
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There are as many realities as there are minds to perceive them. 
 
    This tale is but a single drop of truth in an ocean of possibilities. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter 0ne  
 
      
 
    The light was fading. 
 
    The passing trees, bathed in their early autumn colours of gold, bronze and red, were fast becoming monochrome shadows. The bird’s boisterous evensong had peaked and waned and the profound stillness of the evening, settled all around them. It had been a stifling hot day, the last dying gasp of summer before it surrendered totally to autumn, and the heat and dust had made traveling almost unbearable. 
 
    Despite this, Turrin had spent most of the day on the driver’s bench, next to his father, watching the world slip by.  Each tree they passed was different from the rest, yet together, they blurred into one unchanging forest.  Mule, the family’s horse, had plodded steadily on, head down, his tail gently swishing the odd fly away. He never complained, although he never moved any faster than his own slow, even, pace and the view of Mule’s rear end had become as familiar as the trees, the dry, rutted road and the bright blue strip of sky above. 
 
    It had been hard to stay awake on the gently rocking wagon and several times he had fallen asleep with his head on his father's shoulder. The course linen of the shirt, a comforting texture on his cheek as he dreamed happily of one day performing alongside his parents in some great lord’s hall. 
 
    His parents were bards of exceptional talent, so well-known and respected that they could pick and choose where, when and for whom they would perform. His mother had a voice that would make even the hardest heart break and his father’s lute playing was famous throughout Feld. Turrin could not sing and his lute playing was ordinary at best but his parents were always patient and encouraging. 
 
    “I think we’ll call that a day shall we?” Turrin’s father said “By that dreadful sound your stomach is making, I would say it is time to make camp for the night and give that angry beast you keep inside some food.” 
 
    Turrin’s father gently guided Mule toward a small clearing on the side of the road that had obviously been used as a camp on several other occasions. The grass was well cropped by animals and there was a ring of stones for a fire pit with a stack of firewood under a makeshift wooden lean-to which some kind traveller had left for the next passer-by. 
 
    The family began their well-practiced routine for settling down for the evening, quickly and efficiently making camp for the night, each with their own assigned chore. It was a lovely campsite in a small clearing with a chuckling stream only a few paces into the woods, yet for some reason, the more Turrin looked about, the less at ease he felt. Something was not right. He did not know what it was, but he knew that when he had this feeling, things had a habit of turning out badly. The last time he had felt like this was in a great lord’s hall just before a fight had broken out between several knights and a wayward knife, thrown by one of them, had impaled Turrin’s father in the thigh. It had taken several moons before he could walk with his usual vigour again. 
 
    The place looked so peaceful that Turrin almost ignored the first twinges of unease, however, the feeling of “wrongness” would not go away. He took a deep breath, and told himself that this was stupid as he repeated one of his Father’s favourite sayings to himself: “If you concentrate on it hard enough, you can talk yourself into being fearful of your own shadow” 
 
     Neither his mother, humming gently to herself as she set the fire or his father, settling Mule for the night seemed to feel anything was amiss, and yet Turrin’s mind began to play tricks on him. Collecting the fire wood from the lean-to at the forest edge, he imagined strange sounds and flickering shadows and a crawling feeling of unease made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end.  
 
     “I think that will be enough for tonight?” He told his mother, hoping that she would agree. 
 
     “Just one more load to make sure. Save us having to stumble about in the dark if we run out” She replied before turning to fetch a blanket from the wagon. 
 
    Turrin reluctantly made his way back to the wood pile. This time, he swore he saw a movement, a darker shadow than the rest, just beyond the tree line. Squinting he took a step closer. 
 
    “Hello. Is someone there?” He asked in a tentative voice. 
 
    There was no reply. A flash of metal catching the light from the newly lit fire caused him to freeze. The feeling of “wrongness” was nearly suffocating him now. 
 
    Unreasoned panic overtook him and he turned and ran. 
 
    The first arrow grazed his ear and sent him spinning to the ground. Dust filled his mouth and stifled his scream. Another arrow suddenly appeared in his outstretched hand, pinning him to the ground. There was a sound of running feet and a shadow as someone jumped over him. There were other sounds too but he could not make sense of them, shouts, the horrible scream of a horse, a deep guttural laughter followed by his mother's cry and the noise an axe makes when chopping wood.  
 
    He could smell burning flesh and the coppery smell of blood. Lying, as he was, face down, he could not see what was happening. He tried to move but this made the arrow grate on the bones of his hand and a wave of burning pain made his vision blur and his stomach lurch.  The arrow had to come out. From his experience of hunting, he knew that there would be less damage if you pushed the arrowhead all the way through, rather that pull it out backwards. Even thinking about it made him feel ill, and it took several deep breaths before he could concentrate enough to jerk his hand up the arrow shaft and pull the arrow out of the dirt. Gasping, he held his hand, still pierced by the arrow, and looked around. The clearing was unrecognizable, there was blood everywhere, their wagon, his home, was overturned and on fire. Mule lay on the ground with a huge hole where his heart used to be and, what he first took to be a bloody pile of clothing, came into focus as his father’s broken, headless body. 
 
     Bile rose to his mouth and his legs began to tremble as he looked frantically for his mother, he had to help. Sagging to his knees, he fought the pain and the nausea. Where was she? He had heard her scream but maybe she had given the attackers the slip and was now safe in the forest. He started to quietly edge towards the tree line, scanning the clearing to make sure that no one was looking his way. One of the attackers with greasy black hair tied in a knot, torn leather jerkin and brown linen trews was kneeling with his back to Turrin. He was huge and somehow out of proportion, his shoulders and upper body seeming too large for his head and lower body.  He was grunting as he struggled with something on the ground. It was an odd sound a bit like the sound pigs made when they rutted. There were two others, both grimy and poorly dressed, with similar proportions as the first man. At that moment, their whole attention was focused on the man on the ground and whatever he was doing. 
 
    Turrin took one last step back into the trees and safety. He was confident enough in his woods skills to be able to find his mother and then disappear from here, but before he set off, before he left behind his father and his home for the last time, he could not resist one more glance backward.  
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    Turrin sat bolt upright, gasping, his body shaking with emotion, bathed in sweat as he struggled to wake from this reoccurring nightmare. Gulping down air, he tried to focus, as the awful visions of that horrific day gradually faded, to be replaced by the familiar moonlit walls of his room and the comforting sound of the cherry tree, rubbing against the thatch. Thad, the ginger cat who had adopted Turrin last winter, strolling in from the forest one frosty evening and never leaving, was curled up at the foot of his bed. Opening one eye, he regarded Turrin with a look that plainly said “Is all this disturbance really necessary?” 
 
    Turrin’s heart rate was easing and his breathing was slowly returning to normal as he adjusted his reality between that terrifying night, six turns ago, and the present. Glancing at the small, puckered scar in the middle of his right hand, he reassured himself that it had all happened long ago. 
 
    He had been found the next day by a group of travellers who were heading to Upper Hull’s harvest festival.  They had come across the carnage around midday and already the flies and the crows were busy on the bodies and the smell was enough to make the strong men and women gag. They had buried his father and his mother in the same grave along with their heads, which they had found in the fire. Mule had been cut up for dog food as it would be sinful to waste such an unlooked for bounty.  It had been the dogs that had found the unconscious Turrin just inside the tree line, suffering from shock and loss of blood. 
 
    They were kind people, traders, the lifeline between villages and a means for news and goods to be spread throughout the country. They realized immediately that Turrin needed a healer and, fortunately, it just so happened that their next destination was the village of Upper Hull where a renowned healer, Errin, made her home. 
 
    It had not taken long for Turrin’s physical injuries to heal under Errin’s expert care, however, it took much longer before he was able to trust people, laugh or even live a normal life again. Errin had realized that her patient would not survive in the world without her care and had kindly offered to adopt him. His new life had become much more insular than the one he had lived with his parents. His day-to-day world now consisted of the cottage and its orchard, herb and vegetable garden, chicken run and beehives. This was more than enough for him as every day he acquired more skills form Errin. He learned how to make mead and cider that merchants would pay the earth for and how to grow, dry and prepare herbs for cooking and healing. She also taught him the basics of setting bones and stitching wounds so that he could give her a hand when she needed it.  
 
    Errin had insisted that he should retain something of his past, and so she had asked a local forester, who was also a talented lute player, to give him regular lessons. It had taken a while for Turrin to accept a new style of playing and teaching but Rarrin had quietly persevered. In the end, Turrin had begun to understand that the music was within you and that everyone had a different way of expressing it. Rarrin turned out to be a great friend and would often take Turrin with him on his excursions deep into the surrounding forest, teaching him woodcraft as well as giving him and appreciation of how special the natural world truly was. 
 
    Errin was a small, feisty woman with white hair which was forever escaping from her loosely pined bun, creating a soft, wispy halo, which framed her compassionate face. Her kind eyes danced with delight at every aspect of life and her smile, although warm, also held a tantalising hint of mischief. She was known as healer without peer, not only in the village but for many leagues around and it was quite normal for people to turn up on her doorstep asking for help. She had a small cottage at the bottom of the garden where she would treat these needy visitors. It also had a couple of beds in case the patient needed to stay until they were well enough to travel again. For these services Errin would not ask for money but never the less, many kind donations were left anonymously on her doorstep. As a result Errin and Turrin had a very comfortable existence. The only blight in his life was the terrible nightmares that he still had and the sense of unbearable loss he always felt afterwards. It was the craziest thing, that even though the nightmares always ended so horribly, for a small moment in time, he was once again that little boy in a loving family with no concept of pain. 
 
    Turrin could not judge how far the night had progressed, but from the look of the shadows cast by the nearly full moon on his wall, it was not yet passed the midpoint of the night when one day became the next.  With a sigh he collapsed back onto his bed and stared at the ceiling, consciously trying to slow his rapid breathing and racing heart. It was true that the dreams were less frequent now, but they seemed to be no less vivid, in fact, if anything, he felt that each dream was as intense as the last. 
 
     He took a deep breath, held it, and then slowly let it out. The wind paused, releasing its grip on the cherry tree branches, allowing them a small respite from their restless movement and in the silence he heard the sound of quiet voices floating up from the living room below. Turrin listened intently. Voices in the middle of the night was usually a bad omen. It often meant an injury, an illness that had taken a turn for the worse, or a difficult birth, yet the tone of these voices seemed to be calm and conversational. 
 
    Cautiously he slipped his legs over the side of the bed, careful not to disturb the cat, and tiptoed to the top of the stairs. There were two voices, one was Errin’s and the other was a deep, resonant man’s voice that rose and fell in an almost musical way. Fenrick! The bard!!  How wonderful.  He must have come for the harvest festival next week. No one knew when or where he would turn up, as he liked to surprise, but everyone knew that it was a real honour to have him perform in your village. Word would spread far and wide that their village had been chosen by Fenrick this year. 
 
    Fenrick was a close friend of Turrin’s parents and had been a solid presence in his life for quite a while after the attack. He was a tall, slim man, with a mop of dark hair and a neatly trimmed beard, both of which were sprinkled with silver streaks. A ready smile and an intelligent twinkle in his eye gave him a friendly, approachable manner. He would always tell wonderful tales of Turrin’s parent’s escapades, making sure that he knew what truly great artists they had been.  
 
    Over the years Fenrick’s visits had become less frequent as he could see that Turrin was well cared for by Errin, that he was making his own choices in life and that he was becoming an accomplished healer. Fenrick had also recently become the royal bard which had taken up much more of his time and his last visit having been almost two turns ago now. 
 
    Turrin crept down a few stairs and then stopped. One part of him wanted to race into the kitchen and throw himself at Fenrick but strangely there was another, new part of him that was suddenly shy. He knew that he had grown up a lot in the last few turns and a disturbing thought hit him.  
 
    What if the Fenrick of his childhood memories was different to the real Fenrick who was sitting by the fire now? Quietly, he made his way down a few more steps until a burst of Fenrick's gusty, infectious laughter dispelled all Turin's worries and he found himself racing down the last few stairs, and into his friend’s arms. Memories came flooding back of these same arms holding him tight as the night terrors engulfed him during those first few years after his parent’s death. The smell of wood smoke and leather meant security and safety and Turrin had not realized how much he had missed him until this moment. 
 
    Fenrick, a man whose passion and livelihood was the art of word craft, was wise enough to know that there were times when silence was much more powerful than words. For several moments they sat quietly soaking up the comforting nearness of each other before the bard gently asked. 
 
    “Still having those dreams?” 
 
    Turrin nodded his head against Fenrick's chest. 
 
    “So do I,” Fenrick sighed, “So do I. I can't seem to get on top of them, but they are not getting worse. Are yours?” 
 
    Turrin's head shook from side to side this time as he pushed back so he could look into Fenrick’s eyes. 
 
    “They don't come as often now, but when they do, they are still bad.” 
 
    Turrin squirmed himself down onto the bench and Fenrick lifted his arm so that he could snuggle in and rest his head on the bard’s chest. 
 
    All the trauma of the dream combined with a full day of hard exercise and the fact that he was only twelve turns old finally caught up with him. His eyelids began to droop, but before he could let himself go back to sleep there was one burning question that he need to ask 
 
    “How long will you stay?” 
 
    Fenrick chuckled. 
 
    “As always, it will never be as long as I want but I will stay as long as I can.” 
 
    “The harvest festival and dance is in three days, can you stay for that?” 
 
    The harvest dance was really a display of the physical strength and dexterity of the men and the grace of the women and there was often bonding agreements announced soon after the festival. 
 
    “I wouldn't miss it,” Fenrick smiled, “Do you think they will let me perform?” 
 
    Errin and Turrin both laughed.  
 
    “They will let you start but I'm not sure they will let you stop.” Errin commented wryly. 
 
    At that moment Thad wandered down the stairs, gave Fenrick a disdainful look and settled himself down for a leisurely lick in front of the fire. 
 
    “Yours?” Fenrick asked raising an inquiring eyebrow at Errin 
 
    Erin shook her head gently “No, actually he adopted Turrin, follows him around everywhere like a shadow.” 
 
    The cat sensing that he was the centre of attention, dutifully lifted his leg and began to lick his bottom. 
 
    “Fits in well here I see” Fenrick quipped. 
 
    No one said anything for a while, each thinking their own thoughts as the cat continued his ablutions. 
 
    Turrin sighed deeply, all the tension drained from him and feeling content here in the fire lit warmth of the kitchen, he closed his eyes. 
 
    Fenrick and Errin were talking again but this time it was about people and places Turrin did not know and slowly his breathing deepened and sleep finally claimed him. 
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    He woke some time later with his head still on Fenrick’s chest. He was so comfortable that he did not want to move. 
 
    Fenrick was talking quietly, the vibration of his chest, tickling Turrin's ear. 
 
    As he became more and more awake, he began to tune into the muted conversation. 
 
    “The signs are all pointing to the fact that we have to act now. We have simply run out of time. I do not think that he has knowledge of your whereabouts yet, however, I think that he is closing in and it is inevitable that he will soon begin to concentrate his efforts on our boundary. When that happens he will cause so much misery and mayhem that we will be unable to escape it, let alone act to prevent it happening. I know you think that you are not ready yet, however, I don't think we have a choice.” 
 
    “I know, I know” Errin sounded tired, “It's just that we are so close now, ten more turns and we will be in the best position that we have ever been. I would just hate to send people who were not fully prepared.” 
 
    “As do I”Fenrick replied “I just don't think he is going to oblige us and wait till we are. He is acting now. These creatures that he has sent, these troll like animals, have been sighted outside the boundary on several occasions now. The king has sent prince Dissan and all the knights he can muster there in the hope of preventing them from crossing. The real fear is that they will attack a guardian outpost, creating a break in the boundary, and that is something we are not sure we can repair.” 
 
    Errin sighed and nodded. “These creatures seem to be immune to the wild magic. What are they, and where have they come from?” She asked. 
 
    “I don't know, but if they do create a rift in our defences it will not only let the wild magic enter, it will also allow him to find you. You are just too weak to face him yet, too weak for this battle. Until you regain your full strength he will be able to crush you in the blink of an eye.” Fenrick paused and took a deep shuddering breath. “We need to act now.” 
 
    Turrin stirred, he could not make sense of anything they were saying but it seemed as if Errin was in trouble, how could this be? Who would want to harm someone who lived in a small out of the way village in the middle of nowhere, someone who only acted out of kindness to everyone? What had Fenrick meant about a battle, Errin was a middle-aged lady who wouldn't hurt an insect? He sat up and rubbed his eyes 
 
    “What are you talking about? Who is attacking?” He asked in a sleepy voice. 
 
    Fenrick gave Turrin's shoulders a squeeze. 
 
    “Thought you were asleep young man. We were just talking about politics and court intrigue. Boring stuff really.” 
 
    Errin stood, and groaning, placed her hands on the small of her back and leant backwards to relieve sore muscles from sitting too long. 
 
    “Time you were put back into your own bed I think” She said, holding out a hand for Turrin. “Plenty of time to catch up with Fenrick tomorrow.” 
 
    It was so unlike either Errin or Fenrick to dodge his questions that alarm bells began to ring in Turrin's head however, he knew he would not get any further information from either of them tonight. 
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    The next two days were a whorl of preparation for the harvest festival. Turrin only saw Fenrick at meal times and then the conversation was all about the latest village gossip or catching up on the exciting life Fenrick lived going from one court to another. 
 
    As always, Fenrick’s stories where enthralling. Often they were very funny, sometimes a little sad but always captivating. The days just flew by and any conversation that Turrin managed to have with the bard was always cut short, either it was time to go back to his chores or Fenrick would be whisked away by some villager or other asking questions or needing advice. 
 
    It was not that Turrin had forgotten that late night conversation. On the contrary, it occupied so much of his time that Errin had called him a daydreamer more than once in the last few days, and the alarm bells that had been set off that first night, were still ringing. Somehow, he felt that whatever they had been talking about was like a terrible storm slowly but inevitably approaching and he knew that asking questions would only make the storm arrive quicker. Right now he lived in sunshine and he wanted to enjoy it for as long as he could. 
 
    The evening before the festival was warm and calm and the slight dust in the air made the last rays of the sun dance and shimmer. Turrin had finished feeding the chickens and had stopped to watch as the blue of the sky intensified into the deep indigo of late evening, the empty chick feed bucket forgotten in his hand. The world was truly beautiful. 
 
    “Let's hope the weather is as good tomorrow.” 
 
    Turrin jumped, the bucket banging against his thigh. He had not heard Fenrick approach at all. Turrin grinned at him, knowing the bard would have enjoyed seeing him startle. 
 
    Looking back up into the sky he noticed a bright star like a chip of sparkling ice appear just above the horizon. “Do you see the same stars all over the world?” He mused. 
 
    Fenrick came and placed an arm over the boy’s shoulders as he too gazed up at the sky. 
 
    “Mostly, all the big constellations are the same, there are one or two different stars when you go to Tex but not so many as to make a difference to the night sky as you know it.” 
 
    They stood in silence for a while each enjoying the moment, each with their own thoughts. 
 
    “I have a song about the stars” Fenrick said thoughtfully “I could teach it to you if you would like.” 
 
    “I think that you may have forgotten one very important fact about me.” Turrin smiled up at his friend. 
 
    “I can't sing.” 
 
    “Ahh yes I had forgotten that. No improvement then? ” Fenrick asked. 
 
    “No, not really.” Turrin admitted, thinking it was time he changed the subject. 
 
    “What saga are you going to sing tomorrow night?” 
 
    It had been a hotly debated topic in the village. Turrin hoped he would sing the tale of Princess Qussan who had wanted to fight in the tournaments and so she had dressed up like a knight and entered. She did quite well really and was only found out when she was knocked from her horse and her helmet had come off, revealing her long blond hair. The bard could tell this tale so well that he would have the whole audience howling with laughter. 
 
    Fenrick rubbed his chin thoughtfully, the sound of his whiskers making a rasping noise in the quiet of the evening. 
 
    “I thought that it was about time to remind people of our history, how we survived against such huge odds as well as reminding people of the bravery of those who made it possible for us to live as we do now.” 
 
    Turrin groaned inwardly. Although Fenrick could make any tale enjoyable this sounded like a serious one with not a lot of laughs in it. Turrin wondered if this choice was related to the conversation he had overheard the other night. 
 
    “Fenrick, has this anything to do with the trolls at the boundary?” 
 
    Fenrick turned to look at him in surprise, then laughed. 
 
    “Ha! Might have known that you would not have let that go.” He chuckled before becoming uncharacteristically serious. Sighing, he looked down at Turrin sadly and in a quiet voice, he began to explain. “For some time now there have been worrying reports coming in from the boundary about sightings of strange troll like creatures raiding our outposts. By their description they sound very much like the animals that attacked your parents.  
 
    If these things breakthrough the boundary we would be virtually defenceless. We have lived in safety for so long now that we forget what it is like to live with danger. The people need to be reminded of how brave we are, that we have defeated a bigger foe in the past and that we can do it again if we have faith in ourselves.” He sighed once more before turning back to look into the night sky where more and more stars were appearing, before going on gently. 
 
    “Before your parent’s attack Feld was reasonably safe. Sure, there was the occasional crime but we have not seen war, and all of the five states get along with each other tolerably well. Now we think that whoever or whatever attacked your parents came from outside the boundary. We are not sure how many of them there are or how much of a threat they pose, but the king's knights will be passing through here on the way to reinforce the guardian’s outposts soon and it would not hurt to remind people that we still need heroes.” 
 
    That night Turrin found it hard to sleep. He felt that the storm was drawing closer, and now he knew exactly what that storm would feel like. Memories which he had worked so hard to minimize were suddenly large as life again, even down to his churning stomach. He kept trying to calm himself, trying to tell himself that the king has had a warning now, and that surely the knights would be able to deal with whatever came out of the wilds.  
 
    Eventually he fell sleep after Thad came and purred him a lullaby, yet in the morning, the day of the Harvest Festival, he did not feel at all rested. 
 
    Peering out the window he could see that the weather was going to be kind. Judging by the sun, it was quite late in the morning and Errin would be needing his help to load the cart with barrels of cider and mead, baskets of apples, jars of honey and the odd salve and bandage just in case. 
 
    Throwing on his pants and a jerkin he raced downstairs. Sure enough the kitchen was empty. Errin had  left him a bowl of porridge on the bench, and although it was cold, he knew that it would taste delicious with a little honey stirred into it. He did not even bother to sit while he ate, scooping the whole contents of the bowl into his mouth in less time than it would normally take him to say good morning. 
 
    As he opened the door a flock of small birds rose from their perch on the fence, scolding loudly as Thad strolled passed on his way to the barn for his daytime nap. 
 
