smiling, laughing at her. “Quintala,” Kychelle commanded as Rugan easily ducked the clumsy blows.  “If you cannot be still, then I will cast my own enchantment and you can participate in this discussion by blinking your answers.”
 
   Conceding defeat she turned to the elf-lady.  “Answers? What questions do you have then?”
 
   “We need news from Morsalve.  We need to know what state the realm was in when you left.  What force Gregor may have with him, and what may threaten him, assuming that is, he still lives.”
 
   “You’d like that wouldn’t you,” the brooding Senschal scowled.  “A chance to set my brother’s unborn bastard on the throne of the Empire.  Would that finally make you feel safe, Rugan, having your own son as high King of the Salved?”
 
   The Prince shook his head at her outburst. “I am constantly amazed that we have the same mother, sister.”
 
   “Aye, well at least you knew her.  Our grandfather passed me as a babe in arms to my father before taking himself and my mother out of my life for ever.”
 
   “And what makes you think, impudent child,” Kychelle snapped.  “That yours was the greatest sorrow in that loss.”  The elf Lady let the rebuke hang between them for a moment and then sighed.  “I had hoped for more reason and sense from one who has had the ear of kings these past two-hundred years. I see now why so many of them chose not to trust you with the confidences due to the office of Seneschal.”
 
   She gave Rugan a curt nod.  “This meeting is over.”  As the Prince lead the way out, Kychelle spared a last glance and word for the speechlessly fuming Seneschal.  “When you have found your wits and lost your temper, seek me out and we may resume our business.   There is more to strategy than angry passion and clever words.”
 
   ***
 
   It was the earrings which first attracted Kaylan’s attention.  A series of small gold hoops through the cartilage at the top of the ear.  He checked again, the man was conventionally dressed in a loose shirt, boots and breeches with a sword at his belt, yet another nondescript guard for a salved merchant out celebrating the day’s trades.  Yes non-descript apart from those earrings.  True there were no flowing robes, no curved scimitar, no scarf wrapped lightly around the head.  Yet you could take a nomad out of the desert, take a nomad out of his desert clothes, but it seemed you couldn’t take the piercings out of the nomad.
 
   Kaylan had seen plenty of nomads in Undersalve riding with their orc and ogre allies, gleefully enslaving the defeated populace of Matteus’s fallen province.  But how had a nomad come to Dwarfport? Why had a nomad come to Dwarfport?
 
   It had been a frustrating evening of over-priced ale and piss-poor information for Kaylan.  The slightest intimation that he was seeking a woman and the chorused assumption was that he sought a night’s entertainment at one of Dwarfport’s many bawdy houses.  Even an insistence that it was a particular woman he sought, only generated a list of select establishments which catered for the more exotic or specialised tastes.  Brooding on his poor progress, Kaylan had been about to try a new gambit “I’m looking for my sister” when the nomad had caught his eye.
 
   The man was standing at the bar collecting two glasses, one a foaming flagon of the best beer the other a small glass of some liqueur which it taken the bartender an age to find.  Kaylan used the hiatus to rise from his own table and close in on his quarry.  The nomad took his drinks away and Kaylan followed him towards the back of the inn.  A bead curtain separated the main bar room from the section of individual booths where clients could, for a price enjoy discrete privacy.   The tattooed bouncer held the bead curtain open for the nomad and his burden of drinks. The braided strands clattered back into position as Kaylan drew level, face to chest with the bouncer.
 
   “You can’t go through there,” the door guard growled.
 
   “I want a booth,” Kaylan said, reaching for a coin.
 
   “A booth? On your own!”   
 
   Kaylan’s mouth twitched in momentary irritation. “Not just me,” he said.  “Bring me a girl, a good one.”
 
   The bouncer grinned at that.  “Silver piece for the booth, gold piece for the girl, two more if you want to take a room upstairs.” 
 
   Kaylan hastily handed over two gleaming coins, to the bouncer’s evident satisfaction. But as the thief ducked through the curtain, the man grabbed his arm.  “Wait a moment.”
 
   Kaylan scowled back.  Was he to have still more extorted from him, but the bouncer was all solicitous. “What kind of girl you want?”
 
   “Surprise me!”  Kaylan quickly thought better of such a suspiciously laconic reply and added the rider, “but make a good choice and you’ll get a tip.” 
 
   The bouncer gave a broad wink and cuffed him on the shoulder.  “I know just the one for you, I’ll see if she’s free yet.”  
 
    “No hurry there. I don’t mind waiting if it’s for quality,”  Kaylan gave him a light punch back, his hand ricocheting of the bouncer’s iron biceps.  Then, at last he slipped through the clattering beads to the inn’s inner sanctum.  There were three booths on either side, each with two benches facing each other across a simple table.  The middle booth on the left was free and Kaylan feigned an inebriated walk towards it before sliding with artful clumsiness into the bench.  The nomad from the bar was seated in the booth diagonally opposite.  He shared his bench with another nomad and between the two sat the aproned barkeep who Kaylan recognised as the owner of the establishment.  The barkeep was drinking deeply from the jug of prime ale just brought from the bar.  The delicate glass of green liqueur sat on the other side of the table.  Kaylan could see little of the drink’s owner apart from a hand heavy with rings, whose short stubby fingers stroked the stem of the glass without ever threatening to raise it to his mouth.
 
   Kaylan settled comfortably in his seat, sipping at his own drink.  He let his eyes half shut, as though in contemplation of pleasures to come, but allowing all his senses to focus on the discussion across the narrow passage between the booths.
 
   The barkeep put the mug down and wiped his mouth with the back of his sleeve.  “Information costs,” he said.  “And given as you’d be wanting discrete information, that would be costing more.  A lot more than the cost of a pint, even of my finest ale.” 
 
   The fat fingers splayed in a gesture of conciliation and a smooth voice reassured him. “That is of course understood, Mr Glafeld.  The drink is the merest opening courtesy.”
 
   “So what information are you after, Mr ….  Mr Merchant?  your friend didn’t mention a name.”
 
   “Mr Merchant is good enough. It is after all my trade and that is where I was hoping you could help me.”
 
   “Thought as much,” Glafeld congratulated himself.  “Knew you was a merchant, drawn in by all that dwarven gold.”
 
   “Besides my main business, I do a sideline in rare artefacts, curiosities you might say, but there was one special item I had hoped to retrieve.”
 
   “Artefacts? curiosities? What kind of merchandise would that be?”
 
   “It’s best you don’t know Mr Glafeld. Suffice to say, I was hoping to do a trade with a certain elven gentleman.”
 
   “Elf!” Glafled spluttered.  “It’s magic isn’t it? Magic that’s your game isn’t it?”  The triumph of deduction was mingled with panic on the barkeep‘s face as he hurriedly crescented himself.
 
   “As I said, Mr Glafeld, it’s best you don’t know what I trade.  But I am anxious to meet up with my elven contact and somewhat worried he may not have been entirely above board in his dealings with me.  Hence, my need for your absolute discretion. If he is merely delayed all is well and good, but if he means to cheat me I would rather he had no warning of my approach. You understand?”
 
   “Oh yes, Mr Merchant.” Glafeld warmly embraced the concept of elven swindlers.  “Never trust an elf, I say, not as far as you could throw a pointy ear. Why I had one in the bar only…” He stopped abruptly, as he realised his runaway prejudice was about to dispense for free the information his client was promising to pay for.
 
   “In the bar when?” The merchant enquired hopefully.
 
   Glafeld wagged a finger at him.  “Not so fast Mr Merchant. A gold piece first I think, as a down payment.”
 
   A fat finger pointed to the nomad on the end of the bench.  “Pay Mr Glafeld, if you would be so kind.”
 
   In a moment a gold piece was produced and bitten into by Glafeld who seemed thus satisfied with the purity of the metal. It took a moment before the merchant gave a verbal nudge. “You were saying, Mr Glafeld, you had an elf in this bar?”
 
   “About four or five days ago now. Came in had a right old scuffle.”
 
   “What did he look like?”
 
   The barkeep shrugged. “They all look the same to me.”
 
   “Even so, Mr Glafeld, try to think.” The fingers drummed on the table and there was an impatient edge to the merchant’s voice.
 
   Glafeld stared at the cobwebby ceiling for a moment searching the recesses of his memory.  “Tall, old, had a beard, grey beard.  Wore armour too, quite a fancy piece, not that it did him much good.”
 
   The merchant had leant forward over the table while Glafeld parted with these crumbs of information. Kaylan could see a balding pink head ringed with grey hair. “Old?” he echoed before seizing on Glafeld’s last words. “What do you mean, didn’t do much good?”
 
   The merchant’s interest was palpable even to Kaylan some feet away.  It drew a sly grin and an intake of greed from the barkeep across the table. “More information costs more, Mr Merchant.”
 
   “Your words are more pricey than an archbishop’s blessing,” the merchant growled before commanding the outermost nomad.  “Pay the man.”
 
   After another gold piece was passed and tested, Glafeld resumed his discourse.  “Pointy eared fellow came in here, struck up a conversation with. some low grade thief, a woman if you please.  They said some things, bad things about me, my establishment I threw them out.”
 
   “You threw them out?” 
 
   Glafeld thrust his chin forward at the merchant’s incredulous question. “Yeah, I stuck a blade in the elf, then made the red-head take him to bleed outside.”
 
   Kaylan’s ears pricked up and he prayed that the merchant would ask the questions he himself wanted answered.  He was not disappointed. “Who was this red-head?”
 
   “No idea, she’d been around a few weeks maybe, thieving off honest folk, like my customers.”
 
   “What did the elf want with her?”
 
   Glafeld shrugged, “he didn’t say, leastways not so as I could hear.  She didn’t seem very pleased to see him when he come in.”
 
   “And where did they go, this couple, after you’d wounded the elf and driven them out of your bar?”
 
   “Different ways.  The thief was taking ship. A trading schooner had taken shelter here and she was going North in it. The elf did some of that elf magic stuff to stop his bleeding and he rode off.”
 
   “Which way?”
 
   Glafeld looked down where the merchant, in his urgent anxiety had reached to grab the bar keep’s hand.  “Well, Mr Merchant, I think you’ve had a lot of words for your last gold piece, might take another one to see this tale through to the end.”
 
   The little fingers dug into Glafeld’s wrist with force enough to whiten the flesh and the two nomads pressed in on either side of the voracious bar keep.  “Now Mr Glafeld,” the merchant hissed.  “I have paid you well enough for all this tale and many more besides, so be so kind as to finish the story before my companions decide to retrieve my money, in lieu of goods paid for but not delivered.”
 
   “I’m not scared of no merchant’s pampered body guards,” Glafled blustered with a trembling voice.
 
   “Which way did the elf ride?”
 
   “I saw him ride out, taking the coastal path heading North.  He waited ‘til the boat was gone and then he rode off. Ain’t seen him since.”
 
   “Thank you, Mr Glafeld.” 
 
   The merchant stood up and started to edge out of the bench seat, but now it was the barkeeps turn to grab him by the wrist and make a further demand. “I know what your game is, Mr Merchant.”
 
   “My game?”
 
   “You’re trading in magic, like I said.  Why else would an honest human merchant have private business with the pointy eared ones?”
 
   There was neither confirmation nor denial, merely a flat enquiry, “what is your point Mr Glafeld?”
 
   “Well, trading in magic, that could get even a rich merchant into a lot of trouble. I wouldn’t want to see a fine fellow like you sent beyond the barrier.  Now, me keeping my mouth shut, that’s got to be worth more than a story eh?”
 
   Kaylan couldn’t see the merchant’s expression, only the tension in his frame, shoulders drawn higher torso inclined forward as he took in this new demand.  He nodded briefly, this time to the innermost nomad and gave the clipped command, “pay the man his due.”  Then he sidled out of the booth and strode angrily towards the bead curtained exit. 
 
   Kaylan caught just a glimpse of the merchant’s features, a pale round face, squashed nose and fleshy chin.  He’d seen it once before, three years ago when Niarmit and the resistance had been riding high in ambition and fortune.  They’d had just the one chance to hit this target and Kaylan had been close enough to aim an arrow at that face, but could not loose it before the orcs had struck throwing all their plans awry.  He looked away in haste, lest his open mouthed surprise should draw unwelcome attention. Never mind the nomads, what was the self-styled Governor of Undersalve doing questioning an innkeeper in Dwarfport?
 
   The last nomad clattered through the curtain and Kaylan looked across at Glafeld still seated in the booth.  The thief had some questions of his own to put to the barkeep, though without quite the bottomless purse of the governor.  However, he had made but half a step towards the end booth, before he stopped.  There was an awful stillness to Glafeld’s posture, a fixed gaze with which he examined the opposite wall and a broadening red stain in the centre of his grubby apron.  Long experience as a thief in dark alleyways of towns across Undersalve told Kaylan both that Glafeld was in no state to answer any questions ever again and that being found near a dead body was an unwise choice for a career pickpocket.
 
   He turned and followed the path taken by Glafeld’s killers almost crashing into the bouncer as he returned trailing a slim but curvy blond girl who was patting down mussed hair, pulling tight the laces to her bodice and cleaning her lips with a fast flicking tongue.
 
   “Sorry it took so long,” the bouncer began.  “She had to finish off with another client.”
 
   Kaylan gave the girl a cursory glance up and down as she bobbed a polite little curtsey.  Then he shook his head. “No I don’t like that one, too pretty,” he said before hurrying away from the nonplussed couple and out of the bar after the Governor and his nomad escort.
 
   ***
 
   “My Lady Giseanne,” Quintala bowed low.
 
   Rugan’s wife looked up from her sewing.  “How kind of you to spare us a visit, Seneschal.  I am sure you must have great affairs of state to keep you occupied.” 
 
   “Nothing that should keep me from bringing my lord’s best wishes to his beloved sister.”
 
   A frown creased the Princess’s head and she turned quickly back to the detailed embroidery she was working on.  “I find Seneschal that my condition has its uses,” she babbled.  “My swelling belly now makes a passable table to rest my work on.”
 
   “I am pleased to see your Highness so gainfully employed.”
 
   She dropped her hands and gave Quintala a sharply inquisitive look.  “Are you mocking me, Seneschal?”
 
   “How could I mock anyone who has the forebearance to live with my half-brother,” Quintala soothed.  
 
   “And what of my brother, Seneschal.  What greetings did he send with you?”
 
   “He bid you good health and hoped for your intercession in your nephew’s mission, a mission I seem singularly to have failed in carrying forward.”
 
   Giseanne shook her head sadly as she dragged the needle through another hole.  “Poor Eadran, what kind of time is this when princes can be seized and flung to their doom.”
 
   “It is a time of peril for us all, Lady Giseanne.  That is why I sought you out, that you might bend your Lord’s ear a little further in my favour.  I am conscious every day that I have failed to move the men of Medyrsalve one fraction of a mile towards the conflict.  I am ashamed to have served your brother so ill.”
 
   “My brother is dead,” Giseanne announced flatly.
 
   “Dead? How could?  What? You know… You know this?” Quintala’s tongue tripped over itself with surprise at the Princess’s revelation.
 
   Giseanne shrugged.  “How I know matters not. It is the truth.”
 
   “But can you be sure? Does Rugan know this?  We have had no word from Morwencairn since Eadran and I rode out a fortnight ago.  How can you know?”
 
   Giseanne held out her hand on which gleamed a great sapphire ring.  “You know this well, Seneschal, it is one of a set of four my mother had made.  Diamond for Gregor, Ruby for Xander, Emerald for Udecht and Saphire for me.”
 
   “They are princely gifts indeed, lady,” Quintala conceded.
 
   “I was close to my mother she told me and me alone how they could be used.”
 
   “Used?”
 
   “Held thus,” Giseanne covered the ring with the other hand and then brought her crossed hands to her lips.  “I can sense what my brothers are feeling, I have but to close my eyes.”  She did so for just a moment and then with a light gasp opened them again.  “I have not sensed my brother Gregor’s presence in over a week. He is gone from this world.”
 
   “There is magic in those rings?”  Quintala gasped.  “I never sensed it.”
 
   “It is a subtle dweomer crafted in the Eastern lands.  Even my husband is unaware of the ring’s enchantment for I am careful not to use it in his presence.”
 
   She shut her eyes again and Quintala felt the faint tremble of magic like the touch of a draught from a distant open window.  “A wise decision my lady.  The Lord Prince is not to be entrusted with every secret.”
 
   Her eyes shot open, hot with rebuke.  “My Lord Rugan has many cares, Seneschal. He has no need to be burdened with the uncertain signals of my brothers’ emotions.”
 
   “What can you sense now?”
 
   “I sense Xander. I have always known he lived, though at times it seemed he suffered greatly.  However such knowledge would have been a torment to my father since the ring gives no clue as to where they are or why they feel.  So I have kept the ring close and its intelligence still closer.”
 
    “Yet now you tell me.”
 
   “That you may know and believe that your master my brother is gone and my husband is right to be cautious. I’ll not advise Rugan march into danger if that is what you wished me to do.”
 
   Quintala, eyed the bump of her fecundity. The accusation that she thought of her unborn child’s inheritance hung unsaid in the air between them.  Quintala stopped short of voicing it, demanding instead, “and Xander and Udecht what does your ring tell you of them?”
 
   “It is much as it has been since the beacons were lit.  Xander is happy, gleeful and triumphant.  Udecht is in a misery of despair.”
 
   “So Xander is now our king?!”
 
   “Another fact I will not trouble my husband with, Seneschal.  Gregor, dear Gregor was an impetuous hothead and it has served him ill. Rugan is his polar opposite and in consequence may yet live his full allotted span.”
 
   “Indeed his span is many times longer than a human’s, even a human princess’s.”
 
   Giseanne eyed Quintala shrewdly.  “I know I am not my lord’s first wife and I do not expect to be his last.  But he has been loyal to all his wives throughout their lives.  I have heard tell, that you are less patient with the aging of your own lovers, Seneschal.  My husband tells me that you have abandoned many a fine young man before time could make the merest mark on them.”
 
   Quintala scowled. “I see my brother’s agents have been everywhere. Though I had thought my private chambers safe from prying spies.”
 
   Giseanne reached for the half-elf’s hand.  “Still your raging heart, Quintala.  It is great, like my brother’s was but passion can lead you into peril.  Seek out Kychelle, play your part here and play it well. Rugan knows he has need of you.”
 
   “He hides that knowledge well,” Quintala snapped back.
 
   ***
 
   Haselrig couldn’t identify the precise emotion that gripped his vitals at the sight of the city of his birth.  It was a place of many memories, some happy but the more recent ones of disgrace and disappointment.  That might account for the nausea swelling in the pit of his stomach.  However, another more compelling cause of digestive tension sat brooding on his horse alongside.  The traitor Prince, restless and unrestrained.  Haselrig had failed in his task, the simple one, of ensuring Xander followed to the letter their Master’s plans.  Now, as Xander awaited the outcome of his alternative project, Haselrig felt the familiar dread of Maelgrum’s incipient displeasure.
 
   From their vantage point on a low rise to the South of the city, they could see the whitewashed walls and towers of Morsalve’s ancient capital, gleaming in the late afternoon sun.  It was a city of two parts, separated by the broad river Nevers.   To the north was the walled enclosure atop the twin-peaked crag of Morwencairn, its boundaries laid down by the Vanquisher himself.  The river’s leisurely meandering had cut into the outcrop of rock creating a formidable natural fortification.  The hill had an almost sheer drop on its south side to the river’s edge, while the natural obstacle of the steep slopes to North, East and West had been augmented by stout city walls and a defensive ditch.   There was space enough within its confines for gardens, palaces, temples and merchant houses as well as hundreds of lesser buildings.  Within the walls, the hill rose to two distinct peaks a few hundred yards apart.  The higher western summit was surmounted by the Royal Citadel, castle, palace and seat of government.  The lower eastern summit was crowned by the great temple to the Goddess, the seat of every Archbishop of Morsalve since Morwena herself.
 
   By ancient statute no buildings were allowed within eight hundred yards of the outside of the city walls and even the broad but solitary bridge over the Nevers made its crossing a good half mile downstream of the wall’s Eastern gate.  It was around the southern end of this bridge that the second part of the city, the settlement known as Droost, had enjoyed its sprawling growth, unfettered by laws or walls. A mix of taverns, theatres, artisan’s shops and warehouses had grown up as people migrated towards the wealth and opportunity that a great capital offered.  To the East of the bridge the river was navigable by boat and there had been a thriving river trade where vessels had travelled the length of the river through Hershwood to the mouth of the Nevers in Undersalve.   Now there were but two solitary masts of river boats to be seen in the wharfs of Droost.  The drop in traffic pre-dated the present crisis, for the loss of Undersalve had dealt irreparable harm to the river trade.
 
   A trio of horsemen emerged from the southern edge of Droost, bearing a limp royal standard and then began to drive their horses at a sedate pace up the escarpment to the waiting Prince.
 
   “Why such little haste!” Xander demanded.  
 
   Haselrig bit back the obvious rejoinder, that the emissaries had no good news to bring and were in no hurry to share these tidings with their impetuous commander.
 
   “Well?” Xander demanded of the lead rider, garbed in the ill fitting livery of the royal herald which they had raided from Gregor’s baggage train.              
 
   The outlander shrugged, uncomfortable in the borrowed clothes. “He said he’d not open the gates to anyone but King Gregor. That the king alone could discharge him from his duty.”
 
   “Who said?”
 
   “Tall old man, white hair, beard, a priest of some kind.”
 
   “That’d be Forven,” Haselrig interjected. “Hell’s teeth I’m amazed the old fool is still alive, let alone entrusted with the defence of Morwencairn.”
 
   “You did tell him Gregor’s dead, that I’m King now!” Xander’s horse sensed the traitor Prince’s impatience, stamping and pawing at the ground.
 
   “Yes,” the outlander replied wearily, scratching at his neck where the stiff rich cloth was chaffing.  “The priest said, show me the body and show me the heir bearing the royal ankh, then I may believe him.  That’s what he said to tell you… Sire.”  The last courtesy was added as an afterthought, inspired by the Prince’s darkening countenance and twitching fingers.
 
   “This was always a fool’s errand,” Haselrig spat.  “We have squandered the element of surprise in this attempt to try and trick them into opening the gates.  Your brief parley with the Archbishop was no part of our Master’s plans in sending us ahead.”
 
   “If it had worked, we would have saved much time and effort.” There was a shrill edge to Xander’s bold assertion, “and there is time yet before night falls to carry out the Master’s instructions and begin the investment of this town.”  The herald and the antiquary looked across at the distant spires of Morwencairn.
 
    “It’s a big place to surround,” the herald dourly noted.
 
   “Our task is to get through Droost and across the bridge,” Haselrig reminded them.
 
   Xander’s horse whinnied and the Prince tacked it back and forth.  “You did tell the Archbishop to send out the Helm of Eadran that I could prove my kingship?” he demanded of the herald.
 
   “Aye… sire.  I did and he laughed at that.  Said as how he had no-one of the royal line as could handle the helm to carry it to you.  Said, maybe you might wish to come and fetch it yourself, alone and unarmed.”
 
   “Impudent dog, he will suffer for his insolence.”   
 
   “You may yet have to wait until our Master comes before you can make good that promise, my Prince.”
 
   “I am so close to my rightful inheritance and all the wrongs of my life will be set right.” Xander fumed.  “I would have no need of siegecraft, if I could but secure the helm.”  He seized in excitement on a solution, “I could send my brother. Udecht could go in and handle the helm in safety, he could bring it forth to me.”
 
   “He could go in, for sure, but what guarantee have you that he would come out?” Haselrig observed drily.  “Methinks my Prince you have no hold over the good Bishop to bring him back should he ever part from you.  I notice too that since your last conversation with him, how he seems more troubled in his walking.”
 
   “He forgot himself. He failed to pay me my due respect as his King, as do you too Haselrig.”
 
   The antiquary dipped his chin in a brief nod of apology.  “Forgive me, I had thought to wait until your coronation, my… my King.”
 
   The correction pleased Xander.  “I would that the legion could travel faster, that this business could be done sooner.”
 
   “It is no small task to drive sense and purpose in the mindless ones,” Haselrig reminded him.  “It is the work of many wizards and our Master to bend the legions to his will in good order.”
 
   “Aye, and I will look on Forven and laugh when the dead hands of the legion rip him apart.”
 
   “Indeed, but first we have our own orders to follow.  Droost and the bridge.”
 
   Xander nodded.  “Bring up the cavalry and the wolf-riders.  Let us feed the people of Droost a small taste of my venegeance.”  
 
   ***
 
   Kaylan kicked over another piece of driftwood and then cried in alarm at a shape bobbing slightly in a rocky crevice at the sea’s edge a dozen yards away. Unlike the others he had inspected this one was the right shape, slim of build and tall a tangle of long hair swirling in the foaming eddies.
 
   The thief had been some hours about his miserable task.  The trail from Glafeld had led him to the docks where a red headed woman boarding a schooner had lodged in the memories of a few watermen.  However, they had been quick to add tales from the big merchant cogs that had arrived to meet the dwarven caravan.  The merchant men had told of a great storm and how one had seen a schooner cast on the rocks as they had fought their own struggle to survive.  There had been much shaking of heads when Kaylan had asked after survivors.  The nature of the storm, the treachery of the coast, the evidence of the merchant sailors and above all the lack of news direct from any member of the schooner’s crew all augured ill for the small ship’s company and passengers.
 
   But nonetheless Kaylan had ventured north.  A horse bought with the last of Mag-ap-Bruin’s generosity had been ridden into slavering exhaustion as the thief hurried to his lady’s aid.  Visions of Niarmit injured or in peril both sustained and tortured him on his mad rush along the coast road.  Now, confronted with the shredded evidence of the catastrophe which had overcome the schooner, it all seemed hopeless.  The timbers that had reached the shore were little more than matchwood.  True, the bodies he had found, flung out by the sea, had all been male.  The corpses had suffered the inevitable bloating ravages of a few days immersion in the water, but their bodies bore other marks of the storm’s violence.    The crushed or missing limbs, shattered bones, ruined faces were all testament to a disaster that had done much more than drown these poor souls and every broken body was another blow to his hopes that Niarmit could have survived the wreckage.
 
   So he approached this latest corpse with a grim trepidation.  Pale white hands floated on the surf, sodden hair well past shoulder length.  It couldn’t be her, his lady was never fated to die in some inconsequential ship-wreck. Hers was a much higher destiny. And yet he struggled to see how she could have been spared.
 
   He seized a hand to pull the body onto the rocks and then nearly vomited as hand and arm came free of the sleeve, leaving the rest of the body bobbing in the water.  Gulping back his rising gorge he lay down to get a better grasp of the body and hauled it two hands on the torso up on to the rock.  He took a moment’s breath to brace himself before rolling the body onto its back.   It was a horrid sight, the face pulped by sharp rocks, the clothes all but shredded.  Kaylan, hardened by battle and the horrors of occupied Undersalve still found himself voiding his stomach in a rockpool, to the consternation of its crustacean inhabitants.  As he wiped tendrils of vomit from his mouth Kaylan tried a dispassionate inspection of the corpse.  The build was right, but the hair freed from the water’s grasp was now more clearly black than red and the open shirt revealed a scratched and battered torso that was entirely male.  
 
   “Thank the Goddess,” Kaylan muttered, but then, above the surf, he caught a different sound a horse neighing, and another.  The  shelving strata of weathered rock to landward hid him from view of the coastroad.  He scurried close up against a rock face and thanked his paranoid caution in stabling his own horse a mile away inside an abandoned croft.  Listening carefully he could make out the jangle of harnesses, voices speaking the human tongue but with a thick southern accent.  When his ears told him the riders were moving away he quickly peered over the edge of the rock to see.  
 
   There were a hundred or so of them.  Swaggering nomads on horseback, riding in a column four abreast down towards the shallow beach which was to be Kaylan’s next search zone.  At the head of the column, rode the squat and ungainly figure of the Governor of Undersalve.  The little man’s limited horsemanship was further compromised by him managing the reins one handed. His free right hand was stretched out infront of him, fingertips twitching as he felt the air ahead of him.
 
   Kaylan cursed his ill luck that this intervention would not only delay his search but would trample into obscurity any traces of Niarmit making it ashore.  Still he was one thief and they were a hundred warriors, while the Governor was even rumoured to be a wizard.  Kaylan squatted down behind his concealing ridge and resolved to wait for the interlopers’ departure. 
 
   ***
 
   A cool breeze swept down off the Palacinta hills stirring Dema’s snakes into hissing wakefulness.  She had the watchtower platform to herself, pacing the narrow space unmasked and unhooded.  The orc and outlander lookouts had been sent away so the Medusa could enjoy a rare moment of freedom.  Normally she only let her snakes and her gaze go free in the heat of battle and even then only if there were few of her own troops to be accidentally harmed by a misplaced glance or an irate serpent.  In the main she trusted to her own formidable skill with a sword at which neither orc nor outlander had yet managed to best her.
 
   However, once in a while there was a sense of freedom to be revelled in. She stood arms raised to the heavens, spitting serpents writhing on her head, surveying the rolling farmland with a petrifying azure gaze.  For just a moment she let her guard drop, acknowledged the creature she had become, a glorious monstrous affront to all that the Salved held holy.
 
   It had been twenty years earlier in a long abandoned magistry that she had first felt this chilling power course through her veins.  The numbing shock of the little wizard’s magic had faded and she had begun to stretch up from the kneeling position in which she had received his incantation.  She had been aware of a strange prickling sensation in her scalp that made her reach for the hand mirror they had brought.  In looking for that first rather than at Odestus she had probably saved him, and he in turn, in kicking the mirror from her hand so it shattered on the stone had probably saved her.
 
   “Why did you do that?” she had demanded, perturbed that her hands still looked slim and feminine and then that her voice was unbroken.  
 
   That the spell had misfired in someway was quickly becoming apparent without the little wizard’s frantic cry, “Don’t look at me. Don’t look at anything.  Yes shut your eyes.”
 
   “What? Why? What has gone wrong little wizard?”  The crawling sensation on the top of her head was more insistent now, she had reached up to scratch her head and then screamed at the feel of reptilian scales the hiss of a snake.  She had grabbed its body thinking to throw it free, but a yank brought only a searing pain in her head as though she were pulling her own hair out.  Her hair had become snakes.
 
   “What have you done to me little wizard?” she had demanded.  Odestus had been cowering before her, hands over hs own eyes face turned to the ground. 
 
   “It’s not my fault,” he was insisting.  “I never meant for this.”
 
   She had seized him by the collar and hauled him to his feet.  “What have you done to me? Tell me now or I will prize those hands away from your eyes and make you look at me.”
 
   “No… no!” the very suggestion brought a long paralysing cry from the quivering wizard.
 
   “Then maybe you should undo it and not just free of charge, give back the money I have paid you.”
 
   “It was never about the money and I can’t undo it.”
 
   She’d seized his hands at that and yanked them apart to look into his screwed shut eyes, shut as firmly as if he had been gazing towards the midday Sun. “Speak little wizard and start making some sense, or by the Goddess I will peel back your eyelids with my finger nails.”  There had been a chorus of hissing as the serpents on her head seemed to respond to her mood.  “And first question, little wizard, is why have I got snakes stuck to my scalp?”
 
   “The scroll, the spell on the scroll, I misunderstood the translation.  It is an ancient language, an easy mistake, the transformation it wrought was not into the form I had thought.”
 
   “I had gathered that, little Wizard.  You have not made me into the form of a man. What have you turned me into?”
 
   Odestus had wailed.  “I have made you a monster, Lady. We are both doomed to exile.”
 
   “Undo the spell then. Uncast it.”
 
   “I cannot. The spell is gone from the scroll. It is spent and I have no other scroll nor power in my own skill to undo the spell.  You…. we, we are stuck with how you are.  They will send us beyond the barrier. We will be eaten by orcs, devoured one limb at a time while the rest of us still lives. Why did I agree? You made me agree.  I never wanted this.  Why didn’t you leave me alone? I was happy with my hobby.”
 
   Dema had given him a sharp slap to rouse him from his hysteria and, as his head swung sideways his eyes had opened a fraction in surprise and then immediately closed clenched as tight as a whelk before she could catch his gaze. “Come little wizard, it wasn’t just a merchant’s hobby.  You wanted to do big sorcery. You wanted it as much as I and now you have right royally fucked it up.  What have you turned me into?”
 
   “A monster, the worst of monsters.”
 
   “I don’t feel like a monster.”
 
   “You will become one, not tonight, not tomorrow, but the monster will merge with you. You will lose your humanity all trace and vestige of the human being you were and in time you will become that monster.”
 
   “What monster am I to become?”
 
   “Oh Dema, I have turned you into …. into a medusa.  Any unfortunate who meets your gaze will be petrified, any fool who comes near enough your head will be poisoned by your snakes.  Oh Dema I have killed you as sure as if I had stabbed you through the heart. It would be kinder to do the deed now than let your spirit whither into nothingness inside this creature.“  As he spoke the little wizard was fumbling in his cloak clumsily reaching for a dagger which Dema with a pinch and a twist easily relieved him of.
 
   “Little wizard you would never be able to stab me through the heart even if you could bear to look at me as you did it.  Now listen I am Dema, I will always be Dema.  My spirit is not withering anywhere least of all inside my own body.  Now you get me somewhere I can hide while we work out how to undo this mess you have created.  You can find another scroll that reverses this change, pay whatever you have to. The Goddess knows you’re rich enough.”
 
   Odestus had bobbed and whimpered but he did as he was bid.
 
   Two decades later atop the tower of her own fortress, Dema stretched her arms aloft and allowed the snakes their moment of hissing bickering freedom.  Not days, not weeks, Odestus, she said to herself.  Two decades she had survived, two decades she had been Dema. She had held at bay the snarling visceral abomination whose physical form she wore.  True there had been moments of necessary cruelty, but that had been the natural human fight to survive, not the gratuitous sadism of an unfettered medusa.  For twenty years she had thought and fought to see herself as just somehow differently human.  Kimbolt’s jibes about her humanity had hurt more deeply than she dared admit.  
 
   The thought of Kimbolt darkened her mood once more and she glared anxiously South East, desparate for the distant murk to disgorge the precious reinforcements from Undersalve and pressage the long overdue reunion of the warrior Medusa and her wizardly creator.  Her scrutiny of the unyielding horizon was disrupted by another powerful stomach cramp.  She bent double and gritted her teeth against the pain.  “Not now,” she muttered to herself before demanding of the clouds low on the Southern horizon.  “Where are you Odestus, I need you now?”
 
   ***
 
   Hepdida hurt.  The long deep cut in her back was the worst.  There were no mirrors in Grundurg’s tent. Vanity was not one of the orc chieftain’s many vices, so it was only by touch that Hepidda could explore her unseen wounds. The supple flexibility of youth had been compromised by her other cuts and bruises so that twisting and reaching round with her hand was a stiff and painful experience.  It brought a wince to her lips even as her fingers tips crept across her back towards the ragged edge of Grundurg’s cruellest cut.  Before she even reached the seeping wound itself she felt the flesh grow hot and could imagine the reddened skin as her body fought infection.  Her mouth felt dry and her head ached and she knew the untreated wound was spreading its poison through her body.  
 
   Her trembling self-examination was cut short when she heard the howls of returning wolves.  As hurriedly as the pain and stiffness allowed, she drew the dirty linen cloak around her shoulders and crouched dutifully on the floor to wait her master’s return.  The coarse rope tether had scoured the skin of her ankle until it bled, making it uncomfortable to sit crosslegged.  So she squatted awkwardly within the limited freedom that the rope gave her.
 
   Grundurg was in good spirits when he stormed into the tent, though that was never a guarantee that he would leave her alone.  If his business had gone ill, he would take out his frustrations on her, if it had gone well he would celebrate at her expense and if it had been a quite day’s scouting he would vent his boredom on her injured frame.  Hepdida had yet to find any combination of humility or circumstance which would secure the freedom that Dema had promised her from orcish torture.
 
   The big orc seized her by the hair and pulled her upright.  Much as she tried to rise in a smooth fluid movement, Hepdida still found her body twisting awkwardly at Grundurg’s handling.  She felt one of the wounds on her shoulder crack and open and the trickle of warm fresh blood across her skin.
 
   “Grundurg had good hunting today.”  The orc breathed foully in her face. “Killed many humans. Took their food.  Farmers are soft, Grundurg’s sword is hard.  Splits skulls very easy.  Women they are soft too. See this.”  He thumped his chest where his black armour was covered in drying blood.  “This their blood.” He tapped the left shoulder.  “This was baby’s blood, killed him first.”  Then the right shoulder.  “This mother’s blood, she was pretty, like you used to be.  Killed her next. “
 
   “You bastard,” Hepidida breathed.
 
   “Last,” he gestured across his chest at the broadest stain.  “This was father’s blood, killed him last. Let him see what I did to his woman and his child.  That made him angry, so angry.  I gave him sword, said do your worst.”
 
   The orc flung back his head and laughed.  “I didn’t kill him quick.”  The orc gave a quick chopping motion with his hand.  “Cut his arm off, then killed him slow. Let him see how he had failed.  He not protect his woman, not protect his child, not avenge them either.  He cursed me as he died.”  Again Grundurg guffawed in amusement at the funniest thing he had seen in weeks.  “I tell him, Grundrug collects curses of dying humans, Grundurg got many of them. He say ‘see you in hell, orc bastard.’” Grundurg was shaking his head with mirth, his eyes glinting at the memory.  “Grundurg say, sure but you go to back of line, back of long line, very long line.”
 
   At last the orc let Hepdida go, but only so he could slap his own leg at the hilarity of his bon mot to the dying farmer. 
 
   “You bastard,” Hepdida repeated more loudly.
 
   Her contempt finally punctured his mood and he sneered at her, nostrils flaring.  “You be careful.  You not so pretty anymore. Lots of pretty human girls out there.  Maybe I get rid of you. Take one of them, give them a blanket of your skin.”
 
   She shivered at the reality of his threat.  “You were to keep me safe. The Lady Dema will be angry with you if I die.”
 
   He shrugged.  “Snake lady might not come back.  Grundurg has to wait here for old elf, snake lady has to stay …. stay somewhere else.  Grundurg might never meet snake lady again.”
 
   “You can’t be sure of that. Who knows what your foul master might order.  She could be on her way here now.”
 
   There was the briefest flicker of fear in the orc’s eyes as he imagined Dema striding momentarily into the tent.  But then he seized at his neck and pulled out a black disc on a leather lanyard.  “Snake lady not coming.  Master talk to Grundurg, talk to Grundurg through this. This big magic.”  He waved the disc at her.  “Master tell Grundurg if snake lady coming. She not coming yet.”
 
   “But she might come. Your Master might tell you today she is coming.”
 
   Grundurg nodded sourly.  “Master might, and if he does Grundurg kill you.”
 
   Hepdida drew in a sharp breath at the cold certainty of the orc’s promise.  “The lady would not like that, she would punish you.”
 
   The orc just shrugged.  “Grundurg tell her you got ill, no shaman to cure you and you died.  Snake lady never find you, not unless she look in cooking pot.”  This idea seemed to amuse the chieftain even more than the farmer’s death and he fell to another fit of grunting shuddering laughter.  
 
   Hepdida edged away towards her allotted space at the foot of Grundurg’s fur covered sleeping couch.  She was determined not to crack, but her lip was trembling and her eyes were wet.  Day in day out, one day at a time, she had been determined to survive.  But despair flooded over her and the dam holding back the tears finally crumbled.   Tied to the chieftain’s bedframe, in his tent in the centre of the encampment, surrounded by five hundred orcs there could be no escape from a captor who had just promised to kill her.  The last shreds of hope died in Hepdida’s weeping heart.
 
   ***
 
   Vesten breathed a huge sigh of relief.  The tall keep of Listcairn was unmistakeable on the North Eastern horizon.  His nightmare would soon be over.  “Come hurry, men,” he called out to the tired and watchful nomad infantry.  “We will sleep in the halls of Listcairn tonight.”
 
   The nomads made no answer beyond a collective scowl at the reedy voiced secretary on his piebald pony.  “The bloody orcs will have got there first,” one surly foot soldier growled sparking a round of nodding agreement.
 
   “Sure, they’ll have eaten all the food.”
 
   “Taken the best billets.”
 
   “Had all the women.”
 
   “It’ll be turnips for us.”
 
   “In the stables.”
 
   “Sleeping with the pigs.”
 
   The secretary had not the spirit left to try and raise their grim mood.  He had never wanted independent command, fearing the responsibility, doubting his capacity.  When Odestus had departed on his mysterious mission, Vesten’s task of marching the rest of the army to Listcairn had seemed a simple one.  He had no expectation of facing battle, merely a need to bring twelve thousand orcs and nomads to the captured fortress.  Yet in this simple task he had plumbed new depths of failure.  
 
   “Don’t let the orcs ride off,” had been Odestus’s parting word.  At first Hulgrid, the orc chieftain, had been the picture of co-operation.  He had advised Vesten, helped him choose the path to take, the order of marching.  When he had suggested to the secretary that parties of wolf-riding orcs should go foraging to East and West, it had seemed reasonable.  But the forays into farmland had lasted longer and longer and brought back less and less food.  And then, one day Hulgrid had announced he was riding off to Listcairn. “I go ahead” he had said.
 
   “You can’t, I forbid it,” Vesten had replied. He may even have stamped his foot.  “We stay together. The Governor ordered it.”
 
   Hulgrid had laughed.  “You too slow, and your horse smell.  If we stay my wolves may eat your horse, might eat you. Though not much meat on you.”
 
   And so the wolf-riders had abandoned them, Hulgrid shouting something at the orcish infantry as he rode away.  Vesten had not heard the precise words, but the meaning was clear.  The orc foot soldiers had increased their pace, loping along in a simian stride which the nomad infantry could not quite match.  Slowly the orcs had pulled ahead in a strange walking race and by nightfall, Vesten and the nomads were alone.  A few thousand nomads in hostile territory with no cavalry protection.  Vesten knew that the forces of Morsalve were tied up in a deadly struggle far to the West, but to the East lay Medyrsalve.  As his diminished band crept along in the shadow of the Palacintas Vesten had, by night and day, expected the forces of Prince Rugan to sweep down and destroy them.
 
   The nomads shared his fear, but took little notice of his orders.  His commands were treated like mild suggestions and the rump of the army had camped and marched where the consensus of its chieftains decided.   Vesten was not its general, merely somebody who happened to be travelling in the same direction who they had decided not to kill. 
 
   But at last the nightmare was over.  Listcairn was in sight and, if Hulgrid and the infantry had made it, Vesten would have discharged his duty of bring Odestus’s army to Listcairn, albeit in instalments.
 
   “Riders coming,” one of the sharper eyed nomads declared.
 
   It was a few moments before Vesten’s eyes, strained by hours of candlelit paperwork, could perceive the cloud of dust of fast approaching horsemen.  The distance between them closed steadily as the infantry continued their march.   Vesten could have ridden ahead, but the furious pace of the oncoming riders made him hesitate.  The nomads might not for all practical purposes be his soldiers, but if someone was in such mighty haste, the secretary would rather not meet with them alone.
 
   The riders resolved themselves into a group of two dozen or so cavalry, strung out in a line as they fought to keep pace with their leader.  Vesten had an idea who that would be; though he had never met the Lady, he knew she now commanded at Listcairn and Odestus had briefed him on her many powers and also her ferocious temper.  He kept his eyes fixed on the ground as she approached and didn’t even raise them as, with a clatter of horse’s hooves, a woman’s voice demanded.  “Who commands here?”
 
   “Him on the scrawny pony.” 
 
   The hooves tramped closer and the voice snapped, “Who are you? Where is Odestus? Quickly now.”
 
   Vesten let his gaze slide carefully upwards, until he was looking at the speaker’s chin.  “My Name is Secretary Vesten and the Governor is somewhere to the South East of here.”
 
   “Why is he not here? Have you abandoned him Secretary Vesten?”  There was a pause as the rider reached into saddle bags.  “Here, see what happens to those who abandon their fellows.”  A big rock was thrown on the ground.  Vesten followed it rolling and turning until it settled, looking up at him, a stone head of an orc, its mouth open in a silent scream. It was Hulgrid.  
 
   “This bastard turned up two days ago with just a bunch of wolf-riders. I had him tried for abandoning his post. Trial by combat that is, with me. When I had cut and beaten him and knocked him bleeding and weaponless to the ground, but before I cut his head off, I looked deep into his eyes.  The rest of him is now a reclining stone statute in the courtyard at Listcairn.”  There was a moment’s silence before the Lady repeated her question.  “Lest you wish to share his fate tell me, why is Odestus not here, Secretary Vesten.  Have you abandoned him?”
 
   He shook his head in trembling fear. “The Governor is on a mission for the Master.  He took the nomad cavalry due East, we parted seven days ago.”
 
   “Maelgrum told me none of this!”  Dema spat out in disbelief.
 
   “The Master does not share all his plans with his servants.”
 
   “He does with me,” the Lady cried standing tall in her stirrups.  “If Odestus was ordered away, then I would know of it.  Where is he? Where is the little wizard? Why did you leave him?”  She reached across and hauled the trembling secretary up by his lapels until Vesten found himself looking askance into the gauzed covered gaze of the Medusa.
 
   “I was ordered away.  I do not know where he is, but he has the cavalry with him. He will come to no harm.”  Vesten sought to blunt the shrill edge of concern in the Medusa’s questioning.  “That which he cannot outfight he can outride.”
 
   “Ogre’s blood, if Odestus’s safety should ever depend on his horsemanship, then he is surely doomed.  Where is he?”  She shook the secretary so that his bones rattled.
 
   “He is in our Master’s service,” Vesten pleaded.  “Where he is and when or if he comes back to us is in our Master’s will.”
 
   “Bugger Maelgrum’s will, I need Odestus.”  The Medusa dropped the secretary abruptly, seizing her side with a cry of pain.  Vesten fell astride the saddle of his patient pony, eyes watering with the numbing force of the impact.  Through the mist of his own discomfort he observed Dema sway and groan in her saddle.
 
   “Are you ill lady?” he ventured when his agony faded faster than hers.  “If it is healing you need then a shaman would serve better than Odestus, mighty though the Governor’s powers are.” 
 
   “My own trouble is past Odestus’s healing,” she ground out through gritted teeth.  “It is on another matter that I have need of the little wizard’s magic.”
 
   “Mayhap the wizard Galen could assist, he is the Governor’s deputy in Undersalve. He is charged with bringing re-inforcements to Listcairn by the path we have now mapped. He at least is certain to arrive in a few weeks, while I have no certainty of whither our Master will be sending the Governor.”
 
   “Then Maelgrum can send Galen on this fool’s errand, and return Odestus to me.”
 
   “And you would tell the Master that?”
 
   “Aye and a load more, aiee,” Dema’s threat ended in a yelp.  She took a couple of shallow breaths to steady herself before issuing fresh orders to Vesten.  “Get your men to the castle.  We have arranged billets for you in the town.”
 
   “Where are the orcs billeted?”
 
   “In an open field, and there they will stay ‘til they have learned, you do not split your force in hostile territory.  Rugan could have destroyed you all piecemeal.”
 
   “I know, Lady, I know. But we are here now, to serve at your command.”
 
   “I’d rather have had Odestus than the whole damned lot of you,” she muttered before wheeling her horse round to ride back to Listcairn.
 
   ***
 
   Kaylan cursed the fog.  For two days now he had shadowed the nomad horsemen and their unlikely captain, but the fog was a cloying and unwanted complication.  
 
   The nomads’ search of the beach had ended with whoops of triumph that Kaylan had heard even in his place of rocky concealement.  Then, with barely a pause to let the horses catch their breath, the column had wheeled round and headed back inland.  As soon as they had disappeared from sight, Kaylan had scurried onto the sandy shore fearful that anything there might have given enemies cause for celebration.
 
   He was a thief rather than a woodsman.  However, even Kaylan’s meagre skills of tracking were sufficient to identify the trail which had excited the nomads.  A line of hoof prints trodden deep in the sand led off the beach.  Either side of the horse’s track were two deep irregular lines as of branches dragged across the sand.  A set of footprints accompanied the horse and its burden.  A slow moving horse dragging some kind of load and with a walking companion.  
 
   What other signs there may have been had been trampled by the cavalry who had also crisscrossed some of the trail as they had followed it off the beach across the coast road and due West back into the heartland of the Petred isle.  
 
   Kaylan had studied the footprints carefully, fitted his own boot into them and found it oversized, tested his weight on the sand and found it drove deeper.  The horse’s pedestrian companion was lighter of build and smaller of foot than Kaylan and walking away from the wreck of the ship that Niarmit had boarded.  The thief had needed no further convincing that it was his lady walking the laden horse slowly westwards, all unaware that the Governor himself and a company of nomad cavalry were pursuing her. 
 
   His immediate resolve was to catch up with her and warn her so together they could evade the pursuit.  For any hope of success in this ambition, he had the Governor to thank.  While the hardy nomadic horseman would have easily outstripped Kaylan’s tired horse, the company in pursuit were limited to the speed of their slowest rider.  That was the Governor himself.  While the horsemen were making much better pace than the walker they pursued, they were still slow enough for Kaylan to ride around in a wide circuit south west trying to work his way ahead of them.  He had kept them in sight, working at a distance where a body of horsemen could be easily perceived but a single rider would be hard to pick out against the grey backdrop of the marsh and the distant Hadrans.  Thus he hoped he had gone undetected and had certainly worked some way ahead of them.  He had made enough ground to begin cutting back North Westwards aiming to cross Niarmit’s trail, ahead of her pursuers and then hasten to warn her.  
 
   The plan had worked well until this damn fog had fallen.  Now he led his horse warily across the uneven ground.  He was scanning for rabbit holes and patches of marshy softness that would make his horse stumble or possibly twist a fetlock and lame it.  He was also searching for Niarmit’s trail which he must surely cross, but in addition keeping his ears pricked for any sign of the nomads.  At a rough estimate they should still be at least a couple of miles due East of him, but that was assuming they had kept the same speed and heading as when he last saw them. 
 
   The fog was thick, and Kaylan was barely able to see more than a dozen yards ahead, then, through the murk he heard the softest jangle of harness to his right and a guttural cry of salute that was swiftly echoed, down a line. He cursed softly at his misjudgement and turned his horse due west.  Even though the nomad troop were clearly walking at a slower pace than he had anticipated, he had cut his approach too fine.  Far from being two miles away, they were less than a hundred yards away.
 
   He walked his horse urgently westward, listening for the calls and acknowledgements of his unknowing pursuers.  Strung out in a line, sweeping slowly Westwards. What were they up to?  They must have lost the trail and were trying to find it again.  For a moment Kaylan was swamped with relief.  The Governor and his hunters had lost Niarmit’s trail and, for the time being at least, his Lady was safe from them.
 
   The relief was tempered with the realisation that those frustrated trackers would soon cross his own trail.  The soft yielding ground was even now dimpled with a trail of hoofprints.  True his horse was unburdened, by the load Niarmit’s had clearly been dragging, but that subtle distinction would not deter the curiosity of the two hundred or so nomads.
 
   Even as he thought it, there was an excited call from within the fog behind him, a call that was quickly picked up by the others.  Kaylan was trotting alongside his horse now, trying to put distance between him and the far too close horsemen.  Orders were being barked out, voices converging on his trail.  Kaylan swung himself noiselessly into the saddle.  Rabbit holes and molehills be damned, he would have to ride his way out of here.  The sounds of pursuit were unmistakeable now.  The thief quickly crescented himself and made a silent prayer for the Goddess’s favour, and then he kicked his heels against the horse’s flank and began a mad gallop westwards.  He could see barely two horse-lengths infront of him, and it was pure equine instinct that guided his steed on its frantic charge into the unknown.
 
   He had failed in his search for Niarmit’s trail.  However, the thief took comfort in the fact that, not only had the nomads lost the trail too, but he was about to lead them on a wild goose chase which would take them even further from their target.  His decoy run could maybe buy Niarmit the time to escape from a peril she may not even have been aware of.  Kaylan gave a grim smile at that.  Would he ever get to tell her of his intervention on her behalf. Well, he told himself, you’re a town thief riding a tired horse, through opaque fog, while being chased by a group of nomadic horsemen who like all their kind, were doubtless raised from sucklings in the saddle.  Winning this race would require divine favour of quite miraculous proportions.
 
   ***
 
   Udecht’s dirty robes hung loosely on his shrunken frame.  Even Xander had occasionally commented to his captive younger brother, “my how you stink.”  However, his sibling gaoler had made no offer or concession to allow him to bathe.  Xander attended on Udecht but rarely, and even then only for the brief business of humiliation and gloating.  The two orcs detailed to be Udecht’s constant guardians were themselves so rank of odour as to be indifferent to the Bishop’s unwashed state. 
 
   They were however, amused as Udecht shuffled down the bank towards the waters of the Nevers river.  “You not drown, little priest,” the darker one called, his skin a mottled green between pine needles and oak leaves.
 
   “We not come in after you,” his more lime hued companion added.
 
   “I’m just washing,” Udecht called plaintively, before adding under his breath, “something you know nothing about.”
 
   “What he say?” needle green asked.
 
   “I think he said you fat,” limey replied.
 
   “Did he? I show him,” needle green retorted with fake indignation as he reached for the horsewhip at his belt.  However, he made no further move as the priest scurried the last few steps to the water’s edge and waded fully clothed into the river.
 
   He pulled the robe over his head and, standing thigh deep in just his drawers and vest, brought the soiled outer garment down two handed with a satisfying thwack into the river water.  He had played here as a child, fishing and splashing with his brothers and the other court children. But now the bustling bridge over the Nevers and the busy river port of Droost were gone.  Both charred ruins, the blackened stumps of oak timbers poking out of the broad river water, while the ash strewn plain that once was Droost was now covered with the tents and pens of the invaders.  
 
   Udecht busied himself with his ablutions, losing the misery of his present existence in the minutiae of everyday life.  He rubbed the coarse sodden cloth against itself to excise the worst of the stains, and then used the robe as part towel part loofa to scrape the grime from his own body.  Absorbed in the laundering, he shut his eyes and ears to the near complete makeshift bridge which the invaders had been erecting alongside the charred ruin.  The wizards and the engineers had been at work fabricating another crossing to replace the one that the defenders had destroyed.  When their work was done the army would be able at last to cross the river and begin the siege of the fortress of Morwencairn, and that was a thought Udecht did not wish to dwell on.
 
   He had felt a thrill of triumph at the disaster which had overtaken his brother two days earlier.  Watching from the ridge, he had seen Xander’s vanguard charge through Droost and onto the bridge only for town and crossing to both to go up in flames before the traitor’s force could reach the northern bank.  He had rejoiced at the defender’s determination and planning, grieving only that the trap had not entirely caught his treacherous brother.  Singed and furious Xander had returned to the ridge, railing at the duplicity of an Archbishop who had packed the houses and the bridge supports with barrels of pitch.  The flammable casks had been fired by archer’s flame arrows and by a few brave souls who had stayed and sacrificed all to obstruct the enemy’s advance.  The traitor’s anger had known few bounds, and owed much, Udecht suspected, to his fear of Maelgrum’s reaction to another failure.  
 
   In the absence of Archbishop Forven, the architect of his latest disaster, Xander had fallen with fist and boot and whip on Udecht as a surrogate recipient of his rage.  Udecht had born the latest beating with a grim satisfaction bordering on mirth.  However, that pleasure, like the bruises it cost him, had soon faded.
 
   True Forven’s trick had cost Xander pride and men and bought the inhabitants of Morwencairn some time.  But that was all. Time to wait in hope of some miracle of re-inforcements.  Whatever force the Archbishop had within the town’s stout walls, he had not risked it in any sally forth to further harass the would-be besiegers.  The main body of Maelgrum’s army milling on the south bank of the Nevers would soon cross the river and the city’s hopes of rescue would depend on relief from the unreliable forces of Medyrsalve or Nordsalve.
 
   “Hey, what are you doing brother?”
 
   It was Xander on horseback standing with Haselrig by the amused orcish guards.  “It’s called washing,” Udecht called back as he pulled on his wet robe and waded reluctantly towards the bank.  It was a warm day and the clothes would dry soon enough against his skin, but the semblance of physical cleanliness could not assuage the sense of spiritual dirt he felt in his brother’s presence
 
   “Aye. It may suit me better to have you look presentable when you set the Helm of Eadran upon my head. I should not be crowned by some vagabond.”
 
   “The Helm lies on the other side of the walls of Morwencairn, brother.  Even when your Master gets his army across it will take him months to batter down those walls.   You should not be so premature in celebrating your stolen inheritance.”
 
   Udecht knew it was foolish to bait his brother so.  The traitor stood in his saddle, eyes bulging, the sinews of his neck straining as his anger sought some coherent expression.  “Not stolen,” he spat out.  “It is mine, won by might of arms against those who betrayed and denied me all my life. Stand against me in this Udecht and you will share the fate of all who have stood against me, of Thren, Eadran and Gregor himself.”
 
   Udecht let the invective wash over him, though silence was no guarantee of calming his brother’s anger or preventing it finding some expression in physical violence.  He found himself dispassionately noting a new edge to Xander’s voice, a touch of hysteria.  The traitor’s features were as ravaged as his own, bloodshot eyes in deep hollow pits, his straggly beard shot though with grey, skin hanging sallow on hollowed cheekbones.  Pressure was making its mark on Xander, his volatile disposition pushed to new extremes.  “A week is all it will take brother.  In a week’s time the great wyrm will owe my Master another day’s service.”
 
   Udecht noted the frown of alarm that creased Haselrig’s features and the antiquary reached a restraining hand to Xander’s arm.  The traitor Prince shook it off indignantly.  “What matter who knows, Haselrig.  The great wyrm serves our Master for one day each month and when that day next arrives, it is on the walls of Morwencairn that his fire will fall.”
 
   Udecht shivered at the recollection of the dragon Maelgrum had ridden when Sturmcairn fell.  His innards tumbled in an echo of the bowel weakening fear he had felt that night.  If the lizard were indeed to come again to the siege of Morwencairn, then the Bishop had to concede the justification for Xander’s confidence and, in equal measure, a cause for his own despair.
 
   ***
 
   Dema sat in the chair in her chambers, knees drawn up towards her chest, arms folded across her belly.  In the courtyard outside she could hear the raucous shouts of orcish sentries and outlander guards.  There was no love lost between the races, but they were content to express their antipathy in casual insults rather than anything more prejudicial to discipline.  Dema knew that at the slightest sign of some more vicious quarrel the gaze of the combatants would stray towards her window and the argument would be forgotten in fear of the greater peril of the Medusa’s wrath.
 
   She sighed.  She had at last the force, or something like it, which Maelgrum had always intended should guard this border.  As one of his most trusted lieutenants, the Medusa had been privy to more details of his plans save any except perhaps Haselrig and Odestus.  Beneath his malevolence, Maelgrum was a patient pursuer of vengeance.  She guessed that after a millenium in a planar prison, a few months and years were eyeblinks of time to the undead lord.  So the empire that Eadran had stolen was to be reclaimed by its rightful owner one piece at a time.  The conquest of Undersalve had tried and tested imperial defence and resolve, without Maelgrum ever having to reveal himself.  The capture of Sturmcairn, likewise, was intended to herald the fall of Morsalve absorbed and digested by Maelgrum’s force free from knowledge or interference from the outer provinces.
 
   While the veil of secrecy had been torn apart the night Kimbolt lit the beacon, it was still Maelgrum’s plan to conquer the central province undisturbed while Dema and her force stood guard against any unwise incursions from Medyrsalve.   To that end he would require her to make some show of force before the Palacinta hills.  Her scouts had reported movements in the passes to the East and even Prince Rugan could not stand idle for ever.  So, this evening’s remote conference with Maelgrum would bring new orders and little rest.  Dema gave a mild groan and folded her arms more tightly.  The forthcoming conversation would be different, for she had demands of her own to make.  Even at this distance she knew her Master’s ire would be fierce while her impudence would live long in his memory.  However, she had an ace to play, an argument the undead Lord would surely hearken to, for it was an argument he himself had made.
 
   Dema glanced out of the window, where the sun was settling slowly to the West.  It would set later for her Lord than for her, so she had a few minutes more before the warmth of the token at her neck would herald the calling of her Master’s voice.  On the wind she caught some enquiry made of a guard outside.  It was the reedy voice of secretary Vesten posing the question.  While, individual words were inaudible, the contempt that dripped from the guard’s response was discernible even at this distance.  “Oh Odestus,” she moaned.  “Where are you?”
 
   She shut her eyes a moment overwhelmed by a new fatigue.  In an instant she was back in the cellar of the merchant who wanted to be a wizard.  The night of the fateful first accident, with Odestus bustling in fearful fury, his anger somehow transcending his ridiculous pose, head down eyes closed.
 
   “Don’t look at me,” he was screaming.
 
   “I’m not looking at you,” she had replied as consumed by fear as the merchant.  “I’ve shut my eyes see.”
 
   “I daren’t look.  Why did you do it?”
 
   “Why? What? Do you think I meant this to happen?”
 
   “My father took him on.  He’s been in our family for years, look what you’ve done to him.”
 
   She bit back the bubble of hysteria that was rising in her throat.  As he now stood the loyal family butler could be in the family for decades more, centuries even, albeit more as a garden ornament than a fully functioning retainer.
 
   “He just blundered in here, I heard the noise, I thought it was you.  I looked up, our eyes met…”
 
   “I can see exactly what happened, by the Goddess have you seen his face? He looks terrified.”
 
   Dema had indeed seen the new statue’s face and had thought surprise more than fear best described his expression.  However, such semantics were not things to argue over with Odestus in uncharacteristically belligerent mood.
 
   “What do we do?” she’d asked, feeling more helplessly in Odestus’s hands than at any time since the night of transformation.  “We’re in this together, remember.”
 
   “Of course I remember. Dabbling in magic and creating a medusa, it’s not an easy crime to forget.  Never mind what you’ve done to poor Vejes!”
 
   “Have I killed him?”
 
   “No, or at least not yet.”
 
   “You’re speaking in riddles little wizard.”
 
   “I’ve spent the days in frantic research, trawling through the library scrolls on anything to do with magic.  Got myself some pretty funny looks from the librarians I can tell you, but I’m finding out quite a lot by day, while you’re wandering my cellar petrifying the household servants.”
 
   “He shouldn’t have come down here, I thought you told them all not to come down here.”
 
   “He’s the butler, he goes wherever he damn well pleases. Or at least he did until you turned him into a bloody sculpture.”
 
   “How long until he’s missed?”
 
   “Depends which chambermaid was expecting him to visit tonight.”
 
   “You could say he ran away. Say he stole from you.”
 
   “Maybe, but I’ve a better idea.  I have to say I guessed this day might come and my research has brought a little enlightenment.”
 
   “Something to change me back?”
 
   “No, not yet at least.  Though I am not sure how complete your transformation is. The medusae of the Eastern legends were not quite as you are.  But it seems one of the other scrolls in the bundle I bought might serve our purpose.  It is a spell and I have taken some trouble to embed this one in my mind.  It appears that petrification by a medusa is reversible, the stoned can be turned back to flesh.  There is a risk, the shock of turning back can kill, always assuming that the initial transformation did not kill the soul as it stoned the body.”
 
   “How much risk?”
 
   “It depends on the age and health of the victim and the length of time since the stoning.  I may end up with nothing more than a fleshy corpse.”
 
   “That at least would be easier to explain than a statue.”
 
   There was an explosion of fire in her cheek as he had slapped her, a blow that her closed eyes had not forseen.  As hers opened in shock, his had shut and the little wizard had cowered away, eyes clenched and averted but his unrepentant voice was shot through with fear.  “You deserved that,” he said.  “This is a man you may yet have killed. Maybe I am wrong, maybe you have become one of the heartless monsters that they expunged from the eastern lands when the Monar Empire was still young.”
 
   “I am not a monster,” she had retorted with a trembling lip.
 
   “Then go and wait in the wine cellar while I try out this spell.”
 
   “What if he remembers what he saw?”
 
   “Apparently some short term amnesia is usual in these kind of transformations.  With luck he’ll not even remember coming down into the cellar. Now go and wait, and pray to the Goddess.”
 
   She’d done so, crouched between the casks and bottles, fingers entwined as she heard the arcane incantation and the crackle of magic in the adjoining chamber.  There was a soft thump of something falling to the floor, not stone at least, and the light patter of cheeks being slapped.
 
   “Vejes, Vejes, wake up!” Odestus was calling.
 
   There had been a groan from a throat other than the wizard’s and a dry voice had rasped, “oh Master Odestus, what happened.  How did I get here?”
 
   “I found you at the foot of the stairs, Vejes, you must have had a funny turn.  Do you remember anything?”
 
   “No,” the retainer mumbled in puzzlement.  “No, I heard some noise in the cellar, I remember thinking it might be thieves in after the wine so I was going to….  but no.  I can’t remember what happened after that.  What time is it, Master Odestus?”
 
   “Half an hour after evensong, you have been here for hours, Vejes.  Come let us get you upstairs.”
 
   “But the thieves?”
 
   “Nothing is missing, no mark on you at all, no harm’s been done. It was probably mice.  Now let’s get you upstairs.”
 
   As merchant and butler made their way heavily up the wooden steps, Dema in her hiding place had put a hand to her offending eyes and found them wet with tears.  
 
   Now in her castellan’s chamber in Listcairn, Dema put her hand again to her eyes and found them dry, unstained by tears since before she had been exiled.  She gave another long wincing sigh, and then felt the familiar heat in the token by her neck as her Master made his mental presence known.
 
   ***
 
   Haslerig was with the mages when the call came.  Maelgrum’s disparate army offered few obvious companions for a bookish ex-priest.  The orcs would spit at his humanity as he passed, the outlander warriors would look with scorn on his feeble frame quite devoid of martial prowess, the legions would stir and rattle their shackles in hunger for his flesh.  Only with the wizards did he feel some fraction of ease.  True the powers that the exiled mages had honed in the presence of the Master greatly outstripped anything Haselrig could have achieved even when admitted by the Goddess’s favour into the blessing of priestly magic.  But, as they sat around a makeshift table breaking bread, at least Haselrig did not look out of place, and the wizards humoured him in admitting him to their presence.
 
   There were a hundred or more of them in Maelgrum’s army, exiles all.  Some hoary old men with straggling beards, some wizened women, but as many again of middle years or even bridling with the arrogance of youth. Some had spent decades beyond the barrier, their passion for the illegal arts kindled long before they had any knowledge of the Master who would train them to new heights.  Others had learned more recently in secret cells and groups across the empire, inducted into thaumategry and reassured that there were friends beyond the barrier who would make exile something to be embraced rather than feared.
 
   Now they were returned to rain fire and lightning on the empire that had cast them out.  At the battle of Proginnot the hammer blows of their spells had shattered the royal line, with only a few elven mages to launch any retaliation. Those not used as artillery had been shepherding the mindless legions into the attack and now the discussion around the table was between those necromancers on the one hand and the sorcerers on the others.  
 
   “I can’t see why we wait,” Marwella the aged crone who led the necromancers was saying.  “Let us drive the legion into the town and Morwencairn will be cleansed of the living in a few short hours.”
 
   “Fool,” the ruddy bearded sorcerer named Rondol retorted. “Your legion can barely walk uphill, let alone scale a wall.  You can do nothing until we true wizards have blasted down their walls and gateways.”
 
   “Then why aren’t you getting on with it?”  Marwella snapped, sucking toothlessly on a piece of bread.
 
   Haselrig knew why, Maelgrum’s will was not to risk his precious wizards within range of the town’s slings and arrows. The siege at the moment was maintained at a distance while the lich husbanded his force and waited for the the powerful reinforcement that a few days’ patience would bring.  However, the antiquary knew better than to share his Master’s plans even with an impatient pair of wizards.
 
   It was at that point that Xander broke in with a grin on the gathering.  The wizards eyed him with suspicion.  While Maelgrum’s training had made something of a warrior wizard out of the unlikely and unfocused material of the traitor Prince, the rest of the wizard company viewed him with disdain.  His skill was too coarse and his temperament too unsettled for them to feel any comfort in his company and Xander in turn preferred to associate with people who would reflect or augment his own high opinion of his powers.
 
   The traitor Prince ran his gaze around the table and then fixed on Haselrig.  “The Master wants you, librarian, and he wants you now.  Judging by the ice in the air around him you must have done something very wrong.”
 
   Haselrig was trembling as he stood up.  “I have done nothing,” he insisted squeakily, all too aware that innocence was no protection where their undead Master was concerned.
 
   His legs carried him with nervous haste to the plush octagonal pavilion in the centre of the camp.  The orc guards admitted him with the relief of those seeing another target for the freezing fury that emanated from within the rich canopy of heavy gold braided cloth.   Already shivering from fear, Haselrig found his teeth chattering at the subzero temperatures within the tent.  The lich was pacing across the thick carpet before his heavy hardwood throne.  The metal surfaces were coated in a fine frost of frozen vapour and the deep red light of Maelgrum’s eye sockets throbbed with menace.
 