    Turrin followed him in, hoping to find Errin inside. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the darkness, but he knew the warm slightly musty smelling interior so well that he could navigate it with his eyes closed. Errin was in the horse stall brushing down Trog, her dappled grey carthorse, and whispering sweet nothings in his ear. It amused Turrin how Trog always looked as if he was listening intently, almost nodding in agreement. 
 
    “Finally crawled out of bed have you? I sent the cat to get you up but I think that dratted animal decided to join you instead. Last time I send him on an errand. Did you find your breakfast?” 
 
    Turrin nodded, “Sorry I slept in.” Then looking around asked “Where’s Fenrick?” 
 
    “Oh he’s long gone, couldn’t wait all day he said.” Errin looked sideways at Turrin, just one corner of her mouth twitching into a lopsided smile. “Said he had a few people he needed to talk to. Now how about getting Trog hitched and then we can start loading.” Errin gestured to the wagon outside. “Going to be a warm day I think.” 
 
    It did get very warm. It was almost as hot as a summer’s day, a day when all you can think of is shade and a cool drink. Fortunately the road to the village was lined with trees, which provided intermittent shade, but even so, both of them were very hot, dusty and thirsty when they finally reached the village. 
 
    The normally quiet village green was a hive of activity. Hay bales were being placed in a big circle around a huge pile of firewood in the centre and trestle tables had been set up in the shade of a huge oak tree that dominated the place. These had been covered in beautifully embroidered cloths and already some were bearing baskets full of fruit. 
 
    Both Errin and Turrin clambered down off the wagon and went in search of someone to tell them where to put their produce. Everyone was so busy that their arrival was hardly noticed. 
 
    Turrin looked around, there was activity everywhere, and everyone had something to do or someone to talk to. Wonderful smells wafted in the air and the sound of a flute floated through the buzz of conversation and bubbling laughter. 
 
    “Errin, there you are! Come, bring your wagon over here we have a table especially for you.” 
 
    Tobrrin the village elder’s booming voice carried across the green long before he himself strode into view, gesturing to an empty table. 
 
    “Let me help you with those precious barrels. Elixir of the gods eh! What would the harvest festival be without your wonderful brew?” He sighed looking wistfully heavenward. 
 
    Errin said nothing, regarding Tobrrin with dancing eyes. Tobrrin’s attention slowly retuned from the place his memories had taken him, and noticing Errin’s look he hastily added. 
 
    “And you, I mean it is also wonderful to have your gracious presence here too.” He looked slightly sheepish “Oh, you know what I mean.” 
 
    Errin laughed. 
 
    “Yes I do know what you mean and I am glad that my brew brings such light into your life, old man.” 
 
    Turrin was looking around to see if he could find any of his friends. He knew that the best spot to find them would be near the food. 
 
    “Errin, would it be okay if I went to look for Werrin?” 
 
    “Yes of course, I'll see you later;” She said not taking her eyes off the barrel being manhandled onto the table. 
 
    To Turrin’s surprise, Werrin and company were nowhere near the food, in fact, it took him quite a long time to find them. He eventually tracked them down after overhearing one of the younger girls complain that the older girls wouldn't let them come along to the river. This could only mean one thing. The older girls were having a bathing and gossip session and sure as the sun will rise tomorrow, his friends would be somewhere close by, watching. 
 
    He knew all the likely places and in no time he spotted a set of tell-tale feet sticking out of a bush that overlooked a deep pool in the river. 
 
    Quietly he slipped in next to Werrin, giving a quick nod to the three other boys. 
 
    “See anything?” He whispered 
 
    “Yeh, you got to hang your head over the bank a bit but they are right down below us, you can see almost everything.” His friend replied in an awed whisper. 
 
    Turrin squirmed forward, looked down and gasped. 
 
    Right below him were five of the village older girls, all naked, covered in soap and giggling so hard they could hardly stand up. Turrin had seen naked women before but somehow they had never seemed that interesting, but this time he found himself fascinated, this time he could not take his eyes of their unrestricted breasts. They moved in a way he would never have thought possible, in a way that had a strange effect on his breathing. He was spellbound by them. He had heard the men talk about a woman’s attributes before in hushed voices and now he was beginning to understand the fascination they held. 
 
    As he watched, the girls finished covering each other in soap and began to wade out into the river. Turrin caught his breath as a new revelation was presented, bare bottoms, so round and soft that he wondered what they would feel like. He realized he would very much like to touch one to find out. 
 
    As the girls waded further in and began to head around the bend in the river, all five of the boys squirmed a little further out not wanting to miss a single, glorious moment. 
 
    “Turrin! Werrin! Where are you?” 
 
    It was Werrin's annoying younger brother Crorrin, who always wanted to follow the bigger boys everywhere, and he was yelling their names at the top of his voice. 
 
    Werrin wriggled backwards, cursing under his breath. 
 
    “There you are I have been searching everywhere....”  Crorrin's voice became suddenly muffled as Werrin clamped his hand firmly over his mouth and dragged him backwards into the cover of the bushes. 
 
    A quick peek showed the boys that the girls had not noticed anything out of the ordinary, but this was definitely the end of any more sightseeing today. Turrin was very grateful that he was not cursed with the fate of having a younger brother. From what he could see they were nothing but trouble! 
 
    “Stop squirming brat. I’ll let go when you shut up and stay still.” 
 
    A few moments passed as Turrin watched the last of the girls wade out of sight around the bend and then with a sigh he turned to look at Crorrin 
 
    “What is all the fuss about? Can’t you find your own entertainment without ruining things for everyone else?” 
 
    He was not normally so angry with Werrin's little brother but for some reason today he felt frustrated and annoyed. 
 
    Crorrin sat in a jumbled heap with twigs in his curly hair and mud on the side of his face from when Werrin had held him down. He was glaring defiantly at the five boys and taking short sharp angry breaths through his nose. Turrin could see that he was trying hard not to cry and he had an indignant look on his face as if he had been severely wronged in some way. 
 
    'Well if that’s the way you feel, next time I won't bother to come and tell you that Prince Dissan and a whole bunch his knights are just about to ride into the village.” He pronounced, jamming his fists on his hips for emphasis. 
 
    But his gesture was wasted as all five of the boys were busy scrambling passed him, each eager to be the first to catch a glimpse of the awe inspiring sight of the mounted knights in all their splendid finery. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The boys skidded to a stop on the top of the rise that overlooked the village, their mouths hanging open in wonder.  
 
    It was indeed a sight to behold. The knights’ horses’ coats shone as they trotted, double file along the dirt road. Pennants flew gently in the slight breeze, held aloft on lances whose metal points glinted in the warm morning sun. The knights themselves were all dressed in royal red, but each had their own crest emblazoned on the front of their jerkins. They rode relaxed in the saddle; many were smiling and gesturing to each other. There was a real sense of brotherhood and camaraderie. The boys were transported to another world, a world of men and adventure, of excitement and thrills. Each one of them would have given anything to be one of those lucky few riding with the prince. 
 
    As the men rode into the village Fenrick pushed himself away from the trunk of the old oak he had been leaning against and ambled into the road. 
 
    “Fenrick, you old reprobate, might have known you would be in the thick of it,” the prince, who was at the head of the procession, bellowed, a smile splitting his face in two. 
 
    He was young, fit and handsome, with short-cropped fair hair and startlingly blue eyes. All the girls melted and all the boys wanted to be him. 
 
    “Can't let you have all the fun, can we?’ Fenrick replied, placing a hand gently on the prince's horse’s neck. The animal turned and quietly snuffled at Fenrick's hair. 
 
    Tobrrin was puffing as he ran down the road hurriedly pulling on his best jacket as he came. 
 
    “Welcome, my lord. Welcome. This honour is so unexpected but you have come at a very fortuitous time as it is our harvest festival tonight and you would be our guest of honour!” he called, breathlessly. “We have a wonderful campsite by the river and I am sure you will want for nothing while you are here. And you, yourself, would be most welcome to my humble abode.” He was red and sweating from his unaccustomed running but beaming from ear to ear. 
 
    The prince bowed in the saddle. 
 
    “Your offer is most kind. We have been on the road for a long time now and although we are nearly at our destination, a night to refresh and enjoy your wonderful hospitality would be much appreciated. I will have to decline the kind offer of your home as I always stay with my men. I hope that will not be inconvenient for you?” He looked inquiringly at the mayor, who hastily nodded. “I have heard much about your famous mead and the promises of an evening’s entertainment from the famed bard Fenrick is an unlooked for bonus,” the prince added, smiling at Fenrick. 
 
    As the knights rode out to the camp site at the river, the village went into a spin. Would there be enough food? Was it of good enough quality? Who would serve them? Where would they sit? 
 
    Fenrick looked on with gentle amusement, and then judging the moment before true panic set in, raised his hand and asked for quiet. 
 
    “I know the prince well, and he will not want any special treatment. He will probably donate some of his food to the feast and I am sure he would appreciate it if he and his knights were treated just the same as everyone else.” 
 
    All stared at Fenrick as if he had suddenly grown two heads. 
 
    “It's true. I have travelled with the prince on several occasions, and this is what he prefers.” 
 
    People looked at on another questioningly, but eventually they shrugged and slowly drifted off to go back to whatever chore they had been doing before the men had rode in. 
 
    Preparations continued through the late afternoon and although the boys would love to have been watching over the knight’s camp, they had not been quick enough to disappear and had been collared onto several chores. As a result, they were kept busy right up until twilight gave way to the star-filled, black velvet sky. 
 
    A messenger was sent to the knights that the feast was about to begin and in quick order they strolled up looking scrubbed and refreshed and happy. 
 
    This was the signal for the beast that had been slowly roasting all afternoon to be taken off the spit and carried to the table for carving. The rest of the food soon followed and in no time the tables were groaning under the weight of freshly baked breads, roast vegetables, pies, cheeses, pickles and fruit. At long last the mead was tapped and the villagers cheered as Errin ceremoniously offered the first cup to the prince. 
 
    Soon everyone was eating and drinking, gentle banter was exchanged and several toasts made as the fire settled down to glowing embers. When all had had their fill and the trenchers were collected, the people settled down comfortably and a sense of expectation filled the air as Fenrick strolled out into the centre with his lute and stool. 
 
    At first he played a few cheerful songs that everyone knew and could sing along to. Then, as the night grew cooler and the villages gathered closer to the fire, wrapped in shawls or blankets, he strummed the chords that always announced the beginning of a saga. 
 
    Fenrick could make his lute sing and with just a few notes he had set the scene. “Tonight I am going to tell you a love story. It is a story set in another time; nevertheless, it will never grow old. It will endure forever simply because it is a true tale of courage and bravery.” 
 
    Looking at the faces that surrounded the fire he could see the firelight reflected in shining eyes and knew that they were full of anticipation for his next words. 
 
    He strummed a few more bars and then, in a quiet voice, he started to weave his tale, capturing the imagination and awe of all those present, his lute gently singing in the background.  
 
    He began by painting a picture of their world, two thousand turns ago, where benevolent mages ruled and magic created wealth, health and happiness. Where there were no boundaries and anyone could roam anywhere they wished, across the whole wide world. Into this setting he added two star-crossed lovers, trapped in a tangle of forbidden love. Rill, who was an immensely talented mage and Ssan, a blocker so powerful that she could prevent the effects of magic for many leagues around her. Next Fenrick carefully explained that in those times, blockers were shunned, often banned to a far-flung outpost where they would not be able to affect the Madge’s magic. Taunting his audience, the bard took them through the poignant ups and downs of Rill and Ssan’s affair. He made his audience feel the joy of new-found love and the agony of the impossible choice Rill had had to make between love and his magical calling. He pulled on their heart strings mercilessly until, finally, he led them to the heart lifting conclusion as Rill gave up his magic and his world for the woman he loved. Courageously, they left their lives behind to go and live in the small community of banished blockers, on a distant peninsula called Feld.  
 
    Fenrick played a string of uplifting notes that soared up into the heavens, dancing skywards together with the glowing sparks from the fire. Several eyes surrounding him were now moist with unshed tears. 
 
    But the bard was not finished with them just yet. Next he presented them with a truly confronting image as he escorted them all to the place of nightmares, bringing life to the tragic consequences of all the Madge’s excesses. He explained that for every spell ever cast, small motes of magic always escaped into the world and over thousands of turns there were so many of these that they began to collide, join together and form small, wild magic storms. These storms grew and grew, destroying all in their path, ravaging the world they lived in, and sadly, there was absolutely nothing the mages could do to stop it.  
 
    Fenrick’s music was now fast and discordant, putting everyone on edge, making them all experience the turbulence and terror these storms produced. 
 
    Artfully, he brought his audience back to Rill and Ssan who were living happily with their two children, protected from the storms in the community of blockers, before he sent them down the road of despair once more. Rill was not to escape his fate and, when the mages begged for his help, he was honour-bound to go.  
 
    Fenrick’s rendition of the couple’s last farewell brought many to tears, causing a flurry of handkerchiefs to be employed and when he later revealed the moment that Rill was overpowered by a raging wild magic storm and swept away, people unashamedly began to weep. The bard did not help matters at all, as he played a slow, sad dirge. 
 
    As Fenrick looked around the fire, he took in the distraught faces, each intent on his next words and noted that even the so-called hardened knights were looking slightly anxious. 
 
    The true stories were always the most moving and this one was about their history and it affected everyone listening.  
 
    Moving his focus back to Ssan, Fenrick highlighted her plight. Suddenly Feld was a place of sanctuary from the storms and its inhabitants were having to deal with a huge influx of desperate refugees. They were simply running out of room, and yet they could not turn people away as it would mean certain death. It was Ssan who came up with the solution. She organised the blockers, now called guardians, to form a barrier across the top of the peninsula, effectively preventing any wild magic storms from entering Feld. Fenrick told of the guardians’ sacrifices, of how they had to give up their homes and their families to form the boundary, pointing out the irony that the shunned had now become the saviours. They saved thousands of lives and they were the true heroes of Feld, he concluded, playing a rousing triumphant, march before he brought the music and the tone down again and whispered.  
 
    “But this was not the end.” 
 
    Everyone leaned in, hanging on his every word. 
 
    “One day, a young, battered man slipped across the boundary and came to knock on Ssan’s door. He was tired and haggard with a long, matted beard but still Ssan instantly knew exactly who he was and with a joyous scream she flew into the young man’s arms, tears flowing, her whole body shaking, for before her, stood none other than her long-lost husband, Rill.” 
 
    A beautiful, uplifting series of notes made each and every person’s heart soar. 
 
    “He had been swept up by the storm, made ten years younger, stripped of his magic, turned into a guardian and then dumped a thousand leagues away. It had taken him two turns to walk back to Feld, back to Ssan and his family. He had endured unimaginable hardships and terrifying challenges but there was never any doubt that he would make it home because, as we all know, even the impossible can be made possible with the power of love.” 
 
    The pure music from Fenrick's lute swelled, soaring heavenward filling the village green with delight, Fenrick's voice weaving through it to draw the tale to its conclusion. 
 
    Tonight I have told you a love story, a love story that is all the more powerful because it is true. 
 
    This is a tale of your ancestors and the sacrifices they made to create this haven we call Feld. It is important to remember them and to never take our brave guardians, who protect our boundary every day, for granted.  
 
    Eyes were damp but faces were radiant, hearts had been uplifted, this was their history, this was the real personal heroism behind the dry facts. It made each person remember that they were only alive today because of the amazing selflessness, foresight and courage of a handful of brave people two thousand turns ago. 
 
    It was easy to get caught up in the day-to-day challenges and forget that their place in the world would be swept away in an instant if it weren’t for the guardian barrier that protected them from the ravages of the wild magic that still howled outside it. 
 
    The barrier had grown and Feld had expanded with it, as more and more guardians were born, and over the generations their talent had also grown in a very unexpected way. It had started when a few guardians who found that they could sense what the others were feeling. This ability progressed with each new generation until today they could mind talk over great distances. A very useful skill when you cannot leave your post or you will create a break in the barrier. 
 
    Feld had survived and even prospered; it had grown into five provinces, Ssan, Rick, Rrin, Rill and Tex, each named after heroes of the past, each with their own character, but decedents of Rill and Ssan were still regarded as royalty and they still took on the role of protection and government. Although they never called themselves king or queen, the people had, and over the years the title became accepted. Prince Dissan was their latest descendent, and next in line for the throne. 
 
    Turrin stole a peep at the prince as he sat, elbows on knees, staring into the fire, his ale cup completely forgotten, and it was obvious that his thoughts were far away. These were his ancestors brought to life as never before. Was he wondering if he would have been as courageous and insightful if the burden had fallen on him? Or was he hoping that he would never have to find out? 
 
    Fenrick, the consummate bard that he was, allowed his audience a few moments of contemplation, quietly strumming a series of spine tingling minor chords and then, judging the instant superbly, launched into a totally irreverent drinking song that soon had everyone singing along. 
 
    The dancing followed and a great time was had by all. It would be a harvest feast to be remembered for generations. 
 
    As the night wore on, children began to fall asleep, curled up in parents’ laps or in jumbled heaps on the blanket-covered straw. Several of the young unmarried men and women quietly slipped into the night, observed by their elders who nodded knowingly at each other, wondering how many marriages there would be during the winter to come. 
 
    Werrin caught Turrin's eye, gesturing that they should follow and spy on these couples. It was traditionally really good sport, but Turrin was feeling too comfortable and sleepy to be bothered and he just shook his head. Werrin can't have been too enthusiastic himself because he just shrugged and turned his attention back to a huge slab of bread and cheese he must have stolen from somewhere. That boy was always hungry! 
 
    In the warm red glow of the embers, Fenrick's face was serene. He was playing requests now, the tone of the evening was definitely slowing down and Turrin, unable to fight it anymore, finally gave in to sleep, curling up in his blanket and the last thing he heard was Fenrick's lute singing a gentle lullaby. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Turrin slept late the next morning, the excitement of the day before had finally caught up with him. The sun was well up by the time the bustling activity of the communal morning breakfast woke him. The tables were once again being loaded with food, this time with freshly baked bread, fruit and jugs of milk. There was a pleasant low murmur of conversation punctuated by the occasional groan from the few that had overindulged the night before. These groans were usually accompanied by a short unsympathetic laugh from those who had to be up at the first sign of dawn to prepare the food. 
 
    A group of energized children ran past, screaming with delight as they chased a dog away from the tables. Life was getting back to normal. There was no sign of the prince and his men but Turrin assumed that they would be packing up their camp in preparation for leaving soon after the morning meal. 
 
    Yawning, he stretched and then, scratching his head, he wandered off in the direction of the long drops. The day had dawned with another cloudless blue sky, the sun already burning off the slight autumn dew that glistened on the grass and a zephyr of a breeze was stirring the golden leaves. Turrin smiled; all in all it would be a pleasant ride back to the farm. 
 
    When he returned to the village green a hand full of knights were strolling up the rise, bare-headed and fresh-faced, Turrin wondered if they had had a wash in the river already. 
 
    Thinking of washing made him realize that he had not seen Errin this morning; she always made him have a wash before eating. She would probably be with Fenrick, deep in conversation about things that Turrin could only guess about. But as he scanned the familiar faces he found neither Fenrick’s nor Errin’s amongst them. 
 
    His search was abruptly interrupted by the sound of a galloping horse approaching at speed. Everyone knew that it was just plain stupid to gallop a horse anywhere near the village – lives could be lost that way – but the rider showed no sign of slowing down and people quickly grabbed children and belongings and jumped off the road, swearing abuse at the rider. 
 
    The rider appeared to be heading to the prince’s encampment and nothing was going to stop him. Turrin could see now that it was Jevrrin, a guardian whose family lived in the next village. He must have been visiting home for the harvest feast. Turrin caught a glimpse of his face as he passed and saw such a look of determination and panic there that it made his heart race.  
 
    This was not a good omen. 
 
    Spotting the prince, who was talking to a group of his men outside his tent, the rider raced toward him, almost jumping out of the saddle before the unfortunate beast had skidded to a halt. At the last moment he remembered whom he was addressing and knelt in the dust before the surprised looking prince, breathing heavily. 
 
    The prince took one look at the man’s face and reaching for his elbow, gently elevated him to his feet. 
 
    “Tell me your news; it looks dire, but catch your breath first. Here have a drink.” The prince held out the cup he had been drinking from. 
 
    The man grasped it in both hands and downed the contents in one gulp, wiping the spillage from his chin with the back of his hand. 
 
    “Sire.” He stopped and visibly calmed himself. “Sire, there has been a call for help from the barrier. One of our guardians is under attack and fears for her life. She sent out a cry at dawn and we know she is still alive but we do not know how much longer she will last. Something or someone that can live in the wild magic has found a way through the barrier and is viciously attacking her. We have another guardian racing to cover her post in the hope that there will be no gap if she should,” he paused and took a shaking breath, “if she should die, but we need your knight’s protection now.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Surrin screamed. 
 
    The pain was excruciating. 
 
    There had been a brief moment when her attackers’ attention had been elsewhere and, in desperation, she had tried to take advantage of this to crawl away, anywhere that they would not notice her again for a while. Disastrously, the act of just moving her arm had caused the ends of her broken bones to grate and she had been unable to stifle the scream. 
 
    She closed her eyes and panted, focusing on overcoming the waves of nausea that threatened, knowing that her cry would have drawn the evil beasts’ attention back squarely to her. She tried to make herself as small as possible, clinging onto the tiny hope that the one shout for help that she had managed to send out mind-to-mind had been received and that someone was coming to save her. She had only managed one frantic call before a particularly savage blow to her head had disabled all such communication, but she knew that even if she had been heard and someone had set out immediately, it would be at least a day before they could reach her. She was on her own. 
 
    She tried not to moan as another wave of nauseating pain and despair wracked her body, but she dared a peep from between half-closed eyelids at the scene before her. It was hard to believe that it was real. The fire the beasts had built using wood from the chicken coop sent flames high into the sky, painting the boiling, oncoming storm clouds the colour of old blood. Sparks danced and flew as the wind gusts caught them and sent them spinning. The beasts sat around the fire, grotesque silhouettes gnawing on bones that were all that was left of her faithful dog, Reina. Dear, brave Renia who had given her life so that Surrin could live. These beasts’ language seemed to be a mixture of grunts and obscene gestures punctuated by bursts of hideous laughter. Their huge shaggy shadows, flickering in the firelight, were almost as grotesque as the beasts themselves and Surrin involuntarily shrunk back as one of them nearly fell across her leg. She knew she was not going to escape, her scream had seen to that, and now all the eyes were turned in her direction, eyes filled with a hunger and a lust that would not be denied. 
 
    It had started as such a beautiful autumn day, full of crisp sunshine with the slightly tannin smell of fallen leaves lacing the air. There was also the scent of rain in the wind but, as yet, the storm was just a dark smudge on the horizon. It was a warm day with a pleasant heavy stillness that often precedes a storm where the colours seem so much richer and deeper. Surrin had hummed to herself as she had gone about her morning duties of feeding the chickens and collecting their eggs. Today she had decided that she should pick the last of the apples to go into the winter storage and that maybe sometime soon she should brave the bees and collect some of their wonderfully fragrant honey to top up the jar in the kitchen. 
 