   He spared Haselrig the briefest glance before beginning his interrogation.  “What know you of the art of planar gatesss, Hassselrig?”
 
   Haselrig flung himself prostrate on the floor and exclaimed, “my knowledge is much less than yours, oh Master.”  The formula of fawning flattery had been his safest recourse in countless other crises, but on this occasion it seemed only to deepen the lich’s anger.
 
   “My own knowledge isss infinite, I do not need you to tell me ssso.  My quessstion wasss what isss your knowledge?”
 
   “Only that which you have seen fit to share with me, in person or in the papers you have bid me examine.”
 
   “Then tell me.  What sssecretsss have you gleaned through that inssspection?”
 
   “Ah,” Haselrig gulped.  There was a great peril waiting for him in the question. Maelgrum suspected him of something and, in his fear, the antiquary could quite credit that he had committed some inadvertent fault which might have compromised his Master’s plans.  However, bereft of any idea where he might have occasioned his Master’s distress, every answer he gave could trigger some explosive trap of undead fury to go off in his face.
 
   “Hasss the cat got your tongue little one?” Maelgrum prompted.  “Sssay what you know of the planesss and the gatesss.  Ssspeak sssoon or die ssslowly?”
 
   “Yes, Master.  At once.  Well the planes are the different planes of existence, intertwined in space and time, but yet entirely separate and invisible to each other.  The gates are the openings between the planes which only great masters like yourself can create or control.”
 
   Maelgrum sniffed, “why every child would know asss much.  If that isss all I have taught you then you are a worthlessss ssstudent.”
 
   “The planes each have their own worlds and inhabitants. I know you have long explored the infinite reaches of the planes and brought many of their denizens as servants to strengthen your power and glory, most recently the visit of the winged ladies.”
 
   Maelgrum nodded.  “You are obssservant. Perhapsss too much ssso.  What elssse have you noted?”
 
   “But little, my Master.  I know only that the twisted structure of the different planes means that time and space do not run in step in each of the planes.  A skilled navigator of the planes can use this to their advantage, taking a path through the planes to arrive in one place but a moment after leaving a spot many leagues away.”
 
   “A moment after?” Maelgrum’s head tilted to one side.
 
   “Just so, Master.”
 
   “And you have ssseen the gatesss I have ocasssionally opened?”
 
   “As great oval windows in the air, Master, that a man or beast can see and step through, though I have not yet been fortunate enough to earn your favour in travelling thus myself.”
 
   Maelgrum came towards the prone and trembling ex-priest and knelt before him.  A fog of freezing vapour descended on the shivering human.  “Now Hassselrig tell me and ssspeak true, what know you of a blue gate?”
 
   “A blue gate?” Haselrig’s best defence was his ingenuous surprise at the question.  “Why Master, I know nothing of a blue gate.”
 
   “Have you read of sssuch a thing, ssseen one, or ssspoken of it with anyone, perhapsss with the lady?”
 
   “Dema?” Haselrig almost laughed at the thought.  “The Lady has little enough time for me, or I for her, and we have never spoken of any of the magic of the planes.”
 
   There was a long still pause while Maelgrum weighed the ex-priest’s answer.  It was only when the Lich stood up, that Haselrig realised he had been holding his own breath.
 
   “You are disssmisssed,” Maelgrum announced airily as he turned and settled into his throne.
 
   A brief spark of curiosity flourished in the relief that washed over Haselrig.  As he struggled to his feet he asked, “what does it mean, Master, the blue gate? Is it something you have done?”
 
   “It isss sssomething I will do, Hassselrig, sssomething I mussst do.”
 
   “When Master?”
 
   The question hung between them for a moment until Maelgrum uttered, with some surprise, three words that Haselrig had never heard him say before.  “I don’t know.”
 
   When the ex-priest stood open mouthed, the Lich waved him impatiently away.  “Go Hassselrig.  I have other ssservantsss I mussst ssspeak with and thisss evening I find your sssight offendsss me.”
 
   Haselrig needed no greater encouragement to scurry from his Master’s presence. 
 
   ***
 
   Kaylan was puzzled.  Resigned to his fate he had resolved to sell his life dearly with the rising Sun and now it seemed that no such payment would be necessary.  
 
   Pursued by the nomads, he had at last emerged into clear air from the stubbornly thick fog bank that stretched from North East to South West.  However, he had gone but a mile or so further before his horse had caught its foreleg enough to lame it.  Abandoning the animal, he had headed south on foot, towards the Hadrans.  Exhaustion had overwhelmed him at a small copse of trees, just as a line of pursuers had emerged from the fog.  Distant specks though they might be, Kaylan knew that the horses they had husbanded through the fog would soon close the distance between them and him.  Nightfall had given him time to prepare himself for the unavoidable, sleeping fitfully and always looking towards the distant campfire of his nemesis.
 
   But when dawn broke, there had been no sign of the nomads or the Governor.  The open plain was clear all the way to the obstinate fog into which they must have returned.  Kaylan picked his way North again, on foot.  At the abandoned camp of the nomads he found the signs of a fire, charred timbers on which suffocating dirt had been poured long before the wood was exhausted.  The tracks showed them retracing their path back into the fog. 
 
   The thief scratched his head.  What had changed the Governor’s mind?  Had he realised what a wild goose chase they had been drawn on? If so had Kaylan bought Niarmit enough time to escape them, always assuming they could pick up her trail in this deep fog.  Kaylan himself was in no hurry to subject himself once more to the disorientating mistiness.  He sat a while in the nomads’ abandoned camp, the stress of pursuit receding but also with it went his chances of serving or finding Niarmit.
 
   ***
 
   Quintala swung herself into the saddle just as the triumvirate of Rugan, Kychelle and Giseanne emerged into the courtyard.  Around her the lancers were mounting up in the dim morning light.  
 
   “Where are you going, sister?” The Prince demanded, the familial greeting tarnished somewhat by his petulant tone.
 
   “What does it matter to you where I go, brother?”
 
   “No one may depart here without my leave,” Rugan began in robust voice.  At a cough and a severe stare from Kychelle he added more gently.  “It is a matter of common courtesy.”
 
   “I have found courtesy to be in somewhat short supply in my stay here,” she rebuked him.
 
   “We have need of your counsel,” Kychelle interrupted before Rugan could respond.  
 
   Quintala snorted contemptuously.  “For ten days now I have rattled down your rich corridors, while the voice and views of my Lady’s wardrobe mistress have been heeded more than mine.  You had your chance of my advice and made clear you wanted it not.”
 
   “Tomorrow my army marches for the Palacintas and the border with Morsalve, there will be a place near its head for you,” Rugan announced.
 
   “Tomorrow, always tomorrow, brother.  I am done with waiting for your tomorrows.”
 
   “Where is it you think you will go?” Kychelle asked.
 
   Qiuntala shrugged.  “You may be right about Listcairn.  We will head south west and then work our way round the southern tip of the Palacintas.”
 
   “Back into Morsalve?”
 
   “That is where I was sent from, that is where my master rules, I will return to him.”
 
   Giseanne looked up sharply at that, her fingers instinctively covering the sapphire ring.  “Is Morsalve safe for a half-elf and a score of lancers?”
 
   “Safe or not, Lady, it is my home and I would rather die there than rot inactive here.”
 
   Kychelle struck the base of her staff against the ground.  “My grandson has made it clear, his force will march tomorrow.  Your departure on this mission of pure vanity is both ill-timed and unwise.”
 
   “Grandmother, as this may be the last time we meet let me speak my mind.   I wish Prince Rugan’s force the best of fortune, but I came here to deliver a message from King Gregor. I have tarried too long for the reply.  I will take no lectures on vanity or wisdom from painted peacocks who have delayed and paraded while a great peril has assailed the heart of the empire.  I know not what fate awaits us in Morsalve but I embrace it more readily than the stench of decayed courage and sluggish vigour that reeks about this palace.”
 
   At this rebuke, Rugan’s hands flew up, fingers twitching but Quintala pointed him down with one hand, while holding the other aloft its fingers curled in an intricate poise of readiness. “Not so fast brother,” she told him.  “It will do your royal dignity no good at all to be quacking all your commands like a duck.”
 
   “You wouldn’t dare,” Rugan breathed.
 
   “Enchant me once, shame on you, brother, enchant me twice shame on me.  Now if you’ll make way, my lancers and I have a long day’s ride ahead.”
 
   “Quintala,” Giseanne called out.  “You know there is nothing left for you in Morsalve.”
 
   “There is nothing left for me here,” the Seneschal replied before spurring her horse towards the gate.
 
   ***
 
   The fog had enveloped Grundurg and his camp.  The orc chieftain held his fingers infront of his face and wondered at the way, as he pushed his hand out to arm’s length, his gnarled digits disappeared into the all encompassing murk.  The rolling bank had swept in rapidly from the North East, though the fickle morning breeze had been from the South.  Now, in the midst of the mist all was utterly still.  Miniscule droplets of water suspended in the air coated Grundurg’s skin with a sheen of liquid as the orc waded through the vapour, barking orders at his orcs concealed by the fog.
 
   Around him there were shouts of acknowledgement muffled by the soupy haze as the hidden warriors sought to reassure the chief they were all still at their posts, even if they couldn’t see those positions anymore.  
 
   Guided more by smell and touch than sight, Grundurg worked his way to the centre of the camp where his tent still stood.  His ragged standard, a crudely drawn face feasting on a heart, loomed out of the gloom and he swayed past it to the opening beyond.  “Skarat?!” he called, for the guard was not at the entrance, nor, judging by the lack of response, was he hidden within earshot by the enveloping cloud.  That oddity splashed like a pebble in Grundurg’s mind, though its ripples were swamped by consideration of the greater mystery. A fog that had drifted against the wind.
 
   Grundrug stomped into his canvas quarters.  Here at least, the heat from three braziers had warmed the air enough to absorb some of the hanging moisture. The plush stolen inner cloths were dripping with water, but the line of sight across the tent was clear if slightly blurred.  Grundurg stiffened as he saw a green hued shape sprawled face down across his bed.  A cacophony of connections fired in his brain as he remembered the odd glances Skarat had given towards the tent he guarded and in particular towards his chief’s human plaything, the girl Hepdida.  Three quick strides took Grundurg across the soft carpet.  He seized the shoulder of the recumbent guard who had so unwisely encroached upon his chieftain’s property under the unexpected cover of this fog.
 
   Surprise was not yet finished with Grundurg when the chieftain flung the deceitful orc over.  Skarat’s eyes were open and unseeing, his chest and throat punctured by a dozen dagger wounds.  The blade was broken off in the last of them, lodged between the betrayer’s ribs.  As the chief’s eyes scanned the scene he saw the hilt with an inch of jagged edge on the carpet.  It was a weapon he had seen Skarat play with many a time.  The guard would challenge others to the finger game, dancing the knife back and forth at ever increasing speed in the gaps between the fingers of his hand splayed against a table.  However, some other hand had now seized the weapon from Skarat’s belt and turned it on its owner.  
 
   Grundrug bent to lift the broken knife.  The sharp shards of the blade were stained with drying blood, black for the dead orc mingling with the scarlet of human origin.  The chieftain scanned the floor. He found the end of the rope hacked through, its frayed ends spotted with blood where the escapee’s haste had overridden caution.  The blood was still fresh and the drops led across the carpet to the back of the tent, where a flap of canvas hung looser than before.
 
   Grundurg gave out a great roar.  Nostrils flared, filling his senses with the scent of the bleeding fearful fleeing captive.  He whistled for his wolf and strode from the tent, calling into the white mist for a hunting party to assemble.  He was almost done with the girl. She’d had a couple more days before the end.  However, this insult to his dignity would not be borne. In seeking to flee she had not only brought forward the day of her demise, but chosen a method well suited to the orc’s foul sense of pleasure.  Hunting humans was always a joy and, with wolf and orcish olfactory powers at work, the fog would be but a minor inconvenience in tracking and toying with the fugitive.
 
   ***
 
   Hepdida ran and ran.  The gash in her foot was bleeding freely and the fever that had spread from her other ill healed wounds was clouding her thinking.  The fog surrounding her was the stuff of dreams and nightmares.  Somewhere beyond sight was the orcish camp.  She did not know whither she was running any more, stumbling and staggering.  She might well be hastening back towards the odious captivity.  The moment of strength which had filled her limbs when the foul orc descended had faded.  The force with which she had driven the evil creature’s knife into his chest had sucked the last vestiges of power from her own shaking quivering body.
 
   There was a howl of a wolf to her right.  She lurched to the left, a stumbling run taking her away from the pursuit but with little hope than for a few more seconds’ survival.  The fog was thinner now, or was that her mind clearing.  Her vision stretched beyond her outstretched hand and then some thirty feet or more besides, and in that range of view a new apparition condensed from the mist.
 
   It was a horse walking slowly, lead by a tall lean figure.  She staggered towards them, even as the walker perceived her.  “Help,” Hepdida cried as she tripped and fell into the stranger’s outstretched arms.  The newcomer laid her gently on the ground, though Hepdida winced as her wounded back touched the rough earth.  
 
   “What’s your name?” a woman’s voice gently asked.  Hepdida’s eyes strained to focus, bringing the blurred face into clear definition, a young woman pale skinned, bright green eyes, framed by red hair tied tightly back.  “My name is Niarmit.  What’s yours?”
 
   “Orcs, orcs chasing me,” Hepdida mumbled and then, for confirmation, there came a baying of a wolf unseen and yet so close that it seemed they could smell its foul breath.
 
   ***
 
   The girl’s eyes closed in a faint and Niarmit rose swiftly, drawing the sword from the scabbard across her back. The next howl was followed by the beast itself, bursting from the fog a few yards away at full pelt, urged on by the great orc sitting astride its back. The animal leapt and Niarmit ducked and thrust upwards.
 
   There was a canine yelp and a wrench at her sword arm as the falling weight of the impaled animal threatened to pull not just the sword from her hand but her shoulder from its socket.  She let the twisting force carry her round in a sinuous swirl, never letting go of the hilt of the sword.  The dying wolf’s momentum carried both its rider and its slayer some yards back level with the patient Sharkle and his litter.
 
   Niarmit, stretched full on the ground dragged herself swiftly upright heaving the sword free from the wolf’s body.  On the other side of the fallen animal the orc was kicking himself free of its flank and reaching for his scimitar.  Orc and thief rose together, facing each other weapon in hand across the lupine corpse.
 
   “Grundurg kill you, kill you slow,” the orc announced.
 
   Niarmit wasted no words on the creature, leaping atop the wolf and feinting left then thrusting right with a blow that Grundurg only just parried. The orc fell back, more wary now.  
 
   “You pretty,” he said with a leer.  “Maybe Grundurg not kill you, Grundurg keep you as toy. Old toy all worn out now. Grundurg cut her lots. Give you her skin for a blanket.” He nodded in the direction of the prone servant girl. When the merest twitch of Niarmit’s eyes showed her glance that way, he launched into a furious assault, raining swingeing blows of his scimitar down from left and right that drove Niarmit back towards Sharkle.
 
   The orc’s eyes widened as he caught sight of the burden the white horse was dragging.  In that moment of distraction Niarmit launched her own flurry of thrusts and lunges, but the orc parried them almost lazily, circling through a quarter turn to bring himself alongside the litter and Niarmit by the horse.  “What this? old elf? I wait for old elf.  My Master wants to meet old elf.  Maybe I just kill you and take old elf to my Master. He give me lots of pretty girls.”
 
   The orc’s jibes continued unbroken by his vicious swordplay. Niarmit working hard could match him blow for blow.  While there was a certain dignity in silence, she had to admit she would not have the breath to fight and talk as freely as the orc appeared able to.
 
   “No more talk,” Grundurg announced.  “Now you die!”  With that he brought his other hand onto to the hilt of the scimitar and wielding it two handed drove Niarmit back and back along the horse’s flank.  Niarmit, handling her weapon in similar manner kept his blows at bay, but the orc’s sword swung faster and faster beating her down on one knee.
 
   One furious strike caught the foible of her sword, spinning her off balance. She dodged as the scimitar swung back but could not stop it scoring a deep cut in her bicep and then an orcish boot in the chest flung her onto her back.  She was scrabbling to bring her sword near, arching her back as the first move in a defensive leap that Kaylan had taught her for escape from such situations. But there was not the time, the orc’s sword was raised for the final blow and she had neither armour for protection or space for escape.
 
   Grundurg grunted and suddenly toppled forward onto his knees.  Sharkle had struck him a heavy blow in the small of the back, unbalancing the chieftain, though the orc’s armour had saved his bones from breaking.
 
   It could not save him from Niarmit’s blade, swinging hard and fast across the orc’s unprotected neck, it opened his throat from twisted ear to misshapen shoulder.  Grundurg made a gurgling choking noise as black blood spilled down his breast plate.  His eyes flashed with viridian malice and he struggled to raise his scimitar for another blow.  Niarmit, springing upright as Kaylan had taught her, swung her sword back across the dying orc’s neck, this time completing the job of separating head from body. The former rolled some ten feet away, while the latter fell forward gushing black gore across the ground.
 
   The thief drew in some hungry breaths, resting on her sword a moment.  She gave Sharkle a pat of thanks on his neck and cleaned and sheaved her weapon.  Then she turned back to the unconscious servant girl whose appearance had precipitated this sudden end to the long drudgery of the fog bound journey from that far away beach.
 
   The girl was feverish, her clothes ragged and torn.  No not torn. These were cuts and beneath each straight edged gash in her tattered chemise Niarmit could see parallel wounds in the ski, some deep and weeping.  Her face too was injured, a pair of straight edged cuts on each cheek, ill healed ugly fissures in her flesh.
 
   “What’s your name girl ?”
 
   “H…H…Hepdida,” came the muttered reply as the girl tossed her head sideways eyes closed, her answer given in some unhappy dream that Niarmit’s question had intruded on.
 
   “Well, the orc’s dead. You’re safe now Hepdida.”
 
   A low snarl from beyond the mist made her start, glancing first at the cooling corpse of Grundurg’s steed.  But then an echo of the growl from the left triggered a chorus of lupine howls all around her.   Niarmit hauled the semi-conscious girl upright and part carried part dragged her back towards the horse as a ring of wolf riding orcs emerged from the mist.  She let Hepdida slip to the ground at the horse’s feet and drew her sword again with a long rasp of steel on scabbard.
 
   “Grundurg’s dead,” she told the dozen newcomers, kicking the chieftain’s headless corpse for emphasis.  “The first three that come near me are joining him in hell, so who’s ready for death today?”
 
   The bold words, and the bloody evidence of Niarmit’s sword work gave the hunting party some pause for thought.  The wolves padded in a circle around her, about ten yards away – none of the riders daring to venture close.  But then at a guttural command from the larger leader, six of them drew long war bows from their backs.  Niarmit glanced around helplessly at the encirclement.  The archer orcs were nocking yard long black arrows to highly tensioned strings and then hauling back with effortless patience to bend the huge curved bows into lethal compression.  The other orcs hefted great axes and halberds, equally at ease with the prospect of a melee or casting their weapons as missiles after the flight of arrows.  Niarmit bobbed lightly on her feet, trying to judge the moment and direction to duck. One arrow she might just dodge, but six!  
 
   There was a distant twang of a bowstring released. Niarmit flung herself rolling sideways, an orc grunted, a black arrow shot into the dome of fog.  A discontinuous hum of shivering bowstrings filled the air as Niarmit surfaced from her rolling dive by an orc struggling on a stumbling wolf.  The orc’s leg was pinned to the animal by a fine white arrow, four inches of tail feathers protruding from his thigh.
 
   Niarmit had no time to ponder the strangeness of it.  The orc swung at her with an axe but the sudden stagger of the wounded animal threw his aim off and as he swayed off balance Niarmit drove her sword deep into his armpit, traversing his chest with a blow that shredded arteries and lungs.  The wolf tripped and tried to run with its dying rider still stapled to its back, but then two more white arrows took the beast behind the ear and it fell to the ground.
 
   Spinning round Niarmit found the lead huntsmen closing on her, halberd held like a lance to strike her down.  As he lowered the spear on the left side, she jinked to his right.  The orc leaned back to swing the spear across, but he was too close and the move exposed the gap between the base of his steel breastplate and the cuisse covering his thighs. Niarmit’s sword thrust into the opening, biting through his thick green hide into the soft vitals beneath.  With a grunt the orc slid over the back of his still galloping wolf.  Niarmit yanked her bloodied sword free and spun round to face the fearsome great wolf as it skittered to a halt and turned to charge back at her. As the animal made its leap, a trio of white arrows erupted in its flank and it tumbled into a lifeless ball at Niarmit’s feet. 
 
   At once Niarmit whirled around seeking the next threat, but there was none.  The orcs and their animals lay sprawled across the ground, mostly pierced by fine white arrows. They were all dead, or dying and, as Niarmit gazed in stupefaction at her deliverance, a half dozen tall shapes separated from the mist.
 
   Finely armoured, dark skinned and bearing elegant bows of sinuous strength, six elves approached her.  The foremost elf, taller than the others, wore a wry grin on his youthful countenance, though Niarmit reflected he was doubtless already many centuries older than her.
 
   “I am in your debt,” she bowed low.  “Who do I have the honour of thanking for saving me and my companions?”
 
   The elf returned her bow.  “My name is Tordil, Captain of Hershwood and we have much to thank you for, my Lady Niarmit.”
 
   “You know me?!”
 
   “The Lady Illana has been expecting you and when she sensed the presence of my Lord Feyril she sent us out to escort you the last few miles to our diminished realm.”
 
   “Feyril is grievously wounded,” Niarmit hastened to advise them.  “He has but barely spoken throughout our journey and I know not what bonds could bind his soul to his shattered body.”
 
   “A thousand year old love can hold a spirit far better than mere flesh and sinew,” Tordil assured her.  “But what of your other companion?”  The elven archers had, at a gesture from Tordil gone to minister to the somnolent Feyril in his litter and the listless Hepdida slumped at Sharkle’s feet.
 
   Niarmit shrugged.  “I met her but a moment ago, coming out of the fog. She has suffered ill at the hands of these orcs who were chasing her. I fear her wounds may be too grievous for healing.”
 
   “The girl is burning up Captain,” the elf by Hepdida announced, his hand pressed to the girl’s forehead.
 
   Tordil nodded grimly.  “We must leave this place.  The orcs’ encampment is but half a mile due West of us.  Were it not for yon girl, you might have blundered into the midst of it before we could find you. We head south into the forest. The orcs still will not follow us beneath the canopy of trees.  A mile or two should see us safe, for the moment at least.  However, let us hurry, this fog is thinning fast and I’d not like to be caught out in the open plain.”  
 
   ***
 
   Kychelle strode imperiously into Giseanne’s quarters, thumping the base of her staff against the flagstones more for effect than support.  “Leave us,” she commanded the attendant ladies in waiting who rose as one, bowed low and fled.
 
   “Grandmother, to what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?” Giseanne set aside her needlework and folded her hands over her swollen belly. 
 
   Kychelle took the seat nearest her granddaughter in law, and glanced furtively to left and right seeking for the most apposite opening gambit.  The search disappointed her and with a disdainful sigh she observed, “my grandson rode out this morning.”
 
   “Indeed grandmama, we both watched him go,” Giseanne acknowledged this old news.
 
   “He has a fine force at his command. The finest in the Petred Isle.”
 
   “It would be finer still if the spears of Silverwood had marched with him,” Giseanne asserted softly.
 
   Kychelle’s chin snapped round at the younger woman’s rebuke.  “The Elves of my husband’s realm have their own interests to defend.”
 
   “Quintala said that Feyril had marched to Gregor’s side before even the beacon fires had died down.”
 
   “Feyril was ever an old fool,” Kychelle mused.  “Dragging his people into the affairs of men to their ultimate ruin.  Andril always said it was the elven duty to advise these short lived mayflies, not to serve them.   But tell me, what else did the half-breed witch have to say?”
 
   Giseanne shrugged.  “We had little time for her, she had few words for us.”
 
   Kychelle harrumphed, “she told us nothing of import.  I would know what my grandson is riding towards, yet the hussy parted with her information far less readily than she parts her legs.”
 
   Giseanne flushed red at the elf lady’s plain speaking coarseness.  “We could perhaps have treated her more kindly, Grandmama.”
 
   “Her birth was a mistake, an awful mistake albeit not one of her making.  However, that her life should also be a long sequence of mistakes is a matter purely of her own choice.  On this occasion she had the opportunity to behave in accordance with the high office she holds, to conduct herself with dignity and statesmanship.  Instead she chose to strut and stomp like a petulant child. I had not thought she had it in her to cause me more disappointment.”
 
   “She is of your blood grandmama, no less than my husband is.”
 
   “Your husband’s father was a prince an honourable man.  Quintala’s was barely noble born. A thief who stole my daughter’s heart when the sickness afflicted her.  Through their ill starred union I lost both a husband and a daughter taking sail to the lands over the seas.  In return I have this creature whose two and a half centuries’ of existence have brought little lustre and much shame and embarrassement on my name and race.”
 
   They were silent for a moment, Kychelle reflecting on the misfortune of her grand-daughter’s birth and life, Giseanne in no hurry to give that disappointment the oxygen of further discourse.
 
   “What else did the witch say?  She came to see you. To what purpose?”
 
   Giseanne closed her hands more firmly one upon the other, feeling the cool sapphire press into her palm.  “We spoke of small things, she was frustrated. I think we all are.”
 
   Kychelle’s brow furrowed and her nose wrinkled.  She shot Giseanne a puzzled glance.  “There is a whiff of magic about you this morning, my dear.”
 
   Her granddaughter in law hurriedly spread her hands in wide eyed innocence.  The faint dweomer of the sapphire ring evaporated before Kychelle could sharpen her focus on it.  “An echo of my husband, grandmama, he made an incantation of protection for me and the baby before he left.”
 
   “I know that spell,” Kychelle acknowledged.  “This was something else. But it is gone now.”
 
   “What is it you fear that Rugan faces?”  Giseanne asked quickly.
 
   “I fear the unknown and I fear that which is known but not shared.  It is in the gaps in our knowledge that an enemy can find and probe our greatest weaknesses.”
 
   ***
 
   Niarmit had not realised how tired she was until at last they had reached the centre of Feyril and Illana’s domain.  The walk through the forest had traversed swathes of blackened timber where a great fire must have raged consuming countless ancient trees.  The inferno had laid down a thick coat of fine ash that rose in clouds around each footfall, coating their leggings with grey dust.   Niarmit had gazed in wonderment at the destruction while the elves had walked, heads bowed in sorrow through the devastated woodland. 
 
   “Who did this?” Niarmit had asked of the elf at the head of Hepdida’s makeshift stretcher.
 
   “We did,” the elf had replied dully in a tone which stifled further enquiry.
 
   At last they had crossed the great scar in the midst of the forest and walked beneath healthier greener canopies and there atop a low mound in the middle of a clearing Illana was waiting for them.  She was as beautiful as Niarmit remembered her, running with girlish grace to her husband on his stretcher.
 
   Feyril raised his arm to clasp her hand and she bent her head to hear some whispered message.  With a nod she had left his side to approach Niarmit and take the thief’s hands in her own.  “You are welcome here, my Lady Niarmit. I owe you much that you have brought my lord safe to me.”
 
   “I had help,” Niarmit had hastened to assure her, waving in the direction of the elven archers and the faithful Sharkle.
 
   “But you are wounded,” Illana had cried seeing the bloody cut that Grundurg’s scimitar had scored in her arm.
 
   “I will live, there are others have need of healing before me.”
 
   The elf lady had nodded.  “I must minister to my husband first, Tordil will attend to your needs.  We must speak soon, there is much we must discuss and I have something of yours.”
 
   So Niarmit sat slumped beneath the boughs of an elegant ash while Tordil bound up her wounded arm with a poultice of leaves. “Forgive my clumsiness, my lady, I am not skilled in the healing arts.”
 
   “It is your archer’s eye that saved me today, Captain Tordil.  It will take a great deal of clumsiness to cancel out that debt I owe you.”
 
   “The girl, has need of something more than a warrior’s bandage,” the elf captain commented, looking across at the leafy bed on which Hepdida tossed and turned, crying out in feverish dreams.
 
   “Have you no potions of healing to use on her?”
 
   “Plenty enough my lady but the infections in her wounds have driven far inside her body.  The salves we apply to her skin cannot reach deep enough and she cannot swallow the potions we pour into her mouth. If she is dear to you, then spend some time with her now.  I fear it will not be long.”
 
   Niarmit rose and walked stiffly across to the prone Hepdida.  The girl lay on her side, there was an odour of decay from the wound on her back and her brow was hot and clammy.  Niarmit pushed the damp hair out of the girl’s face and picked up a cup of water to wet her dry cracked lips.  The girl was mumbling, incoherent sounds in which stray syllables would make themselves known.  “No… Dema….  Mother…. No…. please…. Kimbolt.”
 
   “Rest easy, Hepdida,” Niarmit urged.  “It is but a dream. No one can hurt you now. No one will hurt you anymore.”
 
   She knelt a half hour or more by the girl’s side, soothing and calming and at length the cries dimmed though the fever remained.  Hepdida breathed easier but so shallowly it seemed scarcely possible she coud be drawing in enough air to live.
 
   “My Lady Niarmit.”
 
   In her intense focus on the mortally ill child, Niarmit had not noticed the Lady Illana approach.  She looked up at the elegant elf.  “How goes it with my Lord Feyril?”
 
   “He rests, and may yet be well enough to speak with us.  What of your servant girl.”
 
   “It goes ill with her. Is there no power of deeper healing you can exert on her behalf.”
 
   Illana frowned.  “I am a sorceress not a healer.  I can create potions that ease the spirit, but the deep healing you speak of is beyond my arts.”
 
   Niarmit turned glumly back to the sick girl, but was called by Illana.  “Come with me a moment. I have something for you.”
 
   “If it can wait, my lady, I would like to stay with her until the end is played out.”
 
   “A moment of your time, Lady Niarmit, the girl can spare you that much I am sure.”
 
   Niarmit swept Hepida’s forehead with a cooling damp cloth and then reluctantly rose to follow the elf Lady into her bower.  Illana was waiting for her before a screen of living woven vines.  “You are much changed my Lady since last we met, you were a priestess of the Goddess then.”
 
   “I have forsaken her as she has forsaken not just me, but all the people I have ever loved.  I am a thief now, a thief who would be Queen of the Salved if I am to credit your husband’s fantastic stories.”
 
   Illana nodded.  “You do not accept your fate yet, but still you brought my husband halfway across the Petred Isle.”
 
   “I owed him my life. Indeed my life is mortaged to many people in debts I can never repay,” Niarmit gave a bleak reply, thinking on her father, on Kaylan, Feyril, Tordil and the poor shivering servant girl whose arrival from the fog had saved her from stumbling into an orc encampment.
 
   Illana shook her head slowly.  “So many people have intervened on your behalf and yet you still think the Goddess has forsaken you.”
 
   Niarmit frowned.  “The sacrafices of others are no sign of the Goddess’s favour, unless she choses to work her schemes with living souls as mere pawns for her amusement.”
 
   “You were a priestess once, Niarmit. A high priestess,” Illana exclaimed.  “What agonies you must have suffered to blind you so, I cannot imagine.  Yet you know, that is you knew and you must still know that the Goddess cannot act so directly in the affairs of this world.  We are none of us her pawns to be moved at her caprice.  We all prove ourselves through the choices we freely make and the favour of the Goddess manifests itself in a hundred subtle ways.”
 
   “So subtle as to be invisible!” Niarmit snapped, restless to return to the sick servant girl.
 
   “Or fog bound.  Did you not think it strange that your slow journey Westwards should have been accompanied by such a fog, yet Sharkle never faltered in showing the path while all the while you were hidden from those that sought you.”
 
   “Sought me? Looking for me?”
 
   “For nearly two weeks now Grundurg has camped on our borders waiting for my husband’s return. Who knows what other forces the enemy has sent to track and trap the pair of you.  Yet all the while you have been hidden inside a mist the like of which no man or elf has seen before. A mist that rolls against the wind.”
 
   “It was not a natural fog?”
 
   “Indeed not, my Lady for, besides its other peculiarities, this fog appears to have sucked the very wits out of your head.”
 
   “What would the Goddess want with me?”
 
   “Only what she wants of all of us. That you do your utmost to do the greatest good for others, and so prove yourself worthy of her grace.”
 
   “I have done all I can, my Lady.  There is a dying girl I would sit with now. If you and the Goddess are finished with me.”  
 
   The thief turned to go but the elf lady called her back. “There is something else, Niarmit.  You have returned my husband to me and I have something for you.”
 
   As Niarmit turned again to face Illana she saw a flash of gold in the elf lady’s outstretched palm. It was battered, the soft metal scratched and bent yet still it held its crescent shape.
 
   “Tordil found it in the shallows on the Western bank of the Saeth river.  The Saeth is fed by the streams and snowmelt from the Hadrans. It seemed the likeliest way for a lost symbol of the Goddess to have found its way into a river.”
 
   “I didn’t lose it,” Niarmit mumbled dumbly.
 
   “I recognised it. I was there when your father Prince Matteus first hung it around your neck on the day you were ordained.  Our elven smiths helped carve the design. Matteus wanted nothing but the finest for his daughter.  Here take it.”
 
   “I didn’t lose it,” Niarmit repeated, wondering how in the Petred Isle she and the symbol she had intemperately cast off should, by such disparate paths, be re-united. 
 
   “However it was that you came to part with it, it seems clear the Goddess did not mean that parting to be permanent.  Take it, take it and use it, Niarmit.  Deep healing is beyond my power, but not yours.  There is more you can do for a dying girl than merely sit with her.”
 
   Niarmit seized the crescent symbol, felt a warmth as her fingers closed over its familiar surface, the slight nick in its outer edge where a long ago nomad dart had all but penetrated her mail shirt.  She raised the talisman to her lips and kissed it and then stumbled from Illana’s arbour to Hepdida’s sick bed.  Niarmit was trembling as much as the ailing child when she knelt and pressed the crescent symbol against the girl’s back.  Hepdida gave a faint whimper at the metallic touch. Niarmit ran a hand through her own hair uncertain whether, even with the returned artefact, she could enjoy the grace of the Goddess.  She made a silent prayer to her father’s memory and then began. “Sanaret servum tuum carus dea, sanaret servum tuum carus dea, sanaret servum tuum carus dea.”  
 