    Life as a guardian on the boundary was sometimes a lonely affair. Some guardians who had partners or family would bring them to the outposts to stay with them during their duty period. The post was set up to accommodate this, with several bedrooms and a large communal area. Surrin had Reina. The post was also almost self-sufficient with its own orchard, vegetable and herb garden, chickens, sheep, cows and bees. Because there was very little a guardian had to do on the boundary, except be there, most took great satisfaction in making sure that the outpost was always in good repair and that it could operate independently.  
 
    Each time a new guardian came on duty, they would bring essential supplies such as lamp oil, salt and flour for the outpost. Although the village was only a one-day carriage ride away, a guardian could not leave their post until relieved as this would create a break in the barrier through which the wild magic would be able to enter Feld. Because of the barrier, Feld was the only place in the world safe from the destructive force of the wild magic storms and each guardian felt the weight of this huge responsibility sit heavily upon their shoulders. 
 
    Surrin was still young, and as yet had not met anyone she would like to share her life with apart from Renia. If she was honest with herself, she had to admit that she really enjoyed her time at the outpost. It was a peaceful time where she was her own boss, where she could do what she wanted, when she wanted, without having to consider others. It was not as if she didn’t have admirers; many men thought her fine features and short dark hair attractive, but she found that being around people required effort. She always seemed to say or do the wrong thing at the wrong time and the simple day-to-day interactions that others found so easy, even enjoyable, were difficult and stressful for her.[CL1] 
 
    Each guardian approached their duty time on the outpost differently. Some were in constant mind-to-mind communication with their neighbours and others preferred their privacy. This ability to talk over distances varied between guardians. Some could mind speak over a week’s ride away, while others like Surrin were more limited. She could only just reach the two outposts either side of her, two days ride away. 
 
    Surrin knew that her magic blocking aura was large enough to overlap that of the guardians either side of her, thus creating a continuous barrier. She could feel them there – it was like holding hands with someone you knew well, you almost forget you are doing it. 
 
    She did not ‘mind speak’ to her neighbours often, and over the years they had learned that she preferred her solitude. This suited her well, even though it was still a comfort to know that she was always just a ‘mind call’ away from help. 
 
    It had been just before she went in to break her fast that she had noticed them walking towards the boundary, out of the wild lands beyond. The first gusts of wind, the harbingers of the approaching storm, had swirled in to gather up the fallen leaves into twirling spirals, making it hard for her to see them properly. At first glance they appeared to be people and her initial reaction was one of disbelief. No one had come in from the wilds for generations. The second was of hope – maybe there were places in the wild magic that people could still live? Surrin had squinted, trying to see them against the backdrop of dark storm clouds and it wasn’t until they were an arrow shot away that she had been able make out that, although they walked on two legs and had two arms and a head, they were definitely not people. In fact they did not even look friendly. They were twice as tall as Surrin with huge barrel chests and arms that almost seemed to drag on the ground. They had flat faces with squashed noses and large muddy yellow eyes that sent shivers down her spine, but it was the halo of matted hair made them look truly alien. Each was dressed in crudely made dark leather clothing with belts into which a variety of weapons were shoved. Surrin had nervously spotted a very large, very sharp, unusually designed axe in the leader's belt and swallowed. 
 
    Reina had growled, her hackles up, and Surrin wished with all her heart that she had heeded her beloved dog’s warning instead of motioning her into silence. But what could she have done? Where could she have gone? She could not leave her post, she had very few options open to her and she had just hoped against hope that these strangers would prove safe. 
 
    Holding Reina by the collar, she had steadied her thumping heart and gone to welcome them to Feld, and this was the moment when her world, as she knew it, ceased to exist. The beast nearest her had lunged, unexpectedly fast, caught her and with one hand holding her around the neck and had lifted her off the ground. She had not even had time to scream, but Reina, dear brave Reina, now let loose, had launched herself at Surrin's attacker's throat making him take a step backwards and forcing him to let Surrin drop. It had just given her enough time to broadcast her desperate cry for help, using mind speech, before the creature snapped Reina's neck and aimed that devastating kick at Surrin's head. 
 
    She had groggily surfaced much later in the day to find herself tossed on the ground in the middle of the yard, face down, dirt in her mouth and dust up her nose. The reality of her situation had flooded back and the loss of Renia stabbed her in the heart so painfully that she had gasped, breathing in more dirt and dust. Her body convulsed as it tried to sneeze but Surrin knew that her best hope of survival was to pretend that she was still unconscious, at least until she had had time to assess the situation, so she had held her breath, willing her body not to sneeze. It did not obey. 
 
    She had groaned and rolled over to get a big breath of fresh air; there was no point in pretending any more, she was sure that these beasts would have heard her. She opened her eyes and stared at the sky. It was late afternoon and the first wisps of dark clouds were speeding overhead. A fitting day to die, she thought, and let herself indulge in a wry smile, but to her surprise nothing happened. 
 
    Where could they be? Listening carefully she had heard a strange sound coming from the over in the pig pen, a sort of wet ripping sound punctuated by a gruff snort of laughter and terrified squealing. Cautiously she’d rolled her head to look in that direction but immediately wished she hadn't for, to her horror, two of the beasts were indulging in a macabre tug of war, literarily pulling one of the little piglets limb from limb. Surrin gagged. These beasts were beyond her understanding. The thought that anyone could enjoy inflicting pain was unimaginable but to do it to something so defenceless and trusting as this little piglet was insanity. 
 
    Surrin breathed deeply. If she was going to survive this she was going to have to have a plan. She had to believe that help was on the way and so her best chance of survival would be to distract these vile creatures away from harming her for as long as possible, but how? A quick glance around had showed her that they were still busy looting, killing and ransacking anything they could get their hands on. She knew this would not last, there was only so much at the outpost to keep them occupied, and sooner rather than later they would turn their attention back to her, and she had a pretty good idea what would happen then. She’d shuddered, her mind painting pictures she did not want to see. 
 
    Later she had heard the sound of heavy footsteps, panting and a scraping sound as if something was being dragged through the dirt. Daring another peek, she saw that one of the beasts was dragging a piece of the chicken coop behind him and he was heading in her direction. Peering out through her lashes, she watched in terror as he looked down as he passed her, laughed, then casually lifted his foot and stomped down hard on her out-flung arm. Surrin didn't even have a chance to scream before blissful oblivion claimed her again. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    It had taken only moments for Dissan to sum up the situation before issuing a few curt orders, motioning for Jevrrin, now regaining his breath, to walk with him as he strode towards the horses. 
 
    Turrin tried to keep up and eavesdrop as the prince quietly questioned the messenger, but it was impossible to hear above the noise the knights were making getting ready to ride. It looked as if they were going to leave the camp set up and only take essentials such as weapons, blankets and food. Turrin stared in amazement as everywhere he looked knights swung into action. He felt as though he was in the eye of a storm, a quiet space surrounded by a flurry of activity. It was truly impressive how quickly and efficiently the knights changed from a group of joking comrades into a well-oiled unit, each person knowing exactly what was needed and where they would be of the most help. Horses were saddled, saddle bags packed and loaded, shields and helmets were tied into position and swords buckled on, quivers were filled with arrows and bows slung across shoulders, There was no sign of the colourful pennants and pageantry of yesterday; this group of men now looked efficiently menacing instead. There was the odd bit of banter about events of the previous night but before the sun had risen a hand more in the sky, the knights were leading their fully loaded horses into line, awaiting the order to mount and ride. 
 
    No such order came. 
 
    Turrin, wanting to get a better view of what was causing the delay, jumped onto the wagon parked at the side of the road, and by standing on tiptoes, could just make out the prince deep in an animated conversation with Fenrick. It looked as if Fenrick had caught up with the prince almost as he was about to mount because Dissan had one hand on the saddle and was holding the bridle with the other. 
 
    Turrin could see that something was not right. The prince was getting impatient and clearly wanted to be off and Fenrick seemed equally adamant about whatever it was he wanted the prince to hear. Turrin had to get closer – this was too exciting to miss out on. He leapt from the wagon and, ducking under the tablecloth of the breakfast table, he made his way towards them. No one was taking any notice of him as he crept closer. All eyes were on Dissan and Fenrick, and eventually Turrin was able to get close enough to hear a few words here and there, something about Rarrin the forester and, yes, he thought he heard Errin’s name as well. Carefully Turrin crept out from under the table and squeezed between Tobrrin and his portly wife until he was in a position where he could almost reach out and touch Fenrick. 
 
    Dissan, clearly getting very impatient, turned away from Fenrick and placed his foot in the strip and mounted in one fluid motion. Looking down at the bard from his steed he sighed heavily. 
 
    “They will just slow us down. You heard Jevrrin, there is no time. Every moment we waste puts not only the girl at risk but the boundary as well, and we just can’t afford to let anything hamper us.” 
 
    The order was given for the knights to mount and, almost as one, the entire troop swung into their saddles. The prince raised his arm and was just about to give the signal to ride when Rarrin came galloping down the road, three of his best horses in tow. 
 
    “Wait! Please wait your highness,” he gasped as he drew near. “I know a shortcut to Tanzrin using the old paths, if you would allow me to show you, I can get you there at least half a day quicker than if you take the roads. It is not easy to find but these old paths are still in amazing repair and we can travel at speed once we are on them.” 
 
    The prince sighed again, before shrugged his shoulders in resignation. “Alright. I have heard only good things about you and I am sure that you would do nothing to jeopardize the boundary. You can show us the way, but you will only need one horse. We cannot travel fast enough leading horses.” 
 
    “Beg your pardon, sire, but these are for Errin, Turrin and Fenrick.” 
 
    Turrin’s jaw dropped. Had he heard right? Surely he meant someone else, why should Rarrin want him to go? Slowly he stood, never taking his eyes off the prince, hardly daring to breath. What was this all about? 
 
    “Fenrick told me to fetch them. He said that you will be needing a healer. There is no one as good as Errin, and she needs Turrin to help her,” Rarrin replied. 
 
    Dissan’s eyes flicked between Rarrin, Fenrick and Errin, who was standing next to the bard holding her healing bag in front of her as if it were shield, and threw his hands in the air. 
 
    “I am defeated!” he exclaimed so loudly his horse shied a step sideways. “But understand this,” he said, looking pointedly at Errin and then Turrin, “we cannot afford to wait for you. You will have to keep up and if you fall behind, we will not go back for you.” 
 
    Turrin could not believe his luck. This was impossible. One moment all he was thinking about was breakfast, and the next he was getting ready to ride with the prince and his knights to save a damsel in distress.  
 
    In his usual way Rarrin had quietly and competently equipped the three horses Fenrick had asked him to fetch and so all that they had to do was scramble onto their assigned beast as quickly as possible. Once Errin was mounted, she scanned the crowd until she saw Tobrrin and, catching his eye, shouted, “You can have what’s left in the barrel if you look after the farm for us till we get back.” Tobrrin grinned from ear to ear. 
 
    “Make that a new barrel when you come back and it is a deal.”  
 
    Errin shook her head and laughed. “Taking advantage of an old lady in her time of need are you? All right half a barrel when we return.”  
 
    Tobrrin smacked his hands together. “Deal!” he shouted, his eyes sparkling in anticipation. 
 
    The prince gave one last look down the line before giving the signal to ride and, at a slow trot, they moved off. Turrin caught a glimpse of Werrin running alongside, waved to catch his attention then smiled as his friend almost tripped over his own feet in surprise to seeing Turrin riding with the knights. It felt so good. 
 
    It wasn’t long before they were traveling at full speed. Turrin had never experienced anything like this before: it was terrible, exciting and exhilarating all at once. The first thing that hit him was the noise, the pounding of the horses hooves the creak of leather the clink of armour and the constant buffeting of the wind in his ears. The second thing was how quickly they had left the village behind and in no time, all he could see when he looked back was a great cloud of dust. 
 
    Turrin had gone on many hunting trips with Rarrin and as a result was a very good rider, used to riding through lots of different terrain. However, he had never before been part of a cavalcade, traveling at such speed where everyone depended on everyone else to keep up and not cause an accident. It was really daunting being boxed in with riders all around him, all traveling at a flat out gallop. He could see why Dissan had been hesitant in taking an old woman and a boy with him. Turrin knew that Errin and Fenrick would have no trouble keeping up but he was not so sure of himself; after all, he was only twelve turns old and for the first time in a while, that did not feel very old at all. 
 
    Gradually Turrin relaxed into the ride. It had a certain rhythm, which was almost hypnotic. He dared a quick look at the rider next to him and was rewarded with a smile and an encouraging wink. Looking forward over the sea of riders he experienced a sort of optical illusion, where the cavalcade as a whole looked as if it were one entity with multiple flying tails and bobbing heads and as it rounded a bend he thought to himself that it looked just like a huge colourful serpent winding itself through the forest. 
 
    Fenrick and Rarrin were riding near the front, within call of the prince, but Errin was riding just in front of him and looked completely at home. As usual she was deep in conversation with someone. This time it happened to be the rider next to her. He looked to be a grizzled older knight who sat his horse with easy confidence born of a lifetime in the saddle. His leather clothes were worn but of good quality and his weapons, although not embellished, looked very efficient indeed. Turrin got the impression that he was the type of person it would be good to have around in a crisis. Trust Errin to find someone interesting to talk to, even at a time like this. 
 
    Turrin lost track of time, although just as his stomach was beginning to tell him that it must be near noon, a signal was passed back to slow and stop. Gradually the horses slowed to a walk and eventually stopped. Everyone was craning their necks to see what was happening up the front and whispered rumours were circulating .Time for the noon meal? Messenger on the road? Something blocking the road? People took the time to take a mouthful of water from the pouches in their saddlebags or to make minor adjustments to their gear. No one dismounted and there was an air of expectancy as they waited for the next order. 
 
    They did not have to wait long. Rarrin trotted back down the line, stopping every now and again to explain what was happening. Basically it was time to leave the road they were now on to go and find an old road, a road that was made by wizards before the wild magic appeared, a road that was no longer used and that had almost been forgotten about as it lay deep in the forest. This would be the most direct route to take them to the outpost, according to Rarrin, and to get to it, they first had to go single file through the forest for a league or two.  
 
    Rarrin looked directly at the man Errin had been talking to all morning. “Hexrick, the prince asked that you be the back marker.”  
 
    Hexrick nodded, touched his fetlock to Errin and directed his horse out of line to take up the rear position. 
 
    The trail through the forest had a familiar feel to Turrin as Rarrin would often take him down similar trails when they went hunting. Although he could hear that there were more people moving up ahead, he only caught the occasional glimpse of Errin, even though she was riding just in front of him. It was very strange; he could almost imagine that the morning's ride had been part of a dream and that in reality, he was out hunting, in the woods back home. This phase of the journey only lasted for a short time before the old wizard road opened up in front of them and the troop regrouped once more to begin their next long, hard, fast ride. 
 
    The road was a marvel, wide straight and in wonderful repair. The surface seemed to be melted rock without a join, but it was not as hard as rock and had a little bit of give, which made it easier on the horses. Wizard roads were used whenever possible but often they lay lost in forests that had grown up once the land had been reclaimed from the wild magic and often ran from nowhere to nowhere. Rarrin only knew about them because of his job as a ranger. The forest grew to the very edge of the road and it was almost like traveling down a tunnel. 
 
    When the sun signalled that it was about mid-way through the afternoon, and just as Turrin’s backside was beginning to feel truly battered and bruised, a halt was called for a meal break. Dissan rode back to see how everyone was faring and, with a smile here and a jest there, he made his way towards Turrin. The only acknowledgment he made to Errin and Turrin was wry rise of an eyebrow. 
 
    The break was too short. It was agony mounting again and Turrin couldn’t help a groan escaping as his backside and saddle were reunited, but it only took a few moments before the stiffness eased and he began to feel more comfortable. There was not much talking going on, everyone was tired and focused on getting to the barrier before the unthinkable happened. It was a race against unknown odds and the uncertainty of it was taking its toll on one and all. 
 
    Gradually the shadows grew longer and the heat went out of the day. There were more insects hovering at head height and Turrin was inhaling his fair share. The birds began their evening chorus, eventually becoming quiet as the sun set and the first stars appeared. There had been wisps of cloud across the sky toward the evening and now the temperature was dropping and the wind was rising. Lanterns were lit and hoisted onto poles that riders at the front and sides of the troop carried. They kept moving at a ground eating pace with only a few stops to rest and feed the horses, until eventually night overtook them, the call of the night birds replacing those of their daytime counterparts. The wind continued to rise. Branches groaned and swayed and lanterns guttered, but as yet, there was no sign of the rain that Turrin could smell in the air. Gradually his heavy head dipped until he quietly nodded off, still sitting in the saddle 
 
    Turrin awoke with a jolt. The sound of men shouting and horses squealing cut through the air, startling him. Suddenly he became aware that the horse in front of him had stopped and, pulling in the reins desperately, he looked for a way to avoid a collision. It was just by pure luck that he managed to slip his horse into a gap big enough to allow them to come to a stop safely. Others were not so lucky and several riders were flung to the ground beneath trampling horses hooves. It was chaos! The once orderly procession had turned into a jumbled mass of horseflesh and shouting riders. To add to the confusion the few lanterns that had survived were being swung wildly about as the men holding them struggled to gain control, causing hugely misshapen shadows to dance among the surrounding forest. 
 
    Turrin knew that there were forward scouts that ranged ahead to make sure that there would be no surprises, so what could have caught the riders so unaware? He was desperately trying to look for any sign of Errin when the horn sounded. It was the signal to bear arms. They were under attack! 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Surrin groaned. 
 
    This time, when she had surfaced from the sweet nothingness of unconscious, she had been surprised to find that night had fallen, the ground was sodden and she was drenched. It had taken her a few moments to make any sense of the nightmare scene around the bonfire and to remember that she was now truly alone. She had not only lost her precious Reina, but she had also lost her ability to mind speak. No one else was going to save her. She was going to have to save herself. Her first instinct had been to escape while the beast’s attention was focused elsewhere and that had been her undoing as she had forgotten about her arm. The resulting scream and movement had been the worst thing she could have possibly done because now all eyes were on her and by the leering tone of the unintelligible words and jeering laughter she could guess exactly what they had in mind for the next segment of this night’s entertainment. 
 
    She was helpless. She could not even move. The only advantage she had, was that she knew the layout of the outpost intimately and she racked her brain to think of anything that she could use as an advantage over these animals. No, they were worse than animals. Animals would never enjoy the cruelty that these beasts seemed to thrive on. 
 
    One troll – yes that is what she would call them – still clutching a piglet's head, idly poking a finger into an eye socket and then sucking it thoughtfully, began to make his way towards her. The look on his face told it all. Feeding was done, hunger appeased, now it was time for the entertainment, and it looked as if that was going to be her. 
 
    Desperately she tried to think of something to grant her a little more time, time that might give any would-be rescuer a chance to reach her. She needed another distraction, maybe something to take their attention off her, but what? Wild eyed, she searched the trashed compound that had been her pride and joy for so long, seeking any inspiration, anything to delay the inevitable. Her prayers were answered, ironically by one of the trolls themselves, as he swung a fence post at a window causing it to explode, showering him with glass, causing the rest to howl with, what Surrin could only guess, laughter. It was a terrifying sound and it sent shivers down her spine. It was the window to the room that held the still and there was enough home brew in there to make a whole village very drunk. It had just been stockpiling over the months, as she had not had time to take it to the village to sell. Maybe they wouldn’t find it? Maybe they would not know what it was? The last thing she wanted was drunk trolls. Sober was bad enough, but drunk would be unimaginable. 
 
    The crow of glee as the first troll cracked one of the home brew barrels spelled out her fate as clearly as if it had been mind-sent by a friend. It would be better if she died now before they became drunk and came for her, but all her training prevented her thinking twice about this. If she died there would be a break in the barrier and the wild magic was ten times worse than these monsters would ever be. Horrendous as they were, they were still the lesser of the two evils. 
 
    Surrin resigned herself to her fate and instead, she tried desperately to remember all the good things about her life. If it was to end tonight, at least she wanted one last chance to relive her important and happy moments. But her mind would not cooperate and as the uncouth noises the trolls were making became louder and more raucous, the harder it became to focus. She was paralyzed with fear. Carefully and painfully she rolled onto her back and looked up at the sky. The storm that had threatened must have blown over after dropping its cargo of rain as the sky was once again full of stars. Here at least was beauty. 
 
    It was almost a relief when the first troll finally stood and began to stagger in her direction: the waiting had become a torture all of its own. In a moment of clarity she noted that the leering look of lust on the troll's face was almost human. Strange how these things are so universal, she thought, and then almost laughed at herself. Here you are about to die in the most horrible way imaginable and you are making observations on social behaviour. She looked up at the sky of black velvet with its sprinkling of jewelled stars and the closed her eyes. She wanted the stars to be the last thing she saw and not the grotesque face of a troll as it slobbered all over her. 
 
    She waited, eyes closed, trying to breath, trying to be brave. But even with all her willpower it was impossible not to scream when the troll’s body crashed down on top of her legs, pinning her to the ground. 
 
    Her screaming took on a life of its own and it was quite some time before she realized that the troll was not moving. He was just lying there. On top of her, making it impossible for her to move. Cautiously she tried to sit up but she was pinned in such a way that she could not shift without using her broken arm. She squirmed to get a better look at the troll and eventually turned enough so that she could see his face. He was not moving, and although his eyes were closed, he was still breathing, still alive.  
 
    Strangely, the only sound she could hear was the crackling of the fire and the call of a lonely night bird. All had become mysteriously very quiet. Carefully scanning the outpost, she could not see a single standing troll. There were several large lumps on the ground, some in piles, but it appeared as if every single troll had just fallen asleep where they stood. What could have happened? Maybe they couldn’t hold their liquor, she thought ruefully, or maybe their bodies did not react to alcohol the way human bodies did? Whatever had happened it had given her a golden opportunity to get away. She tried to move, but all too soon she realized that there would be no escape out from under the crushing, dead weight of the troll pinning her lower body to the ground. The cruel irony was not lost on her. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Time seemed to slow down for Turrin, the action surrounding him almost turning into a graceful dance. Horses pranced, their manes flying. Men ran slowly as if they were running through water, grabbing their weapons as they went, all their attention focused on the road up ahead. 
 
    Turrin peered forward trying to catch a glimpse of what it was they were running towards but immediately wished he hadn’t. Caught in the flash of a swinging lantern was an image of all his nightmares. The image of a troll, axe held high screaming as it ran towards him, matted hair flying and saliva dripping off its huge yellow pointed teeth. His heart stood still. He was sent straight back to that night so many years ago when his world turned to dust and he had lost everything he ever knew. Rooted to the spot he could not even force his body to breath let alone move. 
 
    It was Hexrick’s deep voice that broke the spell. 
 
    “Best you stay out of this little ruckus, my friend,” he said as he effortlessly plucked Turrin off his nervous horse, carried him to the side of the road and put him down next to Errin, well out of the way of any danger. 
 
    Errin didn’t say a word. She didn’t need to, he knew she understood exactly what he was going through, so instead, she just quietly wrapped him in her arms and immediately he felt safe. This time there was someone to save him, and someone to turn to that loved him. This time it would be different. 
 
    For the briefest of moments he just wanted to stay there with his eyes closed and pretend that nothing was happening but, as usual, his curiosity took over and he could not resist the urge to take a peek. 
 
    At first it looked like a tangled mass of swirling bodies and horses, with no rhyme or reason but after a moment he could make out that the trolls were being slowly pushed backwards by a united front of knights on foot. It looked as if there were only four trolls all told, but they were twice the size of a man and they had twice the reach. An enemy not to be taken lightly. 
 
    As he watched, Turrin saw the prince take his turn engaging one of the biggest and ugliest trolls to try to keep it from moving forward. Turrin held his breath. The prince was a skilled warrior but these trolls did not fight clean and they were incredibly strong.  
 
    Time and time again, Turrin had to hide his eyes as the huge axe the troll was wielding impossibly missed the darting prince by a fraction of a hair. If it were to find its target it would cleave the prince in two. It was a contest of might versus agility and Turrin was not really sure who would win. Who was going to tire first? 
 
    The men engaging the trolls became more and more bold, frantically trying to keep the trolls from breaking through. Turrin gasped. This was the moment when the battle would be won or lost and for a few moments it looked as if the trolls were gaining the upper hand. 
 
    Once again Turrin was tempted to hide his eyes but instead he looked away, and as he did so he saw a group of mounted knights line up across the road preparing to charge. 
 
    Turrin allowed himself a smile. This had been the plan all along, engage the trolls, keep them cornered whilst the knights who had escaped the initial melee regrouped, recovered their mounts and prepared to charge.  
 
    There was no signal, yet, as one, the horses leaped forward, and by the time they reached Turrin, they were at full gallop. The ground shook as they thundered past and the knights’ battle cries were blood curdling. Turrin leapt into the air punching his fist high and screamed his own defiance to the wind. The Trolls would not win tonight! 
 
    In the end it did not take long. A troll on foot was no match for a mounted knight at full gallop, and although the prince said later that it would have been good to keep one alive to get some answers as to who they were and where they came from, the heat of the battle overtook everyone and not a single troll survived. 
 
    It took a moment for everyone to realize that it was over. Weary men collapsed to sit where they had been standing, taking off helmets and gauntlets to run their hands through sweat-soaked hair. Horses shook their heads and snorted as their knights dismounted, absently patting necks and fetlocks, uttering soothing sounds.  
 
    The prince, leaning on his sword, looked around, gathering everyone’s attention. They had found the bodies of the two scouts, carelessly tossed to the side of the road, and had hastily given them shallow graves. “Much as I would like to take the time to honour these two fine men with the appropriate burial, we do not have the luxury of time at the moment. Hopefully we will be back here very soon and we will be able to set this right, but at the moment we must push on to the boundary and hope that this delay has not been critical.” 
 
    It was obvious that the men were weary, a long ride followed by a gruelling battle and now they were being asked to do it all over again. However, apart from the odd sigh and groan as weary muscles were stretched, everyone quietly got on with preparing to mount and ride on. 
 
    Turrin found his horse waiting patiently with the others, as it had been trained to do, and a quick check showed that his saddle bags were intact. 
 
    “Glad you are okay, boy; it would be a long walk without you,” Turrin murmured into the horse's ear as he gently patted its quivering neck. 
 
    The order came to mount and once again the troop moved forward almost as if nothing had happened. 
 
    Turrin found that Hexrick was now riding between himself and Errin, a fact that made him feel very reassured. Hexrick gave the impression that nothing would ever surprise him and that he would cope with any situation in the same calm manner, no matter what it was. He was like a caring big brother really. [CL2]. 
 
    He glanced sideways at the craggy face and plucking up courage, asked, “Do you know what happened?” 
 
    To Turrin’s surprise it turned out that Hexrick was more than willing to share all he knew along with a few of his own thoughts about the situation as well. 
 
    “It looks like those bastards[CL3] ambushed our scouts and, after killing them and their horses, were settling down for a hearty meal when we arrived and spoiled their supper.” Hexrick turned and with a wicked smile added, “Now they are just worm tucker. Ugly arseholes really, wonder where they came from? Still this has been a useful exercise because if we run into any more of them we now know that they don’t fight as a unit. It looks as if they fight as individuals, each out for themselves. Did you notice that they never looked after anyone else’s back? Useful to know that, very useful indeed!” 
 
    This would be the last conversation in the long, hard night spent focusing on trying to fight of sleep and stay in the saddle. 
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    Surrin startled awake. 
 
    Despite everything, or perhaps, because of everything, she had fallen asleep. A sweet oblivion where she wished desperately she could have remained but, of all things, it was a full bladder that had woken her. Woken her to a world of pain and misery. A world of loss and a world of guilt. If she was to be the break in the boundary, all those many lives of dedication would have been for nothing. A break would allow the wild magic storms to swoop into the breach and it would take many generations to reclaim the land they would lose. Many would lose their lives, their homes, and their loved ones, all because she had failed to stay alive and to keep the boundary intact. 
 
    It was nearly morning and the autumn dew was beginning to form on the grass and the air was crisp and still, holding its breath waiting for the sun to peek over the horizon. The sun was already announcing it’s coming with a pale mauve introduction defining the edge of the world and the beginning of the sky. So beautiful. Too beautiful to leave.  
 
    Surrin looked down at the troll spread-eagled across her lower body, his huge, disproportioned leather-clad torso effectively preventing her from bending her legs and the grotesque head too far away for her to reach without sitting up. Looking around in the dim light she searched for some sort of weapon she could use, but of course there was nothing. 
 
    Without thinking she automatically searched for the presence of another mind to talk to, forgetting the knock she had taken to the head. There was only silence. It was like being deaf and blind and for the first time in her life she was truly alone. Despite herself she could not prevent a single sob escaping and silent tears from sliding down her cheeks. 
 
    She lay back, sighing. The best thing she could do was conserve her energy in case she would get a chance to use it. At least the troll was keeping her warm. It seemed crazy that the world was still turning and that another day, just like any other, was beginning. The sky lightened and first one bird began to sing, then another until a whole chorus was greeting the new day, raucously proclaiming their place in the world, and still the trolls slept. 
 
    A tiny shard of hope edged its way into her heart. The longer the trolls slept the more chance that someone might come; that is, if her cry for help had been sent, let alone received. 
 
    As the first rays of sun pierced the land, bestowing colour as it passed, this hope began to take a firmer hold. But just as she had almost talked herself into believing that things might be all right, she felt the troll move, a shuddering breath followed by a loud, long fart and then, excruciatingly he turned over flinging his arms over his head. 
 
    Surrin bit her lip to stop from screaming. Her legs were so used to being in one place under pressure that when that pressure was changed it was like bones breaking. She nearly blacked out, but something she glimpsed as he had moved kept her in the here and now. Peering through nearly closed eyes she first made sure that he was still asleep, and then she scanned his upper body. There it was! She had not been mistaken, the hilt of a sword was protruding from his belt. As he had rolled over he had released one of her legs and this meant that she could bend forward much more than she could have before. Gingerly she inched her way into a semi sitting position and reached out toward the dark hilt so tantalizingly close. Her fingers could just touch it, but she could not get a grip. Straining with all her will she reached just that little bit further, just far enough to hook a finger under the leather and gently begin to drag it out of the scabbard. It was heartbreakingly slow work but she nearly had it now. She held her breath not wanting to make a sound, willing the sword to slip free easily, willing it not to fall down the far side of the troll and be forever lost to her. 
 
    Dimly she could hear sounds of the other trolls beginning to stir: a groan, a snort, the sound of a body rolling over. However, as yet, none of them had actually sat or stood up. Time was running out fast. In the end it was the troll himself that finally helped her. Still not fully awake he made one more move to turn over presenting her with the hilt for the taking. She did not hesitate and grasping it in her good hand she drew the sword and plunged it deep into his eye, a killing blow.  
 
    He jerked, pissed himself and then truly became a dead weight. Miraculously, Surrin had managed to move out from underneath him. She was free and armed. Things were looking up. 
 
    Immediately, she crouched down behind the dead troll to hide from the others before cautiously peered over his huge chest to see where the others were and what they were doing. Most were still asleep but one or two were sitting up, groaning, looking blearily around. The blood was painfully returning to her legs and she didn’t trust them yet. Quietly she stretched them, grimacing at the pain that replaced the numbness. 
 
    This was going to be a finely judged thing. If she ran too soon, her legs might not be ready to carry her and she would be seen, but if she waited too long she might be found by one of the beasts who were now waking. Her nerves got the better of her and, choosing a time when she thought none of them were looking her way, she bent over nearly double and made a break for the forest edge. Her shadow, made long by the morning rays, dancing before her over the dewy grass. 
 
    She had always thought that the outpost was nestled into the forest and that it was just a short walk until you were amongst the trees, but this morning, the forest edge seemed impossibly far away. 
 
    Her legs were not cooperating as they should and she stumbled more than once. She clutched her broken wrist to protect it but this made keeping her balance even more difficult and the whole time she expected to hear a cry or to feel a knife in her back. She was sobbing for breath when she finally reached the forest and collapsed against a tree trunk, sliding slowly into a sitting position, looking out onto what had once been her home. She knew she had to get further into the trees, to hide, but she just needed a moment to catch her breath. 
 
    The outpost was coming to life now. The trolls were stumbling around, tripping over things, pissing where they stood and it would not be long now before one of them found their companion that she had killed, and the hunt would be on. Screwing up all her reserves she stood and edged around the tree and turning her back on the outpost, she slipped into the shadow of the forest only to find herself looking at the point of a sword held by a very large troll with a distinctly unpleasant smile on his face. 
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    Turrin gasped. 
 
    He had not realized he had been holding his breath as he watched the guardian girl struggle towards the cover of the forest. He had fervently hoped that her brave bid for freedom would be rewarded and that she would make it to safely, but when he saw her dragged back to the destruction of the once proud outpost and thrown down onto the ground, he found that he was in desperate need of air. 
 
    They had ridden all night and in the cool, just before the dawn, they had come upon the post from behind the cover of a small wooded rise. The sight that met them was truly horrifying. Shocking even the hardened knights. 
 
    Turrin had been forgotten as everyone had slipped back down the road to make a hasty plan of attack. Even Errin was deeply involved in the discussion, gesturing and occasionally shaking her head. 
 
    He knew that he should stay clear and not get in the way but it was hard to listen to sense when you are only twelve turns old, and he felt that he would truly go crazy if he was to come so far and then miss all the action. 
 
    Using all the hunting skills Rarrin had taught him, he had wriggled his way through the undergrowth until he had gained a grandstand view of the whole scene and, as a result, he had had a very clear view of the guardian girl stumbling towards the trees, of her capture and now, it looked as if he would have a wonderful view of her rape and eventual death. 
 
    Quietly he counted twenty trolls, all massively huge and armed with the most gruesome weaponry imaginable. One was on the ground and did not appear to be moving. Turrin hoped it was dead. He could smell their foul stench carried on the slight morning breeze that had picked up after the sunrise. It was that same breeze that also carried the occasional guttural sound of hideous laughter as the trolls poked and kicked the limp form of the girl in their midst. 
 
    Turrin was torn between closing his eyes in case the worst happened, or keeping them open in case a miracle happened and the knights could save her in time. He had faith in the prince yet he could not imagine a way to save her now. Even if the knights charged down the hill this instant it would only take a split second for one of these monsters to kill her. 
 
    Where were the knights? A quick scan showed him that they had vanished. He cursed under his breath because he now had no idea where they had gone to or where to look. He discovered that he did not like not knowing what was going to happen and he started to wriggle backwards to go and find someone. 
 
    “Careful,” came a forceful whisper .“You nearly kicked me in the nose then.” 
 
    Somehow Errin had crept up behind him without a sound. How had she known where he was and how could an old lady in a dress be so quiet? It would never cease to amaze him how she could always surprise him. Still it saved him having to go and find someone. 
 
    “Do you think they can save her?” he whispered back as quietly as he could. “She nearly made it before. She was so close.” 
 
    “I know, she certainly has spirit and a strong will to live. Let's hope that is enough to get her through. She only has to hang on for a little bit more whilst everyone gets in position, and at the moment she is as good a distraction as we are going to get.” 
 
    Turrin stared at Errin in disbelief. Here was a guardian fighting for her life and all Errin could see was that she was a useful distraction. 
 
    “She… she is going to die isn’t she? Isn’t there something that can be done to save her?” he pleaded. “Surely we can’t have come so far just to watch her die?” 
 
    Erin turned and really looked at Turrin for the first time that night. “Sometimes we have to sacrifice one to save the many and, if that is what happens today, I want you to understand that her death will be heavy in all our hearts till the day we die. Yet, if we were to try and save her but let the trolls escape to kill and plunder more innocent villages and guardian outposts, we would be guilty of causing many more innocent people's deaths.” 
 
    Turrin swallowed. So this is what it was like to be a knight, he thought. So much more painful than he had ever imagined. 
 
    He turned back to the scene below him, wondering where everyone had vanished to. Apart from the group of trolls gathered around the girl there was no one in sight. 
 
    The first inkling of what was being planned came when he noticed a large piece of roofing, possibly part of the pig house judging by its size and the fact that it was well away from the house, move on its own away from the cover of the trees and out into the open. Turrin was not sure if he was pleased or not. On one hand it was a very good simple plan to get as close as possible before attacking and, in doing so, giving the trolls less chance to kill the girl, but on the other hand it was also very risky. All it would take was for one of the trolls to notice the movement and the knights would be like sitting ducks. 
 
    The roofing moved in small fast bursts when the trolls were not looking that way. Turrin noticed that the roofing was soon joined by other, smaller pieces of debris and as he watched, even more came into view. Now there were two groups of men in disguise moving in opposite directions and they had the trolls completely surrounded. Stealthily they moved closer and closer. 
 
    Once again Turrin found himself holding his breath. Watching was so much harder than doing. He was torn between keeping an eye on the trolls or the creeping bits of building, but the closer the knights got, the more he zoned in on the trolls, looking for any sign of awareness that things were not as they should be. As Errin had stated, the girl was the best distraction they could hope for and at the moment she seemed to be the cause of a heated argument. Aggressive stances were being taken and guttural shouts could be heard that coincided with weapon waving and angry gestures. Suddenly, a huge brute bent down and grabbed the guardian by her short dark hair, lifting her off her feet and shaking her in the opposing trolls face before it turned to walk away with her. 
 
    As one, the knights erupted from their shelter. Arrows and knives filled the air and, as if by magic, the trolls were suddenly surrounded by knights screaming their war cries and charging straight at them, weapons drawn. Turrin pumped the air and screamed right along with them. The beast holding the guardian dropped her to the ground, reached for the huge axe that was in a scabbard across his back and, snarling, he lowered into a crouch to face the onslaught. Although the trolls were completely taken by surprise it only took only a split second for them to draw their weapons and face the threat head on. The arrows and knives had wounded four and it looked as if one was dead but the others were so huge, so strong and so fast that it was still be too difficult to know which side had the advantage. 
 
    The battle cries were replaced by the sound of clashing steel, screams of pain and grunts of exertion. The knights were more agile but when a troll’s weapon connected it was always a killing blow. All Dissan’s men seemed to be able to do was to injure the trolls. Three men lay on the grass, their bodies looking part of the haphazard chaos of destruction. The battle swayed like a drunkard, one way and then the other, looking for all the world like a swarm of bees following the queen except that now and then one of the swarm would drop to the ground and be left behind. 
 
    Scanning the field Turrin suddenly noticed that the girl, now forgotten, was crawling ever so slowly, heading in his direction. He quickly weighed up his chances. The fighting had moved off towards the house and there was quite a bit of cover between the girl and where he was hiding. He knew that Errin would never let him go. He would be putting himself in considerable danger, but it was possible that he could save her, and he was the only one, at the moment, that could. The question was, would he be able to live with himself if he did not give it a try, and the answer was a clear and resounding no. He really did not have a choice. 
 
    A quick glance showed him that Errin was totally absorbed in the conflict below and not looking his way at all. Now was the time, now before he lost his nerve. 
 
    Silently he edged forwards pretending to try and get a better look. Carefully he gathered his legs under him. Errin was still staring off in the other direction. One foot in front of the other he crept down the slope avoiding any twigs or branches that would make a sound and eventually he was in a position that he could make a dash for the girl. Surveying the ground before him, he made a quick calculation of the best route, the route that would give him the most cover and taking a deep breath he dashed forward. 
 
    He ran doubled over, jinking from one piece of cover to the next. All the time he could see the girl struggling towards him. She was grey, her hair in a tangled mat and her clothes bloodied and ripped. She did not seem to be aware of any of her surroundings. Turrin had seen a mouse that Thad had brought for him once act exactly the same. It knew it had to escape, to keep moving but it had been so injured that it had no idea of where it was going or where the danger was that it was fleeing from. It was a sort of dogged determination to keep going because you are unable to stop. 
 
    This might be harder than he had at first thought. The closer he got, the more he could see that she was in a really bad way. One arm looked useless and she was moving excruciatingly slowly, all the while sobbing quietly. 
 
    Turrin dashed the last few paces to take cover behind something that looked like it was once part of a compost bin, and waited for her to slowly make her way towards him. She still had not noticed him at all. Her world had narrowed to the next piece of ground that lay directly in front of her eyes. He did not want to frighten her as she might call out and that would draw attention, yet somehow, he had to make her move behind the bin.  
 
    Cautiously he took a peek over the top of his cover to see what was happening with the battle but it still seemed as if neither side had the upper hand. Both sides were getting weary and the fighting had slowed down from the frenetic frenzy it had been at the beginning. 
 
    The good thing, at least for him, was that it was still over on the other side of the clearing. Gingerly he lay down and reached out along the ground as far as he could and to his delight he could almost touch her, just another few finger lengths and he would have her. 
 
    He began to whisper to her, more a voice in a breath than a normal whisper. “Hello, I am down here. I don’t mean you any harm. I would like to help you.” He kept repeating this phrase until it finally penetrated the fog in her brain and she looked around as if to try and find where this noise was coming from. He watched as focus returned to her eyes as she spotted him, the blank look vanishing to be replaced with one of understanding and purpose. She changed her course slightly and moving faster than before, she made her way into the relative safety behind the bin. 
 
    Turrin introduced himself and was pleased when she managed to whisper “Surrin” back to him. 
 
    “Do you think you would be able to walk if I supported you?” he asked. He had realized early on that although she was not very big there was no way he would be able to carry her. It took longer than he expected for her to answer, but a slight nod of the head was enough for him to begin to make plans. 
 
    First things first. Taking off his shirt he made an improvised sling for her broken arm and then he placed her other arm across his shoulders and eased both of them into a crouched over, semi standing, position. He could see that it had caused her pain, it was reflected in her eyes and the tight grip she had on his shoulder, but she hadn’t cried out, not even a whimper. This was one very brave lady. All the more reason to try and save her, he thought. Turrin took a small step forward and she stumbled forward beside him, leaning heavily on him, but not cripplingly so. This may just work! 
 
    It was important not to be too ambitious and to only go from one piece of cover to the next. “Are you ready?” he whispered into her ear. “We will just go to that pile of hay and then have a rest.” She nodded, looking forward and bracing herself for the run. 
 
    The first few steps were stumbling and uncoordinated but gradually they found a rhythm and although still very awkward they made good progress. When they reached the hay, both were exhausted and just crouched there panting, building up resolve to tackle the next run. Sweat trickled down his back and the musty smell of the hay was making him want to sneeze but one glance a Surrin’s pale face next to his made all these discomforts seem minor. “Time to go. You ready?” he whispered, offering her his shoulder once again. 
 
    They progressed like this, shuffling from one hiding place to another, until they came to the last shelter before they would have to make the long dash to the forest. Turrin looked longingly at the place he had been hiding with Errin and, yes, she was still there glaring down at him with murder in her eyes. Somehow that was very comforting, something familiar, something he had dealt with before. It also showed, in an odd way, how much she really did care about him. 
 
    This last stretch was going to be difficult as it was not only the longest run they had yet attempted, it was also slightly up hill. This would make it harder to run but it also exposed them to anyone looking from below. The sun was higher in the sky now as it was about mid-morning, and the air was fresh with the sweet scent of fallen leaves. The sound of the battle was still distant yet somehow the rhythm of it sounded different. Turrin dared a look, peering between the twigs and leaves of the red currant bush they were hiding behind. It took a moment before he realized what the difference was. There were far fewer trolls standing than before, although there were just as many knights as the last time he had looked. There had been a change. The fight had turned and it appeared as if it had turned in the knights’ favour. He screwed up his face trying to work out what had happened. Something Hexrick had said earlier that night surfaced. He had said that the trolls do not fight as a unit, could that be the difference? Could the prince have used that against them and picked them off one by one? He viewed the battle with new eyes and saw that although all the trolls were engaged each trying to pin down a single agile knight who seemed to be evading it rather than attacking it, there was one troll with four knights surrounding him and they were all working together to bring him down. Very clever, Turrin smiled and breathed a sigh of relief. Not even a beast as huge as this could withstand four skilled knights attacking it at once and it did not take very long before this troll also succumbed, becoming just another untidy mound in the grass. The four knights immediately transferred their attention to another troll. Turrin could see that it would not take long for the battle to be over and the sensible thing would be to wait it out where they were. 
 
    It was probably best to stay hidden just in case yet after he had explained what was happening to Surrin he couldn’t resist crawling out a bit further for a better view. He sat upright and snapped off a few offending branches, releasing the tangy, distinctive scent of currant into the air as he did so. The sight that greeted him made him freeze in terror. Instead of seeing a resounding victory with the knights standing over a mound of dead trolls, he was just in time to see a huge beast, carrying a bloody axe twice the size of Turrin, running very fast, directly towards their hiding place. The one thing that Turrin had not taken into account was that these trolls had no loyalty to each other, and because of that, they had begun to run as soon as it became clear that they were not going to win, and unfortunately, one happened to be running their way. All Turrin could do was hope that it would not see them and run right past, but this was not to be. Trolls may not have been loyal but they were not stupid and as soon as it saw Turrin it swerved towards them with the firm intent to either take a hostage, or to take revenge, written all over its ugly misshapen face. 
 