   The familiar sense of divine power coursing through her body was a tangible reminder of the reality of the Goddess.  Niarmit’s eyes shed guilty tears at her betrayal of the deity and she scourged herself with a repetition of the incantation that went past sense and reason.  Every utterance not only channelled holy healing, but drew on her own energy to invigorate the sickly servant girl.
 
   Thrice more she mouthed the healing spell, her voice fading to a whisper at the last. “Sanaret servum tuum carus dea, sanaret servum tuum carus dea, sanaret servum tuum carus dea.”
 
   Then exhausted she slumped unconscious across the invalid, oblivious to the impact of her fervent prayer.  The ragged edges of Hepdida’s wounds had knitted into healthy pinkness, the fever broke and her breathing eased, the poison expunged from her system.  Healer and healed shared a profound and peaceful slumber while Tordil flung his cloak across the pair of them.
 
   ***
 
   It was Jolander who spotted the stranger first, to the Seneschal’s chagrin.  The sergeant’s human eyesight and perception had outstripped the half-elf’s sharper mixed race senses, leaving Quintala to rue the distractions that had been preying on her mind.
 
   “He’s over to our left, crouching in a ditch,” Jolander was saying, his eyes fixed straight ahead.  “Don’t look ma’am. Let him think himself un-noticed.”
 
   “How far?” Quintala asked, her own gaze firmly on the rough dirt trail they were following.
 
   “About a hundred and fity yards ahead and off to the side.  I caught a flash of movement when we crested the rise back there, been watching the spot as we drew near.  Fellow must have been walking alongside the track, rather than on it, probably always planning to duck from view.”
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “He’s kept very still, but just then he popped his head up to see where we were.”
 
   “Is he alone?”
 
   The Sergeant thought a moment as he scanned the horizon insouciantly.  “There’s no one else ma’am apart from us lancers.”
 
   “Aye, and if there is any traveller more foolish than a small troop of cavalry in potentially hostile territory, it must be an individual on foot. How far now?”
 
   “Sixty yards down track, about twenty to the East.”
 
   “I see him.  Drop back Sergeant, into single file.  On my signal we surround him.”  
 
   Jolander obediently tucked his horse in behind Quintala’s and the rest of the troop followed suit so that a long line of cavalry processed past their quarry’s bolt hole.  Then, when as many were ahead as behind the hiding place, Quintala gave a shout and a wave and the entire troop wheeled left and charged off the track, lances lowered.  
 
   Imediately the concealed figure shot up and made to run eastwards, away from the track and the pursuit.  However, he had but cleared the ditch and covered a couple of strides before three dozen lancers had formed a ring around him.  The man drew a sword and glared warily at the encircling cavalry.  He was a scrawny fellow, nearing middle years, unshaven and clad in greys and browns.  “Who are you?” Quintala demanded.
 
   “Kaylan,” the man replied, adding with some defiance, “Kaylan-ap-Stonehelm.”
 
   “You’re a bit tall for a dwarf,” Quintala observed, raising an eyebrow at the man’s chosen sobriquet.
 
   “What business are you about?” Jolander queried, steadying his impatient horse.
 
   The man scanned the Sergeant’s bold livery and retorted, “I might ask you the same, you’re a long way from Morwencairn.”
 
   “Aye, but I’m not skulking by the road like a fugitive. What crime are you running from Kaylan dwarf-friend?”  The last epithet was added with a sneer.
 
   “I take dwarf-friend as a badge of honour, Sergeant.  The dwarves of the Hadrans have done much for me and a lot more than your Morwencairn lancers to keep the nomads and the orcs on the far side of the Hadrans these past five years,” Kaylan snapped back, his sword still held high.  “As to my crime, these are dangerous times.  I’ve spent two days being chased by nomad horsemen. An experience like that makes a man cautious not criminal.  So forgive me if I don’t leap up to salute every squadron of horses that gallops past me.”
 
   “Nomads? Here?” 
 
   Quintala spurred her horse forward to come level with the wary fugitive.  “Why would they be chasing you?”
 
   Kaylan eyed the Seneschal steadily, taking in her dark complexion and silver hair, then he called to Jolander.  “You’re a fine one to be jeering at the dwarven company I’ve been keeping, Sergeant.”
 
   The Sergeant rode up on Kaylan’s other side.  “Keep a civil tongue in your head, this is Seneschal Quintala and we ride on King Gregor’s business.  Mind I’ve still time enough to teach you some manners.”
 
   “There’s plenty better than you have tried,” Kaylan snapped back.
 
   “Easy Sergeant,“ Quintala raised a soothing hand.  “There is a tale and a half here and I would hear the rest of it.  An outsize dwarf with a Woldtag accent, who’s been chased by nomads across the southern Marches of Medyrsalve.  You’re a long way from Undersalve, my friend, almost as far as the nomads would be from their desert home.  What brought you both here?”
 
   “There’s many of us left Undersalve when the orcs and the nomads came, no mystery in that. As to what the nomads wanted with me, well you’d have to ask them that. I was too busy running to stop and ask why.”
 
   “These Nomads, how many, where and when?”  Jolander demanded.
 
   “About two hundred riders, last saw them four days ago now, due East of here.”
 
   “You must be a lot faster runner than you look, if two hundred nomad horsemen couldn’t catch up with you,” the Sergeant quipped.
 
   “I had a horse then and it was foggy and they just gave up, mayhap they got bored mayhap they went chasing tastier prey.”
 
   Quintala caught a slight sideways glance as the erstwhile fugitive spoke, a glimmer of dissembling that she sought to probe. “And what do you think that tastier prey might have been, Mr ap Stonehelm?”
 
   He gave her a fixed stare.  “I really couldn’t say.”
 
   “Where are you going then?”  Jolander broke in.  “This heading leads away from Medyrsalve not towards it. For a refugee you have a poor sense of direction.”
 
   “Maybe I have no love for the half-breed Prince of that province,” Kaylan replied while keeping his gaze fixed on Quintala.
 
   “Ha, at last,” Quintala cried.  “We find some common ground.  My brother’s enemy must be my friend. Here you may ride with us.”
 
   “A word ma’am,” Jolander asked with stiff urgency. “In private.”
 
   The Seneschal gave the senior lancer an appraising glance, bristling to the tips of his moustache with supressed tension.  “As you wish, Sergeant.  Mr ap-Stonehelm will you excuse us.”
 
   Kaylan bowed low.  “Sure, your ladyship. I’ll take care not to hurry off anywhere.”
 
   Quintala and Jolander steered their mounts beyond the encircling ring of lancers, before resuming their discourse in insistent whispers.
 
   “You have a problem with an extra swordsman, Sergeant?”
 
   “Begging you pardon ma’am, but I’ve seen his type before.  You may not come across the common fellons as much as I have, but there is the stink of the jail about him.  There stands a man would sell his grandmother to his grandfather.”
 
   Quintala, in the face of Jolander’s paternal solicitude, declined to mention how many rogues and gaolbirds she had encountered in her long life to date.  “Oh I grant you, Sergeant, he is not telling us all he knows.  But if indeed there are two hundred nomad cavalry roaming the Medyrsalve marches I would rather not leave anyone behind who could tell them of our passing.”
 
   Jolander gave a grunt and a nod of approval.  “We could kill him then, ma’am.”
 
   “And forgo the chance to find out what part of this tale he is trying to hide from us?  No, we will let him ride with us, safer from mischief in our midst than left behind either alive or dead.  By a happy chance we even have a spare mount for him.”
 
   Jolander looked back in horror at the riderless grey mare held on a loose rein by the rearmost lancer.  “Prince Eadran’s horse, ma’am, you cannot think to set this footpad on the Prince’s steed!”
 
   Quintala gave a sigh.  “Sergeant, poor Eadran has no further use for it and, in truth, the animal has had light passage far too long.  Let’s set this fellow on the finest horse we have and see if some honourable treatment might loosen his tongue more than your insults and disdain.  It is a long ride back to Morwencairn.”
 
   “Ma’am.”  Jolander gave a stiff and discontented salute, but the Seneschal was already wheeling her horse back to the ring of lancers and the dwarf friend in their midst.
 
   ***
 
   “The girl is well?” Illana asked when Niarmit met her on the narrow forest path.  The thief now wore her crescent symbol on a new forged chain around her neck while priestly robes had replaced the travel stained leggings and tunic in which she had been washed ashore a lifetime away.
 
   “She is much better, my Lady.  I will call on the Goddess again to sooth the scars on her body.  However, I am not so sure about the wounds to her spirit.”
 
   “She is young and must have drawn on great resilience to endure what she has already.  Has she spoken yet of her story.”
 
   “She says little Lady, but her accent has the lilt of Morwencairn city more so than the southern counties of Morsalve.  How she came to be prisoner in an orc camp on the borders of Hershwood is but one conundrum in a tapestry of enigmas.  How is the Lord Feyril?”
 
   Illana gave a slight dip of her head, “he prospers after a fashion and he and I would speak with you.”
 
   Niarmit nodded.  “Tordil bid me find you, he minds the girl Hepdida though, in truth, she is ill at ease beyond my company.”
 
   “She will be safe enough with Tordil for an hour or so, there is much we must discuss with you.”
 
   Illana led and Niarmit followed until the path opened into a wide circular clearing at the centre of which a great solitary oak reached high into the sky.  The tree’s gnarled roots had broken through the ground and, in their twisted embrace, formed a hollow trysting seat at the base of the trunk.  It was there that the Lord of Hershwood reclined, surveying the dappled branches of his domain.
 
   “Well met, Illana, my Lady Niarmit,” he greeted them in a soft voice that Niarmit strained to hear.  
 
   “I am glad to see you recovered, my Lord,” Niarmit replied biting back the thought that Feyril’s recovery was far less complete than Hepdida’s.  The elf lord’s beard and hair were white and his face was lined with the signs of age that Elven bodies never showed.  The hand he proferred in greeting was twisted with arthritic knuckles and the grip though firm was fleeting.
 
   He smiled at her and his eyes at least lit up with youthful vigour. “I have clung to life this past week with a desparation that none should ever feel.  I am healed, but spent and my time and part in the troubles that assail this realm is done.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Mine too,” Illana echoed.
 
   “You mean to leave?”
 
   “Not straight away, but all the forces of Hershwood have been flung at the enemy and scattered to the wind.  We have repulsed the little wizard but the price was half the numbers I left with Illana, while of the greater part of our force which rode to Gregor’s aid only myself and Tordil and a handful of others have by various routes returned.”
 
   “Where would you go? How would you leave?”
 
   “We will take ship to the blessed realm as all Elves who weary of this world are wont to do.   Those of our company who wish may come with us.  Those who would stay may journey to their fellows in the Silverwood where the lineage of my cousin Andril will still preserve the elven dignity within the Petred Isle.”
 
   “Though they may find the isolationism of the silver elves a little constricting,” Illana interjected with an edge to her voice.
 
   “Indeed my love.  But let us not forget how my determination to play a part in the lives of men has brought us little but sorrow.”  
 
   “It was our determination, my Lord. You have done nothing less than I would have wished, advised and urged you to do.  We both know the nature of the peril the world faces.”
 
   Feyril nodded and coughed.  “And that is why we must speak with you, my Lady Niarmit.  I am glad to see you clothed again in priestly garb.  It suits you better than the trappings of a footpad and would please your father, Prince Matteus.”
 
   Niarmit looked up sharply. “So, you lay that slander to rest, my Lord?”
 
   The old elf shook his head sadly and reached inside his tunic.  “I acknowledge only that Matteus was your father in every way that counted save one, and I am sorry that my hasty words in Dwarfport caused you distress.”  He pulled from his inner pocket the jewelled ankh with its coral coloured gemstone.  “Will you not wear this now?”
 
   Niarmit gazed into the depths of the jewel while the ankh swung and twisted gently on its chain.  She reached for it, feeling the artefact’s eerie warmth beneath her touch.  Feyril breathed a little easier as she took it from him.  “You said many things back then, words tumbling out in some disorder as I recall.  Perhaps you would tell your tale again and I will see if the passage of time has made it any more credible to my ears.”
 
   “Where to begin?” Feyril asked.
 
   “The beginning is always best.”
 
   “You know of Eadran the Vanquisher.”
 
   Niarmit laughed, “I had not meant the beginning of the Empire. Why my Lord, you may as well go back to the beginning of time itself.”
 
   Feyril allowed himself a weak smile.  “What is ancient history to you, my lady, is but my own life story.  At the time of the Vanquisher the Petred Isle had already laboured in servitude for five hundred years to Magister, or Maelgrum as we called him, the living embodiment of ill will.  Slaves and orc servants alike trembled at his whims, the Eastern lands paid tribute in precious metal and human lives.  Those he could not enslave, like elf and dwarf, he held in thrall to him by the taking of hostages.”
 
   For a moment Feyril’s voice faltered and Illana reached over to cover and grip his gnarled hand with her own.  Feyril squeezed her fingers with his and then resumed his narrative. “He took our daughter and also the princess of Silverwood, daughter to Andril and Kychelle.  For their lives’ sake we endured and tolerated what we should have risen against and challenged. Had we but known what manner of captivity they suffered we would not have delayed one day in defying him.”   The old elf’s voice rose in fury at the memory of the injuries done to his child and kin.
 
   “Aye, my Lord,” Illana reassured him. “But our daughter has been safe in the blessed realm these centuries past with lately Andril and her cousin Liessa to keep her company.  We will see her soon ourselves.  It would have served little purpose to have risen against Maelgrum too soon for his was and is a power greater than our own.  We could only strike when the time was right.”
 
   “And that time was when the Vanquisher came to the Petred Isle?” Niarmit prompted.
 
   “It did not seem so at first.  Eadran was no rescuer.  He was at first a mercenary and then in time the greatest of Maelgrum’s lieutenants.  Maelgrum entrusted him with great power and knowledge.  Raised him up as the Dark One’s apprentice. Ah, I see this is another part of my story you find hard to credit.”
 
   Niarmit hastily closed her mouth which had opened in growing astonishment. “This was not in the history books that my father bid me study,” she admitted.
 
   Feyril’s lips twitched in a wan smile. “History can be edited my Lady so that inconvenient truths are hidden.  Eadran grew rich in power and favour.  Maelgrum taught him much about the magic of the planes in which art there has been no greater master than the undead Lord.  Malegrum even thought to make Eadran deathless like himself.  You see the evil one was once a living wizard who, fearing that death would end his exploration of the fantastic universe, sought out this undead form.  Through it his spirit could endure and resist the call of the gods to leave the world of the living.  It is true that Eadran also grew to fear death as his Master had, for life held too much pleasure to be readily forgone. But he was still young, a Marshal not yet past his fortieth birthday and the years did not yet weigh so heavily on him.”
 
   “If the Vanquisher himself was once a mercenary pirate, perhaps my father being a cuckold is not the most incredible part of your tale.”
 
   “Everything changed when Eadran was sent on one particular slaving mission to the Eastern lands,” Illana took up the story.  “Maelgrum’s tribute demands were a heavy burden on the fragments of the fallen Monar Empire.   The Church of the Goddess was young then, and there were those in the Eastern lands who held them responsible for the dark age of chaos that had descended.  It was after all Jocasta, the first prophet of the Goddess, who had foretold the Monar Empire’s ruin if its rulers did not embrace her faith.  There were many saw that as a threat rather than a prophecy and one that had been carried through.  So, when an enclave of the Goddess was overrun by one of the seven Caliphs, the entire population was turned over to Eadran as a ready payment of slaves.”
 
   “And in that miserable company of slaves was Morwena.  Eadran carried Morwena and the faith of the Goddess all the way to Maelgrum’s realm,”  Feyril spoke up.
 
   “She converted him?” Niarmit guessed.
 
   “Not at first.” Illana admitted.  “She was a striking lady of extraordinary beauty and Eadran lusted after her.  He was used, as Maelgrum’s chief lieutenant, to doing and having exactly as he pleased, but in Morwena’s case he was disappointed.  Try as he might, her faith would unman him and her words would shame him and in the end she admitted him to her love only after he had first accepted the grace of the Goddess and then joined with her in marriage.”
 
   “What did Maelgrum say to that?”
 
   “He never found out. Morwena lived to all outward signs as a bed slave in Eadran’s household.  But, in secret ways they both spread the faith of the Goddess far and wide until the time was right to overthrow Maelgrum.”
 
   “To vanquish him?”
 
   “Surprise was their greatest weapon, their only weapon, for Maelgrum was the greatest sorcerer, the greatest necromancer and one of the greatest warriors the world has ever seen.  The rebellion had to begin with his overthrow as its first act for only by striking off its evil head could they have any hope of unravelling the rest of his vile realm.  Eadran created a pocket of time and space within the planes which could be entered through the gateway of a great gem.  He and I offered it to Maelgrum as a gift.  Eadran said he had heard tell of a demi-plane of wonder and amazement reached through a secret maze.  I said I had paid Eadran for his skill to research and craft a gateway to that realm.  I had wanted him to make a worthy gift that I could exchange for more time with my hostage daughter than the single day a year which Maelgrum allowed.
 
   “Curiosity was ever Maelgrum’s weakness, his spirit left his blackened body and entered the pocket of space Eadran had created.  Immediately we began the spell of imprisonment Edaran, I and Morwena, for she was always in attendance on the Vanquisher.  It took the three of us casting our magic and sealing the prison with Eadran’s own blood spilt on the gem.  We had to work fast before Maelgrum could realise the circumscribed nature of the tiny planar prison that Eadran had been able to form.  True there was a maze, but that was all.  The maze led round in circles, never touching on the fabulous realm Eadran described, which never even existed. It would take Maelgrum moments to uncover the subterfuge. That was all we had.  It was only just done in time.  The gate closing and the Lich’s body crumbling to dust even as his black spirit crashed against the barrier vibrating the stone so much I thought it would shatter.”   At a thousand years distance, Feyril still shivered momentarily at the memory of that desparate night.
 
   “With Maelgrum vanquished, or at least imprisoned, the story converges more closely with the history books you have read.  Eadran and Morwena freed the slaves and drove out the orcs and ogres.  If truth be told the liberation of the Petred Isle consumed a decade and a half of strife and struggle before the last orc was cast beyond the barrier and the Vanquisher and his lady could rest easy on their thrones.”
 
   “What of the gem, of Maelgrum’s prison?”
 
   “We buried that deep within Morwencairn.  We placed it in his foul subterranean throne room and sealed up all the entrances and then Eadran built his fortress atop the Lich’s hold as an everlasting guard against anyone stumbling on the means to release his evil back into the world.  There was always a risk he could be freed or that the prison might fail, for we had not killed him.  That which is dead cannot be killed.”
 
   “And you think someone has freed him now.”
 
   “It took three to imprison him, one of royal blood, one in tune with the Goddess and one who could master the sorcerer’s arts.  The same combination might unlock his planar cell.  Prince Xander has the richness of blood and the shortness of sense to have been a party to this folly, the renegade antiquary Haselrig may have served a priestly part and treacherous mages have been the Empire’s curse since Thren the Eighth outlawed the study of magic for all humans. There can be no doubt that Maelgrum is at large once more, the dark hand that drives our distress.”
 
   “You would have me confront such long dead evil with this?”  Niarmit dangled the ankh before Feyril’s gaze.
 
   “That is but a trinket, crafted by the Vanquisher. It proves you are his rightful heir.  The weapon you must wield is the Helm of Eadran.”
 
   “You would not tell me before what make of weapon it is.”
 
   “It was crafted by Eadran after Maelgrum was defeated. He told me it was his greatest magic, that Maelgrum himself could not have made a finer artefact.  He would tell me no more, and his successors who have worn the helm have all been guarded in their description of it.  However, I have seen it used in battle.   On the wearer of the helm, no blow falls, no arrow strikes, no enchantment touches.  I have seen kings wearing the helm stride untouched through fire and ice, while those who try to lay hands on them are flung far away for the helm can only be touched in safety by one of Eadran’s line.”
 
   “It is an impenetrable armour?”
 
   “And more besides.  Kings who wore it whatever their own skills could for hours unleash great blasts of sorcery at a rate that would have exhausted any other wizard in minutes.  The Vanquisher was right, it is the greatest weapon I have ever seen.”
 
   “Yet the Vanquisher still died beyond the barrier and there is many a king has shunned the wearing of the helm,” Niarmit reminded him.
 
   “The Vanquisher took a force too small too late in the year for a chevauchee through the lands beyond the Gramorc mountains.  The helm could not protect his men from orcish arrows, nor keep him fed and warm in the depth of winter.  He died alone at the hill known as Edaran’s folly three leagues shy of Sturmcairn.  The blood line magic kept the green hued looters at bay and his remains and armour and equipment were still there when Eadran the second ventured forth in search of him at the coming of Spring.  The Helm will protect a man from every blow save that of his own stupidity
 
   “As to why so many have shunned it since, ‘tis entwined with the folly of Thren the Eighth.  He outlawed magic use and the Helm is indisputably an implement of sorcery.”
 
   Illana coughed at Feyril’s side.  “My Lord offers one explanation, but it is also said that those who have worn the helm since Thren’s time have succumbed to insanity.”  When Feyril gave her a troubled glance she rebuked him.  “There is much that has been kept from the Lady Niarmit. I would she had all the facts to make up her own mind on the great issues that face her.”
 
   “Be that as it may, we face Maelgrum and it took all our strength and luck and the element of surprise to imprison him when last we faced him.  Niarmit will have no chance to pursue the same artifice.  With the Helm she will at least be protected from him and able to find her own path to challenge and defeat him.”
 
   “You have not got a plan then, beyond that I should wear the Helm?”
 
   Feyril shrugged.  “I have seen some of what the Helm can do, but I do not know its true nature.  Only the wearer of the Helm can know that.  I simply say again, this is the greatest weapon at your disposal and you will found out more only by wearing it.  It maybe that with the Helm you can do what we could not, that is face down Maelgrum and his forces on an open battlefield.  Bulveld the third and Thren the fifth conquered virtually the entire Eastern lands with the aid of the helm.  Had Gregor worn it I cannot see how he would have fallen or even lost the battle at Proginnot.”
 
   Niarmit was silent at the mention of Gregor, the man Feyril claimed was her father.  Feyril’s lips parted to launch some fresh entreaty, but Illana’s hand on his arm bid him bide his time.  “We have told you much, and it is perhaps a tale to think upon a little.  There are some days left while we make arrangements for our departure.  We will speak again when that time comes and you can hear from others who have witnessed more closely the resurgence in Malegrum’s evil power.  In the meantime, mayhap you should return to Hepdida. Tordil has his virtues but I gather the girl is more comfortable with your company.”
 
   “As you say, my Lady.”  Niarmit gave the elf Lord and Lady a short bow before departing, but she took the ankh with her.
 
   ***
 
   It was the screams that would haunt Udecht’s dreams.  The assembled orcs and outlander rebels were wildly cheering each pass as the great wyrm swooped over the walls of Morwencairn.  But drifing on the wind, in every pause, there came the thin shrill screams from within the city.  
 
   The dragon had appeared at dawn for the beginning of its day of servitude and the assault had begun within the hour.  The down draft from powerful beats of its leathery wings had bowled over the stoutest of Maelgrum’s orcish honour guard as the Lich took to the sky astride his scaled serpent. Now at the Lich’s behest the dragon swung low over the town walls scorching them with its incandescent breath.  A few arrows launched at the great beast had bounced off its hide as it turned and dived with horrific grace.  Whatever troops Forven had to hand, they were unequal to the challenge of Maelgrum’s latest ally.  Smoke rose from a dozen fires within the city confines and the screams were fainter now.  Those that had not been turned to cinders by the dragon’s ire must be seeking refuge in whatever stone built, slate rooved buildings they could find.
 
   The dragon banked in a graceful circuit round to land by the great East gate.  The battlements were empty of any defenders save a few sorry piles of ash.  The dragon breathed again a long jet of white hot flame bathed the ancient timbers of the iron bound gate.  The diamond headed nails glowed red and the iron straps binding the oak beams together softened even as the wood beneath them smouldered into flame.  At another searing breath the gate flared into blazing light.  
 
   Even at a half mile’s distance Udecht shielded his eyes from the blinding white light. When he dared to look again the dragon was leaping into the air beating its way away from the yawning opening.  The timber had been reduced to ash on the wind and the still glowing ironwork of gate and portcullis drizzled to the ground like treacle.  From his seat on the wyrm’s neck, the undead Lord waved his arm in a long awaited signal. To Udecht’s right the necromancer Marwella took up the cry.
 
   “Let the legion advance,” she called to her fellow wizards, arraigned in a line behind the stumbling shuffling legion that they shepherded.  “Let them feed!”
 
   Before the will of the harmonised necromancers the legion of rank and decayed beings began their jerky march upon the city.
 
   To Udecht’s left, Xander shuffled nervously at the head of his troop of outlander cavalry.  “It is not meet that the honour of taking the city should fall to the likes of them,” he declaimed to no-one in particular and to everyone in general.
 
   “Hush, my Prince,” Haselrig hissed.  “This is our Master’s plan.  The legion grow restless and untamed.  They need to feed that the wizards can be sure to hold them in thrall.”
 
   “Aye,” Xander called.  “And after they have fed what pickings will be left for the rest of us.”  His voice was raised even though the antiquary and his brother were but a few yards away.   “The sacking of a great city like that should yield the spoils of war to all, not just to the greedy flesh eaters.  Why there’s men here behind me have served the Master well, and not had a woman in weeks. You think the leavings of the legion will be fit for any warrior’s pleasure?”
 
   Udecht could hear the murmurs of agreement from the coarse humoured soldiers of Xander’s elite guard.  He had hand picked them for their ferocious battle-skills and their absolute absence of any form of morality.  The crimes that had sent these whoresons beyond the barrier went beyond mere murder.  Children, women, the helpless, the infirm, all had suffered and died at the hands of Xander battalion of bastards.  They were without compunction and, as Xander clearly understood, eager for the opportunity to vent their vile tastes on the defenceless citizens of Morwencairn.
 
   “The way I see it Mul, I didn’t cross the barrier to throw myself on the shredded half eaten remnants of some woman after the legion were done with them,” a grizzled veteran named Tarbin commented to his hulking companion.
 
   “Nor me neither,” Mul replied. 
 
   “Then let us race these scrabbling misshapen beauties to the pleasures of the city!” Xander called to his restless troop.
 
   “Xander,” Haselrig hissed.  “This is not part of our Master’s plan.  Will you really throw yourself on his fury for the chance to assault some serving wench?”
 
   “These men can plough where and who they will,” Xander retorted.  “My eye, Haselrig, is on the greater prize and I have waited for it long enough.”  So saying he spurred his horse towards the open gate, followed by his roaring company of diehards as they charged past the bemused and distracted legion.
 
   Udecht saw the ripple of confusion as the creatures of the legion swayed from their purpose, deflected momentarily by the scent of fresh flesh galloping past their left flank.  One or two broke away amidst curses from the straining necromancers as they stiffened every mental sinew to shepherd the ambling assault force towards its goal.
 
   ***
 
   Hepdida was nervous in this exalted company but relieved to be seated close to the Lady Niarmit.  They were assembled in a clearing around a great oak.  Hepdida was facing the old elf named Feyril who sat at the foot of tree with his wife the elegant Illana.  Niramit was to Hepdida’s left, sitting crosslegged on the ground.  Across from her was Tordil, the stern faced young elf who had ministered to Hepdida whenever Niarmit had been called away.
 
   “I am glad to see you so much recovered, my dear.”
 
   The surprise at being so directly addressed by the elf Lady, stymied Hepdida’s attempt at a gracious reply.  “I… er… that is… thank you,” she mumbled, hand raised to her cheek where the scars of Grundurg’s assault had faded to two thin white lines.
 
   “Your healer must stand high in the Goddess’s favour, that such greivous wounds should leave so little mark.”
 
   Even the suppurating edges of the wound on her back had knitted together cleanly, leaving only a slight stiffness when she stretched.  Hepdida stammered an expression of gratitude, without knowing whether it was the Goddess or the healer she was expected to thank.  She glanced at Niarmit for guidance but the new clothed priestess was religiously examining her fingernails.  
 
   “However, I hear your dreams are still troubled, my girl. I have a sleeping draft that may help you to an easier rest.”
 
   Hepdida blushed red.  The nightmares were troubling enough, but still more if her nocturnal distress should have been audible to those around her.  Time and again Niarmit’s gentle voice and calming presence had forced its way into fearful visions of Grundurg, Dema and her poor dead parents’ brutal ends.  She had often awoken to see the flame haired priestess dozing alongside her, hopefully not through exhaustion at minding Hepdida’s fitful slumber.  “That would be most kind, my Lady,” Hepdida acknowledged Illana’s offer.  “Is that why you wanted to speak with me?”
 
   Illana gave a tinkling laugh.  “No, my dear Hepdida.  You are here because we need your help in determining a course of action.”
 
   “My help?!”
 
   “Yes. The Lady Niarmit faces many challenges and you may have information to help her come to a decision.”
 
   Hepdida anxiety quickly heightened.  What could she possibly have to say to offer any guidance to her saviour? The woman who had emerged from the fog like the Goddess personified to strike down Grundurg and rescue Hepdida from sickness and misery.  “I…. I am sure I know nothing of value.”
 
   “We may be the judges of that, Hepdida.  Perhaps, if you are able, you can tell us a little of your story and by what route you came to an orc encampment on the fringes of Hershwood.”
 
   Haltingly Hepdida told her tale.  Of her parents Vlad and Sahira and the family’s early life in Morwencairn, before they were transferred to Sturmcairn.   Of her role as a kitchen servant until the terrible night that Sturmcairn fell.   They probed her on that, how had it happened, what had she seen and she’d had to admit to a near complete ignorance.
 
   “I only really saw orcs like Grundurg, some outlanders and the snake lady.”
 
   “Snake lady?” Feyril had been a passive member of the gathering, eyes half closed and almost asleep, until this detail caught his attention.  With sudden vigour he demanded, “What do you mean by ‘snake lady’?”
 
   “Kimbolt told me she is a medusa, said she could turn people to stone with her gaze and had snakes for hair, though I never saw either of it.  She wore a hood and a mask whenever I met her.”
 
   Feyril and Illana shared a look of understanding.  “The pieces start to fit,” he said and she nodded.
 
   “Not for me they don’t,” Niarmit interjected.  “I thought medusas were the stuff of legends, all dead and gone before the Monar Empire even rose.”
 
   “Some twenty years ago a merchant was exiled for practicing magic and in particular a piece of profane wizadry.  The merchant’s name was Odestus.  The execrable criminal spell he had cast was to turn some woman into a medusa.  Both the magician and his creation were of course exiled, both it seems have now returned.  Illana and I call Odestus the little wizard but you, Niarmit, would know him as the Governor your father’s nemesis at Bledrag field.  The medusa must be the snake lady that Hepdida met.”  
 
   “The Governor broke out of Undersalve heading North, though it cost him much time and many men and orcs trying to force a way through,” Illana added her intelligence even as Niarmit reeled at the new information.  “Where is the snake lady now, Hepdida?”
 
   “Her name is Dema, she left Sturmcairn on some mission at the same time Grundurg took me away.”  Hepdida was seized by a sudden shiver at the recollection of that parting and all that she had subsequently witnessed and endured at the orc’s pleasure. “She promised Kimbolt that Grundurg would keep me safe. She promised on her honour as a soldier.”
 
   Hepdida brought her hands to her face as her expression dissolved into shameful weakness. She felt Niarmit’s arms snake around her shoulders holding her close and tight.
 
   “Who is Kimbolt?”  Tordil demanded.
 
   Hepdida shook her head in confusion, struggling to find the words to describe the subject of an irrelevant adolescent crush.  “He is… was… no is a captain of the Guard at Sturmcairn.  Dema took him as her slave and threatened that if he disobeyed her, she would let Grundurg hurt me.”
 
   “So he disobeyed her?” Tordil drew a logical conclusion.
 
   “No.. never… I mean I don’t know.  We travelled thousands of leagues apart, but she promised.  She said she would be in contact.”
 
   Tordil snorted.  “How could that ever have been possible? Your poor Captain was duped.”
 
   Hepdida shook her head, trying to free some piece of the puzzle that lay hidden in a recess of her memory.  “No, it was possible.  The orc had a Master. They both had a Master.  The orc waved this black medallion in my face once, said he would know when the snake lady was coming, that his Master would tell him.  There was some way he got his orders without the Master being there.”
 
   “You think this Master is Maelgrum?” Niarmit observed, seeing the expressions of grim satisfaction on the elf lord and lady’s faces.
 
   “Not think, know,” Feyril assured her with bitter certainty.  “The black medallions were a trademark of his of old.   Eadran the Vanquisher always wore one, while he was in Maelgrum’s service, that is.  With it the Dark One could communicate with him over great distances, even when Eadran was raiding in the Eastern lands and Maelgrum was secure in his throne in the Petred Isle.  No one else had the skill or the knowledge to make them. Even the vanquisher tried and failed.  This is one key imprint of Maelgrum’s hand behind the disaster that is facing us.”
 
   “Tordil has another, equally compelling,” Illana added.
 
   “I do?” the young elf started in some surprise.
 
   “Tell the company what you told me when first you found your way back here.  How was the battle of Proginnot lost?”
 
   “They had many sorcerers that launched fire and lightning at our position,” Tordil began before Illana impatiently interrupted him.
 
   “Yes, but what of the final attack?”
 
   “Ah,” the elf gulped at a painful memory.  “They came at dusk, staggering up the hill.  Though they wore no armour, arrows and spears did not stop them.  Only hacking them or burning them to pieces would serve.  You see they were already dead.  Some wore the uniform of Sturmcairn guards, others the Marshal’s livery. His force was destroyed before we could combine with it.  But these living dead crawled over us.  I did what I could, but Captain Findil gave the order to flee and we all ran, each man and elf for themselves, for the undead could not travel fast.  However, our broken ranks were easy prey for the horsemen and the wolf riders.  Darkness brought us some relief but I brought only a score or so back from the most complete defeat there has ever been.”
 
   In the silence that followed Tordil’s account, Illana ventured an analysis.  “The power to animate the dead is a trick of necromancy.  It is a spell used rarely and never by any who hold the Goddess dear.  However, it was one much favoured and refined by Maelgrum.  The enlivened corpses are called by some zombies, but Maelgrum called them his legion and he was never without a thousand or more rotting corpses for his army.
 
   “It was the Dark One’s particular skill to be able to drive some will and purpose into these mindless ones.  They have an urge to feed, but most such creatures would like as not eat the Master that raised them as any other.  That is why the spell is seen so rarely, it is only Maelgrum and those he has trained who could turn such evil emptiness into a military force.”
 
   “I have met one of these, I think.  In a sewer in Woldtag.  It attacked a companion of mine,” Niarmit’s voice dropped as she recounted the incident.
 
   “You were lucky to escape,” Feyril remarked.  “Though it is no surprise to hear that the little wizard, having been the Dark One’s student and protégé these past two decades, is meddling in the same foul magic.  I only wish I had had this evidence to put before Gregor, that I might have persuaded him to follow a different course.”
 
   “So alongside the orcs and the outlanders, I must now number the undead in my foe’s army,” Niarmit noted.
 
   “Aye, but while Morwencairn still stands there is hope.  The forces of Nordsalve led by Hetwith may not have made the battle at Proginnot but they should even now be bolstering the defences of Morwencairn.  The Vanquisher fashioned that fortress well, even with all his legions Maelgrum will not conquer it in haste, and within that city lies the Helm of Eadran.  That is where you must go while you still can.”
 
   “That’s as maybe, but whatever strength of our allies may lie within Morwencairn we can be sure that the lands between there and here are crawling with orcs and Goddess knows what else.  I see no divine cloak of mist descending to shield my journey this time.”
 
   “It would have to be a small party,” Tordil said.  “Travelling light by boat, up the Nevers River.  It will be safer than the roads. I will take you myself, and there’s a dozen more besides who came home from Proginnot and have unfinished business with the Dark One”
 
   Illana nodded her agreement.  “I would offer more if I could, my Lady Niarmit, but of our diminished realm there are a third who will take ship with my Lord and I for the blessed realm, while the rest will cross the Saeth levels and head North across Medyrsalve to the Silverwood.”
 
   “And what of me?” Hepidida was surprised to hear her own voice.
 
   Illana gave her a gentle smile.  “Those of our people who head for Silverwood can take you as far as Medyrsalve.  There you will be safe with your own human kind, for the time being at least.  Though the future of the Salved Kingdom will depend on the Lady Niarmit’s success.”
 
   “That’s very kind, my Lady.  But I would rather stay with the Lady Niarmit.”
 
   The priestess shot her a troubled glance and Tordil’s eyes widened in astonishment.  “Our way is perilous, not fit for a servant girl,” the elf captain exclaimed. 
 
   “I have already trod a more dangerous path than I could ever have imagined,” Hepdida replied evenly.  “It seems to me that the shadow will reach me where ever I hide.  I would rather be doing something than running away.”
 
   Niarmit shook her head emphatically. “I did not invoke the Goddess’s favour in dragging you back from the jaws of death to lead you straight back into jeopardy.  Yours is the civilian’s part in this conflict.”
 
   Hepdida’s chin jutted forward stubbornly.  “Taking the civilian’s part did not protect my mother or my father. Nor did it save me from Grundurg’s foul imagination.  I don’t think there are any should seek or hope to be civilians in this struggle.”
 
   “Well said, girl,” Feyril gave a slow wink of approval.
 
   “But what value would you bring on such a mission, beyond an encumbrance to be protected?” Tordil retorted.
 
   Hepdida swung on him.  “I lived in Morwencairn for ten years, I know the roads within and without the city.  I have fished both banks of the river and know which bays and islets can grant a sheltered harbour to a small boat.  Can you say the same, Captain Tordil?”
 
   The elf was discomforted and the priestess was smiling as she said, “It is true, my own visits to the capital have been but fleeting visits on matters of state. A little local knowledge may be of value, eh Captain, value enough to justify the guarding of this wilful encumbrance?”
 
   The Captain gave no answer and Illana clapped her hands briskly.  “It is settled then.  Tordil, Niarmit and Hepida will take boat together, with such prime volunteers as the Captain can garner.”
 
   “There will be many as want to make the trip, Tordil,” Feyril admonished the Captain.  “Be sure to take only the best. The rest will find honour enough as escorts of the party bound for Silverwood.”
 
   “So, I’m going with you,” Hepdida turned to Niarmit.  With the die cast she waited for her spinning emotions to settle.  With the commitment irrevocably made, would it be fear or relief that landed uppermost.
 
   “Aye, you’re going home, to Morwencairn,” the priestess lazily acknowledged.
 
   ***
 
   “You took your time,” Dema snapped up at the weary rider.
 
   “Do you mean the five years or the three weeks,” Odestus riposted.  “And could you not give me a hand of this damn nag, my buttocks are but paper over bone with all this infernal riding.”  
 
   He held out his gloved hand for assistance. The Medusa took it and gave a sharp tug that dragged him tumbling from his horse.  As the little wizard fell, her other arm swung round to catch and hold him pressed against her chest.  His feet still dangled four inches short of the ground when she bent her head forward to whisper in his ear, “by all that’s unholy I’ve missed you, little wizard.”  Beneath her hood the serpents slithered and softly hissed a reptilian purr.
 
   She put him down and stepped back to better survey her newly restored companion.  “Look at you, I see you put some flesh back on those bones, never mind what the saddle might have worn away.  My, my, there’s you the victor of Bledrag field, Governor of Undersalve, and me Castellan of Listcairn.  Look what we have become eh?”
 
   “Indeed, Dema.” Odestus echoed. “Look what we’ve become.”  The Medusa cocked her head to one side at the equivocation in Odestus’s tone, and the little wizard hurried on.  “Now perhaps you can tell me by what means you have dragged me from a mission on our Master’s behalf to one of your own choosing.  I have rarely felt him so incensed before.  If I did not know such a thing were impossible, I would have said he was passing on an order that you had given to him.”
 
   Dema gave a fleeting grin which faded into grim urgency. “I cannot tell, I must show, come with me to the tower.”  She seized and dragged him by the hand.
 
   “Is such haste necessary,” Odestus called as his half numb legs waddled in the Medusa’s wake.  “No pause for a little repast? Perhaps to discuss the affairs of my troops with Vesten.”
 
   “I can broke no further delay,” Dema replied still towing the reluctant mage.  “Besides you forget, your troops are now under my command so Secretary Vesten’s opinions are as irrelevant and inaccurate as his understanding of military matters.”
 
   ***
 
   The horse’s hooves scrabbled on the cobbles as Xander spurred the animal mercilessly towards the summit of Morwencairn.   Mul and Tarbin the veteran outlanders had stayed with him, on promise of a treasure and a fortune beyond compare.  The rest of his battalion having, charged past the advancing legion had dispersed in various small groups kicking in doors of houses and bursting in on a chorus of screaming.  
 
   Fires raged in the wooded parks and timber artisan’s district.  Small groups of terrified citizens scurried from house to house along the narrow streets.  Mothers carrying babies, fathers dragging children.  They ducked and hid as Xander charged past, but he had no time for them.  “Come on,” he shouted at his two companions, lest they should be swayed from their mission by such tantalisingly soft pickings.
 
   They rounded the corner where the main street climbed and opened into the broad plaza between the citadel and the temple.  The trickle of refugees from different corners of the town were all making their way to the steps of the temple merging into a mass of humanity seeking the hollow sanctuary of the temple.
 
   “Come, come my children, the Goddess will protect and save you,” a strong voice was calling.  It was a tall figure at the top of the steps, long white beard and hair, his Archbishop’s crescent held high in one hand as his other hand dispensed blessings and benediction to the tide of people flowing past him through the wide doors of the temple.
 
   “Forven!” At a distance of sixty yards or more Archbishop and traitor Prince saw and recognised each other.  Neither had more than half a heartbeat to spare to vent their mutual loathing, each with more pressing matters than personal vengeance.
 
   The shadow of the dragon passed over the plaza, causing the trembling citizens to cower still further and to remind Xander of the great will he had crossed for perhaps the last time in this pell mell rush to seize his prize.  The baying of wolves from the base of the hill marked the approach of other forces more likely to bend to Maelgrum’s orders than Xander’s.
 
   “This way.”  Spurred heels drawing blood from his horse’s flank, Xander spun right and charged for the citadel.  This had been an early target for the dragon’s fire and the twin leaves of its gate hung open and charred.  Of the guards that had been standing either side, all that remained were two ashy shadows ingrained on the wall.  Xander hurtled through the opening. A soldier, fortunate enough to have escaped the flame, stepped from the guardhouse as Xander passed into the courtyard.  The spear he raised to launch at the intruder clattered uselessly across the paving slabs as Mul’s axe caught him between the shoulderblades.
 
   Xander dismounted with a leap and, drawing his sword, raced through the palace gates towards a throne room he had not entered in seventeen years.
 
   ***
 
   “Well,” Dema demanded.
 
   “So this is what you led you to challenge the Master,” Odestus mused ruefully.  “Have you taken leave of your senses?  He will not forgive you the affront, not ever and all this to… to undo an accident.”
 
   “Can you do it? Do you still have the spell and the power in your head?”
 
   The little wizard was running his fingers over the smooth stone statue.  A man standing wrapped in a bedsheet, head cocked to one side, lips parted to mouth a question. A pose of such life like qualities one would have paid the stone mason double the normal rate, yet this was no stonemason’s work.  “What is he to you? Dema.  Don’t tell me you’ve lost your heart as well as your mind?”
 
   “I owe him, and it is not his fate to perish here. Nor mine to let it happen.  I did not have you summoned at such speed to my side, just so you could mock my choice of companions in my bedchamber,” the Medusa noted sourly.  “Now tell me true, can you do it, or should I command the Master himself to take up the challenge?”
 
   Odestus’s eyes flared at that threat.  He gave her an appraising stare as she glared back at him through her mask, arms folded, lower lip trembling.  Then with a slow nod he settled to the matter in hand.  “How long since …. Since it happened?”
 
   “A fortnight, maybe longer.”
 
   The wizard blenched at the information and Dema hurried on.  “That aside he is healthy enough and young. He will survive. Of that I’m sure.”
 
   Odestus grimaced, “I can try to be gentle though in truth one cannot take the transformation too quick or too slow either extreme can make the shock of the experience a fatal one.  Give me a moment to prepare.”
 
   “Before you do, there is one other thing.”
 
   “There is more!”  Odestus gasped.
 
   With a quick twitch of her head, Dema directed the wizard’s attention to the garderobe in the corner of the room.  Hesitantly the wizard stepped towards the private chamber and pulled back the curtain.  “Hell’s teeth Dema,” he cried. “What have you done?”
 
   “I would have thought that was obvious.”
 
   “Eadran’s blood. What will you do?”
 
   “Me? Nothing.  You.  You’re going to get rid of it, and do it before you revive him.”
 
   Odestus swayed a moment and then sat down heavily.  “It’s his?”
 
   “No.. stop there Odestus before you rouse my anger,” she cried.  The snakes were writhing beneath her hood and her gaze was chilling through the gauze.  “I’m a monster, that thing will be a monster too. Proof enough of both those facts is that I haven’t given birth to a child after nine months, I’ve laid a fucking egg in a matter of weeks.”
 
   “And what am I supposed to do with it.”
 
   “I don’t care, Odestus.  I’m going to see your men are quartered and their horses stabled, and see if I can find a use for that spare piece of skin you call a secretary.  When I get back I want him to be living breathing flesh again and I want that thing gone.”  She jabbed a finger towards the statue and the garderobe for emphasis before ending with bitter sarcasm.  “The means to both those ends I leave to you, old friend.”  
 
   In a whirl she was gone, the chamber door pulled robustly closed behind her.  Alone with the statue, Odestus shook his head sadly.  He owed the Medusa so much, not least his life many times over.  In so far as one could feel such emotions in their Master’s service he might even say he loved her.  But, without doubt, life with Dema was full of unexpected complications.
 
   ***
 
   Xander panted for breath.  He and his companions had had to dodge left to avoid a dozen castle guards and now he was working his way round to the throne room through his father’s old chambers.  A snarling and grunting accompaniment to a clash of steel echoed around the corridors, suggesting that the guards had found other invaders to occupy them.  However, it also meant there would be others chasing after the citadel’s rich treasures.  
 
   “Orc’s guts, there’s the winged serpent again,” Mul called as a draft of wind gusted in through the open windows of old King Bulveld’s sitting room.
 
   “He’s circling to land,” Tarbin suggested.
 
   “Come on,” Xander urged them.  It was not the dragon landing that bothered him. It was its rider dismounting. 
 
   With a shout he burst into the throne room.  Three orcs were already there, blood stained swords held loosely by their sides as they swaggered towards the throne and the iron Helm of Eadran. They gave Xander a brief glance of indifference.  “Stop,” the traitor Prince commanded.
 
   “You not give orders anymore,” the wiry orc nearest the Prince said.  “The Master coming for you.  He not pleased with you.”
 
   “Don’t touch the Helm, you orc scum,” Xander insisted.
 
   “Or what,” the lead orc retorted reaching out a hand to seize the Helm from its pedestal.
 
   There was an explosion of sound and light that flung all three orcs thumping against the wall. The wiry one was scorched and dazed, the second unconscious, but the larger creature who had laid hands on it lay limbs akimbo in a twisted pile on the floor.
 
   “I did try to warn you,” Xander giggled.  He leapt lightly past the fallen creatures and, taking the merest split second to observe the auspicious moment, seized the Helm two handed from its pedestal.
 
   “What isss the meaning of thisss disssobedience?” Maelgrum strode through the main doors to the throne room, trailing a row of bobbing sycophantic orcs and the nervous antiquary.
 
   “Haselrig,” Xander cried.  “You betrayed me.”
 
   “Friend Hassselrig knowsss the importancsse of my wishesss, a fact you ssseem to have forgotten.  Are thessse men with you?”  The Lich gave the merest wave of his hand towards the nervous forms of Tarbin and Mul.
 
   “No, sir. No not us.”  Both men threw down their swords and fell to their knees.
 
   “Liesss and disssobedience!” Maelgrum exclaimed.  The gnarled fingers of his right hand twisted through a swift invocation ending with a flourish of index and little finger pointing at the two terrified outlanders.  The Lich did not even look as strands of lightning shot from his hand towards Xander’s allies.  The electrical energy consumed and framed them in a crackling paralysing light, their mouths open in a silent scream.  Maelgrum’s gaze was on Xander as he strode the length of the great hall. While he walked, his right hand kept the blackening corpses of the Prince’s associates suspended in an electrical grip so intense their bodies were beginning to smoke.
 
   “Your time is done, Maelgrum.  I will wear the Helm and destroy you.”
 
   The Lich stopped, stunned by the confident defiance in the traitor Prince’s voice.  He released the shrivelled bodies of the two outlanders from his magical grip and titled his head to one side in curiosity.  “What isss thisss Helm of yoursss?”
 
   “Let me show you, you undead bastard,” Xander yelled as he thrust the basinet down on his head.
 
   ***
 
   “By the Goddess,” Niarmit exclaimed as a fire erupted against her chest.  She leapt to her feet clawing at her clothes to extract the source of the discomfort.  “Eadran’s blood,” she cried as she pulled the ankh on the end of its chain free from within her robes.  “What’s got into the bloody thing!”
 
   The gem at its heart was glowing pink with a fierce and throbbing heat.  The light grew bright enough to cast a shadow of her hand upon the ground.  “Feyril, you know this artefact. What is it doing and why?”
 
   The old elf looked carefully at the bright throbbing gem as its colour rose and faded then rose again in an undulating cycle of brightness.  “I might guess, my Lady, but in truth I’ve never seen it do that before.”
 
   ***
 
   Kychelle sniffed the air with a wrinkled nose.  “There is that scent of faint magic on the air again, granddaughter, stronger this time.”
 
   Walking in the gardens beside the elf matriarch, Giseanne felt the heat from her sapphire ring. An intensity she had not known before.  Curiosity outstripped caution as she dropped a pace or two back and, crossing one hand over the other, brought the covered ring to her lips.
 
   Kychelle whirled round at the sharp cry from her granddaughter in law.  The Princess was stretched full length on the ground unconscious.  “Giseanne!” the elf exclaimed before calling for the ladies in waiting.  “Come quickly, the Lady Giseanne is taken ill. Please the gods the baby is not harmed.”
 
   ***
 
   “And you’ve never seen that before?” Niarmit repeated the question as the throbbing pink heat of the gem slowly faded to milky whiteness.
 
   Feyril shrugged.  “It flared like that when Gregor died, but that was a moment of bright light and heat that came and went in a flash.  It did not take so long to fade.”
 
   “You said something in Dwarfport. You said it tracked the lifeline of my heir?”
 
   “Indeed, I did and what the ankh is telling us, is that your heir  whoever he or she was has, over some long stretched instant of time, died!”
 
   ***
 
   Haselrig stuffed his fist in his mouth to try to stifle the rising gorge as his stomach turned somersaults.  Behind him two orcs were throwing up noisily on the throne room floor.  In the midst of the room the cooling helm of Eadran sat atop the ruined burned and sundered pile of flesh that, a million screams ago, had been Prince Xander on the brink of his triumph.
 
   Beside the nauseous antiquary Maelgrum flung back his head and rocked with laughter.  “I have not been ssso amusssed in centuriesss.  Ah Eadran, my old old friend, you have ssset the bessst jessst I could have imagined.  Poor Princsse Xssander, ssso sssure of hisss victory and, by hisss own ancesstorss’ hand he isss undone.  What a wonderful trick thisss artefact isss!”
 
   “What is to be done with it, Master?” 
 
   “Fetch the Bishop Udecht.  He at leassst can handle it in sssafety.  Let it ressst here. It may yet serve a purpossse.    Indeed if Udecht were ever to disspleasse me, or if I sssought another sssuch moment of amusssment, I will make him wear thisss choicsse headgear.”
 
   “And what of …. of the remains of Prince Xander, Master.”
 
   “Well friend Hassselrig, I sssuggesst you find two ssstrong ssstomached orcss, two ssspadesss and a bucket!”  With that, the Lich strode out of the throne room the walls echoing with the dry sound of his chortling.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Part Five
 
    
 
   “Blasted florist!”  Thomelator berated this latest ill-fortune with his customary curse.  Every adverse throw of fate these past three years could be traced back to a florist.  Or rather one florist in particular. The flower seller in the market at Oostport.  The impulse that had led him to mistress Verdina was not to blame; there would have been no harm in sending a floral tribute to accompany the carefully crafted letter.  It had been right that the girl should know why he was leaving, why he could not take her with him, or rather why she would not want to go.   It had been right that the bald black and white message in his spidery script should be softened with some token of his genuine affection.  
 
   What was wrong was that the old crone had delayed him so long in bombarding him with choices, probing his reasons, all in the name of getting the perfect bouquet for the young lady.  A task that should have occupied a mere five minutes had stretched to almost an hour, the costliest hour of his life.  For that had brought him behind schedule, it had meant he was still crossing the quay when the officers came for him.  He should have been safe on the sanctuary of the deck of an Eastern land’s trader, waving cheerfully at the Mayor’s agents from a place beyond their juresdiction.  But no, Verdina the vile’s tedious curiosity ensured he was arrested a few steps short of safety.  
 
   And that was when everything fell apart. A quick trial on charges of forbidden magic use, transportation across the empire to a brief incarceration in Morwencairn before being sent into exile.  He had tried to tell them, explain that he was going, that he was leaving. Just let him go to the Eastern lands as he had planned, they’d never see him again.  But no, it was exile for him, exile beyond the barrier in the land of snow and orcs.  The irony was that the flowers which had cost him so dear were returned with the unread letter to Verdina’s stall.  The girl could not disown him fast enough once news of his arrest had spread around.
 
   The prospect of exile had terrified him and the depth of his terror had been fully vindicated, albeit not for the reasons he had anticipated.  In place of the expected savage and painful death at the hands of orcs he and his exiled brethren had been quickly intercepted by outlanders.  These humans had not just survived, they had prospered and at their head had been a ruddy bearded giant of a man the sorcerer Rondol, with magical fire crackling from his fingertips.  He had hailed the other mage in Thomelator’s party with a familiar greeting, “what kept you so long Brandini and who’s your friend?”
 
   The sorcerer’s cheerful interest in Thomelator had faded quickly when the younger man had revealed his chosen sphere of magic craft.  “Illusion!” Rondol had stormed.  “Orc’s blood, why make an illusion of fire when you can make a real fire. Fucking useless waste of thaumatic energy!”
 
   “The Master wants us to use all the exiles,” an outlander had reminded the volatile sorcerer.
 
   “Well let Marwella and the necromancers have him. I am sure he has enough wits to drive her witless creations around or if he doesn’t they’ll eat him soon enough. Either way, it’ll keep him out of the path of the real wizards.”
 
   So it had begun, the apprenticeship to the foul mannered, and foul smelling Marwella.  Three years of learning how to herd the mindless animated corpses and yet always being the most junior of the wizened hag’s assistants.  Try as he might, and to be honest he had not tried that hard, Thomelator had never learned the skill of animating corpses to create these awful revenants.  So he was only ever a shepherd boy to the herd of zombies.
 
   Thus a direct causal chain could be assembled linking that distant ill fated trip to the blasted florist and Thomelator’s current solitary stumble across the burned stubble of a wheat field by the banks of the Nevers River.
 
   The morning head count had shown two of the zombies had somehow broken free of their pen and wandered off in the night.  Who else would Marwella send to retrieve them, but Thomelator the kicking boy.  “They probably smelled fresh flesh somewhere out there, always hungry those ones.  If you want to draw ‘em back faster you could always cut yourself, let ‘em smell your blood. You can bring them under your will before they attack you. Probably.”  Her cackling laugh had quickly been echoed by the other necromancers as Thomelator set off on his thankless task.
 
   It was not a hard trail to follow.  One of the creatures had a broken foot and its dragging twisted limb scored a shallow furrow across the soil, there had even been a grey toe or two dropping free along the way to reassure the unhappy illusionist that he was on the right path. The other was lighter on its feet but prone to falling over leaving periodic imprints on the ground.
 
   It was nearly noon and Thomelator was confident he was gaining on the missing re-animations.  As he walked he rehearsed the foul words of the spell of command.  He also tried flexing the mental muscles that he would need to exert some influence on the vestigial consciousness that drove these corpses.   The process gave him a sick headache but he had no choice. Nausea was preferable to becoming a target himself for their never ending hunger.
 
   As he crested a low rise Thomelator caught sight of them at last, the two walking corpses stumbling towards the river.  “Blasted florist,” the illusionist muttered.  “Where are they going?”  The field ran almost to the Nervers’ edge but there was a sharp drop before the river hiding the bank from view.  The two slightly built grey monsters would either stumble into the water or fall on stony ground.  Neither eventuality would destroy them but a few more broken limbs would reduce their effectiveness while the strong river current would carry them swiftly down stream, two different kinds of failure to fuel Marwella’s contempt for him.
 
   “Hey,” he called trying to draw their attention, but they staggered on oblivious.  “Hey, stop!” he shouted hopelessly, before gathering up his robes and breaking into an ungainly run.
 
   He was a hundred yards short of them when the two fugitive zombies toppled awkwardly out of sight.  Huffing and puffing, he picked up the pace in his haste to see what had befallen Marwella’s escaped pets.  He was quite out of breath when he reached the edge of the bank and what he saw there took what little wind he had left.
 
   The bank dropped about eight feet vertically to a short sandy beach which was quite invisible until one got this close, literally on top of it.  There was an elegant silver boat hauled up half out of the water.  A half dozen well armed and armoured figures stood by the boat looking up at him, fine featured and dark skinned Thomelator did not need to see their cuspate ears to know he was in the company of elves.  The two escapees that had been his quarry were in an untidy pile at the foot of the sheer drop.  They were still animate, but cowed and submissive, for standing infront of them was a robed priestess with flame red hair.  The woman held before her a crescent symbol of the Goddess and was murmuring some invocation which had quelled and stilled the ravenous rotting monsters.  Hiding behind the priestess was a dark haired girl, staring wide eyed at the grey tangle of dead limbs.
 
   All this Thomelator absorbed in an eyeblink and a further split second of thought made him turn to run.  But it was too late.   “Adhuc hospes,” a powerful elven voice commanded and inevitably Thomelator obeyed, frozen rigid to the spot despite the quivering fear that pervaded his being. 
 
   ***
 
   Kimbolt’s chest heaved as he drew desparate breaths into lungs that burned.  It felt like surfacing after an unendurable period underwater but yet there was no water, just the stone floor beneath his feet and the arms into which he collapsed.
 
   “There, there,” a male voice was reassuring him.  “You’ve been ill. You’d fainted.” 
 
   He’d fainted? Kimbolt leaned heavily on the stranger, his limbs answered weakly to his bidding as though weighed down with lead.   If he’d fainted why was he coming round standing up?  Coherent thought however was difficult and a wave of nausea overcame him as he struggled to make any connections in his brain.  “Water,” he rasped, for his mouth and throat were as dry as dust.
 
   “Certainly,” he was assured as the other man clumsily manouevred his charge back and down on to the bed.  “Water, in here, now!”
 
   There was a swish of silk as they were joined by a third person.  Kimbolt struggled to focus his vision on either of his carers, but a cup of water was pressed to his lips and he drank greedily from it.  “More,” he croaked as soon as the vessel was drained and it was quickly replenished.
 
   “Do you know where you are?” a woman’s voice demanded, familiar and yet he could not place a face or name to it.
 
   He shook his head.  “No, where am I?”
 
   “Do you know who you are, soldier?”  The male voice came from a podgy round face that hovered infront of his slowly clearing vision.
 
   With a rising sense of panic Kimbolt found he could not answer the question.  He tried to rise from the bed, as though physical activity might kick start his sluggish senses.  
 
   “You need rest, soldier.” The man pushed him back gently onto the bed with one hand, the fingers of his other twitching. “Requiescet facilis.”  
 
   Kimbolt slipped into near slumber only dimly aware of the continuing conversation between the man and the woman.  “Has he forgotten everything?” she was demanding.
 
   “I think most of it will come back to him in time,” he assured her.  “But I don’t know for sure. I have never brought one back after so long in an altered state.”
 
   “Does he know what has happened to him?”
 
   “Let us say he has been ill, close to death.”
 
   “Well that is true enough and he has you to be grateful to for his deliverance.”
 
   “Indeed, my dear, indeed.” There was a moment’s silence as the pair of them surveyed the dormant   invalid.  “Now have I at last earned the usual welcome of some refreshment for a weary traveller.  I have these past five years discovered a liking for crème du liebay. Do you think you might have some?”
 
   The woman’s laugh echoed in Kimbolt’s dream. A laugh he had heard before though often with a harder edge. “What a vile concoction you have chosen Odestus. The former castellan here did have a cask of the green muck somewhere.  I am sure it is still there; even the orcs have standards and would rather drink lamp oil than that thickened pig’s piss.”
 
   ***
 
   Thomelator could not wait for the enchantment to wear off.  They had brought his paralysed form down to the beach and bound him tightly.  The zombies too had been restrained with ropes, though their hungry hostility had been cowed by the presence of the priestess.  She was now in urgent conference with the elf mage and it was their discussion which made Thomelator desparate to speak.
 
   “It is best you take the girl away,” the elf was saying.  “She shouldn’t see this.”
 
   “What are you going to do to him, Tordil?”
 
   “I’ve seen his kind before. Look at him.  He has been driving those poor dead wretches, denying them rest, tying some tattered shreds of their souls to this world.  ‘tis not right and getting the truth out of him will be some recompense for their suffering.”
 
   “How long do you need?”
 
   “A couple of hours and I will have everything he knows of any worth. There won’t be much left of the rogue by then.”
 
   “Yes Tordil, but the last one you interrogated. That got really messy.”
 
   “Fear not my lady.  I allowed my heart to o’er rule my head.  Thinking on what this foul scum did it can make it hard to hold back I can’t say I regret it though.  That outlander simply got what he deserved, just as this one will.  As soon as the holding spell releases him we’ll begin. Ah ha, it’s softening now. See how he’s blinking.”
 
   The elf had taken a step towards the unhappy illusionist, under the priestess’s watchful eye, when Thomelator at last found his voice.  The words came tumbling out in a single breath.  “My name’s Thomelator, I’m an illusionist, I was exiled three years ago.  I work for Marwella and the necromancers but I’m not really one of them. I’m no good at it.  I was sent out to retrieve these two.  We need them for the work that the Master has us doing in Morwencairn.  He’s carving into the mountain and the undead are used for labour to clear the rubble.  That’s why I have to get them back.  I won’t tell anyone about you. I don’t want to go back anyway.”
 
   His gushing confession had non-plussed even the sombre faced elf who paused in his stride to exchange a glance with the priestess.  She met his gaze with a half-smile and then turned quickly away, her shoulders shaking a little as the elf homed in.
 
   “My, but you’re a cheerful little songbird,” Tordil mused as he crouched before the trembling illusionist.  “Not forgetting of course that you’re also an undead torturing exiled traitor.”
 
   “I’m not,” Thomelator gasped.  “I’m not one of them, by the Goddess.”
 
   “Three years in their company you say, and you reckon there’s still some core of decency in you.  Do you take me for some fool. You’re one of Maelgrum’s scum through and through.  If there’d ever been any doubts about you they’d have thrown you into a worg pit.”
 
   “I’m an illusionist,” Thomelator bridled with a spark of professional pride.  “I dissemble, I obfusticate, I confuse and deceive and I’m a very bad necromancer that much is true.  That’s all they ever thought I was.  The lowest of the low.”
 
   Tordil weighed the words carefully before straightening up.  “May hap you’re right, but the lowest of the low won’t have much worth telling.” He gestured to one of his kin.  “Open the scoundrel’s throat. It’s a kindness.”
 
   “Nooo!” screeched Thomelator as the other elf advanced sword drawn.  “Let me help you. I want to help you. I can help you.”
 
   “How?” The priestess interjected, waving the would-be executioner back.  “How can you help us?”
 
   “That depends,” the miserable illusionist replied damply.  “What is it you’re trying to do?”
 
   “See,” Tordil gave a furious cry, his lips split in a fearsome scowl though the corners of his eyes were crinkled with amusement.  “See how he tries to interrogate us.”
 
   “Enough, Captain Tordil,” the priestess commanded.  “I have an idea and this snivelling wretch may yet give us the information we need to make it work.  So Mr Illusionist, I have some more questions for you. Answer them true and if luck attends me, you may yet live to see another sunrise.  Lie and you will die.”
 
   Thomelator nodded quickly, gulping down breaths of relief.  “Please, lady, call me Thom. Everyone does, or did back in Oostport.”
 
   The priestess nodded slowly.  “Very well, Thom.  Now tell me, when did Morwencairn fall?”
 
   ***
 
   “Orc’s blood, Odestus, how can you drink that stuff.”  
 
   The little wizard gave a little pout.  “Allow me my indulgences Dema, as I allow you yours.” He jerked his head in the direction of the bedchamber where Kimbolt slumbered easily.  “We have both earned some little comfort for what we have endured these long years.”
 
   “We would have survived any how, you know.” Dema returned to a theme they had often explored in private moments.  “We would have survived without him.”
 
   “Without Maelgrum?” 
 
   “We had lasted three years before he came to us. Survived and grown stronger.”
 
   Odestus nodded.  “Aye, we survived, we might even have survived this long.  But we would never have returned, not without the Master.”
 
   Dema was lost in thought for a moment. “Do you ever think of death Odestus, of a world without you in it?”
 
   The little wizard gave his companion a sharp look.  “Death will come to us all. Our existence is perhaps more perilous than we ever imagined it could be.  Between the Master’s wrath and our enemy’s assassins, each day is an adventure to be survived.  But I try not to think of death. The contemplation can be paralysing.”
 
   Dema nodded quickly in vigorous agreement.  “But suppose our deaths are all appointed. Suppose you knew when yours was due.  Would you try to avoid it, to face it or to fight it?”
 
   Odestus eyed the Medusa over the rim of his glass, braving the chilling stare of her gauze clad eyes in a bid to fathom her mood.  “The past can’t be changed,” he observed.  “But the future is not written.  For myself, I would prefer death to take me in my sleep at the age of a hundred and quite a lot and beyond that I prefer not to dwell on the matter.  But you my dear have always been a fighter, not just a fighter but a winner.  In a fight between you and death, it’s not the man with the scythe that I’d be betting on.”
 
   She laughed at that with the honest amusement which had always charmed him, from that first shadowy meeting in a dark alleyway twenty one years earlier, and he smiled to see her happy.  “Well dear Odestus when, no if, that day comes, I’ll do my best to keep your money safe.”
 
   ***
 
   “You found them then,” Cholus greeted the returning wanderers.  “Took you long enough.”
 
   The wispy bearded form of Thomelator the dogsbody stared back at him with unaccustomed defiance.  Even the two zombies he had been shepherding through the ruined city gateway seemed to sense the tension for they faltered in their stumbling.
 
   “Don’t you be staring me out you corpse loving apology for a necromancer,” Cholus unleashed a quick jet of invective to assert the natural order of things.   The audience of orcs and outlanders that formed the picket at the city limit grunted their approval, their interest roused at the prospect of an entertaining confrontation.  “If you want to play with the big boys then I can set your pets ablaze so’s you’ve nothing but ash to show Marwella for your morning’s efforts.  She might then decide you’d serve her better as a zombie than as a witless excuse for a wizard.”
 
   For a brief second Thomelator held his tormentor’s gaze, and Cholus thought he might have to make good his threat.  There was a whisper from an outlander to his left. The placing of a bet.   Cholus gave a flex of his forearm to loosen his sleeves and flexed his fingers in thaumatic menace.
 
   The taller of the zombies gave a hiss, an unusual vocalisation from the mindless ones, which gave them all a start and seemed to break the mood.   Thomelator’s head dropped in defeat and, with eyes fixed on the ground, he turned back to the road into the city.
 
   “That’s right,” Cholus taunted, ramming home his advantage.  “You stumble up the road to mama Marwella.  There’s plenty of rock clearing for you to do. Help the Master back to his old halls and caverns.  That’s all you and your pets are good for, labouring.  You’re not real wizards any of you.”
 
   The sorcerer enjoyed the satisfaction of Thomelator’s silent submission, no word of riposte, not even a raising of the eyes in his abuser’s direction, as the reedy necromancer and his two charges stumbled into the city.  “That’s right, you stick close to your dead kin,” Cholus called, for Thomelator was barely a couple of paces behind the staggering zombies.  “Maybe your hold will weaken enough and they’ll tear your throat out for you, maybe they think you’re already dead. To be sure you’d hardly be less use if you were.”
 
   He shouted a few more insults until the little trio had turned the corner, so he did not see the moment when the taller zombie fell back a step and hoarsely whispered, “Captain, forget your elvish pride and act like the feeble simpleton whose appearance you wear, or this plan will come to nothing”
 
   “My Lady,” the one in the shape of Thomelator acknowledged.
 