    Turrin and Surrin began to stumble backwards facing the oncoming threat, not really knowing what to do. Turrin’s heart sank, not only had he failed to save the guardian but he had also given the troll a chance to escape and, worst of all, he was going to get this brave girl killed. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    It would be no contest. They were unarmed and Surrin was badly injured.  
 
    It all seemed so unfair, so unbelievable that the victory, so assured a moment ago, could turn to disaster in a split second. Turrin could feel the rage at the injustice of the situation rising within him. Here, racing towards him, was the cause of all the sadness in his life, the cause of his nightmares and the endless aching loss of his parents. He was damned if he was going to let them win. Manoeuvring Surrin behind him he drew himself up to his full height and gave vent to all the pent up anger he had ever felt towards these ugly brutes, anger that had been bubbling just below the surface for as long as he could remember. 
 
    “You want a piece of this, do you?” he yelled, slapping his chest and taking a step forward. “Come on, then, you ugly mother fucker. Come and get it.” 
 
    It was a new obscenity he had heard Hexrick use but it seemed to feel right. “You big fat mother fucker. I bet you still suck your thumb.” 
 
    He had not expected this outburst to do more than make him feel better but the troll stopped, with what almost passed for a look of fear in his face, and even started to take a step backward. Turrin could not believe it, who knew trolls were afraid of insults. “Yes, that’s right, you arsehole, you better run back to mummy cause I’m not afraid of you!” The troll continued to back away, but now Turrin noticed that it was not looking at him at all, instead it was looking past him to something behind. 
 
    Turrin turned and his jaw dropped, because there, walking calmly towards him and the troll, was Errin holding her bow with an arrow pointing directly at the monster’s eye. However this was probably not the cause of the terrified look of fear on the troll's face. It was much more likely to be the fact that Errin’s entire body was surrounded in a halo of fire. The flames were not touching her; instead they were igniting the grass all around her and a haze, caused by the heat, rose high above her head. Turrin could feel the heat from where he was standing. He had never seen her do anything remotely like this before and once again he was beginning to wonder if he really knew her at all. 
 
    It was all the distraction the knights needed, and before the troll had time to take action they had raced up, surrounded it, brought it to its knees and bound it hand and foot. 
 
    It took them the rest of the day to treat the wounded, bury the dead and burn the trolls. By evening everyone was exhausted. They had made a bonfire of what was left of the wreckage and were sitting around it now sharing stories and cider from what was left of the liquor store that the trolls had not finished. Jevrrin had quickly ‘mind talked’ with the nearby village to ask them to send help to rebuild and restock the outpost. 
 
    It had been an exhausting two days and Turrin was finding it very hard to keep his eyes open. He was leaning into Errin, enclosed in the warmth of her protective arms. He felt very young, tired and vulnerable. The fire was bright, and the surrounding night velvety black. There was a definite autumn chill in the air and the men sat huddled in their saddle blankets or cloaks. Stories of valour during the day were recounted and kind words shared about those who had died. It was a new experience to be one with a group of people who had just claimed victory over an impossible foe together. Fenrick had composed and sung a song about the battle earlier on in the evening and Turrin had been mortified when the bard had included a verse about his “stout stand, and accomplished swearing, that had caused the beast to shake with fear.” But everyone had laughed and raised their cups to him in salute. It did feel good to belong.  
 
    There was another verse dedicated to Errin and her “blaze of glory” which raised a muted cheer from the audience. Turrin wondered if they were as much in awe of her as he was. He had always known that she could achieve things others could not: her healing was miraculous, her mead legendary, but he had never known her to burst into flames before. If they were living in the time before the wild magic he would have thought she was a mage. He had asked her how she had done it and the only answer she had given was that it was a form of mind speak, that she had made everyone believe that she had been on fire. There were so many questions he still wanted to ask but he just could not keep his eyes open any longer. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Turrin spent the next few days helping Errin with the wounded. His time occupied with cleaning wounds, changing dressings, making poultices and encouraging those who were giving in to their wounds to fight. Many of these wounds made his stomach turn and if it had been anyone but Errin treating them, many would not have survived. Rarrin has sustained a badly broken leg and although he was being stoic about it, the fact that he would not be riding for a few moons was making him seethe with frustration. He did not do sitting still well. 
 
    Surrin was a miracle herself. She quickly recovered and, with her arm strapped to her body, insisted on helping Turrin as much as she possibly could. He felt a certain bond with her as both of them shared the experience of facing the trolls alone and surviving. She was like the big sister he never had. She had told him about Reina and he had awkwardly patted her shoulder as she cried. Being able to talk to someone about her beloved dog had seemed to help her, and he noticed that she was smiling more. He even heard her laugh at something Dissan had said this morning. She still could only mind talk for short distances and duration but at least it appeared as if this, too, would recover. 
 
    The villagers had arrived early on the second day and in no time the outpost was a hive of activity. All wanted to gawp at the captive troll and many shuddered, unable to believe that the knights had fought and killed such ferocious beasts. 
 
    At the end of the third day, as they waited for the deer to finish roasting on the spit over the fire, Dassin banged his cup and called for attention. 
 
    “The time has come for us to ride.” He announced. “Those of us that still cannot sit a horse will ride in the wagon the villagers have lent us. We move out on the morrow for the palace.” This was news that had been expected and it was accepted calmly, many nodding in agreement. It was time. 
 
    “Already word of the trolls has spread through the guardians’ ‘mind speak’ and now each outpost will be guarded by a troop of knights. We don’t know where these trolls come from, how they survive the wild magic or how they can pass the boundary, but now we have a prisoner and maybe we can start to get answers. My brother has studied history, languages and science and he may be able to help. We need to get our prisoner to him as quickly as possible. This is a matter for the council, and my father needs to have as many facts as he can before he leads them to a decision.[CL4] 
 
    “Surrin, Errin and Fenrick,” he paused, turning to each as he said their name, “I would ask you if you could come with us, as your insight and advice would be very welcome in this.” 
 
    Errin reached for Turrins hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “Of course I will need my trusted healer at my side” She whispered, smiling down at him. 
 
    Turrin blinked. Hardly daring to believe his own ears. He was going to the palace. Not in his wildest dreams had he ever thought he would ever get to see Hope, the most exciting city in the world, let alone go to the palace itself. What an adventure, Werrin will be so envious. Turrin could not wait to see his face when they rode through Upper Hull on their way to the palace. 
 
    That night Turrin found it impossible to sleep. He was so excited, his feet would not stay still and his mind kept racing, thinking of all the wonders he was going to see. He rolled over onto his back and stared up at the night sky. The full moon hung above him like a huge gleaming silver ball suspended impossibly in space. They had been so lucky with the weather but tonight a few wispy clouds scudded across the face of the moon, borne on fast winds, high overhead. No wind had yet reached the ground, maybe tomorrow. He sighed and rolled over again. It was no use: the more he tried to sleep the more awake he felt. At last he could stand it no longer, and with the pretence of going to relieve himself he climbed out of his bedroll and stumbled towards the latrine. 
 
    The moon was so bright that it created black shadows cast in a liquid silver light, making it easy to see where he was going. Because he had not really needed to go to the toilet, he took the long way round past the food wagon and the makeshift shelter that housed the last of the wounded, his bare feet silent in dewy grass. 
 
    A lamp still burned in the shelter, and as Turrin passed near to the entrance he heard voices. He expected to hear Errin but he was surprised that the answering voice was Fenrick’s and judging by the tone, they were discussing something really interesting, something adult. He couldn’t help himself, he just had to stop and listen. If they caught him, he could always tell the truth that he was on the way to the toilet. 
 
    “It was a risky stunt you pulled the other day, with the aurora of fire, so close to the boundary. If your projection had passed through it, he would be sure to recognise your signature.” Fenrick’s voice sounded concerned. 
 
    “I didn’t really have a choice,” Errin replied. “I had to save the girl. I am still positive that he cannot see into Feld.” Turrin heard the utter weariness in her voice “I am also certain that he knows I am here,” she added, sounding utterly defeated. “Why else would he send the trolls? I was hoping to have more time, at least two more turns. I’m just not ready yet! My seekers are not ready yet!” She paused before asking, in a bewildered whisper, “How did he find me?” 
 
    Turrin could hear Fenrick pacing as he always did when he was thinking. 
 
    “You know, he may not have found you yet. He may just be getting so strong that his influence is felt everywhere, even here. He will be so incensed that he cannot see past the boundary that he will be throwing everything he can at it to break it down and get a good look inside. He may still only be eliminating places you might be, one by one, and he might not know, for certain, that you are here.” 
 
    “You're such a kind man, Fenrick,” she said with a sad smile in her voice, “but this attack has made it obvious to me that I cannot wait any longer. I will speak to Salassan about gathering the seekers as soon as we reach Hope. Winter is not a good time for travel, yet we have no choice. With luck, we could be ready to begin sending the seekers before spring.” There was a heavy, heartfelt sigh before she continued. “I am tired, old man.” Errin sounded exhausted. “I was really enjoying this break, but it looks as if it has come to an end and the battle must commence once more.” There was a rustle of clothing, possibly Errin standing, before she murmured quietly, “Go on, go and get some sleep and I will see you in the morn.” 
 
    Turrin crept backwards to make sure he was safely out of sight and watched Fenrick stride off towards the fire. Replaying the whole confusing conversation in his head, but unable to make any sense of it, Turrin found the latrine pit, relieved himself and trotted back to his bed roll. 
 
    This time of year the temperature dropped dramatically once the sun went down and Turrin snuggled right down into his blanket, very grateful for the fire. As he began to warm up once more, he re-examined Errin and Fenrick’s conversation. It was all a bit strange really. What were the seekers and who was hunting Errin? It sounded like someone outside the barrier, but how was this possible? The other thing that confused Turrin was that Errin talked about the king, Salassan, as if she knew him well. In all the years he had lived with her she had never even mentioned him. If she was on friendly terms with him, maybe she would take Turrin along to meet him one day[CL5]. He could see it now, his imagination beginning to weave many different scenarios all involving himself doing something very heroic that resulted in himself being knighted by the king, whilst Errin proudly looked on. He fell asleep and continued to dream. 
 
      
 
    The next morning dawned grey and misty. Everything was covered with a thick dew, the trees dripped sullenly onto the damp ground and the sounds the knights were making breaking camp were muted. Turrin was glad to be moving, at least it kept you warm. It did not take long to make the horses ready to ride. The wagon was packed with bedding, extra saddles and gear from the fallen knights, and the wounded had been carefully positioned amongst this. The troll was tied to a stretcher on runners that was to be pulled behind three horses. The new guardian, who had arrived to take over from Jevrrin, his family and the troops sent to guard them, all came to say farewell. Rude comments were swapped and laughter shared and there was almost a festive air about it all as they rode out to begin the long journey to Hope. 
 
      
 
    Because they were now pulling a wagon and the troll’s stretcher they had to use the common road instead of cutting through the forest. The weather finally packed it in and rain squalls lashed the troop, causing everyone to hunker down into their rain soaked cloaks, hoods up and shoulders hunched. Horses’ tails flew like ragged flags and mud covered everything. Turrin had seen Errin talking to The Prince just before they had set out and he wondered if she had impressed on him the need to reach Hope as quickly as possible because, although the pace was nothing like the crazy ride to the boundary it certainly was not  leisurely either. 
 
    Even so, it still took them a full two days to reach the first village, Surrin’s village, where they were welcomed with open arms. Surrin was hailed as the saviour of the day and many came up to her to quietly say a few words of praise and comfort her for her loss. Reina was loved by many. News of their daring rescue had preceded them via guardian ‘mind speak’ and everyone was anxious to hear the full story. When it was discovered that Fenrick was with them their delight knew no bounds. 
 
    It was good to be dry, warm, with a full stomach and in the company of everyday folk again. Turrin basked in the glory and enjoyed every moment until he finally fell asleep curled up with the dogs near the fire. The next morning the whole village turned out to say farewell. Surrin’s family had surrounded her, each taking a turn to hug her goodbye and it was clear that only a command from Prince Dissan would rescue her. All the wagons were loaded once again. The wounded had been left behind in the capable hands of the village healer. Errin had left him with a huge list of instructions as to how to best proceed with each of the men. The troll was now confined in a wagon with an iron cage that was previously used to cart pigs, and the wagon that had held the injured was now full to bursting with provisions. 
 
    It took two more days to reach Upper Hull. The closer they came the more excited Turrin got. He could not wait to tell Werrin all about his adventure and, more importantly, to see his face when he did so. It was evening when they finally reached the last rise before the village and looked down onto the houses nestled along the river. The first lamps had been lit, their warm glow inviting to the weary travellers. Turrin was home and it had never looked so good. 
 
    To begin with, the welcome they received was all Turrin dreamed it would be, everyone crowding round wanting to hear the tale, wanting to catch a glimpse of the troll or the prince or both. There was lots of backslapping and in Errin’s case, hugging, and Turrin found that his every wish was anticipated and fulfilled. He only had to think that he was getting peckish and a pie would appear in his hand. 
 
    Werrin had been one of the first to race up to him and, in typical Werrin style, he had tackled Turrin to the ground and sat on him, threatening not to let him up until he told him everything. Turrin, who had soon started to turn a very interesting shade of red and was finding it hard to talk at all whilst having his chest crushed, was rescued by Hexrick who was passing. Hexrick did not even break his stride as he gently picked Werrin up by the scruff of the neck and then not so gently deposited him on the ground a few paces on and then just kept on walking, not even saying a single word.[CL6] 
 
    Werrin was delighted, and began firing a barrage of questions so fast that Turrin did not have a hope of squeezing in an answer in between. “Who was that? He looks mean. Is he mean? How do you know him? Did he fight the trolls? Did you see a troll, I mean a fighting troll, not the one in the cage? Did you see the fighting or were you too far away?” 
 
    “I am sure Fenrick will tell you all about it tonight.” Turrin grinned, knowing full well that his part in the story always made people gasp. “What’s been happening here?” 
 
    The boys had then gone off to see the knight’s camp, now lit by a ring of wavering torches and everything seemed to be back to normal except that wherever they went people would always be looking at Turrin. He was now someone of interest. It felt strange. This was his village, and his people, and they were not behaving towards him as they usually did. 
 
    Things had changed, or had he changed. The more he talked with Werrin the more he found that it was impossible to explain to someone else what had happened to him. He almost felt like an outsider now, someone only those who had been through what he had been through could understand. It was a weird feeling of both sadness that he could never go back to being who he was before the trip, and excitement that he had seen and experienced an adventure the rest of the village had not. 
 
      
 
    That evening everyone had crowded into the common room of the inn and now, as he watched those oh so familiar faces in the warm lamp light, eyes wide in horror, hands covering their mouths in shock as Fenrick told the tale of the outpost battle, he wondered if life would ever be the same for him again. 
 
    The next morning it did not take long for the knights to pack up the things they had left behind in the village and for Errin to organize someone to look after her house and garden. Arranging for another healer to step in while she was away was also not a problem. Over the years she had trained many who had felt the calling and, although most had dispersed back to their own regions, one unwitting man had fallen prey to Tobrrin’s daughter’s many charms and had stayed close by, in the next village in fact. It was just a matter of asking him to help with the more serious cases while less urgent problems could be seen by Werrin’s mum who had also had a little training from Errin. Werrin had begged to come along but Errin had been firm saying, “Your mum needs a helping hand around the farm now that she has to be the healer whilst I am away.” 
 
    Werrin had come to help Turrin saddle his horse and when all was ready and Turrin was about to mount there was a moment of awkwardness between them. “It’s not fair you get to go on all the adventures,” Warren mumbled scuffing the ground with his toe.  
 
    “Tell you what,” Turrin said nudging him. “I’ll see if I can bring you back something special from the palace.”  
 
    Werrin’s eyes lit up. “See if you can get me a sword.” 
 
    Turrin rolled his eyes. “Is that all! Would you like me to get you a princess too?” 
 
    Werrin pretended to think about this for a moment. “Only if she is pretty.”  
 
    Turrin punched him lightly in the arm, mounted, and tried to think of something clever to say in farewell but, in the end, all he could come up with was, “See you later, then.” 
 
    The call had come to form up and ride, and in no time they were on their way to Hope. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    The journey went by so swiftly that it seemed to take no time at all, but looking back at all the new impressions Turrin experienced, it felt as if there were enough to fill up any lifetime. Each village they passed through was so welcoming and every one of them wanted to hold a feast in their honour. If the prince had agreed to this their journey would have taken several moons. Prince Dissan, [CL7]was proficient at politely and diplomatically expressing their need for haste [CL8]but even so, it soon became clear that it would just be easier, all round, to camp on the road between villages rather than cause unnecessary fuss. 
 
    Before, when Turrin had travelled around Feld with his parents, he had been too young to really understand its geography. This time he found himself marvelling at the impossibly huge forests and the vast plains full of neatly fenced fields with little villages dotted throughout. As they drew closer and closer to the immense mountain range, he had difficulty believing that they were actually real. They seemed so sharp and defined. The tops were white with snow and their feet looked folded and wrinkled where water had carved out valleys. The closer they came the taller the mountains seemed, until one evening, as they camped in their shadow, they had filled up the entire sky.  
 
    The road could be seen snaking and zigzagging its way up the side until it was lost behind a jutting ridge. It would be a long slow climb. They camped early that night so that they would begin the climb fresh and rested. By now they had fallen into a familiar routine of setting up the camp and all knew their roles. Tonight Surrin was on cooking duty and Turrin noticed that Prince Dissan had offered to help. It had become such a familiar tableau that no one even commented on it anymore. Turrin thought that this would be one of the enduring images of the trip, Surrin and The Prince, their heads close together, peeling potatoes or chopping carrots ready for the big simmering pot suspended over the glowing camp fire. 
 
    Autumn was coming to a close now, the first snows were not far off and they had to hurry to reach the pass before they came. The wind was bitter and the higher they climbed the stronger it became, whipping around ridges, picking up snow and funnelling down the valleys. Heads hang low, eyes concentrating only on the next step ahead, all taking slow, even breaths as the air had become increasingly thinner. At the lunch stop Turrin stared out across the plain and forests spread out like a colourful map on a table before him. He had known Upper Hull was out there but he could not imagine where it could be. The world he was looking out on was so small, so far away and yet they had only been halfway to the pass. He remembered that as far as he could see, in both directions, the mountain range continued to the horizon. Their size was beyond his comprehension and he could only imagine the hardship the guardians must have suffered to bring all this within the safety of the boundary. Only the wealth of the fertile plains beyond would have made the nearly impossible task worth the hardship and sacrifice. 
 
    That night, they struggled up to the shelter at the pass, arriving after dark so tired that they just managed to take off their boots before falling into their sleeping rolls. In the morning Turrin stumbled out of bed and wandered outside to relieve himself, yawning and rubbing sleep from his eyes. He had only gone a few paces before he was stopped in his tracks, eyes wide and jaw slack. It was as if overnight, while he slept, he had been transported into another world. Yes, it was the same rising sun that he saw every day of his life, but now it was emerging out of the sea! At least that was what Turrin had assumed this vast tract of water was. They had crossed the mountains and now he was looking down on the Bay of Ssan with the Feld Peninsula jutting out into the ocean beyond. 
 
    The land that butted up against the shimmering sea was green with large rivers flowing through it. It was also immense, almost as large as the plains he had left behind on the other side of the mountains. 
 
    He knew from sitting through several long boring history lessons Rarrin had tried to enlighten him with, that the guardian outpost and boundary had started in this bay. It had spread outward from there, first claiming the whole of the peninsula and then slowly expanding until it had become the vast land that it was today. To stand here and actually see it, to understand how big it was, made him appreciate anew the accomplishment of their forbearers. 
 
    Fenrick silently come up beside him and in a quiet reverent voice had pointed out the landmarks. “You can just make out Aslit Island over there, although it looks as if it is attached to the peninsula,” he said, shielding his eyes from the glare of the rising sun with one hand and pointing with the other. “That is the Swalt and over there is the Vec,” he murmured, pointing at the two largest rivers before turning to point off to one side. “That is Lake Palef, on whose shores Ssan set up the first guardian headquarters all those thousands of turns ago. It is the capital city of Hope now. See that smudge on the bank nearest us?”  
 
    Turrin squinted, then nodded. “I think I can.” 
 
    Fenrick nodded. “That is where we are heading. To the city of Hope, to see the king.”  
 
    They stood side by side quietly enjoying the morning until the spell was broken by a large group of rowdy knights barrelling past, on the way to tend the horses and pack mules. 
 
    It only took five more sunrises to reach their destination. It was very early in the morning of the fifth day when they crested a low rise to be greeted with a field of cloud spread out below them like a lake of cotton wool. It felt as if you could step off the hill and walk across it to the hills on the other side but as they stood looking, the sun rose higher, burning off the mist, gradually revealing a forest of beautiful spires and towers that seemed to float on a sea of translucent white. It was so beautiful that no one wanted to break the spell, and so they stood quietly watching as a gentle wind awoke and wisps of white were teased and torn, tantalizingly revealing glimpses of the sparkling city beneath[CL9]. 
 
    All the roads leading into Hope were lined with green trees and throughout the city green spaces were dotted in stark contrast to the rich red, orange and golden hues of the delicate buildings that surrounded them. The city faced the lake and close to shore a flotilla of sailing boats bobbed at anchor. Some huge four-mast cargo ships, swift passenger ships and other smaller runabout craft completed the picture. 
 
    From the hilltop, Hope had seemed so peaceful but as they drew closer it was plain to see that it was thronged with people, wagons and horses scurrying about, all with unknown, important business, all totally absorbed with their own mission. It looked like a giant maze and he wondered how everyone knew where they were going. The houses were joined together and there did not seem to be any farming within the city limits. At first this was a quandary for Turrin: how did all those people get food? But as they came closer to the city itself they began to encounter wagons loaded with all manner of goods, from, chickens in cages to boxes of beans, all destined for the market square. 
 
    “You had better close that mouth of yours boy, you don’t want to catch lake flies with it now, do you?” Hexrick chuckled as he rode past with a wink. 
 
    Turrin snapped his mouth shut and followed on behind as they joined the throng making its way into the beautiful city of Hope. 
 
    It took all his concentration to remember to keep his mouth closed as sight after amazing sight made him gape anew. Three- and four-storied buildings faced the wide boulevard on which two wagons could travel side by side in the one direction and two in the other, separated by an island in the middle, planted with beautiful shade trees. There were squares, glimpsed down side streets, with fountains playing in their centres. The buildings were all crafted with artistic tile work on their facades and intricate rooflines. Each door was an individual and some were truly spectacular. Turrin had never seen so much glass. Everywhere he looked he saw windows reflecting the sun, creating an aura of lightness that made the buildings themselves seem less solid somehow.  
 
    However, it was the people who were the most fascinating. Everyone was dressed in rich colours, in garments that looked warm, practical but also stylish. Looking at the faces, he saw all ages, some attractive, some not, but no one seemed unhappy or upset. There was a constant buzz of conversation and the closer they got to the market square the louder it became. It was organized chaos, with everyone knowing their own steps to the dance. From the outside it was totally bewildering. 
 
    Of course the prince and his knights returning with a captured troll, no less, caused a huge stir and soon the streets were lined with people cheering and children running alongside. There was a festive air to it all and Turrin could not help but smile. It was a real hero’s welcome. 
 
    Afterward, Turrin could not say how long they travelled through the streets of the city as it acquired a dream-like quality and he felt as if time was taking a different path, neither slower nor faster, just different. 
 
    Eventually the party reached a huge pair of gates, inset into a gracious arched portal. Once they passed through the shadow it cast, the crowds disappeared, left behind as if the open gates were in themselves a barrier to anyone other than their party. 
 
    They were in a huge, paved square, two sides of which was made up of a high, thick wall. The third side was occupied by a two-storied building, possibly the stables and guard house, but on the fourth side there was the most amazing building Turrin had ever seen. In a day of marvels, this was by far the most astounding. It was at least five stories high, with too many windows and doors to even begin to count. It had glowing, limestone pillars that ran along its façade, but the building itself was made of a rich red brick with golden window frames and pointing. The roof was also a golden colour but the surprising thing was that, although it was so vast, it still felt welcoming and almost homely. 
 
      
 
    The troop came to a halt at the prince’s command and everyone wearily dismounted. They were home. For a few moments it was as if they were in a quiet bubble, men smiled at each other, each smile conveying so much: 
 
    We made it – but others did not. 
 
    Home at last – a warm bed tonight. 
 
    So tired – can finally have a good rest. 
 
    There were a few back slaps, some men gave their horses the last of their treats and then the bubble burst. 
 
    Grooms appeared out of nowhere to take the horses and unpack the wagons. Women and children spilled out of a nearby wing and raced across the yard, each homing in on their very own special person. Many children were hoisted on shoulders and arms flung around wives, each couple had eyes only for each other. 
 
    Turrin noticed that Dissan had intercepted several of the woman and had guided them to a quiet place away from the rest. It was a sombre group, and soon tears were being caught in white handkerchiefs. He was gentle with them and Turrin guessed that he was explaining the valour of their dead loved ones. He must also have been explaining how the grateful kingdom would reward them for their sacrifice, because gradually there were achingly, sad smiles amongst the tears and finally, arm in arm they returned to the barracks. Turrin had been told that there would be full funerals for the men later.  
 
    Looking around it appeared as if everyone had a place to be. The young, single men were heading off to their barracks, the married men were making their way towards the married quarters, surrounded by their families and Dissan was deep in conversation with a group of distinguished looking gentleman. Even the horses were being led away by groomsmen to the stables. Turrin felt lost. For so long he had been part of this group, he had felt a real sense of belonging, and now it was all disintegrating in front of his eyes. The sudden realization that he was very far from home, in unfamiliar surroundings, feeling very small and useless, hit him painfully hard just below his stomach and then travelled as a lump, up into his throat. Tears prickled the back of his eyes and he felt his chin begin to wobble. At this moment he would have swapped all the excitement and adventure he thought he had always longed for to be back in upper Hull, back where he felt safe and loved. 
 
    He searched the square looking for Errin, the one reliable constant in his life, and spied her deep in conversation with Surrin, the prince and his attendants, but Fenrick was nowhere to be seen. Turrin fought back the tears, appalled at the thought that he might be caught blubbering in front of all these important people. He looked around, desperately trying to focus on something, anything to take his mind off this sudden, unexpected bout of homesickness that was hijacking his soul at this moment. His focus landed on the gate they had passed through, which had been unobtrusively closed behind them. Turrin suspected some kind of mechanical device was used because the gates themselves would have been far too heavy and large for any number of humans to operate. As he was looking to see if he could figure out the mechanism, he noticed that the gates were smoothly and silently opening once again and the attending guards were all standing to attention. It could only be that someone of importance was arriving. Homesickness was now pushed to the back of his mind as his natural, inquisitive nature interceded. 
 
    At first he was disappointed, there was no glittering coaches or shining knights, just a weary band of travellers, dressed in what looked like work clothes, ambling in on mud coated horses. Turrin was just about to seek other distractions when a stately, older man at the front of the group sat up straight and let out a surprisingly loud hoot, kicked his horse into a trot and made a beeline for Dissan. 
 
    “Welcome home, boy, welcome. Had word you were not too far away but didn’t expect you till tomorrow.” 
 
    This must be a noble of some sort Turrin thought as he watched the man dismount and enfold Dissan in a bear hug. Turrin saw the grin of genuine delight split Dissan’s face as he returned the hug. The two parted after several hearty back slaps, just in time before a small body catapulted arrow-like into Dissan, nearly knocking him off his feet. The small figure turned out to be a boy about Turrin’s age who had clamped himself tightly around Dissan’s waist and was hanging on for dear life. Turrin could hear the laughter in Dissan’s voice as he politely asked the older man he had just been hugging who this large boy was and did he think that he might be a thief trying to steal his sword? 
 
    This seemed to be a huge joke as everyone burst into laughter except the boy who disentangled himself from Dissan and promptly stamped their foot, scowling at everybody. 
 
    “I don’t need your sword anymore, Diss, I have my own now.” And with that he reached down and drew a beautifully crafted sword from his scabbard with such a flourish that it knocked his hat off revealing a mass of blond curly hair that had obviously been restrained in a plait at one time but now had well and truly escaped. 
 
    It was a girl! A girl with dirty trousers, riding a horse and carrying a real sword, a girl that obviously knew Dissan very well. Turrin was even more confused and it must have shown on his face because he noticed Errin making her way across the square towards him. She did not make it. 
 
    “Errin, Errin is that really you?” There was a hearty laugh then, “It is you! You don’t look a day older. I can’t believe it. I only sent the invitation to attend court twenty years ago but I am glad you could finally make it.” It was the older gentleman that had hugged Dissan and now he was striding over to Errin, who, Turrin had to admit, looked like a startled rabbit, and swept her off her feet into another rib-crunching embrace. 
 
    “All right, all right, old man, you’ve proved your point, now put me down.” She was smiling as she gently pummelled his arms to emphasize her words and Turrin could see that somewhere back in time they had also known each other quite well. 
 
    “Salassan, may I introduce Turrin,” she said, placing a hand on Turrin’s arm, “and of course you know Fenrick. These are my two travelling companions and heroes of Tanzrin. Turrin,” she said gently, “this is king Salassan and his daughter.” Errin pointed to the young girl now proudly showing Dissan her sword. “Tillissan.” 
 
    Turrin was suddenly flustered. He had been confused about who these strangers were but to find out that they were royalty put a whole new light on it. How to act? Did you kneel or bow? And what did you call them? Your Highness or your Majesty? In his head he thought of the king or princess dressed in their royal regalia, sitting on thrones, in beautiful rooms full of courtiers with musicians playing rousing songs. He had not imagined them to be dressed in muddy clothes that, quite frankly, smelt of shit. 
 
    “It is an honour to meet you, your Highness,” he blurted out desperately looking at Errin for help. Salassan smiled a gentle, knowing smile which made Turrin feel understood and included.  
 
    “Tell you what, why don’t we all go and have a bath, change out of our travel clothes and meet again at dinner? I can’t wait to hear everything, but at the moment I can’t stand my own stench let alone inflict it on someone else. We have just been inspecting the new sewage ponds we are building.”  
 
    “Ahhh! That explains a lot,” Errin said, holding her nose. 
 
    “Don’t be so smug; after all they were all your idea in the first place, if I recall rightly,” he commented with a sly smile, looking directly at Errin. Then he took a deep breath and looked around as if searching for someone. “There he is: my man Rossan, over there, will show you to your rooms and get you anything you need.” Turrin just nodded as he was unable to think of a single thing to say. 
 
    At a signal from the king, Rossan, who had been talking animatedly to Hexrick, strode over, introduced himself and then ushered Turrin, Errin and Fenrick towards the palace. The last thing Turrin heard before entering the marble lined entrance was the king’s voice booming across the square.  
 
    “Now, Dissan, show me this troll thing you’ve captured.” 
 
    The journey through the palace to their rooms was truly amazing. Everywhere Turrin looked there was a treasure, a beautiful painting, a stunning sculpture, wonderful tapestries that ran the full length of a corridor depicting scenes from long ago. The marble floors were inlaid with mosaics so intricate that you could spend a lifetime deciphering them, but the overall feel was of warmth, light and space. 
 
    It was as if everything graceful from the wizard era had been preserved and any modern day additions were carefully and tastefully chosen. When Turrin had finally been shown into his spacious room he was exhausted from the sheer effort of trying to take in every new experience the day had thrown at him and the emotional ups and downs he had experienced. It had been all he could do to stagger to the huge bed and fall face down into its soft warm embrace. 
 
    When a loud knocking eventually woke him he was still in his clothes, on his stomach, drooling into an ornately embroidered bed covering and it took him a moment to orientate himself, wipe his chin with the back of his hand and straighten his clothes before he shuffled to the door. 
 
    “Yes?” he croaked, opening the door a crack. 
 
    “Good evening, sir,” came a well-rounded voice. “I have come to get you dressed for dinner.” There was a pause in which Turrin stared frantically around the room to make sure he hadn’t knocked or broken anything he shouldn’t have. 
 
    “Eh hem.” A throat clearing noise came from the other side of the door. “Is everything all right, sir?” 
 
    Turrin suddenly realized that he had not answered the man and that he had inadvertently closed the door again as he had scanned the room. In confusion he hauled the door wide and the man who had been leaning in to listen to Turrin’s reply had to take a quick step to prevent himself falling through the now empty space. 
 
    “Sorry, um, of course, come in. I was just…” Turrin gestured vaguely at the bed. “Just, um, resting.” 
 
    The man, dressed in an immaculate uniform, smiled reassuringly. “I hear it was quite a journey, sir, and I am sure you are all exhausted.” Turrin returned the smile as an unsaid thank you. The man looked past Turrin into the room and said, “Now let's get you ready, shall we?” 
 
    From then on it was all brisk efficiency, and in an incredibly short time Turrin was scrubbed, his hair cut, washed and dried and he was dressed in a perfectly fitting outfit that was better than anything he had ever seen Dissan wear. 
 
    The man, whose name turned out to be Asrick, obviously from the same province as Fenrick, guided him to a large mirror. Turrin’s mouth gaped and his reflection suddenly looked like a halfwit. He snapped his mouth shut. “I look,” he stuttered, gesturing wildly trying to find the words. “I look, um.” 
 
    “Distinguished,” Asrick completed his sentence. “Not a bad job, really, even if I do say so myself. Now it is time for dinner, young sir. Please follow me.” 
 
    Turrin followed Asrick through the ornate halls once again, not even attempting to remember the way, as it was obvious that this would be an impossible task. He was filled with a strange mixture of dread and excitement. He was certain that somehow he would make a complete ass of himself this evening; yet, despite this, he wanted to meet the king properly and hear what he thought was happening at the boundary and to see if he had any ideas on how to deal with the trolls. Turrin also had to admit that he was quietly excited that Fenrick was going to sing ‘The Saga of Tanzrin’ complete with his, now famous, part in it, and it would be nice to be there when the king first heard it. 
 
    Who knows, he might even thank him personally, he thought, staring blankly ahead, as his imagination took off. What if the king decided to knight him? He stood taller and strode faster. Sir Turrin…. 
 
    “Here we are, young sir.”  
 
    Turrin’s daydream evaporated as he stumbled to a halt. Asrick stood by an open door. Turrin peered past him into a large room full of sparkling glassware and delicate crockery. A long table took up most of the room and it was covered with a cream damask cloth. A low floral arrangement ran its entire length and each place setting was defined with crystal glasses and sparkling cutlery. A small group of musicians played quietly at one end of the room and a fire crackled merrily at the other. 
 
    About half the place settings had received patronage but there were still several empty chairs, giving the table an overall impression of having missing teeth in its smile. 
 
    Asrick lead Turrin to his seat, which was, happily, between Errin and Fenrick who were already there, talking animatedly with people Turrin had never seen before. Errin excused herself politely to the person she was conversing with and turned to smile at him. “My, my, who would have known that this handsome boy was lurking under all that dirt?” She laughed and drew him in for a gentle hug. Quietly she whispered into his ear, now red with embarrassment, “I am so proud of you. Just be the boy I know and love and everyone will like and respect you too.” 
 
    Turrin nodded and looked down. How did she always know exactly what to say? 
 
    It was not long before the table was full. The king sat at the head of the table, Dissan on the right side of him, and on the left sat a shy-looking man with a mass of dark, tousled hair who Errin whispered was Myssan, Dissan’s younger brother. Tillissan sat next to Myssan, her hair now tamed into a tidy ponytail. Looking around, Turrin found that he knew quite a few faces. There was Surrin sitting next to Dissan, looking understated and beautiful although shy, and Hexrick, still managing to look intimidating even in velvet, and several more of the knights that he had shared the road with for the past moon. Turrin began to feel more at ease and eventually even managed to relax enough to enjoy the evening. 
 
    The night was a whirl of laughter and great food. Food he had never dreamed of and tastes he would never have thought possible, but the thing he liked the best were the stories. Everyone seemed to have a tale to tell and they were all fascinating. 
 
    Fenrick told ‘The Saga of Tanzrin’ and there wasn’t a dry eye in the place but it was just one tale in a long list. Finally, when the last ices had been cleared away, the fire had burned down to embers and the musicians had left, the king stood. 
 
    “I want to thank you all for a truly merry night, and I will see you on the morrow but in the meantime I wonder if Errin, Fenrick and the members of the council could stay behind, I think we need to talk.” 
 
    Chairs scraped backwards across the floor and there was a general movement, some followed the king into the adjacent room. Turrin caught a quick glimpse of large overstuffed leather couches and a wall full of books before the king quietly closed the door. The rest of the guests began to drift away in small groups. Turrin yawned and thought of the big, soft bed awaiting him in his room. Realizing that he did not know the way back to his room, he was looking about to see if he could spot Asrick when he felt a tap on his shoulder. He spun around, not sure what to expect, and came face to face with Tillissan who was grinning from ear to ear. 
 
    “Your Highness, um … hello,” he ended lamely, not being able to think of anything wise and interesting to say. 
 
    “Crazy boy, call me Tilli everyone else does. Bet you would like to know what they are saying in there, wouldn’t you?” She sighed and looked wistfully at the closed door. “I know I sure do.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, I suppose I do.” Turrin was not sure just where this was heading. He was still coming to terms with being spoken to by Princess Tillissan who, now that she was out of her dirty clothes and dressed in a beautiful dress, was intimidatingly pretty. 
 
    She leaned closer, as if she sensed his awkwardness and wanted to make it worse, and whispered, “I know a way we can listen to them without being seen.” Then looking straight into his eyes, she challenged him. “You game?”  
 
    Turrin was terrified. This was worse than trolls. Well, almost. He knew he would be in trouble if he went with her and humiliated if he didn’t. He closed his eyes and from somewhere deep within his consciousness he heard Werrin’s incredulous voice saying, “You stupid fool! Of course you want to know what’s being planned. Here is the chance is being offered to you on a plate and you’re hesitating?” Turrin blinked several times, took a deep breath and made his decision. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    “You really know how to do this?” he asked, feeling a small tingle of excitement tickle his spine. 
 
    “Uh huh,” she nodded. “Come with me.” She took his hand and walked up to Asrick, who had just appeared at the door. “It’s all right, Asrick, I’ll take him to his room. No stamina, these boundary dwellers; wonder he lasted through dinner.” 
 
    “Very well, My Lady. If you are sure.” The courtier nodded to Tilli and then turned to Turrin. “Good night, young sir. Sleep well.” 
 
    “Thanks and, ah … you too.” Turrin replied not sure of the correct edict. Tilli grabbed his hand once again and towed him out into the corridor. 
 
    Turrin followed silently behind as she led him through dimly lit corridors without hesitation. The trick, she informed him, was to act as if you were on the way to somewhere important, in a hurry and that way no one dared to stop you and ask questions. 
 
    Turrin thought quietly to himself that this may work for a princess but it would probably would not work so well for others. Mid way down a dimly lit hall, at a particularly nondescript spot, Tilli stopped suddenly and began to act in a very peculiar fashion. Turning to run her hands over the wood panelled wall she reached one hand above her head and to the right, and the other down to the floor to the left. She looked as if she was concentrating hard and Turrin dared not interrupt. The tip of her tongue peeped out of the corner of her mouth as she continued to probe and for some reason it looked quite endearing on her, especially as he was sure that she had no idea that she was doing it. 
 
    A loud click signalled her success and with a quick look up and down the hall to make sure no one was coming, she pressed on the wall. A panel swung open like a large door and the princess disappeared into the darkness beyond. This was getting exciting. Turrin slipped quietly in behind her and she pulled the wall closed behind them. A flint was struck, and a lamp lit. Tilli had obviously been this way before and had stocked the tunnel for future travels. Holding the lamp high with one hand, she placed a finger to her lips with the other. Turrin needed no more warning and he followed her silently down the passage. Rarrin had taught him woodland skills from an early age but this girl of privilege was like a ghost before him, silent and swift. He was impressed. It was becoming harder and harder to think of her as a princess and easier and easier to think of her as a friend sharing an adventure. 
 
    After several twists and turns Tilli motioned for him to stop. The light showed a bench seat against one wall. Tilli sat down facing the wall and beckoned Turrin to sit beside her. The bench was not very large and he was very conscious that their legs were touching. In this close proximity he wondered how someone could go from smelling so badly of shit to smelling so good in such a short time. She smiled reassuringly at him and then, with a quiet breath, blew out the light. The darkness was complete. Turrin had never before been so blinded. Always at night there had been stars or the moon. The complete lack of light was a real revelation, the blackness was almost tangible and he felt as if he could feel its soft, smothering touch on his cheek, but just as he felt the panic starting to rise, four holes suddenly opened in the wall in front of them, a double set of twin spots of light, an eye width apart. Tilli leaned forward to look through the ones closest to her and Turrin took the hint and followed suit. 
 
    It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the light once again, but slowly the scene before him took shape. 
 
    They were looking down into the cosy room that he had glimpsed after dinner. The big, soft leather couches were now occupied. Errin was in a large chair by the fire and the King was pacing the ornate rug in front of her, hands behind his back, face scowling, deep in thought. 
 
    The only sound was the crackling of the fire and Salassan’s muffled, measured foot falls. It was obvious that everyone was giving him time to digest some piece of information or waiting for him to come to a decision, as all eyes were following his every move. All eyes, that was, except Errin’s, who for a heart-stopping moment looked directly at Turrin, smiled to herself and turned back to follow the king’s movements once more. 
 
    Turrin gasped. He was sure Errin knew he was there, but how? A servant knocked on the door and bustled in with port and cake and under the cover of the noise Tilli patted Turrin’s leg in a reassuring way then leaned close and tickling his she ear, revealed, “We are looking out through the eyes of people in a painting, there is no way they know we are here.” Turrin was sure she was right but he had learned, the hard way, that you could never underestimate Errin. 
 
    It took a moment before all the glasses were full and the servant had left. The King resumed his pacing, leaving his glass on the mantel above the fire. Time stretched and Turrin was beginning to think that this whole exercise had been a waste of time when Salassan abruptly seemed to come to a decision and turned to face his patiently waiting audience. 
 
    “You know, I just didn’t think this would happen in my lifetime.” He sighed. Turrin noticed that Salassan was now looking directly at Errin. “When my father told me that one of my duties was to look after the ‘Divine Lady’ and help her in the war against evil I thought he was laying it on a bit thick, trying to make the point that my job was to keep the peace as much as possible. But now you are telling me that you … the Errin I have known and loved my whole life are the real ‘Divine Lady’ and that the personification of Evil, a real being, is knocking on the door of our world looking for you?” 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders and lifted his hands in a sad gesture of helplessness. “What does this mean for us? What can we possibly do?” His voice sounded subdued and small. The question was not asked in a pleading voice, but rather a resigned one, as if he knew that this was the end of innocence and that it was now time for action, no matter how terrifying or difficult it was going to be. 
 
    Errin slowly put down her glass and looked from face to face around the room before she took a deep breath and placing on her hands on her knees, sat up straight and began. 
 
    “I owe you all the full story, at the very least.” She paused, watching Salassan sit back down in his own comfortable armchair by the fire. 
 
    “Before time, as you know it, there was a world where what you call magic, but we called talent, was revered and everyone participated at some level or other. The more talented one was, the higher the rank you held. For a long time this worked, as there was usually only one person vastly more talented than others but eventually there came a time when two people of equal talent were after the most powerful position. Both sides gathered devotees to their cause and inevitably a heinous war ensued. 
 
    “It raged back and forth until finally one side was backed into a small pocket of the world and it looked as if defeat was imminent. This was the moment when true Evil was born, because in his desperation, the cornered leader, Zail was his given name, discovered that he could drain other people’s talent and make it his own. The more people he drained the more talented and the more powerful he became. The vast accumulation of power also amplified his personality, which was unfortunately fatally flawed. He had always been a bully, enjoying inflicting suffering and pain but now it became an addiction.  
 
    “It did not take the rest of the world long to understand what was happening and what the inevitable outcome would be, so in a desperate bid to contain him they had no choice but to create someone of equal talent to oppose him. 
 
    “They gathered the most talented people together, and between them, they chose the one person who was least likely to succumb to the seduction of the vast power, the most likely to succeed against Zail, and they willingly drained all their power into that one person.” Errin paused. “And that person was me.” 
 
    Everyone in the room gasped, several people automatically brought their hands up to cover their mouths in shock, but no one uttered a word. 
 
    Errin looked down at her hands. However ,Turrin had caught the look of utter desperation in her eyes before she shielded them. He had always known that Errin was different, special, wonderful yet to learn that she was not only from another world but that she was ancient beyond belief was just too much for him to deal with at this moment and he shoved these revelations to the back of his mind to be dealt with later. 
 
    The room was silent, each person leaning in to catch every word. Errin took a shuddering breath, looked up once again and continued. 
 
    “The battle was long and hard but in the end we won and Zail was forced off world. It was impossible to destroy him. We built barriers and prevented him coming back, but we underestimated him. 
 
    “With all his new found power he discovered the key to travel between all worlds and was systematically draining each new world of any talent they possessed. He also found that emotions such as fear, desperation, and anger enhanced his own talent, amplified it if you will, and it wasn’t long before he was actually creating misery across the worlds just so that he would have enough power to overthrow us and return home. 
 