   “Hush,” the smaller zombie mumbled through fixed lips.  “and keep moving.”
 
   Another necromancer was coming down the street driving a dozen undead each burdened by a basket of rubble.  The task did little to feed the creatures’ incessant hunger and their shepherd needed all his efforts to hold them in his will.  As the newcomers passed the three spies, a couple of the genuine zombies hesitated in their shuffling gait, sniffing the air at the scarce disguised smell of fresh meat.  “Get those two moving, you halfwit,” the necromancer called.  “The slaves are nearly through to the old chambers and the Master is growing impatient.”
 
   Obediently the three spies staggered up the main street, meeting an ever increasing flow of traffic as they neared the town square. Like the rest of Morwencairn, the town square was on a noticeable incline with the Western side somewhat higher than the Eastern side.  The centrepiece of the open plaza had been the great statue of Thren the fifth atop his column of triumph, with the crowned leaders of the Eastern lands bowing down in submission to him at the pillar’s foot.  The entire edifice had gone, reduced to rubble on one side of the open space.  In its place was a yawning maw, twenty foot in diameter, in the centre of the square.  Steady streams of zombies were entering the steeply sloped tunnel beyond, while others of their kind were leaving bearing with them the detritus of excavation.  Dust covered men and women huddled in the open, coughing and spluttering as far as exhaustion would let them, while orcs and outlanders stood an unnecessary guard duty.  
 
   The trio of interlopers skulked unsteadily along the Southern side of the plaza heading for the steeply rising avenue which led towards the heights of the capital.
 
   “Where you going?” an orc challenged them.  “Digging is over there.” The lime hued monster waved an arm towards the mined opening in the middle of the plaza.
 
   “The temple,” Tordil in Thomelator’s form hastily assured him.
 
   “No-one goes up there, not without escort,” the orc grunted.
 
   “You escort us then,” Tordil commanded.  “Or you can answer to Marwella as to why you have delayed her servants.  You know how many orc bodies walk with the undead, denied pleasure in the feasting halls of the afterlife? Do you want to be one of them?”
 
   The orc glowered uncertainly.  
 
   “Vos amici mei mandabo, Orcus!”  At Tordil’s declamation, his hand twirling in a subtle incantation, the orc’s grimace softened into a lopsided grin.  “You will escort us then?”
 
   “Yes, little master, Borok escort you,” the orc agreed slapping an arm against his leather breastplate in salute. 
 
   So the quartet of enchanted orc, faux zombies, and disguised elf trod and shuffled along the cobbles of the regal avenue to the summit of Morwencairn.  A score or more of orcs and outlanders patrolled the open space between temple and citadel.  They spared an interested glance at the arrival of a wizard and two zombies, but the presence of Borok and the group’s self-assured walk towards the temple steps quickly stifled their curiosity. 
 
   The two ersatz zombies faltered as they crossed the steps. The polished marble was obscured by countless splattered red brown stains. A testament to the bloody tragedy which had recently unfolded at the temple’s entrance.  The steps gave them some excuse for the stumbling to mask the nauseated dismay which had shaken their composure.
 
   The temple itself was deserted.  A great slaughter had been wrought in here as outside, but the dead were evident only in the trails and splashes of their life’s blood across the ruin of broken pews and sundered altar.  This holiest of the chapels of the Goddess still held some terror for the orcs and outlanders for her ire burned into the consciences of the infidels and betrayers alike.  It was not a tangible sense of threat, more a deeply nauseating sense of foreboding.  Borok bobbed unhappily the chains of Tordil’s enchantment loosened by the intrusive atmosphere.   
 
   “What you want in this place anyway?” he demanded querulously.
 
   “The Master himself commanded it,” Tordil replied in a soothing voice. The two zombies walked, a little too smoothly, down the nave gazing up and around at the devastation.  Then the smaller one gasped. Hanging over the altar was a bloodied rag of a man.  Ropes from the body’s wrists slung over sconces in the wall pulled him into a crucifix.  Blood from a hundred wounds of varying depths had dripped, dribbled and spurted in a wide radius over the inlaid floor.  His white hair was torn, shorn and plastered in blood across his face.  The beard of which he had, in life been so proud, had formed a makeshift gag to stifle his final screams.
 
   “By the Goddess,” the smaller zombie exclaimed.  “It is Archbishop Forven.”
 
   The last vestiges of Tordil’s charm spell evaporated at this unfeasibly articulate zombie.  Instead the orc’s face twisted in a fury as fierce as battle rage.  “You not zombies,” he howled.  “You tricked me, wizardspawn.”  Borok slid his broad sword from its scabbard, making the small zombie the first focus for his wrath.  His target ducked with a squeak and fled along the nave.  The pursuing orc was blind to the danger as the other zombie and the wizard mumbled hasty incantations.  The wizard’s struck first and the unfortunate Borok erupted in flame.  Screaming in rage and pain he spun round.  The sword flailed still as the howling orcish torch blundered towards the temple entrance.  
 
   The taller zombie seized a broken strut from the floor and swung it like a club, catching the incandescent orc behind the knees. Still alive despite the flames that consumed his leathery hide, Borok swung wildly with his sword at ankle height.  The zombie leapt lightly over the blade and clubbed the orc again across the head.  The wizard drew a fine elven blade from concealement beneath the robes on his back and, with a precise thrust, silenced the unfortunate Borok permanently.
 
   “Check the door, Hepdida,” the taller zombie commanded, exchanging a scowl with the wizard.  The smaller zombie scurried to the temple entrance while her companions exchanged a few heated words.  “There’s only three of us, Tordil.  This had to be subtle and unobtrusive, not drawing attention to ourselves.  Where in the name of the Goddess does an immolation spell fit with that?”
 
   “Twas the first one that sprang to mind, my Lady,” the wizard replied.
 
   “There’s a couple of orcs coming this way.”  The smaller one had taken a peek through a crack in the door. “They just look curious now, but they’ll be more than that when they see the Captain’s latest roast.”
 
   “See it,” the leader snorted. “They’ll smell it in a moment.  Quick, through the sacistry to the Archbishop’s palace.”
 
   The others needed no encouragement.  The storming of the temple had sundered all the bars and bolts that might have secured the doorways and bought them some time.  There was no option but to run, to run and find somewhere to hide.  They disappeared down the passageway at the Eastern end of the chancel just as the two orcs pushed their way in through the Western entrance.  There was a clamour of guttural grunts when they espied the smouldering remnants of Borok followed by barked orders to summon reinforcements from the plaza.
 
   In the corridor, hidden from view, there was a shimmer of dis-spelled energy as the interlopers abandoned their magical disguises and took on once more the form of elf captain, red headed priestess and scarred servant girl.  Only the borrowed rags and faded robes remained of their masquerade. 
 
   “You’d better be right about this hidden gateway, girl,” Niarmit said.  “Right and quick.  Which way is it?”
 
   Hepdida led them swiftly through a warren of corridors. The Archbishop’s palace adjoined the temple and had been home not just to the leading prelate but sundry other notables in the church of the Goddess.  The quarters of sexton and canon and under-bishop together with their myriad assistants and servants ensured that the archbishop’s residence was nearly as capacious a complex as the citadel itself.  All around were the signs of the sacking.  Corridors strewn with torn papers and ripped cloth, doors caved in and blood scrawls on the walls.  Hepdida led the way up a back stairway to an upper landing.  She stopped outside a double doorway imprinted with the sigil of the Archbishop.  “It’s here,” she announced, pointing at the wall opposite the doorway.
 
   Tordil set to work, fingers tracing the smooth surface in search of some hidden seam where the stone might slide open.  “I can find nothing,” he announced in exasperation.  Echoing down the corridors came the shouts and grunts of pursuit.  “You must be mistaken girl. Truly there is nothing here.”
 
   “Are you quite sure, Hepdida?”  Niarmit probed with one eye in the stairway they had emerged from, whence the shouts of orc and outlander were drawing rapidly closer.  “Could you have mis-remembered it?”
 
   The girl sniffed at this fresh doubt and pushed the elf to one side.  “Of course I am sure.” Her hands stroked the stone and at their touch a fine line of light lit up which stretched and spread into the outline of a portal.  As elf and priestess watched in stunned silence, the light faded leaving only the dark bevelled edges to the dressed stone door.  Hepdida gave the centre of the doorway a firm push and it pivoted noiselessly upwards to reveal steps spiralling down within the thick palace wall.
 
   The clatter of mailed feet on the stairs they had ascended gave the trio all the encouragement they needed to duck through the opening.  The stone door swung shut behind them and, with the briefest flare of magic, sealed itself once more invisible.  The darkness was absolute for a few seconds but then Niarmit found herself able to discern the shadowy forms of her companions.  At first she had thought it was simply her eyes growing accustomed to the darkness, but then she saw the light emanating from small gemstones set in niches on the wall, glowing with faint magical illumination.  
 
   “I would swear there was nothing there,” Tordil was muttering, still rueing his failure to discover the opening
 
   “I told you it was,” Hepdida riposted.
 
   “How did you know?” Niarmit asked looking around at the walls of well formed masonry.  “How could a servant girl know and uncover a secret that could remain hidden from an elven sorcerer?”
 
   Hepdida shrugged at Niarmit’s enquiry.  “When I was a girl, my mother served in the Archbishop’s palace l lived in the servant’s quarters.  An observant child could learn a lot.”
 
   “We should move,” Tordil hissed as a commotion of shouts dimly penetrated the sealed stone door.  “The alert will spread to the citadel soon enough. Let us get there before their vigilance is fully roused.”
 
   Niarmit nodded her consent and Hepdida led the way down the winding spiral.  The priestess estimated they had descended full four flights.  That took them well below not just the basement kitchens but the under-cellars of the prelate’s palace, before the staircase ended in a low ceilinged simple passageway.  More of the enchanted gems warmed to cast their magical light along its length revealing an even corridor lined with dressed stone.  It led away in an arrow straight line inclined gently downwards. 
 
   “Is this heading West?” Niarmit queried, her mental compass disorientated by the spiralling descent.
 
   Hepdida nodded with a gulp.  “Come on.”
 
   “Methinks you’re an unusually observant servant girl to know of this passageway.”  Tordil observed sourly as he followed.
 
   They passed an opening to the left and then another to the right, but Hepdida walked past both of them, albeit with a slight shudder.  “Are you all right?” Niarmit asked.
 
   “Old memories. I got lost here once as a child. My mother found me crying.”
 
   The floor had flattened out between the two openings and now it began to rise again. Niarmit reckoned they had gone about four hundred yards when the corridor ended at the foot of another spiral staircase.   
 
   “You know where this comes out?”  Niarmit asked.
 
   Hepdida shrugged.  “Inside the citadel, that’s all my mother told me.”
 
   “If you and your mother knew of this, mere servants, what chance is there that others have not discovered it also?” Tordil bristled.  “What’s to say there isn’t a troop of orcs and outlanders waiting for us at the top of this stairway?” 
 
   “You couldn’t discover it,” Hepdida simply reminded the elf.
 
   “Enough bickering,” Niarmit snapped at them both.  “Tordil’s spell of disguise and Hepdida’s local knowledge have already got us far deeper into an enemy occupied fortress than we had any right to expect.  If the Goddess has smiled thus far on our venture, then I think we may trust to her favour a little while longer.”  So saying she began to climb, followed by the chastened elf and servant girl.
 
   The stairway ended in another blank stone wall which proved inpenetrable to Tordil’s craft.   They looked at Hepdida but the girl replied “I never came this far before. I don’t know how this one works.”
 
   With a sigh, Niarmit leant against the wall and immediately the thin glowing tracery outlining a door began to appear.  “Hah,” the priestess announced.  “It seems these doorways need a woman’s touch?”
 
   “Or maybe it was enchanted by some elf hater of Thren the eighth’s time,” Tordil suggested, resigned to his failure.
 
   They held their collective breath as the door swung open around its ceiling pivot, but there was no clash of steel or shouts of alarm from any sentry.  Carefully they stepped from their hiding place into the heart of the captured fortress.   “Do you recognise it?” Tordil asked as they surveyed the broad corridor they had just entered.  It stretched to left and right and opposite them was a pair of ancient double doors decorated with ornate carvings of the crest of Eadran the Vanquisher.  
 
   Niarmit shook her head.  “I never saw much of the citadel and then only the public receiving rooms.  I would say we are in the king’s private chambers.”
 
   “Where now then?”
 
   “And where are the orcs and outlanders?”  Hepdida asked the obvious question.
 
   Straining to hear, Niarmit caught the sound of distant shouts, muffled by walls and doors.  “I think Tordil’s diversion in the temple may be working to our advantage.  It seems to have drawn some attention across the plaza.  As to direction, well?”  She clasped her hand around the Ankh still hanging on its chain from her neck.  There was an unaccustomed warmth to it and, on an impulse she declared, “We go this way.”
 
   As they rounded the corner at the end, they ran straight into two burly outlanders engaged in an agitated conversation about false alarms and idiot orcs and wizards.  Surprise was on the intruders’ side as Tordil skewered one and Niarmit spun a spell of holding that immobilised the other.  Another swing of Tordil’s sword and the guards had been finished off without a sound.  Still there was no place to conceal the bodies nor time to wait for others to happen upon them.  Niarmit seized a mace and shield from one corpse, while Hepdida grabbed a dagger from the other. Reassured at having a weapon in her hands, Niarmit leapt on, guided by the growing heat within the ankh.  It was not that sharp burst of fire when her unknown heir had died, but a more comforting glow of reassurance.
 
   The passageways were becoming more familiar as they reached the public areas.  They jinked through an empty antechamber where once petitioners had waited for an audience with the King. A solitary orc was ambling along the corridor between throne room and antechamber when the trio fell upon him.  Tordil’s sword missed its first thrust and Niarmit’s spell gripped too late to silence the cry of alarm from the creature’s throat.  It was but seconds to rectify the fault and send the orc spinning in its own ichor to the floor, but the damage was done.  Two grey green faces poked out of a side passage and quickly took in the scene.  They took the precaution of raising the alarm before charging down on the hostile trio.
 
   “In here, now.”  Niarmit commanded, pushing Hepdida ahead of her into the throne room.  Tordil followed, spinning round to bar the door behind them, just as the orcs hammered into it.   The bar bowed before the impact but still held.  Niarmit glanced around the great throne room.  It was a place she had not seen since her ill-fated petition to King Bulveld seeking assistance for her hard pressed father.  It was empty now, inhabited by shades and shadows.  Tordil and Hepdida sprinted along the side walls barring the other entrances as Niarmit paced down the centre aisle towards the pillar on which sat the object of their quest.  There was an ugly sprawling stain of red and brown on the floor before the pillar and the defilement of this place was tangible in the foul ordure that orcs had thrown or smeared across floor and walls and the stench of their waste.  But the Helm gleamed inviolate atop its pedestal.  There was renewed shouting at the door and now the other entrances were subjected to some external assault. 
 
   “We’re trapped,” Hepdida cried.
 
   “If that is indeed a weapon, my lady,” Tordil called as Niarmit drew level with the gleaming artefact.  “Then now would be a good time to try it out.”
 
   Niarmit picked up the Helm two handed and felt a longing throb from the ankh about her neck.  It was a simple smooth basinet of untarnished steel.  Its surface was unmarked, unpitted by blow or corrosion.   A solid piece of beaten metal with a face plate that covered eyes and nose but not the mouth.   She turned it over in her hands, looked inside for any clue as to its power.  
 
   There was a crack from the bar at the double doored main entrance. It would not hold for long.  “Now my lady?”  Tordil called.
 
   Niarmit spun round to face the danger and lifted the Helm above her head.  She shut her eyes, muttered her father’s name in prayer, and brought the ancient helmet firmly down upon her head.  
 
   There was an explosion of light in her eyes, a burning sensation at her temple and then everything went black.
 
   ***
 
   Niarmit could not at first understand why she was blind, then she remembered how the helm covered the eyes with solid metal plate, and then she realised her eyes were still shut and she opened them and she could see and what she saw made no sense at all.
 
   She was still clad in the stinking stolen rags of the zombie that she had been impersonating, but the Helm was not on her head and she was not in the throne room of the citadel.
 
   She was in a garden looking up at a palace, a great sprawling palace that stretched in diverse wings to left and right, each element of it reminiscent of a different architectural era and all clashing in an unholy melange of styles.  Though it had been near evening on a grey cloudy autumn day when she had put on the Helm, the noon sun shone brightly summer high in a clear blue sky.  Somewhere a bell was ringing, like a call to prayer, and then there was a figure, a man running from the palace down angled steps to the garden in which she waited, bemused and worried for her absent friends.
 
   The man was thin with sandled feet and a toga of white cloth edged in purple wrapped around his body and over his shoulder.  The tight garb seemed to restrict his movements for he took short fast steps as he descended to Niarmit’s level.  “So sorry,” he was saying.  “So very sorry.”
 
   Niarmit frowned as he stopped and bowed low.  “Where is this? Why are you sorry? Am I dead? Is this some kind of heaven?”  
 
   “Oh no, Majesty,” he said while maintaining his supplicant’s pose.  “I’m sorry I was not here to welcome you.  We have been waiting so long and we were not sure when to expect you.”
 
   “Expect me?”
 
   “Come please,” he held out his hand.  “Come with me, there is much to explain and we don’t have much time.”
 
   She pulled away from him.  “We have no time at all.  My friends are in danger.  I was in the throne room when I was magicked away to this place. I must get back to them.”
 
   The man looked her steadily in the eye and said with utmost seriousness, “you are still in the throne room Majesty.”  When she returned his stare with unbridled scepticism he went on, “you are still there at your coronation, though times have changed somewhat if these are now the robes in which the ruler of the salved is crowned.”
 
   Niarmit looked down at the stained zombie rags which had drawn the man’s curious stare.  “It was a rather unconventional coronation and there is unfinished business I have there. How do I get back?”
 
   He was silent, glaring at her garments with fierce concentration and then the tattered cloth glowed and shifted until she was dressed in fine blue doublet and breeches.  “I think you will find that more suitable, Majesty.”
 
   Niarmit gazed at her transformed garb.  “What kind of wizard are you?”
 
   The man shook his head humbly.  “Oh no, Majesty.  I am no wizard.  All of us here can transform the fabric of this place to suit our needs and desires.  My own skill is but slight. See those flowers,” he pointed at a bed of bright purple fuscias.  “I made those, I try to keep the gardens nice.”
 
   “Us? There are others here?  Who are they? Are you their leader?”
 
   “Forgive me, Majesty. These greetings have been done so rarely these centuries past that I am somewhat out of practice.  My name is Santos, Steward of the Helm and this is the Domain of the Helm. I serve I do not lead.”  
 
   “Serve who?”
 
   Santos’ brow furrowed at the question.  “Come, Majesty. Time is short before the bell rings again and there is much you must know first.”
 
   His sense of urgency resonated with her own and drew her into following him, even though any comprehension of her surroundings or situation eluded her. The Steward hurried up the steps towards a side entrance into the bizarre accretion of styles that was the palace. In the limited opportunity that Niarmit had been afforded to study her escort, she saw a man past middle years with thinning mousey hair atop a pale face.  Wiry arms and calves poking from beyond his robe denoted a frame devoid of excess flesh.  “You speak in riddles master Santos,” she told him.
 
   He paused with a smile at the sobriquet.  “As I have said Majesty, I am no master.  I should have been here to meet you but it has been some weeks since your father’s passing and I had begun to think you had foresworn the Helm as so many others have.”
 
   “My father passed five years ago,” Niarmit interrupted sharply.  
 
   The Steward’s face creased in a frown of puzzlement.  “Sure Majesty, time can stretch and squeeze here as occasion demands, but I am certain it is but weeks since King Gregor passed.”
 
   “Gregor,” Niarmit sighed at the re-enforcement of Feyril’s tale.
 
   “Would you like to see him?”
 
   “What!”  Niarmit stopped mid-stride quite non-plussed by the request.
 
   “It is customary, Majesty.  Most of your forbears use this time to pay their respects.”
 
   “Gregor is here?!”
 
   Santos took her surprised exclamation as acquiescence.  “This way, Majesty,” he ducked through the doorway and set off down a marbled corridor.  Niarmit struggled to keep up with the short quick steps of the steward.  The corridor opened into a circular chamber with a domed ceiling.  In the centre was a stone sarcophagus on which lay a reclining statue of a man arms crossed over his chest.  Beckoned closer by the insistent Santos, Niarmit saw that it was no statue but the body of a man.  She had met him on barely a dozen occasions and she racked her memory of those meetings, searching for some hint of favour or special recognition which would corroborate Feyril’s account of her conception.  She could find none.  The coal black hair and beard, the stern jaw of the still form roused echoes of an image from her youth when a child of an obscure general smiled into the sombre visage of a Crown Prince.  “He looks younger than when I last saw him,” she said, thinking how skilled was the embalmer’s art in this unfathomable dream into which she had fallen.
 
   “The Domain of the Helm preserves the vigour of the kings,” Santos intoned before asking.  “Forgive me Majesty, but what is your title?”
 
   “Title?”
 
   “Name Majesty, your given name.  Gregor did not mention you when first he visited here and he has not returned since the day of his coronation.  Your presence assures me some misfortune has befallen his sons.”
 
   Niarmit gave a hollow laugh.  “You are not alone, Santos.  There are few people that Gregor spoke to concerning the existence of Niarmit, his bastard daughter.  I never had even a smile from him while he was alive.”
 
   The Steward’s mouth twitched in a sympathetic mien. “Touch him, Majesty. Soothe his brow. Make your peace with him.”
 
   Niarmit reached out obediently and then recoiled.  “He is warm!” she glanced at the dead king’s chest and saw the barely perceptible rise and fall of respiration.  “He breathes!”
 
   In angry shock she rounded on the Steward seizing his wrist even as he tried to back away.  “What place is this, Santos? What trickery what vile magic has swept me from my friends into the company of the living dead?”
 
   “This is the Domain of the Helm,”  Santos repeated nervously.  “It is the place where the scions of Eadran the Vanquisher can live on for ever.  Gregor has slept since he passed, but now you have worn the Helm he will shortly awaken and take his place in the grand hall of the Vanquisher.”
 
   Niarmit shook him.  “What nonsense is this prattle of living forever.  I was told the Helm was a weapon. I was told it would help my friends. They are in danger now.”
 
   “The Helm is a gateway it is a bridge to this realm,” Santos quaked.  “Those who wear it can sit astride that junction both in this world and that.”
 
   “But I’m not wearing the blasted Helm! Tell me now and fast, how do I get back?” 
 
   “Along here,” Santos waved her down a wider passage opposite the slumbering form of Gregor.   They emerged in a semicircular chamber with a vaulted ceiling.  Freizes of battle scenes decorated walls and ceiling.  Niarmit recognised several of them from tales she had heard as a child, commemorations of key episodes of the Salved’s martial triumphs.  Two concentric semi circles of stone thrones faced the chamber’s flat wall.   At the wall’s centre was a raised dais, surmounted by a gilded throne.  Hovering above the throne, suspended in the air, was the burnished steel Helm of Eadran.  
 
   “I put that on my head, I was wearing it,” Niarmit exclaimed.
 
   “You still are, Majesty,” Santos asserted the impossible with infuriating calmness.
 
   Niarmit seized the Steward’s arm and twisted it behind his back tight enough to draw a wince and to assure him of the potential for more serious discomfort.   “Enough! Speak plain what is this place and how do I get back?”
 
   “The Domain of the Helm,” Santos began and then gave another sharp squeak as Niarmit applied more pressure.
 
   “I know its name already.”
 
   “The Domain of the Helm,” Santos repeated through gritted teeth.  “Is a pocket in the planes created by Eadran the Vanquisher, greatest warrior mage the Petred Isle has ever seen.  Only those who wear the Helm can enter the Domain.  When first you wear the Helm, it will mark you.”  Here Santos gestured towards the side of Niarmit’s head where the burning sensation she had felt had now faded to a dull throb.  “And on that first occasion it will bring you to the gardens where the Steward of the Helm can greet you and induct you into the mysteries of this place.  Between the sounding of the bells, time here runs faster than in your home plane. To those you left behind barely the taking of a breath has passed since you put on the helm, but when the second bell strikes time will again run as fast here as there.
 
   “Now that you are marked as a wearer of the Helm, you will move between here and there by taking your place on the gilded throne and simply raising or lowering the Helm.  While you sit on that throne you are a bridge between the two planes. Your soul is in this plane, safe and invulnerable, but your mind can control your body.”
 
   “To get back, I sit there and wear that version of Helm and when I remove it I will be in the other throne room?”
 
   “Yes Majesty.”
 
   Niarmit sprang to the throne and pulled the Helm down upon her head.  Despite the visor it placed across her eyes she found she could see into the citadel throne room which she had just left, feel her body, the cool of the marble floor on her bare feet, see Hepdida and Tordil gazing towards her, alarm etched on their faces. Tordil’s mouth half open in some exclamation.  But none of them stirred, frozen in time, even Niarmit’s own body would not answer to her command, sensing but unresponsive to her will.  
 
   She lifted the Helm and found herself again in the Domain of the Helm with Santos standing expectantly infront of her, his palms sliding over each other in an endless mime of hand washing.  
 
   “What have you done to me? I am paralysed in that realm, my friends magically held.”
 
   “Majesty, the second bell has not rung yet. Until it does time here is running faster than there.  There is still a minute or two until the realms fall back into synchronisation.”
 
   “And until then no harm can befall my friends?”
 
   “Nothing is happening to them Majesty.”
 
   Niarmit drew a deep breath and looked again around at her surroundings. The frescos of ancient battles on the walls featured so many images with the king at their centre wearing the simple steel helm and scattering his foes like chaff in the wind.
 
   “Tell me, Santos,” Niarmit asked heavily.   “In the minute we have left, how is this gimmickry a weapon of war?”
 
   “In the first instance the wearer of the Helm is protected from all attacks launched from our home plane.   No spell or blow can hurt your body while your soul resides here.  Indeed any not of Eardran’s bloodline that lay hands upon the helm or its wearer will be repulsed by fire and lightning.   That is a powerful defence.”
 
   “And what of offense. How does one carry the fight to an enemy?”
 
   The Steward gazed round at the double row of thrones.  “The wearer of the Helm can draw on the strength of all his forbears who in their turn embraced eternal life and dared to wear the Helm.”
 
   “You mean those who wear the Helm impart some of their strength to it on their death?”
 
   Santos’ eyebrows peaked as he struggled to reframe his explanation.  “No Majesty, not some part of their strength.  It is their very souls that are tied to this Domain and at the moment of their death, the Helm claims them.  It brings them here to reside for ever in a land of safety shaped by and for their wills.”
 
   A cold dread gripped at Niarmit’s heart.  “Here? They come here at their death.  What if I choose not to come when that fate befalls me?”
 
   Perplexed the steward give an apologetic moue.  “You have already chosen, Majesty.  You have worn the Helm.  Your soul and fate are linked to it forever.”
 
   “By the Goddess,” Niarmit cried.
 
   “Be not fearful Majesty.   Those who wear the Helm are assured a long life by its protection and, when age finally wearies them, they will come to their own private domain to share eternity with their forbears.”
 
   “What a fucking nightmare!” Niarmit exclaimed.  “And where are these forbears. I take it these thrones are for the three dozen kings and queens of the salved, not in any great hurry to greet me I see.”
 
   “Twenty two,” the steward corrected and indeed Niarmit’s quick count of thrones fell someway short of the number of the Vanquisher’s successors.  “There are some who sat upon the royal throne and yet refused to wear the Helm.   They have no seat in this hall.”
 
   “Wiser rulers or better counsellled than I,” Niarmit growled.  “How was this blasphemy not shouted from the rooftops, that a mere man should strive to make some alternate heaven for their own afterlife?” 
 
   “None who wear the Helm can speak to others of its power or nature,” Santos replied. “The dweomer around the Domain of the Helm prevents even the attempt.  The Vanquisher did not intend that his secrets should be shared with all and sundry.”
 
   “And where are these twenty two fools now, poltroons duped into this prison by the hubris of a mercenary?”
 
   Santos grew pale at Niarmit’s anger.  “The Domain can be as great or small as its inhabitants choose.  Most of them have created lodges and hunting grounds for themselves elsewhere within the domain.  Well stocked forests, fresh running rivers, the finest minstrel music summoned on a whim, this is no purgatory, Majesty.  The former Majesties can be summoned but these centuries past have rarely chosen to attend the central palace.”  
 
   “And you, Santos, which of my kingly forbears were you?”
 
   “Majesty, I am servant and steward only.  I never wore a crown, I have no throne. My seat is over there.” He pointed to a simple chair set apart from the ornate stone thrones. “I have resided here in the Domain since first the Helm was forged.”
 
   “A thousand years? Santos, how did it not drive you mad?”
 
   The Steward glanced quickly down at his toes wriggling within the open sandals.  “I am too simple to go mad, Majesty,” he mumbled.  He looked up to meet Niarmit’s unwavering gaze and then glanced away again, fingers twisting the fabric of his toga.
 
   There was something else, some other secret to add to the awful truth of this Helm, but before Niarmit could press the matter a hidden bell rang once more and she rammed the Helm back upon her head.
 
   ***
 
   Instantly she was back in the citadel throne room, seeing through the opaque visor of the Helm as clearly as through glass.  The shadowy outline of that other throne room persisted like viewing the world through the threads of a spider’s web, but she found that the overlaid image hardened or faded as her concentration shifted from the simpering Santos to the anxious Tordil.  Looking down at herself she saw again the tattered rags of the zombie’s clothing rather than the fine cloth in which the Steward’s whims had garbed her.  
 
   “The door won’t hold my Lady,” the elf Captain declared superfluously as the bar at the far end splintered beneath another blow.
 
   “What do we do?” Hepdida’s voice cracked with supressed panic.
 
   “Back the way we came!” Niarmit commanded.  “When I give the word, Tordil unbar the door.  I’ll go through first. Clear the way.  Then you take Hepdida back to the hidden passageway.  She should be able to open the door even if you can’t.  I’ll join you as soon as I can.”
 
   “Are you sure my Lady?” the elf asked.
 
   “Absolutely,” Niarmit lied.   She offered a silent prayer to the Goddess not daring to imagine how the deity would view this obscene pursuit of twisted immortality, still less the disfavour that should come with her own unwitting subscription to the sacrilege.  “By the Goddess, I didn’t know,” she ended her entreaty and prepared to trust her safety to the protection of this vile heresy.
 
   Tordil flung off the bars and three orcs tumbled into the room.  Niarmit was on them in an instant.  The elf too swung his sword to strike one down, but Niarmit shrieked, “take Hepdida and run you fool.”
 
   Swallowing the urge to fight normally, to hold the shield high and watchfully seek out the enemy’s weaknesses, Niarmit flung herself into the fray. She let the orcs circle round to surround her as she plunged  at one of them.  Whether the Goddess approved or not, the magic held.  The orc’s blows bounced off some hidden armour and the leader, who had sacrificed position for what seemed sure to be a killing thrust found that his strike did no harm and a split second later Niarmit’s stolen mace crushed the side of his head.  A second orc, seeing his sword deflected for a third time, abandoned the weapon to leap on Niarmit’s back.  There was an explosion of light and sound as the hapless creature was sent flying across the throne room, while his compatriot fell stunned into incapacity by a blast which left Niarmit, at its epicentre, quite untouched.
 
   With the way momentarily clear, Niarmit stepped out into the corridor.   A quartet of outlanders falling upon her met a similar fate to the orcs.  The screams and shrieks of burning flesh subdued the curiosity of others long enough for Niarmit to duck out of sight through the antechamber and start sprinting along the corridors to the safety of the concealed passage.
 
   Somebody was screaming, but when she glanced behind there was no-one there.  Yet still the screaming came, a voice calling, “he is coming, he is coming!”  She had just identified the speaker as Santos when there was an explosion of fire through all her senses and she was falling tumbling against hard stone objects that had not been infront of her a moment earlier.  And then it all went black.
 
   ***
 
   “At last, the bitch stirs,” a man’s voice snarled as Niarmit returned to wakefulness.  Her ears were ringing and the stone was cool beneath her cheek.  When she tried to push herself into a sitting position a dizzying nausea nearly overwhelmed her, not helped by the acrid smell of burnt flesh which filled her nostrils.
 
   “Move slowly, Majesty,” Santos’s voice was by her ear, his hands supported her as she rose.  “Your wits will come back to you shortly.”
 
   “Silence non-blood slug.  This feeble child is at my disposal,” the same harsh voice barked.  “I will deal with your treachery shortly.”
 
   “I did nothing, Majesty,” the steward wailed.
 
   “Aye, nothing.  You told me nothing of our new arrival. That is your treason.”
 
   At her side Santos whimpered, and again the acrid smell of burning filled Niarmit’s nostrils.   She wondered what injury she had suffered and when the pain would come.  Slowly her vision cleared and she recognised the throne room in the Domain of the Helm.   She was slumped between two of the stone thrones at the foot of the dais, held around her shoulders by the Steward.  “I am sorry,” he was saying. “I would have told you.”
 
   “Told me what?” Niarmit muttered looking up at the gilded throne and its new occupant.   She could not see his face, not fully for he wore the helm.  His jaw was sharp adorned with a precisely shaved beard that came to a narrow point at his chin.  A thin straight moustache surmounted bloodless and unsmiling lips.  He wore red robes lined with fur and decorated with the head of a serpent.  However it was his hands, resting palms upwards on the arms of the throne, which drew her attention.  In their blackened and blistered skin was the origin of the smell that had assailed Niarmit’s senses.  Fresh weeping wounds which had scourged the skin through to red flesh beneath.  It must have given him unspeakable pain and yet the newcomer seemed oblivious too it.  “Your hands?” she murmured incredulously.  “Who are you?”
 
   “Tell her slug,” he thundered.  “It is not fit that the greatest mage the world has ever seen should have to be his own herald.”
 
   “Of course, Majesty.”  Santos bobbed towards the throne’s occupant before turning back to Niarmit.   “Majesty, you are in the presence of His Majesty Chirard the third, King of the Salved, Emperor of the Petred Isle.”
 
   “Slayer of Dragons, Curse of the Nomads, Heir to the Monar Empire, Overlord of the Eastern Lands, Patriarch of the Elves, Comissioner of the Dwarven race.” Dissatisfied with the Steward’s introduction, the throne’s occupant rattled off a further series of titles, his voice rising in pitch with each self-determined honour.
 
   “Chirard,” Niarmit murmured. “Chirard the Kinslayer, Chirard the mad.”
 
   “Chirad the Great, Chirard the Magnificent.” The screeched rejoinder bordered on the hysteric.
 
   Niarmit struck.  The Helm was the gateway between this world and hers. He had stolen it from her. She must steal it back. Seize it, wear it and remove it to return to her own world.  Once there she would never return to this hellish place until the moment of her death, when Feyril’s unwitting curse would claim her at the last.  All this ran through her mind in the instant it took her to leap to Chirard’s side.  Her hands slapped onto the steel helm fingers curling round its rim for the purchase to lift it free from the Kinslayer’s head.  But her grip never closed.  A burst of energy flung her back across the throne room at the instant her hands touched the metal.  Bruised and groaning she rose from the floor and looked at her own scalded palms while Chirad’s pale mouth widened in a roar of laughter. 
 
   “Only he who wears the Helm can freely remove it. Now be still bitch. There are questions you must answer.”
 
   Niarmit glanced down at her reddened palms, scorched by the briefest contact with the Helm.  “I thought the Helm protected me from harm.”
 
   “It protects you from the blows of our own material world and in this domain you cannot die,” Santos assured her.
 
   “But you can still hurt and be hurt here, can’t you slug?” Chirard interrupted, prompting a fresh quake of shivering in the Steward at Niarmit’s side. 
 
   “Where are my friends?” Niarmit demanded.  “Where am I? that is…. where is my living body.”
 
   Chirard’s mouth twisted in a grin beneath the mask of the helm.  “You wish to see where I have stationed your feeble mortal frame, bitch.  Well, take a seat, enjoy the ride.”
 
   “The thrones majesty,” Santos urged her.   “Take your place on this throne.”  
 
   Puzzled Niarmit sat down on a stone throne in the front rank, facing the gilded chair occupied by her insane helm wearing ancestor.  “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Place your hands on the armrests and close your eyes, Majesty,” Santos gently prompted.  “Any of the Majesties seated thus can see and feel through the eyes and body of the wearer of the Helm. They can share the bridge between the planes.”
 
   Niarmit rested her still stinging palms on the cool stone and shut her eyes.  Instantly she was back in her own body in the fortress of Morwencairn.   At the dizzying sight that greeted her she clenched her eyes still more tightly before she realised that the harder she closed them in the domain of the helm, the clearer she saw in the world her body inhabited.
 
   Forcing her eyes open took her away from the vertiginous prospect, back to the throne room and the grinning figure of Chirard.  “Where is that?” 
 
   “A king’s private perch, atop the temple steeple.  I always enjoyed the perspective. From there the people appear as they should, mere ants beneath my greatness. Come now, bitch, spawn of that line which murdered and disinherited me.  Close your eyes, let me show you what it means to be Emperor of the Petred Isle and wearer of the helm of Eadran.”
 
   Reluctantly Niarmit obeyed and once again found herself in her own body perched atop the slender spire of the temple.  It was her body, but it did not answer to her command.  Some other will than hers held her limbs in an easy balance against the wind that whipped up from the West.  Seated on a stone throne in the hall of the Vanquisher her knee trembled involuntarily at the perilous altitude, while her body at Chirard’s disposal was unfazed by the prospect.
 
   Niarmit yelped involuntarily as Chirard leant her forward seemingly beyond any point of equilibrium, but still she did not fall to the cobbled stones of the plaza a dizzying distance below.  His strident voice echoed in her ears.  “Now traitor spawn, I have questions for you.  I have spent near half an hour surveying this scene, and waiting for you to wake up from the trifling shock of being un-helmed.  I should warn you that, despite the many sobriquets I have claimed or been given by my enemies and my servants, Chirard the Patient was never numbered amongst them.  So, bitch, tell me quick and tell me true, why are there Orcs crawling all over my capital?”
 
   ***
 
   “Turn,” Haselrig instructed without looking up.
 
   Obediently Udecht leant over the work bench and turned the ancient sword so that the antiquary could inspect the other side of the pommel.  There was a squawk from the corner of the room where the Bishop’s orcish escort were amusing themselves with a game of bones.  Udecht had never tried to understand the rules, nor look too closely at the bones, which he suspected might once have belonged to a human child.  However, the latest throw seemed to have resulted in a win for the lime green guard over his duller hued companion.  “Gurag strike one,” the lime one announced. “Gurag make Nakesh kneel.”
 
   “Gurag feeble, Gurag could not make baby kneel,” the darker orc snarled as he leaned forward and tapped his knobbly forehead. “Go on try.”
 
   Udecht spared them a brief glance.  The constant stress of life as Xander’s prisoner had been replaced by the monotony of assisting Haselrig.  The ex-priest had been assigned the entire library as his workspace and tasked by Maelgrum with researching the bloodline magic of Eadran.  Udecht’s lineage gave him a certain value as the only one who could handle the artefacts without being blasted against a bookcase by the enduring protection of the Vanquisher’s magic.   Warm and relatively secure, it was still a tedious existance and the guards’ occasional confrontations provided a moment of distraction, if not quite entertainment.  
 
   The lime skinned Gurag braced himself for the strike at the grinning Nakesh, then with a sharp crack he snapped his head back and forward to crash his own uneven cranium into his colleague’s proffered head.  The crack of bone on bone was tangible and by any human standard both creatures should have been laid flat out insensible on the floor.  As it was, Gurag gave a howl of discomfort his hands flying to rub the point of contact.  Nakesh rose with a grin.  “See, even when Gurag win, Gurag loses.  Nakesh head is thicker,” he tapped his skull again.  
 
   “Much thicker,” Udecht murmured beneath his breath, but a moment of unfortunate silence from the others meant his private comment caught the ears of the orcs.
 
   “What you say?” Nakesh demanded.
 
   “He insult you,” Gurag taunted. “He say Nakesh not able to crack egg.”
 
   “Nakesh crack more than egg,” the dark skinned orc stormed.  “Nakesh crack prayer man’s head.”
 
   Udecht paled as the orc stepped towards him, his fellow guard grinning widely at the mischief he had sown.
 
   “To your post, Nakesh,” Haselrig commanded.  “The priest is my servant, and we work on the Master’s business. You would do well not to forget that.”
 
   “Prayer man should watch mouth,” the orc growled but he backed away nonetheless and picked up the bones for another throw.
 
   As the orcs returned to their unfathomable game, Haselrig spared Udecht a glance.  “You should be careful, your reverence.  Those two do not enjoy this duty.  Either of them would happily tempt the other one into killing you if it meant that at least the one of them could get out of this posting and back with their comrades.”
 
   “My murder would not please your vile overlord. Those who acted outside his orders would suffer,” Udecht replied sourly.
 
   “Aye, whoever did it would suffer greatly and that would merely amuse the one who didn’t get executed.  In the gutshredder’s camp they are even betting on which of Nakesh or Gurag cracks first.”
 
   The Bishop gave an indifferent shrug. Haselrig rested his elbows on the bench and cradling his chin in his hands, gave the prisoner a curious stare.  “Your reverence, your life is all you have left. Your last and most precious possession. If I were you, I would be more careful of it.”
 
   “I am not you, Haselrig and, thank the Goddess, never will be.” 
 
   The antiquary gave a wry grin.  “In the end by diverse paths we all become the things and people we least expected, your reverence.  I am sure you will be no different.”
 
   Udecht’s intended angry rebuttal of his warder’s assertion never found voice for an orc burst into the library in high agitation. “Mashter Haselrig,” he cried.  “The Bishop has stolen the helm. He is killing orcs and outlanders in the citadel.”
 
   “Has he!”  Gurag cried.
 
   “Is he?” Nakesh echoed.
 
   “We kill him now,” they declared drawing their jagged edged blades in a swift simultaneous movement.
 
   For all his declared indifference to his fate, Udecht backed against a shelf in fear of the vengeful orcs and was grateful for Haselrig’s swift interjection.  “Don’t be absurd.  You’ve seen yourself the Bishop has been with us here all day. How could he possibly have been or still be roaming the citadel wearing the Helm and killing people?”
 
   The orcs gave brief grunts of disappointment but the newcomer persisted with its argument despite the incontrovertible evidence of the Bishop’s presence infront of him.  “Prayer man is only one can hold the Helm, who else could it be.”
 
   Haselrig sighed.  “What exactly has happened?”   
 
   The orc scratched his head.  “We heard shouts from throne room.  Went there, plenty dead orcs and outlanders.  Helm was gone.  Outlander saw human wearing Helm duck out of sight, saw him run, but he disappeared.  Don’t know where he went.”  Following his own logic the orc waved his axe at the baffled Udecht.   “Could be he went here. Could be is prayer man.”
 
   “Bishop Udecht has not left my side all day, besides he could not wear the Helm and live.  Prince Xander thought he was the next in line and the Helm destroyed him for his folly.   It is hardly likely that Xander’s younger brother would escape the same fate.”
 
   The orc’s craggy brow creased in puzzlement.  The pursuit of such logic was beyond him and of far less note than the presence of a potential culprit, even if the pieces of the story did not entirely add up.  Haselrig barrelled over the creature’s dissatisfaction.  “Where is the Master now?”
 
   “He went to caves.  The diggers is nearly through. He went to see them.”
 
   “This is of more importance than uncovering his ancient halls,” Haslerig declared.   “You, go and tell him to come here.”
 
   The orc paled visibly.  “Me?  me tell Master to come here? Me not tell Master anything.”
 
   Haslerig nodded at the orc’s understandable reluctance to dare giving Maelgrum instructions.
 
   “Tell him just that Gregor’s heir is here. I am sure he will choose to come.”
 
   The orc scurried away while Nakesh and Gurag looked to Haselrig for direction in this strange turn of events.  Still pressed against the bookcase Udecht saw the bafflement of concern in the faces of Maelgrum’s minions and, for the first time in weeks, felt a brief flicker of hope.
 
   ***
 
   Niarmit cried out as a stab of lightning inflamed her nerves.  Instinctively reluctant to share anything with the insane occupier of the gilded throne, she had to admit that his methods were persuasive.
 
   “Majesty, you would do well to answer His Majesty’s questions. He has not yet begun to test your mettle.”
 
   “Santos the slug speaks true,” Chirard echoed.  “He knows from vast experience.  No one dies here, but they can suffer, suffer greatly. So bitch, how is it that orcs have conquered my capital city and are shitting in my throne room?”
 
   Breathing heavily Niarmit glared back at the interrogator.  In the moments when the pain had driven her eyes shut she had seen her physical form atop the temple steeple quite untouched by Chirard’s torture.  The marks and burns that his magic drew were felt only by her soul in the Domain of the Helm but, even though the wounds healed and faded fast, they felt no less real for that.  Seeing in her predicament the ruin of all Feyril’s hopes, she sought only to guard Tordil and Hepdida from her ancestor’s wrath. “It is Maelgrum,” she muttered.
 
   “Maelgrum?” Chirard exhaled the name in wonderment.  “You lie bitch!”  His fingers flexed to cast another lightning bolt, the deep scalded wounds that had scored his palm were already closing over in healthy pinkness.
 
   Niarmit shook her head.  “He was freed from his prison.”
 
   Chirard’s mouth hardened into a scowl.  “The traitor spawn bitch lies.  I tried myself to unlock his tomb. Seven times I made the attempt, seven times I… seven times without success.”
 
   “You!” Niarmit was stunned by this new intelligence. “You tried to free Maelgrum? In the name of the Goddess why?”
 
   “If I, the greatest wizard of any age could not release the nameless one, how could lesser skills than mine complete the task?”
 
   Niarmit shook her head, “what could you hope to gain? Were you that desparate to be his servant?”
 
   Chirard stood up, incandescent with rage as lightning crackled about him.  “Insolent whore.  Chirard the Great serves no one, living or undead.  Chirard the Great knows no master.  I sought to free him so that he would bow the knee to me, that he would acknowledge my overlordship and then no-one, not man, not elf not dwarf, should doubt that my skills and my power reigned supreme.”
 
   “You think yourself a greater wizard than Maelgrum?”
 
   The question brought a whip of lightning which pinned Niarmit painfully to her chair. “Thren reared slut, curb your tongue. You have many lifetimes to live here in this Domain at my displeasure.  Unless you have a love of pain you should learn to use a more respectful manner, and give a better account of current events than that some weak blooded relation of yours has secured the success which eluded Chirard the Incomparable.”
 
   Niarmit fought for breath and ground out an answer through gritted teeth.  “It took three to unlock his gem prison. Just as it took three to imprison him.  Priest, Mage and one of Eadran’s blood.  In truth Maelgrum walks the Petred Isle again.”
 
   For a moment Chirard was silent, reflecting on this new information. A pale pink tongue flicked over his bloodless lips and then he dipped his chin in a nod of resolve.  “Well bitch, if the dark one does indeed walk my halls, let us play the host and go and welcome him.  Though first, it is fitting he should see in truth who challenges him.”
 
   Niarmit flinched and shut her eyes as Chirad’s fingers worked another rapid spell.  However, it was her corporeal body that was the mad wizard’s target.  She saw her form atop the tower shimmer and then the rags of zombie cloth faded and were replaced with the resplendent red robes with the serpent crest in facsimile of Chirard’s appearance atop the gilded throne.  As she looked down at the ornately shod toes, her body leapt at Chirard’s volition, free from the perch on the temple spire.  Her stomach leapt in sympathy as she felt her body tumbling earthwards and heard the mad wizard’s triumphant howl emerging from her own mouth.
 
   Just when she thought he meant to destroy her there and then, a swiftly muttered incantation slowed their rate of descent to that of a feather and her feet touched the cobbles of the plaza as lightly as stepping out of bed.
 
   There was a shout of alarm from an outlander at the new arrival in their midst and orcish grunts of rage.  An uncomfortable passenger in her own body, Niarmit found herself looking left and right at various targets.  Her stolen fingers flexed in swift but intricate predigistation, far faster than she had ever cast a priestly spell.  Electric blue fire seared in both directions outlining the unfortunate victims in glowing light for a fraction of a second before releasing them in crumpled smouldering heaps.  There was a roar behind her as an unwise attacker flung itself at her unguarded back, only to engage the formidable defence mechanism of the helm.  A half dozen orcs charged her in a full frontal assault, fanning out to spoil the wizard’s aim.  Still bewildered by the bizarre sense of paralysis within her own active and animate body, Niarmit watched as her hands swung together, fingers splayed and gouts of green flame burst from her finger tips.  The attackers recoiled screaming, covered in a liquid fire which ran up and down their bodies.
 
   In seconds it was over.  Chirard whirled Niarmit’s body round through a full circle to see a square filled only with the dead and the dying. Between temple steps and citadel gates no-one was left to raise a challenge to the vengeful wizard.  
 
   “Where are you?” Chirard roared.  “Come to me Maelgrum.  Chirard the Magnificent summons you to his presence, Maelgrum!”
 
   A noise from the citadel drew Chirard’s attention and he swung round hands raised, a spell already working up, as four newcomers blundered onto the scene.  They were headed by a short grey haired man leading two orcs, one quite virulent green, the other a duller shade and behind them, hesitant but curious was a taller man in priestly robes that were several sizes too large for him.
 
   “Fresh meat!” Chirard cried before the startled quartet could react, a flicker of flame licking at his fingertips.
 
   The spell was never launched.  A shimmering aura to the right distracted Chirard and he whirled back as an oval window opened in the air where the royal avenue joined the plaza.  The window grew until it was eight feet high by four feet wide and then through it stepped a tall black figure, skeletal form clad in tattered finery, but in the sockets of its skull burned two bright red fires that seared into Niarmit’s mind even through the intermediary of the Helm and Chirard’s usurpation of her body.
 
   “Who daresss to sssumon me?!”  The unmistakeable form of Maelgrum demanded.
 
   Without a pause Chirard unleashed a fresh gout of green flame which bathed the undead lord in an eerie glow.   Unpeturbed Maelgrum strode forward the liquid fire sliding from his body to leave a flaming trail as his own hands spun in spellcasting.
 
   Chirard made no defence.  He flung his arms wide to welcome the assault screaming, “Come on then. Try and hurt me.”
 
   Maelgrum needed no further invitation. Chains of crackling lightning shot from his hands and enveloped Chirard in a mesh of blue violence.  Niarmit felt a faint tremor rock the throne on which she sat, but no harm befell her or the leering form of Chirard exultant on the gilded throne.
 
   The lightning net faded and Chirard lowered his arms and grinned at the stunned form of the undead lord.  “Who are you?” Malegrum demanded, even as he began another invocation.
 
   “I am Chirard the Great, Emperor of the Salved, Master of Maelgrum,” the mad wizard replied unleashing his own magical assault. A shock wave shot across the plaza, a wall of force that plucked cobble stones from the floor, and flung them along its path. A square stone plinth, already denuded of its commemorative statue by the invaders, exploded into shards of brick as the shock wave passed.   The wall of force and debris washed over Maelgrum and the undead lord stumbled and took a step back.  Most of the stones swept around him, repelled by his form but a couple penetrated his magic shield and struck stunning blows against his chest and shoulder.
 
   “Bow before me,” Chirard commanded.  “Know I am the greater power.”
 
   “Insssolensssce mussst sssuffer,” was the only reply before Malegrum’s counter strike erupted. A pillar of flame enveloped Chirard, blinding with its heat and light.  Niarmit safe upon her throne felt the warmth grow to scalding heat before the spell dissipated.
 
   “I felt that,” she muttered, drawing a worried glance from Santos.
 
   “Do you think to hide from the massster of the planesss,” Malegrum hissed.  “Fool, the power of Maelgrum ssspillsss into every realm of exissstance.”
 
   “The power of Chirard knows no limit,” the mad wizard replied.  “Enough words, now kneel or die.”
 
   Flaming balls of fire shot from Chirard’s hands. Maelgrum invoked a swift counterspell which doused several of them, but near half a dozen punctured his magic shield with a soft pfft and crashed into his blackened torso.  Maelgrum staggered and fell to one knee.
 
   Inside the domain of the helm, Chirard was panting with exertion, sweat dripping down his chin, but still he screeched.  “See, see how the undead Lord kneels to Chirard the magnificent.”
 
   And then it hit, bolt after bolt of lightning, thin and insubstantial in the plaza yet somehow more penetrating in their hidden plane.  Niarmit screamed in pain at a shock more violent than Chirard’s torture.  The mad wizard howled on his gilded throne.  Santos whimpered at the evidence of injury appearing in welts on Niarmit’s legs and arms- wounds which had their parallel on her corporeal form.
 
   “Malegrum bowsss to no-one, living or dead,” the undead wizard intoned as he rose and crossed slowly towards the stunned and smouldering form of Chirard.  “My power echoesss across the planesss.  What you feel now isss but the ssshadow of my ssstrength, which reachesss everywhere.  You cannot hide from me, fool.”
 
   “Majesty,” Santos wailed.  “The new Majesty is wounded.”
 
   “This is not over, Maelgrum,” Chirard spat through Niarmit’s lips.  “I will make you kneel again and for ever.”
 
   He worked the stolen fingers in a hasty spell which drove Maelgrum into swiftly renewing his magical shield against another wave of missiles.  However, at the spell’s conclusion it was fog not fire that descended upon them. An impenetrable mist that masked all from view. Niarmit peered through Chirard’s eyes at the gloom so thick she could not see his fingers working infront of his face.  She heard Maelgrum scream, “No!”  His voice blurred by the cloying mist.
 
   “Time for a tactical retreat,” Chirard snarled between ragged breaths and then the blank view of fog flashed and vanished and Niarmit saw instead an opulently furnished room.
 
   ***
 
   Haselrig looked in astonishment at the fog which had obscured the combatants in the plaza.  There was some sibilant command from within the cloud and abruptly the mist evaporated back into the air leaving only Maelgrum standing head bowed in the midst of his empty victory.
 
   The antiquary rushed to the undead wizard’s side, followed at a respectful distance by the two orcs and Udecht.  
 
   “Are you all right, Master,” Haselrig enquired.
 
   He was used to seeing trails of vapour condense with Maelgrum’s cold wrath, but the thin plumes which now rose from the lich’s form were wisps of smoke not ice.  While Malegrum’s garb had always been decayed and rotten, there were fresh holes scorched in the age old finery and beneath those the blackened flesh took on a darker crisper hue.   Haselrig looked into the Lich’s eyes, expecting to see the red roar of rage within the creature’s empty sockets, but the lights burned dim, scarce brighter than when his Master had been in that absence of mind which passed for undead sleep.
 
   “Master?” The antiquary repeated when Maelgrum gave him no answer.
 
   Slowly the Lich turned his head to look at his faithful servant.  “Find that wizard little one.  He hasss not gone far. I have hurt him grievoussssly.  Find him and bring him to me.”
 
   “Has he hurt you, Master?”
 
   “No mortal man can hurt Maelgrum,” the Lich asserted, overlooking the impudence of the question. He took a step towards the citadel, but stumbled.  Haselrig stretched out an arm of support but Maelgrum waved it away.  “Damned uneven cobblesss,” he declaimed looking at the surface ravaged by Chirard’s shockwave.  But still he did not attempt another step.  “What are you waiting for?” he glowered at the two orcs.  “A wounded wizard should be easy to find.”
 
   Gurag and Nakesh backed away from the Lich’s fury, stumbling into Udecht as they did so.
 
   “I know where he will go,” Udecht whispered.  “Let me lead you there.”
 
   Gurag nodded eagerly but Nakesh was more doubtful.  “Why you help us prayer man?”
 
   “We could all do with the Master’s favour,” Udecht assured them.  “If we serve him now then he may decide I need no guards, or that you two can have some higher duty than minding me.”
 
   The logic of this argument convinced the dark skinned orc and he quickly nodded his assent.  “Which way, prayer man?”
 
   “Back through the library,” Udecht instructed and the two orcs loped eagerly in the lead.
 
   ***
 
   “What can it mean?”
 
   Even though the elf lieutenant had not directed the question at him, Thomelator answered it nonetheless.  “I should think it obvious. It means that your friends need help.”
 
   The elf scowled at the captured illusionist’s unwanted contribution.  “Silence Necromancer.”
 
   “I’m not a necromancer,” Thomelator reminded him.  “Or at least I’m a very bad necromancer.  I no more like the service I am in than you do.  I’d sooner help your friends than take those two back to Hag Marwella.”  He had to use his feet to point at the two slavering and bound zombies, for his hands were still tied behind his back.  “Look, examine the facts.  Firstly I and the two walking corpses over there are back in our normal forms, if not our clothes.  That means your friends have either discarded or had dispelled the magical disguise that the good Captain Tordil cast.  Secondly, there is an explosion of light and fire at the crest of Morwencairn. Some greater battle is taking place there than ever occurred when the citadel fell.  It is too much of a coincidence to believe your friends are not in some way involved.”
 
   “Tordil said to wait here. To wait for them until nightfall, and if they did not come then we should make our escape.”
 
   “With all the excitement that’s going on over there, I think your three friends may struggle to cross an open field free from pursuit.   Would you really just wait here for them to make their escape unaided?”
 
   “What are you suggesting, Necromancer?”
 
   “As I said, I am not a necromancer. I am an illusionist and that is rather my point.”
 
   ***
 
   Niramit could not tell if it was Chirard’s will or her own body that was swaying.  Her insane ancestor sat slumped on the throne, drained by his exertions.  Looking through the gateway of the helm she saw that the mad wizard’s usurpation of her physical form had faded; it was her own body and the zombie rags that she looked down on.  She could see the painful marks of Maelgrum’s fury etched on her skin just as they appeared on her avatar seated on the throne in the Domain of the Helm.
 
   Still, while the body might look again like herself, it still danced to the wearer of the Helm.  It was Chirard who swung her round in the ornately furnished bedchamber to face a pair of double doors inscribed with the crest of Eadran the Vanquisher.  Unsteadily she walked towards the doors and pulled them open.  It was a familiar corridor within the private quarters of the citadel.  The secret stone doorway opposite was raised, and in the opening a surprised but relieved Tordil looked up as Niarmit still wearing the helm approached from this unexpected quarter.
 
   “My Lady,” he exclaimed.  “You are hurt!” He leapt through the doorway his arms extended to support her.  Over his shoulder she could see Hepdida wide mouthed in amazement.
 
   On the gilded throne Chirard snarled a greeting.  “Elves! Just pretty orcs really.”
 
   Horrified, Niarmit saw her own hand raised, fingers curling in a spell of fire as Tordil looked on, puzzlement etched in his features.  “No, Chirard, no!” she screamed powerlessly within the Vanquisher’s hall.  She could not watch, she opened her eyes to banish the foul reality of her hands raised against the innocent elf.
 
   And as her vision refocused in the domain of the helm she saw a shadow at Chirard’s back. No, not a shadow, a man.  A man who seized the Helm on the mad wizard’s head, who clung to it through fire and lightning, his flesh frazzling as he wrenched the basinet from the screaming warlock’s head.  A wave of magic blasted through the hall, pinning Niarmit against her seat as Chirard fell senseless from the gilded throne and the newcomer crumpled in a heap beside it.
 
   “Majesty,” Santos was the first to speak as he rushed to their saviour’s side.  
 
   Niarmit rose more slowly, fearful of what she had seen in the instant of the mad wizard’s unhelming.  Had it been him? Dare she speak?
 
   “Majesty, you have only just awakened,” Santos was saying.  “You should not test your strength so.”
 
   He got no answer as the new Majesty got unsteadily to his feet.  Above the dark black beard his face was strained with grief.  Despite the steward’s ministrations, he had attention only for Niarmit.  “I never meant this for you.  I wanted to protect you from it.  I told Feyril the helm was dangerous. I told him no.  I’m so sorry.”
 
   Niarmit gave a stiff instinctive bow to her King, her father, Gregor the Fifth.  “Sorry for what, my liege?  My birth? My father’s abandonment and death?  For my existence?”
 
   “Majesty is hurt,” Santos wailed, gesturing at Gregor’s wounded hands and arms.  “A daughter should owe her father more respect.”
 
   “He will heal,” Niarmit said bluntly.  “Everything heals here. It is only the wounds of our own world that endure.”
 
   Gregor shrugged painfully and glared down at the insensible Chirard stretched on the marble floor.  “How long before he stirs, Santos?”
 
   The Steward wrung his hands nervously.  “In truth Majesty I cannot be sure.  It is so rare for one Majesty to seize the Helm while another wears it.  ‘twas only ever Chirard who succeeded in the attempt, before yourself that is.  You have some minutes. I cannot say more.  I would advise that you are not here when he wakens.”
 
   “Indeed, but first I would have a few words with my daughter.”
 
   “I am Prince Matteus’s daughter,” Niarmit snapped.  “It seems the curse of this Helm means even in death I will still be separated from him that raised me, that served the mother’s and the father’s part in my upbringing.”
 
   “Niarmit, there are things I cannot change, and I would take no shred of credit from Matteus for the woman you have become.  I never meant for you to come to this dreadful place and my only advice to you now, my solitary play of the father’s part, is to tell you to use the Helm to leave this place and never wear it again.  Everyday of my life it pained me to have worn the Helm, to have seen what it had become and to have known that I could not then escape it.”
 
   Niarmit acquiesced with a nod. “Though still, this curse will draw me back in time, denied the Goddess’s blessing and imprisoned with a madman for all eternity.”   
 
   “The other Majesties find that the Domain of the Helm can be hospitable,” Santos interjected with a shrill defensive edge to his voice.
 
   “Aye. Where are they then? Hiding from this lunatic?”
 
   “His Majesty Chirard’s power is weaker in those parts of the realm that the other kings and queens have shaped for themselves. They find in their own lodges he is no trouble to them.”
 
   “Twenty two monarchs skulking around in the corners of some demiplane,” Niarmit snorted.  “What does the Vanquisher himself think about what has become of his blasphemous paradise?”
 
   Santos fell to a bout of robe twisting before addressing the floor with his answer.  “Eadran the first resides in his lodge behind a wall of thorns and has not come out for over nine centuries.”
 
   “By the Goddess, did he realise at last but too late what torture it would be to share eternity with his descendants.”
 
   The Steward shook his head. “He is waiting.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For whom Majesty. He is waiting for the Lady Morwena.  The Helm and its Domain was crafted for her as well as for him.”
 
   “The Lady Morwena was the first Archprelate of the Goddess, she would never have agreed to be a part of this sacrilege,” Niarmit stormed.  
 
   “Indeed,” Santos conceded.
 
   “Anyway she died centuries ago,” Gregor said.  
 
   “She rests now with the Goddess, as all true followers should wish to.  The Vanquisher will have a long wait in his hidden halls,” Niarmit added.
 
   “But still he waits,” was the Steward’s only reply.
 
   There was a flicker of movement from the floor, as Chirard stretched in his uneasy slumber.
 
   “Majesty,” Santos implored Gregor. “You must leave, swiftly.”
 
   “Not ‘til I have seen Niarmit out of here,” the King grimly replied. “Put on the Helm girl, and when you raise it, mean to raise it in that world not in this.”
 
   She needed no encouragement.  Leaping to the throne she pulled the Helm down upon her head and instantly inhabited her own body once more.  The disconcerting sense of being in two places at once was exacerbated by the fact that her body was being carried gingerly down the last few steps of a stone spiral staircase.
 
   “She’s coming round,” Hepdida’s voice called out.
 
   From the throne room she heard Gregor commanding her, “take off the Helm girl. Take it off now and don’t let me see you here for a very long time.”
 
   She wriggled in the grip of her bearers, struggling to raise her arms past their support to reach the Helm and wrench it from her head.  Never had the cool air upon her scalp felt so good.  She flung the hateful helmet across the passageway where it rang hollowly against the stone.
 
   “Careful, my Lady,” Tordil urged her as he and Hepdida set her gently down.  “Sound may carry even through stone and whatever else you have done with that Helm you have raised an alarm for every dull witted orc and filthy outlander within these walls.”  The elf was grinning despite the peril he had alluded to.  “Still we did it, we snuck into a captured fortress and stole the treasure from beneath their noses.  By the Goddess we are blessed indeed.”
 
   Niarmit scowled and began to tell him of the false promise that the Helm offered.  Or at least she meant to, but the words would not form.  Everytime she tried to give voice to the notion of a planar pocket that was both home and prison to the souls of the Helm’s past bearers, she found the thoughts would not link with words and no sound came from her mouth.  She had escaped, but she could not return, or warn others of the Helm’s true nature.  She thought of Gregor trapped within reach of Chirard the Mad, Gregor her father who, father like, had seized the Helm from Chirard’s head to save her.  She remembered the unkind words she had graced him with, the fact that she had said neither thank you nor good bye and that she would not see him now until death beckoned her to the Vanquisher’s private hell.  She blenched at the vision of a second father who she had failed and abandoned to great danger.
 
   “Captain Tordil she is hurt, let her rest a while,” Hepdida upbraided the elf in the hiatus of Niarmit’s silence.  “And I will not believe we are really have the Goddess’s blessing until we are safely clear of this place.”
 
   ***
 
   Gurag and Nakesh busied themselves hacking and slashing at the ancient bookshelf, levering their swords into the crack between wood and stone to prise it away from the wall behind.  Udecht could have told them about the secret catch which, when depressed, would allow a child to swing the entire assembly on well oiled hinges.  However, the orcs seemed to be enjoying shredding the furniture to matchwood, and in their distraction noticed not the Bishop’s stealthy circling past the workbench.  With a splintering crash the bookcase toppled to the floor to expose a blank stone wall.
 
   “No doorway there!” Gurag cried.
 
   “Prayer man lies,” Nakesh snarled.
 
   “Patience, it is a hidden door. Only one of my blood can open it,” Udecht hastily reassured them as he hurried to the exposed surface.  His fingers traced lightly over the stone.  Immediately a glowing thread spread out from his fingertips, in luminous relief outlining a portal in the wall.  The light faded and in its place was a continuous groove cut into rock separating the section of mobile door from the fixed wall surrounding it.   Udecht gave the centre of the doorway the lightest of pushes and it pivoted in perfect balance to expose a stone spiral descending into the castle foundations.
 
   “They not come this way,” Nakesh growled.  “Door not open before now.”
 
   “There are other entrances to the tunnels,” Udecht assured him.  “The wizard will have used one of those and we will surprise him by coming down this one.”
 
   “Wizards is slippery,” Gurag was hesitant.
 
   “You saw how the Master had wounded him, this wizard isn’t going to be much trouble,” Udecht oiled.  “But think how the Master will reward us for this service.”
 
   The prospect of their Master’s rewards was stimulus enough to the orcs to hurry down the stairway.  Udecht followed a little less gracefully, struggling to silently manage the burden he had concealed within his robes.
 
   “How you know these magic tunnels, prayer man?” Gurag demanded, his suspicions aroused by the flaring of magical illumination along the passages.
 
   “I used to walk them long ago,” Udecht replied in a conversational tone.  “My family has always valued the ability to move unseen between the great places of the capital.”
 
   “Quiet,” Nakesh hissed.  “We is hunting wizards.”
 
   “Sorry,” Udecht replied a little louder than was necessary. The darker skinned orc glared doubtfully at him.  For a moment the Bishop thought he might have over played his hand with the rapacious greed of the slow witted orcs, but then, with a grunt, Nakesh turned to lope along the passage.
 
   Udecht was pleased that his memory served him so well; they reached the junction where the library passage met the main one at exactly the distance he had expected.  Nakesh in the lead stopped at the opening and glanced back at the Bishop for direction. Udecht pointed left. If the helm wearer knew these tunnels as Udecht himself did, then it would be the other off shoot from the main passageway that they would be taking, the one that led out below the castle walls.  They would have to hurry to catch up.
 
   Nakesh peered round the corner and then ducked back.  He beckoned Gurag forward with a wicked grin.  Nakesh’s free hand fired rapid gestures of combat command in a sign language far more articulate than either orc’s spoken word.
 
   Udecht gulped.  It had not been his intention to launch a real ambush, but from Nakesh’s leer of triumph, they had caught up with the quarry far earlier than the Bishop had expected.  Abruptly Udecht dropped his hidden burden from within the folds of his robes.  The stolen sword clattered noisily on the stone floor to the instant consternation of the two orcs.  Nakesh’s glare could have curdled milk and left Udecht in no doubt as to what fate awaited him when the orc had the time to spare, but the dark green humanoid had other matters to attend to first.  He sprang round the corner with a guttural shout, seizing what milliseconds of surprise might be left unspoilt by the clatter of the falling sword. 
 