    “Eventually he became so strong that we could not stand against him and he defeated us. Only I escaped.” Her voice broke and she clasped her hands tightly, taking several steadying breaths before continuing. “I spent a long time in the wilderness, jumping between worlds, always running. He had discovered that I still existed and he was hunting me, but I was always looking for ways to save my home world. Fortunately, I discovered that, just as fear and despair enhanced his powers, joy, love and happiness enhanced mine, so I travelled from world to world looking for these things, or where necessary, working to create them. I began to find many worlds he had ruined and worked hard to bring peace back for them as a sort of atonement to the evil I had helped to create. 
 
    “This became our pattern. We were locked in perpetual battle, neither of us strong enough to destroy the other but every now and then, one or the other would have the upper hand. 
 
    “The last battle was over a thousand turns ago and it was fought on a world near Feld, but there were no winners. Zail was severely crippled but so was I. In fact, I was so badly injured that I thought he would capture me. If this should ever happen he would drain all my power and that would be ...” she paused as if she was searching for words, “the end, really. I was so concerned that he might find me in my helpless state that I shattered my talent into shards and sent them to other worlds for safe keeping and to ensure that he would never be able to use them for himself. 
 
    “I was desperate, searching for a place to hide, lick my wounds and recover, when I stumbled upon Feld, and here I am, hiding in the best place possible, a place of peace and joy and, most wonderful of all, a place where Zail’s powers can’t penetrate beyond the boundary to look for me. 
 
    “I have been quietly waiting, growing stronger and stronger, hoping that I would have enough time to collect my power from the other worlds before he found me, so that I can once again commence the battle I have been dreading.” Fenrick reached out and took one of Errin’s hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. 
 
    Of course Fenrick would know, Turrin thought, and a half remembered conversation from what felt like so long ago[CL10], as he had nodded[CL11] on Fenrick’s lap by the fire, replayed in his mind as well as the overheard mumblings in the night back at Tanzrin.  
 
    Errin gave Fenrick a grateful look and continued. “But now, it appears as if my time is running out. These trolls would have been sent by him, in frustration, because he cannot see past the barrier. He will keep sending nasties to Feld in the hope that I will come out and do something about them and, in the process, show myself, or in the hope of breaking the boundary so that he can see in. He knows that if he, himself, should cross the boundary, he would lose all his power and that is something he would never contemplate. 
 
    “Although I would have liked more time I can’t afford to be defenceless if he is threatening Feld. I need to bring forward the retrieval of my power, to be able to prevent him destroying this world, which he will inevitably do searching for me.” Once again she looked down at her hands and quietly added, “He must be running out of places to look.” 
 
    A heavy silence hung in the room as each person processed the vast amount of incredible information in their own way. 
 
    Salassan was the first speak. “Well, it seems to me that if we want to survive, we need to do everything in our power to help you.” 
 
    “Excuse me, sire?” someone asked in a tentative voice. 
 
    Turrin was so focused on Errin, Fenrick and Salassan that he had quite forgotten there were others in the room. With effort he refocused on the nondescript courtier who had spoken. He was seated on the couch next to Fenrick and appeared quite uncomfortable, fidgeting with the lace at his cuff and taking furtive glances around the room until his eyes finally lighted on the King. 
 
    “Sire, I am just wondering what this has to do with us?” He looked around the room once more, possibly hoping for support. “I mean, if Errin just leaves, goes to another world?” He lifted his hands, palm up as if offering something, maybe what he thought was a solution. “Then this Zail person will stop bothering us and it won’t be our problem anymore. Feld would be safe.” Noticing the stunned expressions on the faces of those in the room he ended lamely, “Won’t it?” 
 
    Errin was the first to recover. “Oh, Belssan, the only one brave enough to ask what everyone was thinking.” She bestowed a beautiful smile upon the, now red faced, man. “If only it were that simple, but unfortunately I am the only thing that can keep him in check and without my power, sacrificed to me by so many, there would be nothing to stop him. He would become so strong that he would find a way to crush Feld as if it were a mere bug; no, let me rephrase that. He would squeeze it slowly to get the maximum pain and sorrow out of it he could and then he would discard it without a thought. Sadly I am the only thing in all the worlds that keeps him from doing this to every world in the universe. 
 
    “If I were to leave without gaining my full power he would defeat me in a heartbeat and I would be destroyed before I had a chance to defend myself. I can only match him if I have all my power back and, although I wish it were otherwise, I need your help to do this.” 
 
    Turrin just kept staring at Errin. It was all falling into place now. How she didn’t age, how she knew royalty, how she could heal bodies and hearts and how she knew everything, but at the same time he felt as if he were losing His Errin. The Errin that tucked him in at night, the Errin that knew what he was thinking and the Errin that gave wonderful hugs that made him feel safe and loved. How could she possibly be both Feld’s saviour and His Errin? 
 
    The King interrupted his thoughts. After giving Belssan a considered glance he turned his attention back to Errin. “It is obvious that we really do not have much of a choice if we want to survive ,and so of course we will help you in any way we can. We are in your hands now. Please let us know what we can do.” He waved his own hands to include everyone in the room. 
 
    Dissan nodded in agreement and sat back as if ready to receive instructions. “We are yours to command,” he said. The room now took on an air of business-like activity as if, once the decision to do something had been made, there was no time to be wasted. 
 
    “The most important thing is to retrieve the shards of power that I have hidden on other worlds. I placed all my power into four shards and sent them to four different worlds where they could find a host. The shards are designed to attach themselves to someone who would make the power within each of them grow through love and kindness, happiness and joy, although I fear that there may not be much of this left in these worlds if Zail has become strong again.” 
 
    Errin took another shuddering sigh and Turrin could see that even the thought of another battle was taking its toll on her. 
 
    “We do have a large problem, though. Zail can detect my presence if he is looking in the right direction at the right time. At the moment he cannot see me, as I am hidden behind your boundary, but I can only conduct the magic necessary to retrieve these shards from outside of its influence. To minimise the time I need to spend exposed beyond the boundary, Fenrick and I have come up with a plan.” She leant forward, gathering everyone’s attention. 
 
    “If I myself had to use my talent and go to each of the four worlds to collect the shards I would be so exposed that Zail would be sure to detect me. The answer is to send four surrogates instead, one for each shard, and if I send them all at once, I would only be ‘visible’ for a very short time, hopefully so short that Zail will not notice me.” She sat wringing her hands for a moment before adding. “But unfortunately this plan also has its pitfalls.  
 
    “The shards will have become bonded to their hosts now and cannot be separated without my help, so whoever we send to retrieve them, must also bring back their hosts. This will require the use of power, magic, talent, whatever you want to call it, and sadly this is in short supply in Feld. In fact it is only very recently that there have been four people with enough talent here, alive at the same time, and one of these is still much too young for the responsibility of this task.” She hunched her shoulders against the weight she must be feeling pressing down upon them. 
 
    “We had hoped that we had more time to allow these youngsters to grow into adulthood. As it happens, these four would have all been extremely powerful wizards in the days before the wild magic and once they pass the boundary they will have to learn to control this power very quickly.” Errin shook her head as if to banish a particularly nasty thought. “If only we had just ten more turns, they would all have been adults then.”  
 
    She sat back into her comfortable chair, took a sip of her drink and continued. 
 
    “None of the chosen are aware of their talent. We have kept an eye on them but not told them anything about all this, and we are going to have to be very diplomatic when we approach them and their families.” She turned to Salassan then. “Perhaps a letter from you explaining the situation and officially asking if they would be prepared to help might be a good idea?”  
 
    Salassan nodded.  
 
    Dissan, who was absently tapping his two fingers on his chin in a subconscious gesture he often used when thinking, looked up at Errin. “How do you know that these people would have been powerful wizards?” Turrin strained to hear the answer as he was also fascinated by this question. Errin’s gaze swept the room, inviting all to listen.  
 
    “It is common knowledge that every child, at one turn of age, is tested to see if they are a Guardian, to see if they can block magic.” She raised a questioning eyebrow and received nods from all present in affirmation. Turrin knew of the small sparks of wizard lights encased in glass balls that were held in testing halls throughout Feld. It was always ensured that no Guardian was in the vicinity when the child was shown these balls. If the light went out the child was a Guardian but if the light remained they were not. Every family fervently wished that their child would ‘quench the light’ as being a Guardian was a very prestigious position, one that ensured they would always be respected and would always have a secure livelihood.  
 
    Errin continued. “Although we all know that some children can quench the light, what is not so well known is that if a child has the potential to become a wizard the light grows stronger. The brighter the light, the more powerful the wizard.”  
 
    She had them now, everyone was intently listening, watching her face closely. “Something that is also not common knowledge is that every child’s testing is recorded. Now, as you know, Fenrick is always traveling throughout Feld and he has made it his mission to call into these halls and take note of any child who has shown exceptional powers. As a result, we have found our four. But there is only four, we cannot afford to lose a single one. These four have the future of so many worlds in their hands and they are not even aware that they are so special.” She sighed and took another sip of her drink. “Fenrick has been keeping an eye on our four as they grew up and he has assured me that all of them are up to the task. Now it just remains for us to collect and train them. I think Upper Hull would be the ideal venue for this as it is close to the boundary, but not too close.” 
 
    Dissan sat upright and clasping his hands together addressed Errin. “Right, now, what would you like us to do?” There was a general mutter of agreement in the room as everyone understood that it was now time for action. 
 
    Errin turned to Hexrick. “Could you please find us a map?” 
 
    Hexrick looked inquiringly at the king who motioned to top draw of the cabinet, under the large ornate mirror. 
 
    As soon as the beautiful map had been rolled out on the low table before the couches and glasses used to weigh down the corners, everyone crowded round. Turrin’s view was blocked by Hexrick’s large shoulders and no matter how much he squirmed and squinted he could not get a better view. 
 
    Errin orientated herself to the map and pointed. “There is a young lady here in a small village called Eastrim in the province of Rill who is extremely talented but she comes from a family of note and has lived a very sheltered life.” Errin looked at Salassan. “It would be good if we could send a royal escort for her so that her family will know she will be safe.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Salassan replied, still pondering the map.  
 
    “Her name is Hezrill and she is the daughter of the Lord Chancellor of Eastrim.” 
 
    Errin’s fingers danced over the printed towns and provinces, eventually coming to rest on another small town, this time on the coast. 
 
    “This one is so young,” she sighed. “He is only ten turns old but hugely talented. He is the seventh child of a fisherman down here in Safehaven in the province of Tex and his name is Lutex. It would do the family a great honour if a senior knight was sent to collect him.”  
 
    “I will gladly do this,” Hexrick said as he sat back absently scratching the stubble on the back of his head. “It’s odd; I have always wanted to see that part of the world, but never quite got there somehow. I hear it’s beautiful.”  
 
    “You just want to go because it has the best beer and oysters in Feld,” Dissan laughed.  
 
    Hexrick looked hurt, then nodded. “That too. Can’t say the thought didn’t cross my mind.” He smiled smugly. 
 
    Once again Errin’s fingers walked the map, this time stopping near the Eastern boundary. “Next comes some real trouble. They come as a package, their talent will only work if both of them are present, they are twin girls named Emarick and Elarick, from the province of Rick and they are ... how can I put it?” Errin’s gaze swept upwards looking for inspiration before pronouncing. “They are wild, there is no other word for it.” Errin turned to Hexrick. “I think that these girls might need someone like you, someone who will be able to control them.” 
 
    Hexrick lifted his hands up in front of his face, palms outwards, waving them from side to side as if to ward off incoming trouble. “No thank you. I never understood women, and I never will. Beer and oysters are much more to my liking.” And that was the end of that. 
 
    Fenrick cleared his throat and all eyes turned his way. “I think I can handle this one; however, I can’t guarantee that they won’t be tied to their saddle by the time I reach you. Last time I met them they talked me into taking a shortcut through a swamp and left me in the middle, up to my waist, until that evening when their father came searching for me. I was lucky he did because all the girls had told him was that I would probably not be back for supper that night because I had got a little held up.” 
 
    The picture this conveyed in everyone's mind broke the tension causing a round of quiet laughter. 
 
    “Is that everyone accounted for then??” Salassan inquired, looking down at the map. 
 
    “Not quite, we have one more and his one is a bit different.” Errin said hesitantly. “The last person is right here in this room.” There was a collective gasp as everyone looked at everyone else. “I wish it were otherwise but, as I have told you, we have been searching for a long time and these four are our only hope. Salassan, the fourth person is your son, Prince Myssan.”  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Turrin felt Tilli jump.  
 
    Myssan’s dark head snapped up upon hearing his name. Of course all had assumed that it would have been Dissan, the eldest and a well-respected knight in his own right. No one would ever have thought in their wildest dreams of sending the quiet, shy, studious Myssan anywhere near anything remotely dangerous. 
 
    For a long moment the room was quiet. Myssan sat staring at Errin waiting for her to tell him it was all a big joke whilst the rest were staring at him, waiting for his reaction. 
 
    Finally, in true Myssan fashion, he blinked before asking the most unexpected question. “Would I really have been a wizard?” 
 
    Errin nodded. “Yes, you would have been a great one. You would have rivalled Rill in his heyday. You have so much talent that it is going to cause quite a problem when we pass the barrier and you will only have a very short time to learn to control your power before it will be needed.” 
 
    Turrin could not see Myssan’s eyes but his shoulders straightened and his head was held a little higher and Turrin thought that this opportunity might not be such a bad thing for the younger prince. It might just be his time to shine. 
 
    Errin smiled reassuringly at the young prince. “We will take you back to Upper Hull [CL12]with us and I will begin training you straight away. You can then help me train the others when they arrive.”  
 
    Salassan was sitting, quietly looking at his youngest son as if drinking him in before he was gone and no longer part of his everyday life anymore. It was Errin who snapped him out of it.  
 
    “In the meantime, Zail will be throwing everything he can at the Boundary to try and break it, to see what it is hiding. We will need a very strong military presence to protect it. Every Boundary outpost should be on high alert, augmented with a troop of knights until this is over, and there should be a patrol between outposts to ensure that there is no way anything can get through.  
 
    Dissan quickly scanned the map once more. “I can do that within a moon. I will send the runners tonight.” 
 
    “Good,” Errin said briskly. “We will have to act quickly. Winter is fast approaching and even now we will have to take the long way home as the passes will be closed. If I can have everyone assembled in Upper Hull in two moons’ time we should be ready to go by mid-winter. With a bit of luck, Zail will not be looking our way then. He will not be expecting that I would make a move during the snows.” 
 
    The room was quiet. Each person sat, eyes still on the map, as if each and every one of them were plotting their next course of action, imagining what was ahead and trying to anticipate any danger that might lie there. 
 
    Turrin squirmed again. His bottom was becoming uncomfortable on the hard wooden bench. He stifled a yawn and rubbed his eyes. It was late and he was so tired, yet he was also aware that he could not leave until he had learned all there was to know. This was just too important. 
 
    Finally Salassan stood, placing his hands in his lower back and stretching backwards, a move that elicited a quiet groan. “It is late and I think we all need some time to digest this. I propose that we meet again after breakfast tomorrow to discuss the finer details.” 
 
    There was a general consensus with heads nodding and a few affirming grunts before people began to rise and make their way to the door. 
 
    It was time to go. Somehow Turrin had to beat Errin back to his room, jump into bed and look like he was asleep, before she came to give him his usual goodnight kiss. He frantically nudged Tilli in the ribs, trying to convey the urgency without making a sound. Fortunately Salassan and Errin were still deep in conversation by the door but if he left it any longer, he was not sure that he could get back before her. 
 
    Tilli must have been thinking along similar lines, because suddenly the eye holes of light closed and just as he was getting used to the dark again, the lamp burst into life, revealing Tilli’s face, which looked extremely pale and frightened. Turrin knew how she felt and was sure he looked exactly the same. 
 
    Quickly Tilli took the lead, and in no time, they emerged in a different hall from the one they had entered from. Turrin wondered how extensive the secret passage way was. The princess grasped his hand and began to run down the hall. Soon he began to recognise objects and tapestries and then suddenly he was standing outside the door to his room, face to face with Tillissan. What do you say to someone after witnessing what they had just seen? Both their lives were about to change forever and there was no guarantee that either of them would not be losing loved ones in the days ahead. 
 
    Turrin noticed for the first time that there were tears on her cheeks and he had an almost irresistible urge to wipe them away for her. She looked so lost and little, compared to the rambunctious girl of this afternoon who was so full of life, without a care in the world, and he wondered if her happiness would be the first casualty of this conflict.  
 
    “I know Errin, she will look after your brother. I’m sure she will.” It was the only thing he could think to say. She nodded silently then sniffed, wiping her eyes angrily and turned to go.  
 
    “See you on the morrow.” She flung back over her shoulder before disappearing round the corner. 
 
    Turrin opened his door, silently, hoping Errin would not be on the other side waiting for him, but all was as it should be, a single lamp burning on a stand next to his bed and the fire banked for the evening. Quickly he striped, pulled on a night shirt he found under his pillow and slipped between the crisp sheets.  
 
    His timing could not have been better, because no sooner had he blown out the lamp than the latch to his room jingled and the door opened. Errin’s face could be seen in the light from the hall as she peered in. Turrin tried desperately to slow his breathing and look asleep but he should have known better. 
 
    “Been back long then?” Errin inquired as she closed the door quietly behind her and walked across to sit on the bed next to him. She lit the lamp before she turned to gaze silently down at him, a slightly concerned expression on her face. He just stared at her but he could feel a large lump rising in his throat and his eyes filling with tears. 
 
    “Oh my little one.” Errin sighed as she gently smoothed his hair off his forehead. “I wish you had waited for me to tell you this news myself but you have your own destiny and I can’t change that.” 
 
    She had known he was hiding and watching all along! Did she know about Tillissan as well, he wondered? 
 
    “I know you think I have betrayed you, that I am not the Errin you thought you knew, but I have never lied to you and I have always loved you.” 
 
    Turrin felt his chin begin to wobble. ‘But ... but you will go away!” he blurted, voicing his worst fears.  
 
    “If I can gain my powers, I will stay to protect all in Feld, especially you.” She looked down into his eyes, her hand resting on his forehead. “You are so very important to me.” 
 
    “But why?” he whispered, hating himself for sounding so pathetic 
 
    “Do you remember what I said about my strength growing with love and joy?” He nodded, not taking his eyes of her face. “You give me so much of both that I now have enough strength to attempt retrieving my power. Without you I would have still been too weak. You are my strength, you are my secret weapon.” She bent down and softly kissed his forehead. “Now go to sleep; the morrow will be upon us soon enough.” 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Turrin was sure he would never get to sleep with so much to think about, mull over and sort in his head but he must also have been exhausted, because the next thing he knew there was an annoying someone poking him in the shoulder.  
 
    “Go away! Leave me in peace!” Is what he meant to say, but all that came out was an incomprehensible mumble. He was slowly swimming towards the surface of consciousness when a distinctly evil, female giggle yanked him rudely all the way to startled, total awareness. 
 
    He was not sure what came first, his eyes snapping open or is body shooting into an upright position. 
 
    There was another giggle, louder than the first. “About time! You do know breakfast is now finished?” 
 
    He glared at Tillissan who was sitting on the chair next to his bed, grinning widely as if he were the best joke in the world. She looked as if she was well rested and fresh as a daisy, her hair in a neat plat and she was dressed in trousers again. 
 
    He groaned and flopped back into his pillow. He loved breakfast. 
 
    “Ta ... da!” she announced as she lifted her hands into view, holding a heaped plate of the most appetizing food. All his favourites. 
 
    “Lucky for you I was awake and able to steal you the best bits or you would have to had to beg the kitchen for some food and they would have given you the old stale stuff to make you pay for being late.” She spoke as if from experience. 
 
    Turrin grinned back at her. “Thanks,” he said, as he hopped out of bed, took the plate to the little table by the window and began to tuck in. 
 
    Tilli followed and plopped herself down in the chair opposite him, elbows on the table, her open hands supporting her chin with her fingers framing her face. 
 
    Turrin couldn’t help but notice that her face looked very small and delicate like this without the abundance of wild hair that usually surrounded it. 
 
    “What did you make of last night?” she asked, stealing a piece of bacon off his plate and nibbling one end.  
 
    “Not really sure,” he replied after finally swallowing his large mouthful. “Haven't had time to think about it yet.” He kept his eyes downcast into his food as he piled his fork high for another bite, not wanting to say what he really felt and afraid that if he looked at her he would lose his courage. “I think the main thing I feel is that I have been left out of a really exciting adventure that involves all the people I care about and all I can do is watch.” he finished, before looking up at her again. She was still nibbling on the bacon, staring at him intently. 
 
    “I mean, this is huge, important and amazing.” He waved his knife around for emphasis. “And I will be left on the farm as everyone else goes off and saves the world!” 
 
    He put his fork down, suddenly he wasn't hungry anymore. The thing that he didn’t say, couldn’t say, was that a very small part of him was relieved that he would not be called on to be the hero again. He was not sure he was up to it, but he would never say that out loud to anyone, especially not her. 
 
    “Ha!” Tillissan exploded. “At least you will be closer to the action than me! I will be stuck here learning how to be a princess, you know, learning exciting things like which fork to use first and how to dance without stepping on your partner's toes whilst Dissan and Myssan are off having fun.” She snorted, disgusted in her prospects for the future. 
 
    Turrin knew that she really didn’t have much to complain about. From what he could tell, she was allowed to do anything she felt like doing. After all, here she was in his room, alone, dressed like a boy with a beautiful sword strapped at her belt. Besides, he was pretty sure that there would not be a lot of fun involved in this adventure if his last excursion was anything to go by, but sensibly, he kept his mouth shut, nodded sympathetically and looked out the window instead. 
 
    With a start he noticed that, judging by the sun, it was late morning, nearly noon. Shocked he turned back to Tillissan. “When did they say they would meet for the planning session?” he asked anxiously, hoping that he hadn't missed it. Tillissan gave him an infuriatingly knowing smile. 
 
    “You snooze you lose! That’s been over and done a long time ago.”  
 
    He slumped and dejectedly and pushed away his plate.  
 
    “Soooo,” Tilli said slowly. He could hear the mirth in her voice. 
 
    “Sooo what?” he asked grumpily.  
 
    “So it was just as well I was up and about, heard it all and then came here to tell you all about it,” she finished with a flourish and a grin that got bigger as he eagerly leaned forward to listen, a matching grin slowly spreading across his face. 
 
    As Tilli began, it soon became very clear that one of the things a princess is taught is how to spin a tale. She quickly painted a picture of the room, who was in it and how they acted towards each other. He almost felt as if he was there. He was so spellbound that he didn’t even think to ask any of his usual annoying questions. In brief, everything that had been discussed the night before was finalised, supply logistics sorted, timelines drawn and defences modified. Surrin was brought in for this to help everyone understand the trolls’ behaviour, their strengths and their weaknesses.  
 