   Gurag was a little slower to process events, his expression more puzzled than angry.  As a clash of steel sounded around the corner, Udecht bent and lifted the sword he had dropped offering it hilt first to the confused creature.  Instinctively the orc reached out for the proffered weapon with his free hand, encouraged by a smiling nod from the Bishop.  As his gnarled fingers closed on the hilt of the ancient blade, the bloodline magic fired in anger.  The hapless orc was blasted clean across the corridor by an electric shock before falling stunned and mumbling to the floor. 
 
   There were shuffling steps in the main corridor, Nakesh walking unsteadily backwards his sword held out infront of him.  He turned to look up the side passage where Udecht waited, the ancestral sword wavering in his hand.  Nakesh’s mouth split in a grimace of ferocious hatred.  He raised his own weapon and took a heavy step towards Udecht his lips forming the words ‘prayer man’ though no sound emerged from them.  Udecht saw, in the steady light of the gemstones, the flood of green black blood streaming down the orc’s chest from a yawning second mouth which had been cut across his neck.  Even as Nakesh swung his sword high and wide, his body toppled forward, stretching his length on the floor.  The tip of his blade clattered against the stone, some four inches short of Udecht’s toes.
 
   His heart racing, Udecht looked past the slain Nakesh to where Gurag was beginning to stir, levering himself upright.  However, the lime skinned orc had barely lifted his backside from the floor when a figure darted in from the left and expertly skewered the hapless creature with a sword thrust to the armpit.  With a gurgling exhale, Gurag slipped back down, never to rise again.
 
   The orc’s slayer darted up the corridor towards the alarmed bishop.  Udecht had time to note the cusped ears and dark skin. An elf! He had not expected that, but he also noted the blade slick with orcish blood that was heading for his chest.
 
   “Don’t strike,” he cried.  “I’m no orc.”
 
   “Outlander, traitor then, you’ll die just the same,” the elf announced.
 
   “I’m Udecht,” the Bishop cried.  “Brother to King Gregor, prisoner of Maelgrum.”
 
   “Udecht?” the elf quizzed, his blade stopped an inch shy of the Bishop’s throat so that the acrid scent of orcish blood filled Udecht’s nostrils.  “You are Udecht?”
 
   “He is the Bishop,” a girl’s voice interjected.  “Though I remember him being a lot fatter.”
 
   Udecht readily forgave the slight on his former physique for the welcome validation of his identity.  The elf moved to one side so he could see more clearly his sponsor, a dark haired girl, pale of skin with thin white scars on her cheeks.  He trembled a little at a face so alike to another he had known a lifetime ago.  “Hepdida isn’t it,” he stammered.  “I remember your mother.”
 
   “My mother’s dead,” the girl said.  “An orc killed her.”  She kicked Nakesh’s body.
 
   “I know,” Udecht replied gently. “I’m sorry, sorry for your loss.”
 
   “What brings you and two orcs down here?” the elf demanded.  “Are there more?”
 
   “There are no others and the door behind is shut and hidden from view, Master elf, but you have the advantage of me,” Udecht bowed.  “You know who I am, but who am I to thank for rescue from my captors.”  He nodded in the direction of the fallen orcs in emphasis of his status as liberated prisoner, rather than captive collaborator.
 
   “His name is Tordil,” a third voice announced as a tall woman came round the corner from the main passageway.  “Captain Tordil, and he’s seen a lot these past weeks that has blunted the usual elven charm and courtesy.  And before you ask, my name is Niarmit, latterly princess and priestess of the province of Undersalve.”
 
   It was Udecht’s turn to be stunned by an unexpected apparition.  “You’re dead.  Everyone knows you died at Bledrag field,” he stammered.
 
   The lady seized his hand in hers.  “It is a long story which we have not the time for now.  We believed you dead too.  But come feel the warmth in our hands and believe, however it may have happened, that we both still live despite the odds.” 
 
   Dumbly Udecht nodded his agreement at the undeniable presence of the Lady of Undersalve.  Her red hair was cut shorter than when he had seen her in embassy to his brother and her limbs were hardened with muscle that an eighteen year old princess had not needed.  However, the Lady Niarmit’s face once seen was not readily forgotten.  “I am glad to see the line of Matteus survived, but surely there is another of your party.  Where is the wizard, the wearer of the Helm who made Maelgrum kneel?”
 
   “What!” Tordil exclaimed.  He stared wide mouthed at Niarmit.  “Is that what you accomplished, my lady, truly the Helm is the weapon we were promised.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” Udecht said.  “The wearer of the Helm who I saw was a man. A great wizard.”
 
   “A fine disguise to choose, my Lady,” Tordil gushed before turning to the puzzled Bishop.  “Believe me, your reverence, the Lady Niarmit is the only one to wear the Helm.  I saw her put it on, and I have but five minutes ago seen her take it off.”
 
   “You wore the Helm?” Udecht repeated. “You are…”
 
   “Not of the line of Matteus it seems,” Niarmit interrupted, even as Udecht seized her chin and turned her head sideways to look upon her right temple.
 
   “Aiee, indeed.  The Helm has marked you,” he said, seeing the delicate tattoo it had imprinted on her skin.  Abruptly the Bishop dropped to his knees, “your Majesty, I am your servant.”
 
   “The regal niceties can wait, your reverence, or should I say uncle.  I suppose it is your life that this bauble now tracks,” she pulled a jewelled ankh from within her shirt, its central gem a clear pink hue.
 
   Udecht nodded glumly.  “My brother Xander is dead. Destroyed by the Helm when he tried to usurp your right to wear it. The Ankh will have told of his end.”  He offered her the hilt of the sword he carried.  “I brought this for the wearer of the Helm. It is the father. The sword forged by the Vanquisher and born by every king since.  Take it Majesty. Only one of Eadran’s line can wield it.”
 
   Niarmit took the weapon.  Udecht held his breath as her fingers closed about the pommel but no burst of magic flung her back. Further proof, if proof were needed, of her royal lineage. “It is a pretty thing, to be sure, but I would rather some advice as to how we escape.”
 
   “You found your way into these passageways but not the way out?”  Udecht was stunned.
 
   “I followed my mother once,” Hepdida told him.  “When she worked in the Archbishop’s palace.  I knew the entrance there and she told me the other end led to the citadel, but I was too scared to explore the side passages.”
 
   “You were a child,” Udecht reassured her.  “No shame in that.  But the other side passage will take us down outside the city walls.  Eadran and Morwena were the first to use it, so the stories go, when they wished to walk about their realm as the ordinary people do.  Not many remember these old passages now, but my sister and I would play down here as children, while our brothers played at soldiers.”
 
   “Good, then let us go.  There is a boat waiting on the Nevers half a league downstream.”  Niarmit led the way back down the main passageway towards the other branch that Udecht had described.
 
   “My Lady,” Tordil called her back. “You have forgot what we came here for.”  He was pointing at the great helm of Eadran, discarded at the side of the corridor like an unwanted coal scuttle.
 
   “Let it stay there,” Niarmit growled.  “It is not the weapon we thought it was.”
 
   “But with it you made the foul lord kneel,” Tordil cried, incredulous at her scorn for the artefact.
 
   “You hurt him,” Udecht exclaimed.  “He was shaken, weakened.  The Helm is truly more powerful than even I imagined.”
 
   Once more Niarmit tried to frame the words to tell them the truth of the Helm, of the Vanquisher’s sacreligious pursuit of immortality still further defiled by the insanity of Chirard.  Again, the thoughts would not line up in sufficient order for speech.  Her mouth worked soundlessly for some seconds, and at the last she said simply, “we will find another way.  I’ll not touch that thing again, let alone wear it.”
 
   “My Lady,” Tordil was horrified.  “These words are the counsel of King Gregor. Gregor who fell at Proginnot with all the elves of Hershwood about him.  How many of those lives might have been saved had Gregor worn the helm then and achieved what you achieved here today.  Does my Lord Feyril’s advice count for nothing?”
 
   “Feyril knew nothing of the Helm,” Niarmit spat.  “And neither do you Tordil.  If the Goddess means for her people to survive then she will help us find another way. But it will not be the Helm.”
 
   The elf was almost weeping.  “My Lady we cannot return empty handed. The artefact is there. Please take it.  Then we can at least prove what we achieved that others may take heart from our bold success.  At least if we have it then, should you come to … should you change your mind…”
 
   “I’ll not touch it.”
 
   “But my Lady you alone can carry it. I am not of the bloodline.”
 
   “I’ll take it,” Udecht said, bending quickly to collect the Helm from the floor.  Niarmit scowled unhappily at him, but the Bishop hurried on.  “We have wasted time in discussion. Let us just move.  The alarms have all been sounded and as it is I do not fancy our chances crossing half a league of open ground.  Delay will not help matters.”
 
   On that point at least, Niarmit could agree and, with a curt nod, they set off down the steep winding passageway which led through the rock of Morwencairn to the fresh air beyond.
 
   ***
 
   “If I feel an outlander arrow between my shoulder blades, necromancer, then I will still find strength and breath to slit your gizzard,” the elf lieutenant hissed.
 
   “Be calm,” Thomelator advised him.  “Tension such as the kind you are radiating is like ripples in the surface of my illusion.  Take care else your nerves will tear the deception I have woven. We are past the bridge now. The guards saw only a simple cargo skiff. I gave them the password of the day and all is well.  If you can think it so, then it will be so.”
 
   “I like this not.  The Sun is setting. We are a mile or more from where we said we’d be. How are we to find our friends, or they to find us.”
 
   “I would start over there,” Thomelator suggested pointing to a spot in the shadow of Morwencairn.  “See where the orcs and the zombies seem to be converging in greater agitation than elsewhere.  Ho! A flash of magical fire. Methinks that trouble has found your friends. Maybe it is time you found them too.”
 
   The elf needed no encouragement. At a hissed command the quartet of elven rowers strained their backs to scull the boat shorewards even as another burst of flame erupted near the riverbank.
 
   ***
 
   They were strung out in a line. Hepdida leading, followed by Udecht, while Tordil and Niarmit brought up the rear.  They had emerged from the tunnel in a cave, its mouth concealed by a thick gorse bush.  The shrubbery had enabled them to pick their best moment to break cover just as a patrol of outlanders had passed heading West.  However, they had almost immediately run into a  score of zombies steered along the same path by a pair of necromancers.  Heading East was impossible.  Niarmit had brandished her crescent symbol of the goddess and the zombies had quailed at the sight, but they had been forced further South, trying to skirt round the undead and head along the very edge of the river bank.  But by then the alarm had been raised.  Howls of wolf-riding orcs chilled the blood while the outlander patrol had wheeled round to join the pursuit from the West.  Hemmed in by pursuers, Niarmit kept her eye on the narrowing strip of riverbank along which they might evade the clutches of immediate pursuit.  However, the sway of torches from the bridge showed where more of the enemy were joining the hunt, and they would be blundering into another encirclement.
 
   Behind her Tordil launched another ball of fire at the outlander patrol.  Faster and more manageable than the zombies they were the greater threat.
 
   “Save your strength, Tordil,” Niarmit shouted.
 
   “A little of that Maelgrum kneeling magic would not go amiss now, my Lady,” the elf called back.
 
   “And your breath,” Niarmit retorted.
 
   Ahead of them Udecht stumbled and fell with a cry, rolling in the grassy dirt. The helm slipped from his fingers and tumbled towards the river bank.  Hepdida, turning at the sound of the Bishop’s voice saw it and caught the basinet before it could topple into the water. Tordil was flinging another spell at the outlanders his back to the tableau, but Niarmit saw it frozen in time.
 
   The dark haired servant girl handing the helm back to the Bishop.  Her mouth was bent into a faint smile, Udecht took the artefact from her without a word.  He looked across at Niarmit, saw that she had seen.  He made to shake his head in denial of something, his eyes hooded in shame.  “Her mother was a beautiful woman,” he said as Niarmit drew level. 
 
   “Not now uncle,” Niarmit said.  “Though it seems you are indeed my father’s brother.”
 
   “We’re trapped,” Tordil said as he joined them.  A semi-circle of pursuers was closing in on them, outlanders’ to the West, zombies to the North and orcs to the East.  At their back, to the south, was the river, a solitary skiff sculling towards them from the bridge.
 
   A flight of white arrows shot from skiff into the group of orcs and a voice shouted, “ahoy, my Lady.”
 
   “By the Goddess,” Tordil roared. “That is well done, there is our boat.”
 
   “Aye, and between us and it stand four dozen orcs,” Udecht pointed out.
 
   “Give me the Helm,” Niarmit commanded.
 
   “At last,” Tordil sighed as Udecht handed over the precious item.
 
   “Now follow me,” Niarmit commanded as she ran towards the orcish lines.
 
   Obediently the others fell into line, though they were mystified that Niarmit carried rather than wore the precious weapon.  The orcs steadied themselves to receive this unlikely charge, hefting spears and readying shields.  When they were barely ten yards from the orcish line, Niarmit flung the helm into the faces of the enemy.  An orc in the front line ducked, but the whirling steel helm hit the orc behind full in the chest.
 
   There was an explosive blast that ripped through the gathered orcs as the helm connected with the enemy triggering a shockwave of repulsion.  The creature who took the brunt of the assault was stretched dead on the floor while all around him his compatriots were unconscious or reeling from the force of the blast.  Niarmit charged through the opening in the line she had created, followed by her three companions.  Ahead the skiff was in sight, a couple of feet from the bank. Elven archers bending their backs to send arrow after arrow of covering fire.
 
   “Quick,” Niarmit picked Hepdida up by the armpits and flung her into the boat.
 
   “The Helm,” Tordil cried as the orcish ranks closed behind them.  “We can’t leave the Helm.”
 
   He turned to charge back into the fray but Niarmit grabbed him by the shoulder.  “No, Tordil leave it.” As she pulled him back, off balance, a spear caught the elf Captain in the shoulder knocking him bleeding into Niarmit’s arms.  “The Helm,” he cried as he fell.
 
   “I’ll get it,” Udecht said, picking up the elf’s fallen sword.  
 
   “No!” Niarmit screamed as she struggled to drag the wounded Tordil into the boat. 
 
   A flurry of arrows punched a hole in the orcish lines ahead of the Bishop’s charge, but the line still closed behind him as he flung himself flat stretching for the precious helm.
 
   Strong hands pulled Niarmit and Tordil into the boat.  “We must leave now,” a voice was saying.  “They are putting archers on the bridge.”
 
   Looking around Niarmit saw that the humble skiff had once again assumed the form of the elegant elven boat in which they had journeyed from Hershwood.  Two of the elves were still firing arrows while the others sculled the boat out into midstream.  She scanned the river bank, but there were only leering orcs, now joined by outlanders and zombies.  Some crowd persisted around the point where Udecht had disappeared, but of the Bishop she could see no sign.
 
   “The captain is hurt, and he’s let them put a hole in my robes.”
 
   Niarmit spun round to see the wispy bearded necromancer bowing over the injured elf.  She seized his arm.  “Where are your bonds, prisoner? What have you done?”
 
   The elf helmsman coughed discretely.  “The prisoner has been of some assistance, My Lady.  It is his magic which disguised our boat and allowed us to come to your assistance.  He is an illusionist.”
 
   Niarmit looked afresh at the prisoner, who bowed low in return.  “I am in your debt Master Thomelator. How can I repay you?”
 
   “Two things my Lady.”
 
   “Name them”
 
   “Please call me Thom, and please don’t send me into exile because of my harmless pastime.”
 
   “Archers on the bridge,” the helmsman warned.  “We have to shoot the central span but they’ll still have us at point blank range.”
 
   “How many arrows have you got left,” Niarmit asked.
 
   “Not enough, and even then we can’t shoot and row.”
 
   “I have a spell which may help,” Thomelator offered.   “Though in truth it would be best if you could all look a little bit panicked but absolutely not try and shoot back.  That would spoil my illusion.”
 
   The bridge was fifty yards away and already a few outlanders were stretching their bows for a test shot.  “What ever you have planned, Thom, I would do it quickly,” Niarmit growled.
 
   As the illusionist whirled his fingers in a seemingly double jointed incantation, Niarmit bent down beside the injured Tordil.  “Hepdida, come help me bandage the Captain’s wounds.”  The servant girl tore her gaze away from the river bank and knelt beside the semi-concsious elf in the thwarts of the boat.  Niarmit tore strips of cloth to pack around the deep puncture wound.  “The spear head is still in there, I can use the Goddesses favour to get it out once we find a safe landing spot. If we find a safe landing spot.”
 
   “Niarmit,” Hepdida asked.  “I shouldn’t have been able to open the secret doors should I, or hold the helm?”
 
   “We’ll talk once we’re safe, Hepdida.”
 
   “Niarmit, who am I?”
 
   She paused in her work to look at the troubled servant girl.  “Hepdida, dear Hepdida, you are my cousin.  It seems Udecht found himself no more tightly bound by his priestly vows than Gregor held to his marital vows.”
 
   “Is that why the Bishop ran back for the helm?”
 
   “Incomming arrows,” the helmsman warned.
 
   “Try and look panicked, duck about a bit,” Thomelator reminded them, though the outlander arrows all splashed harmlessly several feet to the right.  Nonetheless, they played the charade the illusionist asked and the next volley of arrows fell no closer.  Then they were under the bridge’s central span and out the other side where a fresh flurry of arrow-shots were met with no greater success.
 
   “What have you done to their aim, illusionist?” the helmsman demanded in wonderment.
 
   “Hush, I’m concentrating.”
 
   It was some minutes more before Thomelator was sure they were safe from harm, half a mile downstream of the bridge and carried as fast as river current and elven oars could drive them.
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   “I merely created an illusion that the boat was some feet away from where it was.  Provided you all acted the part, I could convince them that their arrows were all just missing, though, in truth, they were firing pretty much dead on through the centre of my illusionary boat.”
 
   “What a glad happenstance that you stumbled upon us this morning, Thom the illusionist,” Niarmit said.
 
   “Life is like that, My Lady, small chance events that set the course of your life for ever.”
 
   ***
 
   Udecht crouched in the centre of the circle. The swelling around his right eye had all but closed it.  His tongue flicking around his mouth felt a tooth so loose he would not keep it beyond another sunrise if he lived to see another sunrise.  His whole body ached with bruises and his back was sticky with blood from a flailing axe which he had incompletely dodged. But he held the Helm, and the Helm held the ring of orcs and outlanders at bay.  Around him lay half a dozen orcish corpses, a couple felled by the Helm before Udecht had reached it.  The other four had been at the forefront of the gauntlet of blows and abuse Udecht had suffered, and they in turn had been the first to suffer when his evasive tumble had brought him within reach of the precious artefact.  It may not have been the weapon as Tordil had imagined it, but poking the steel helmet at his attackers had been a satisfyingly effective stratagem.
 
   So, the ring of enemies surrounded him but dared not close.  Everytime a bolder assailant took a step inwards, Udecht thrust the helm towards him prompting an instant retreat.  It was standoff which neither side could break, but the Bishop feared their stamina would easily outlast his.  He rose unsteadily, his injured knee buckling beneath his weight as he weighed his chances of charging through the encirclement.  However, there was a forest of spears several ranks deep beyond his immediate self-made clearing.  Even a fabled rhinoceros would struggle to break through by sheer momentum, still less a battered half-fed priest with a dodgy knee.
 
   There was a stir behind him and he whirled round, almost toppling over at the jolt of pain that shot up his leg.  The crowd was parting about an oval window which had opened in the air.  With heavy heart but no surprise, Udecht saw Maelgrum, followed by Haselrig, step through the portal.
 
   The undead wizard tilted his head to one side, inspecting the curious prospect infront of him.  The fire was back in his eyes and the scorch marks on his wizened flesh had faded back to that mummified blackness which passed for the lich’s normal skin tone.
 
   “Where isss the wizard who defied me?”
 
   “I don’t know. He is gone. He took the boat.”
 
   “You lie! A woman, a girl and an elf fled in that boat. Where isss the wizard who wore that Helm and dared to claim dominion over me?”
 
   “I know nothing of him.”
 
   “Then you are no ussse to me.”  The Lich took a step forward but stopped as Udecht poked the Helm two handed infront of him.
 
   “You want this, foul one. Maybe you’d like to feel the sting of the Helm.  There’s plenty of your servants here have felt it.”
 
   Maelgrum paused.  His right hand moved in a quick spell which ended with an upward flick of someone tossing an object over their shoulder.  Nothing happened apart from a nervous quickening to Udecht’s breathing.  Whatever effect Maelgrum had expected, he was clearly disappointed for he immediately made a second attempt with no more discernible impact.
 
   “Master,” Haselrig hissed. “It seems the Helm will not submit to your spell of disarmament.  It is powerfully enchanted.”
 
   “Then you mussst find out itsss secretsss little one.  That will be your next tasssk and one you ssshould accomplish ssswiftly.  But firssst thisss fairground trickery may ssserve to amussse me and punisssh a priessst who hasss already lived too long.”  The wizard summoned another spell and clenched his fists infront of him.  Udecht felt the freezing grip on his wrists, even though the Lich was still ten foot away.  As the Lich raised his own blackened hands, Udecht found his arms lifted bringing the Helm hovering over his own head.  “If you are ssso fond of thisss artefact, then perhapsss you will enjoy wearing it.  Your brother the unlamented Xander did not enjoy the exsssperience, let usss sssee if you are more fortunate.”
 
   Horrified but powerless Udecht found his hands rising in mimicry of the Lich’s until both undead lord and frightened priest had their arms stretched high above their heads.  Maelgrum’s mouth opened in a rictus grin.  “Now isss the time for lassst wordsss, or a ssswift prayer to the Goddesss who hasss ssso clearly abandoned you.”
 
   “No!”  
 
   Maelgrum’s head swung round to the source of this denial. Haselrig trembling but resolute repeated his assertion.  “No, Master.”
 
   “Isss it that you wissssh to wear the Helm yourssself, little one,” Maelgrum growled.  “If ssso I can happily make you sssset it on your own ssskull once the Bishop hasss finissshed with it?”
 
   “No, Master, it is not that.  But if you wish me to research this item, to find out all its secrets, to discover how its wearer came to challenge you, then I will need in my service a man who can handle it in safety.  There is none other can do that but the Bishop.”
 
   “Thisss isss a ssstrange day that my authority ssshould be challenged thrice,” the Lich mused.  “Ssstill, this sham puzzle ssset by Eadran the traitor may be of sssome curiousss value.  You can have your asssissstant and he hisss keeper, but let usss bind you together until your work is done.”  At another dextrous flick, a glowing blue rope materialised and snaked through the air binding Udecht and Haselrig left wrist to right wrist.  “And assss an added incentive, each sssunssset that passsesss without your finding an anssswer to this trivial conundrum, you will experience a reminder like thisss.”
 
   The Lich clicked his fingers and a spark of electricity shot both ways along the rope blasting priest and antiquary off their feet.  As the tethered pair groaned back into a sitting position, Maelgrum added. “The ssstrength of thisss reminder will grow with each day of failure, ssso I would urge you to be indussstriousss and efficient in your resssearch, or eventually you may even feel driven to wear the Helm of your own choice.”
 
   The idea amused the lich and he flung back his head in silent laughter which was given a sycophantic echo by the assembled orcs and outlanders. 
 
   ***
 
   “Is he dead,” Hepdida asked.  “Did he die?”
 
   Niarmit felt the ankh around her neck, no flash of heat or light had burst from it and that was some reassurance at least.  “The Bishop still lives,” she said.  “His fate is beyond our reach for now.  How is the Captain?”
 
   “The bleeding has slowed, but he is in pain still,” the servant girl replied as Tordil gave a groan from the bottom of the boat.  
 
   Niarmit sighed.  She had used much of the Goddess’s favour in the hidden passageway healing her own wounds.   Night had fallen and the elven boat was slipping along at speed in the darkness.  The helmsman was at ease, steering the vessel midstream, but Niarmit would need rest and firm ground underfoot before she could dare to draw the spear head from the elf Captain’s wound.
 
   “Why did you throw the Helm away?” Hepdida asked.  “We came all this way to get it. It was a great weapon.”
 
   “It was an illusion. A weapon as false as one of Thom’s visions,” Niarmit asserted, with a glance at the sleeping illusionist curled up in the prow of the boat.
 
   “So what’s the plan now?” Hepdida pressed.
 
   Niarmit bit her lip.  “The plan now, is that you and I get some sleep, and in the morning we steer the boat ashore, get Tordil properly patched up and then we make a new plan for tomorrow.”
 
   ***
 
   She had been more exhausted than she had imagined and it was only Thom’s shaking of her shoulder which woke Niarmit from a dream of storm and shipwreck.  The Sun was already a handsbreadth above the horizon. Hepdida and Tordil slumbered on, the latter stirring unhappily with the pain of his wound.  The tireless elven oarsmen combined with the fast flowing river to sweep the boat along at a pace few horses could match.
 
   “The helmsman reckons there is a spot we could land at, about a quarter mile further on,” the illusionist said.
 
   Niarmit nodded her assent.  “Good, let’s get the Captain healed.”
 
   Hepdida woke as the keel of the boat slid onto a sandy shore and the four oarsmen carried Tordil onto a hollow cove within the high river bank.  Niarmit set to work, crescent of the Goddess in her hand as she prayed over the elf’s injured shoulder.  Her fingers hovered over the hole punctured by the orcish spear and, as she intoned the mantra of healing over and over again, the steel head of the spear emerged gently from the split skin.  Niarmit was concentrating fiercely to ensure the spearhead retraced its exact path, doing no more harm on exit than it had done on entry. At last, helped by the oozing serum which had flooded the wound, the spear-tip was drawn from the elf’s body and Niarmit could refocus the spell to close the wound and fight the infection.
 
   Sweat broke out on her brow as the task neared completion and the tense silence of her companions seemed only a mirror to her own mood, until the helmsman coughed.  “My lady.”
 
   “We have company,” Thom added.
 
   She looked up from the peacefully slumbering Tordil to see the skyline of their cove ringed with new arrivals.  Three dozen of them. Wolf riding orcs, glowering down on the little party and their beached boat.
 
   “They’re hearteaters,” Hepdida murmured fearfully.  “That’s Grundurg’s tribe.”
 
   The four elves and the lieutenant who had been steering the boat stood poised with drawn bows, white arrows aimed at the lead orcs.  
 
   “How many arrows have you got?” Niarmit asked as she straightened up.
 
   “Not enough,” the lieutenant replied.  “And in a moment they’ll realise that.”
 
   “Can we push the boat off?”
 
   “Not enough time.”
 
   Niarmit drew the sword that Udecht had given her.  It felt right in her hands, the blade shining in the morning light like burnished gold.  “Thom, Hepdida, get Tordil back in the boat.  And see if there is some spell in your armoury that might get us out of this fix.”
 
   “My spells don’t hurt or kill people, my Lady,” the illusionist whimpered.  “I can’t stop them or decieve all of them.”
 
   “Just do your best,” Niarmit snapped as the illusionist and servant girl dragged the sleeping elf captain into the boat.
 
   The sight of their trapped enemy beginning to flee forced the ring of orcish cavalry to action.  Despite the lethal arrows of the elves, they kicked their lupine steeds to motion and charged down the slope and across the sand towards Niarmit and her small band.  Eight of the creatures fell pierced by white arrows, but then they were upon the trapped travellers and the battle descended into individual melees with Niarmit and each of her companions facing off against five or more foes.  Niarmit ducked and swayed and felt the sword sing in her hands as it sliced through first a wolf’s neck then an orc’s arm.  The milling assailants got in each other’s way as they tried to bring teeth and weapons to bear, but weight of numbers was bound to tell.   Niarmit saw one of the elves fall, cut down by an axe from behind, another was wounded leg twisted as he lay on the floor, the elf helmsman standing over him.
 
   But then a trumpet sounded, splitting the air and the orcs hesitated at this new noise.  ‘Clever, Thomelator’ Niarmit thought, impressed by the invention of an auditory illusion even as she slashed at the legs of one distracted orc.  
 
   The illusion grew in force as a thunder of lancers, most accurately depicted, came charging down the slopes. Sufficiently realistic to make the orcs drop back and give Niarmit some space to swing her sword more widely.  Niarmit had to admire the detail Thomelator had put it into this illusion, though the anachronism of an elf leading a troop of Sturmcairn lancers would surely shatter the orcs’ belief in this phantasm.
 
   But then the mounted elf unleashed two jets of fire that struck at the nearest orcs.  The fire was sufficiently realistic to make them scream and beat at their bodies, sufficiently realistic to bring a stench of burning flesh to Niarmit’s nostrils.  The fire was real.
 
   Niarmit could see that the elf was female as she drew two swords from scabbards over her shoulders and laid into the orcs around her with brutal efficiency.  To either side of her, lancers were spearing orcs and wolves as panic spread through the hearteaters’ ranks.  The group around Niarmit rapidly thinned, as the orcs turned to try and flee.
 
   “My Lady, I’m coming,” a forsaken but not forgotten voice called from within the vengeful cavalry. 
 
   And then it was over, bodies strewn across the sand with no orc or wolf left alive.
 
   Panting with exertion, Niarmit leaned on her sword, its blade thick with green-black blood.
 
   The elf lady rode up to her, clearly no illusion now, as the rest of the lancers picked over the bodies of the fallen.  “How came you by King Gregor’s sword?” the elf demanded.  “Who are you, and why are you here in such company?”
 
   “Thank you for your timely intervention,” Niarmit replied with a bow.  “But I would know who I have the honour of addressing, before I answer your questions.”
 
   “I am Quintala, Seneschal to King Gregor. The rightful owner of that sword.  How came you by it?”
 
   Before Niarmit could answer, the voice came again, “My Lady. I had thought I might never see you again.”  
 
   Niarmit swung round as a ragged figure clumsily dismounted from a magnificent mare, more a controlled fall than a piece of expert horsemanship.  “Kaylan?”
 
   The thief stepped towards her arms spread wide to embrace her and then he suddenly stopped, conscious of the unspeakable familiarity he had been about to comit.  His arms dropped to his side and he bowed, “my Lady.”
 
   “Kaylan!” She grabbed him, pulled him towards her and wrapped her arms around him in a rib crushing embrace.  “My Kaylan.” She buried her face in his shoulder.  “I thought you were dead.  I saw you fall.”
 
   A burly lancer drew up on the reunited couple’s other side.  “The orcs are all dead, Seneschal Quintala, we lost a couple of men.  Good men.  I hope these are worth it.”
 
   “Thank you Sergeant, whether they are worth it remains to be proved.  The fact that our wandering footpad knows the bearer of Gregor’s sword might augur ill for her having come by it honestly.”
 
   Niarmit, loosened her hold on the faithful thief to stare up at Quintala’s face creased with doubt. Kaylan avoided everyone’s gaze, staring down at the ground and wiping his face with his sleeve.
 
   “Has courtesy been the first casualty of these troubled times?” Niarmit asked.  “If you are the Seneschal then you would know that I could not hold this weapon, still less wield it if I was not of the same line as Gregor.”
 
   “Gregor had but two sons and they are both dead,” Quintala replied.  “What trickery is this?”
 
    “No trickery,” Niarmit assured her.  “Just an age old story of two people whose straying beyond their marriage vows bore unexpected fruit.”
 
   “You are Gregor’s bastard?”
 
   “She is Niarmit, Princess and Priestess of Undersalve,” Kaylan volunteered in some confusion.
 
   “I am both.” Niarmit admitted.
 
   The Sergeant and the Seneschal exchanged looks of stupefaction. “This is an incredible tale,” the lancer exclaimed.  “We are bound for Morwencairn. Perhaps someone there will cast some light upon your story.”
 
   “Morwencairn has fallen and King Gregor is dead.”
 
   “What proof have you!”
 
   “I have walked the zombie and outlander infested cobbles of Morwencairn. Believe me Seneschal and Sergeant you will find no comfort there.  Archbishop Forven’s body hangs bleeding over his own altar and orcs shit in the throne room.”
 
   The soldier crescented himself at Niarmit’s weary ennunciation of the facts.  She went on.  “And the proof of Gregor’s death is here.” She tapped her temple on the mark made by the helm.  “I have worn the Helm and it has accepted me as his heir. Gregor is dead.”
 
   The Sergeant tumbled off his horse in embarrassed supplication. “Forgive me, my Queen.”  Kaylan, open mouthed also dropped to his knees at this fresh reason to feel unworthy in his Lady’s presence.
 
   Quintala retained a breath of scepticism.  “How could you get in and out of a fallen fortress and where is the Vanquisher’s helm.”
 
   “We left it behind in our escape. It is of little value.”
 
   The Seneschal scowled.  “I agree with Sergeant Jolander. It is an incredible tale.  There is some trickery here.”
 
   The Sergeant however, was past the point of convincing.  “What are your orders, Majesty?” he enquired to Quintala’s instant consternation.
 
   “There is no place of safety for us in Morsalve,” Niarmit announced.  “We must ride to the court of Prince Rugan and gather the forces of the Salved against the enemy.”
 
   The Seneschal gave a sniff of disdain and Niamit turned to her with a softer tone.  “Seneschal Quintala, I already owe you my life and that of my companions for your most timely arrival.  I know there is much just said that takes time to absorb.  I have not found it easy to come to terms with and I am sure it is as hard for you.  However, please ride with us to Rugan.  There is nothing for you in Morsalve and I would have good friends by my side in the days ahead.”
 
   That seemed to amuse Quintala for she gave a hollow laugh.  “Very well then, your Majesty.  We ride to Prince Rugan and let us see what good it does us.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Afterword 
 
    
 
   Niarmit’s story began life a long time ago.   Plotting it out in my head helped to fill dull moments of exam invigilation and provided a welcome relief from other exam hall diversions, such as counting up left-handers and right-handers or playing chicken with other invigilators as we walked down the narrow aisles between the desks.
 
   Changing work pressures and patterns, together with some seemingly unresolvable plot problems led to me set the story aside for a ten year hiatus.  I restarted with the support of my youngest daughter for whom each instalment became a rather atypical bedtime story. Tess remains my first and best beta-reader. 
 
   However, it became clear some 100,000 words into the story and about a quarter of the way through the plot that the book was heading for a trilogy.
 
    
 
   “Wrath of the Medusa” book two in the Bloodline Trilogy was released in December 2013 on Amazon.
 
    
 
   The final book, “Master of the Planes” should, all being well, follow before the end of 2014.  
 
    
 
   In the meantime, the interest and support of readers is a great motivator to pick up the pace of writing.  All feedback is gratefully received.   Find me on 
 
   Find me on 
 
   Twitter              TOMunro@TOMunro  
 
   https://twitter.com/TOMunro 
 
   Facebook T.o. Munro https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100006454496154 
 
   Goodreads T.O.Munro
 
   https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/7372214.T_O_Munro
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