    “There seems to be an awful lot of planning, preparation and organisation involved in this adventure thing,” Tilli commented thoughtfully, before continuing with her observations. The one new thing that was decided was that the King’s nephew, Anssan, Dissan’s second in command here at the palace, should be sent, with his troop of knights, to pick up Hezrill from Eastrim in Rill. It was thought that this would be considered enough of an honour that the parents might consider allowing her to accompany him to Upper Hull. Preparations would begin immediately and everyone should be leaving within two days.   
 
    This surprised Turrin at first as he felt as if he had only just arrived, and was still weary from the long journey; however, when he thought about it, they were in a race now, a race against Zail and a race against the winter snows. 
 
    “That means we will be leaving the day after tomorrow.” Turrin winced, thinking of getting back into that saddle. “But I haven't even seen Hope yet!” He exclaimed in a voice that sounded just a little bit whiney. 
 
    “Soon fix that,” Tillissan said as she stood up, absently adjusting her sword. “Come on, don’t sit there gawping. Get dressed and I will show you the sights of Hope.” She clapped her hands at him and shooed him towards the wardrobe, tossing his clothes at him as he went. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Turrin felt as if he were flying. The climb up the winding stair to the top of the tower had gone on forever, but now that he was standing here, high above the world, he knew that it had truly been worth every step. From here, he could see forever. The city spread along the lake edge and back a small way towards the mountains. The overall impression was of warm, red tiled roofs, interspersed with a rich, autumn-coloured canopy of large trees. Wide boulevards criss-crossed the view, partitioning the buildings into blocks, yet it was the gentle sweep of the harbour, with its colourful boats, that drew the eye. It was a beautiful city. The best of the old, the wizard’s world, and the new, the guardian's world. Turning to look towards the mountains Turrin noticed that there was a good dusting of snow on them now, another reminder of the need for haste. 
 
    Tillissan was gazing at the harbour, the gentle wind lifting a wisp of hair that had escaped her plait. “I love sailing,” she sighed, wistfully. “Next time you are here I will take you out on my boat.” She turned and looked at him. “You’d love it. Everyone does!” Then laughing she grabbed his hand and pulled him towards the stair. “Come on, let’s go and find Myssan.” Turrin took one last look at the incredible view, trying to burn it into his memory before he turned and raced down the stairs after her. 
 
    They found Myssan down in the barracks. He was at the far end of one of the long, low buildings, in a room that had a long, floor to ceiling window along one side. The other three sides were plain, undressed brick with no decoration of any sort. It was a very functional room. There was fresh straw covering the floor and the only furniture were the two wooden chairs that Myssan and Surrin were sitting in and a table strewn with parchments that stood between them. Both chairs were turned to face the only other object in the room, a square, iron-barred cage that held the troll who was now rather subdued. The troll was standing at the bars, holding on with both hands, his hideous face pressed in between. He seemed to be concentrating on a piece of parchment Myssan was holding up.  
 
    Tillissan and Turrin had both snuck into the room quietly, not knowing what to expect, but as soon as Tillissan saw her brother she yelled his name and ran across to him. 
 
    “Hello, what’s all this then?” Myssan laughed, obviously taken back with the sudden appearance of his little sister and her display of affection.  
 
    “Say you won’t go!” Tillissan pleaded. “Losing Dissan when he goes trotting around the place is bad enough, but I don’t want you to leave me too.” She poked her bottom lip out and stared at him defiantly. Turrin was reminded that she was probably still quite young, possibly the same age as he was himself. Myssan put down the parchment he had been holding and opened his arms. 
 
    “Come here, Tilli.”  
 
    She moved in hesitantly as if fearing a trick, but there wasn’t one, instead Myssan gently enfolded her in his embrace not saying a word. From where Turrin was standing he could see Tilli’s stiff form relax and the tears well in her eyes. He looked away, suddenly embarrassed at witnessing such a private moment.  
 
    After a moment Myssan placed a hand on each of Tilli’s shoulders and carefully pushed her away to arm’s length. Despite the fact that Myssan was sitting and Tilli was standing he could look directly into her eyes. “I am not even going to ask how you know about this, but you know me Tilli, not one for adventure really, never quite got the hang of riding a horse and I am more likely to stick myself with a sword than do damage to anyone else but if I am needed, if there is something I can do to help, I can’t very well say no, now can I?” He gave her a gentle shake, ”You wouldn’t say no if you had been asked?” He raised both eyebrows as if to ask ‘would you?’ and held her gaze. 
 
    Turrin could see the whole thought process she went through, her face telling the story, but in the end there could only be one answer and of course Myssan was right. She would have jumped in with both feet and ignored the consequences.  
 
    Her shoulders slumped. “Okay, you win, but you had better come back in one piece,” she stated, glaring at him once more and this time poking him in the chest for added emphasis. Turrin thought that she seemed to do a lot of poking.  
 
    “OW! You bully!” Myssan exclaimed, rubbing the spot.  
 
    Surrin had watched the whole display, the corners of her mouth slightly twitching as if trying to suppress a smile. “It seems that brothers and sisters are the same the world over, no matter how illustrious their standing.” 
 
    Tilli’s attention was drawn to the parchments on the table and picking one up, she slowly turned it one way then the other before asking, “What are these for?” 
 
    “Just a little experiment,” Myssan answered. “I thought that if we had a little more information about these guys,” he lifted his hand to indicate the troll in the cage, “we would be able to be better equipped to deal with them.” 
 
    Surrin moved forward in her chair, clearly excited. “Your brother has drawn some pictures on the parchment,” she pointed to the page that Tilli was still holding. “You see, a tree and here a horse, a bird, you know everyday things. We are trying to get the troll to give us their word for these things so that we can start to have a conversation.” 
 
    “We have got about ten words, and now that he has the idea, we are racing along.” Myssan explained excitedly. “I am writing what he says underneath the picture so we can say it back to him. Watch.” 
 
    Myssan picked up another parchment and holding it so that the troll could not see the pictures, he carefully pronounced the word written under the picture for water. It was a real guttural sound, almost an angry bark.  
 
    The troll’s face changed from a kind of board resignation to interested, the dark eyes under the low brow darted around the room. It snarled briefly when it caught sight of Turrin, noting him as one of his capturers and then, seeing the water jug on the floor, pointed and repeated the harsh sounding word.  
 
    Myssan poured some water into a cup and carefully handed it through the bars. The troll snatched it from his hands, downed the water in one gulp and threw the cup back at Myssan’s head with a snarl. 
 
    Turrin was horrified. This was almost beyond his understanding. These creatures were evil, treacherous and vile. Why would anyone want to communicate with them? His first reaction had been to congratulate Myssan on becoming the troll’s first servant but amazingly he didn’t venture his opinion, probably because his mouth was still gaping open at what he had just seen. 
 
    “If we can find out where they come from and why, maybe we can find a way to stop them.” It took a moment for Turrin to realise that Surrin was talking to him. Dragging his eyes away from the troll he turned to look at her and all the fight drained out of him as he saw the hope shining in her eyes. Maybe this was her way of dealing with her pain and loss. Who was to say it was wrong, yet deep down, he knew that stopping these beasts would take more than words, much more. 
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    The rest of the day flew by in a whirl of sights and experiences. Tilli took him to see the skills yard where the knights practiced swordplay, bowman ship, horse riding, javelin and wrestling. Turrin was enthralled, drinking in every aspect, the clash of weapons, the grit between the teeth and the smell of sweat, so that he could describe it in fine detail to Werrin one day. Then it was off to the stables to see the king’s beautiful horses. Stall after stall of proud animals observed them with bright liquid eyes as they passed, proud necks arched, their coats gleaming even in the dim light. Lastly, Tilli took him to the kitchen for some food. It wasn't until they entered the cavernous, warm, divine smelling room that Turrin realised how hungry he really was and that he hadn’t had anything to eat since breakfast, a meal that suddenly seemed such a very long time ago.  
 
    Tillissan obviously spent quite a lot of time here because there was a warm welcome from all sides as she made her way unerringly to the pantry and quickly made them both a basket full of goodies to take away. 
 
    They ate in companionable silence in a tranquil spot in the gardens, next to a pond covered in flowering water lilies, amongst which large orange fish darted. It had been a great day, one he would always cherish. Turrin sighed contentedly and lay back on the grass with his hands beneath his head and stared up at the sky. It was so peaceful here, so far away from the chaos and destruction he had been part of at the boundary. It was almost impossible to imagine that anything bad was going to happen here.  
 
    “I can’t help wondering if we did nothing, he ... whatever his name was …”  
 
    “Zail,” Tilli added quietly. 
 
    “That ... Zail won’t ever find Errin and we could just go on as we always have, apart from fighting trolls, of course.” He rolled onto his side and looked at Tilli who was feeding little chunks of bread to the circling fish. They were so tame that they almost took it out of her hand. 
 
    “It would seem like the simple fix,” she said, looking out over the pond. “But we just can't shut our eyes and pretend that we won’t be seen.” She smiled to herself and looked down at the frantic fish. “I used to do that when I was little and the whole court would play along. Everyone would pretend that they could not see me when I closed my eyes. They would bump into me or ask, “Where did she go? She was here a moment ago!” Tilli put on such ludicrous voices that Turrin laughed out loud.  
 
    She turned to look at him through her eyelashes, shyly, her head still bent. “It took me quite a while to realize that they were having me on. Very embarrassing, really, as I can remember being not as polite as I should have been, thinking people could not see me, poking out my tongue or pulling faces.” She sighed, her cheeks glowing faintly at the memory. “It was all started by Dissan of course.” 
 
    She finished her feeding and brushed her hands together to get rid of the crumbs. 
 
    “Anyway, my point is that no matter how much we believe he can’t see us it is not the truth. One day he WILL find us and he WILL destroy us unless Errin is strong enough to defeat him.” She placed both hands on the grass either side of her legs and looked at her toes and in a sad whisper added, “I think Errin is our only hope and we have to do everything we can to help her become as strong as possible.” Then taking a large breath she sat upright turned to Turrin and smiled brilliantly. “Come on, sad sack: race you back!” 
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    Tilli dropped him at his door saying that she would see him at dinner later before she sauntered off down the hall. As Turrin watched her go, the realization struck him of just how quickly they had become friends and how easy it was to be in her company. Quite remarkable, really. He had to remind himself that she was a princess and not a boy from the village. A smile stole over his face as another thought struck him. Hadn’t Werrin asked him to bring a princess back? One day he would try and make that happen. His grin grew as he pictured Werrin’s face. He would have to ask Tilli to ham it up. 
 
    Turrin splashed some water on his face, washed his hands and then went looking for Errin. He felt a little guilty that he hadn’t been helping but, in reality, he would probably only be getting in the way.  
 
    After asking several servants, he finally located her in a room with lots of windows and a big table full of maps. Everyone was there and everyone was talking all at once, arms waving, fingers pointing or tapping out places of interest on the maps. Errin spied him, excused herself and made her way over to him.  
 
    “How’s your day been?” she asked.  
 
    Turrin smiled “Oh, you know, the usual, been taken on a guided tour of the palace by a princess. Nothing of note.” 
 
    “Ha, might have known you would become her pet project, she is always taking in strays.” 
 
    “A bit like someone else I know,” he jibed back. 
 
    “Touché!” Errin exclaimed, clearly delighted. 
 
    Turrin looked around at the mayhem. “When do we leave?” 
 
    Errin sighed. “Believe it or not, we are hoping that everyone can start their journeys tomorrow but ….”  She left the statement hanging, looking meaningfully around the room. 
 
    “I am sure it will happen, I have seen how organised Dissan is and I am positive the palace will be just the same,” Turrin said reassuringly. 
 
    “We’ll see. Anyway, Myssan, Dissan, Surrin, you and myself will definitely be leaving in the morning. So no staying up late tonight, young man!” she admonished in a mock stern voice. 
 
    “No Ma’am,” he replied with his best impression of subservience. 
 
    It would be strange to travel without Hexrick and Fenrick but their tasks lay elsewhere. Dissan was returning to the border with a large troop who would learn all about the dos and don’ts of troll combat on the way and Errin’s group would travel with them as far as Upper Hull, for safety and for speed. 
 
    As Turrin dressed for dinner, all sorts of emotions were whirling in and out of his thoughts. He was becoming used to being part of exciting things happening. It had been wonderful to come to the palace, but now he was going home, back to everyday life, and the exciting adventure would carry on without him. On one level he was relieved that he would not have to face anymore trolls but on the other hand he knew it would be almost harder to sit at home, waiting, while those he loved were doing battle without him.  
 
    He resolved to make the most of the return journey and have as much fun as he could before everything turned to shit. 
 
    The dinner was as lively as last night’s and this time Turrin felt much more at ease. He joined in the conversation, laughed at the jokes and enjoyed the wonderful food. It seemed like no time at all before he was saying goodnight and being escorted off to bed. There were to be no more adventures for him this night. 
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    The next morning dawned cloudy and grey, a slight drizzling rain putting a damper on everything. The horses stood with their heads down and the wagons were now protected by a dull green waterproof cloth that was covered in a fine beading of moisture. Sound was muted and the conversations were subdued. Salassan and Tillissan had come to see them off. Salassan tried to be jovial but Turrin noticed that when he wasn’t talking to anyone directly his face had a weary, sad cast to it. Tilli was openly pouting and split her time between hugging everyone and pleading one last time to be allowed to come along. 
 
    Anssan and his troop had left earlier in the morning for Eastrim in Rill to pick up the Lady Hezrill but Fenrick and Hexrick had come to say good bye as they would be leaving later in the day. Errin was in deep conversation with them and there was a lot of sombre nodding and feet shuffling, which showed Turrin that Errin’s advice was being taken on-board seriously. 
 
    Turrin had been given the task of making sure that the medical supplies Errin had received from Salassan were packed properly and could be easily accessed in case of emergency. He was just tying the last knot when Dissan issued the call to mount. Turrin only had time for a quick farewell hug from Fenrick and a handshake from Hexrick before he had to go to his horse. He was really pleased that it was the same horse that had served him so well on the journey to Hope as he had got quite fond of it, but he had hardly recognised it at first as it was so glossy and well fed.  
 
    “Hello old boy, bet you’re not so pleased to see me, are you? I am sure you would rather stay here in comfort than traipse all the way back to Upper Hull with me.”  
 
    The horse turned and sniffed his hair then looked away totally disinterested as if to say, “Oh, it’s only you, and you haven’t even brought food.” 
 
    Turrin mounted and from his new vantage point, scanned the chaotic scene for Tilli. He had not had a chance to say goodbye. He looked about frantically but he could not find her anywhere. He was still squirming in the saddle, trying to see that mop of blond curly hair, when he felt a poke on his leg. He looked down and there she was.  
 
    “Safe travel and a pleasant journey,” she called up to him, her eyes red from crying although she was putting on a brave face for him.  
 
    Turrin realized that he was quite sad to be saying goodbye. He liked her. “Maybe one day you could come and visit us in Upper Hull?” he blurted. “Maybe for the harvest festival.” 
 
    “I’d like that.” She gave him a lopsided smile then waved and went to stand next to her father who absently placed a protective arm across her shoulders and drew her close. 
 
    “Mooove out!” Dissan’s command focused everyone and slowly the procession began to roll forward. There was frantic waving from all sides, a few kisses thrown and then they were passing, once more, under the shadow of the archway. Their homeward journey had begun. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Very soon they fell back into routine.  
 
    Although their world had been turned upside down, in reality it had been only four days since they had arrived. The drizzle of the day of departure set in and there were long days of misty dampness where all the colour seemed to have bled from the world. Fortunately it was not so wet that the road turned to mud, but eventually everything was damp, and as Turrin found out, damp clothes chafed in the most uncomfortable places. Mounting the long-suffering horse each morning was torture and even walking was unpleasant. Eventually the moody, misty weather broke and they rode in watery sunshine. Lines were fixed across the wagons and everybody tied their damp cloths to them to try and dry them off. After lunch of the first sunny day the majority of the troop had undressed to such a state that they were left riding in their long john underwear. Fortunately at the time they were riding through rocky, uninhabited hill country, but they still encountered the odd merchant or farmer who stared in weary disbelief at them as they passed. 
 
    Turrin took advantage of the slow steady pace to talk to everybody in order to find out as much as he could about their situation. 
 
    He loved talking with Myssan because he had read so much and knew so much about everything. He was also happy to answer any of Turrin’s questions no matter how silly they sounded. Myssan wasn’t as outwardly confident as Dissan. In fact he was shy, modest and self-effacing, yet he had a quiet, gentle kindness about him that made him very likable. Turrin soon found out that Myssan spent most of his life in the library and although he could wield a sword, shoot an arrow and ride a horse he did not enjoy these pursuits, a fact which had made him almost a recluse in the palace. On the whole, he had become a bit of a loner. This was something he himself was comfortable with as it gave him more time for reading without having to bother about silly court intrigue, which he felt often involved talking to people he was not the slightest bit interested in, about subjects he could not care less about. 
 
    Surrin was always good for a laugh and Turrin soon found out that not only did she know almost all the drinking songs, she was also happy to teach them to him, usually out of Errin’s hearing.  
 
    Dissan had presented her with a new puppy whilst they were in Hope and she had promptly named her Riana. It was still too small to run alongside the horses and so she rode in a special pouch on the saddle in front of Surrin. She spent a lot of time dossing, as young puppies do, but when she was awake Surrin would carefully fondle her soft ears and sing softly to her. Turrin noticed that at these times Surrin would have a faraway look in her eye as if she were remembering the other Riana. She had been the best reward Dissan could have presented Surrin with. In the evenings the whole camp would be the puppy’s playground and she was everywhere, chewing on guide ropes, upsetting buckets, running between legs and generally bringing a smile to everyone’s faces. Surrin had begun training her but she was still so young that no one could possibly become cross with her even when presented with a well chewed shoe or two. Riana also seemed to have taken quite a shine to Turrin and would sometimes follow him around all evening until Surrin came looking for her. 
 
    The chill nights were drawing in and there was often a sprinkling of frost in the morning coating the ground, turning shallow puddles into panes of patterned ice and outlining leaves in a fury, white mantle. The air was crisp on these days and everybody's breath became visible as clouds of vapour floating about their heads. Taking the long route home would add almost a moon to their journey but when a thunderstorm lashed through the camp one evening and the driving rain, which eventually turned to lancing hail, prevented the next day's travel it became apparent that navigating the passes at this time of year would have been impossible. If it had been this bad in the low lands, it would have been an impenetrable blizzard in the mountains. 
 
    The route, however, did take them directly through the largest forest in Feld and although the leaves had turned and indeed the majority of trees were now rather bare, it was still very beautiful. Errin was in raptures of delight and was often side tracked as she went to gather some herb or other that she had spied along the way. She would always take Turrin and explain what the herb was, where it liked to grow, what it was used for and how to dry and prepare it. She had a large leather satchel in which she kept these herbs, each tied in their own separate bundle. After a few of these excursions, Myssan became interested and began to tag along. He proved a quick study and was soon scanning the forest himself, pointing out new plants and asking if they were useful.   
 
    The journey itself had lulled Turrin into a false sense of wellbeing. He felt safe, loved and part of a group of people who had a common goal. He hadn't even had his nightmare for a while, but at the back of his mind, always prodding, a bit like Tillissan, he thought smiling, was the awful knowledge that an evil entity was stalking Errin. Zail was determined to find her, and the possibility that he just might destroy Feld to do it was very real. He knew in his heart of hearts, that at the end of the journey, Myssan would be sent to face unknown dangers, Dissan would go to defend the boundary against the onslaught of trolls and, ultimately, once Errin had regained her powers she would have to go into battle, alone against this unimaginable foe. And so was not surprising that Turrin wanted to just enjoy the days as they came and not look too far into the future. 
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    Fenrick sighed. 
 
    It had taken him nearly half a moon to get to Rick and another few days to reach the small village of Millstream and he was tired. The trouble with being a well-known bard is that every village he passed through wanted a song or a story and although this usually meant free food and board, it also meant late nights and, often, a sore head in the morning as it would be just plain rude to refuse the finest alcoholic beverage each village had to offer. Now, finally, he sat on his horse looking down on the small settlement, carved out of the forest, straddling a tumbling brook and realised that the more pleasant segment of his journey was coming to an end.  
 
    He knew the village well as he had made it his duty to keep an eye on the gifted girls as they grew up. Their mother and father ran the mill and were very pleasant people; however, they had never been able to rein in their twin girls, in any way. They were truly wild creatures who followed any whim that took them. The poor miller had confessed to Fenrick once that he had given up on them and that he had no hope of ever taming them. The girls themselves were inseparable and together they were a force greater than the sum of the individuals. Fenrick was definitely not looking forward to escorting them for the next half-moon that it would take to travel to Upper Hull and he was positive that he would have acquired a lot more grey hair by the end of the journey. 
 
    He cast a wary eye at the sky. The temperature was dropping and the first stirrings of a cold wind from the East was tugging at his cloak, gently lifting his horse's mane and tail and ruffling the few leaves left on the trees in the valley. He could smell the rain on the wind and the dark, menacing clouds over the distant hills told the rest of the story. 
 
    If he wanted to stay dry he would have to make his way down the hill to the village soon. 
 
    “Come on, be a man! Let’s get this over with,” he told himself and taking a last, deep breath of freedom he quietly urged his horse forward. 
 
    As usual he was welcomed with open arms, and in no time word had spread and the entire population of Millstream was packed into the inn asking for news. Millstream was tucked in a quiet corner of Feld, away from the main through roads and because of this they seldom had news of the rest of the world. Fenrick could not only bring them news from throughout Feld, but he was also privy to the news of the palace and the royal family. As he sat on his stool gazing out at his wide-eyed, exuberant audience it struck him that they were totally unaware of the danger Feld was about to face and he decided that, as a kindness, he would not enlighten them. There was nothing they could do about it except worry, so instead he regaled them with happy tidings and silly stories. 
 
    As Fenrick scanned the room he spotted Phatrick[CL13] the miller and his wife, Javrick, but as he expected there was no sign of the girls. Eventually, when all the questions had been answered, he excused himself, promising that he would sing for them later, after he had had some supper, and of course some liquid refreshment. Then, carrying a tray with three glasses of frothing ale, he and made his way over to the twins’ parents’ table. During his journey to Millstream he had thought a lot about the best way to explain the situation and ask for the girls’ help but in the end he had come to the conclusion that, if they had been his children, he would probably be quite pleased to have a break from them.  
 
    “Phatrick! Javrick! So lovely to see you,” he exclaimed as he reached their table and placed a glass of rich dark beer in front of each of them. Both stood, smiling, and Fenrick shook Phatrick’s hand and hugged Javrick. They looked hale, healthy and happy as they usually did. Having boisterous, wayward children did not seem to vex them at all. It was good to catch up with them, but he couldn’t put off the reason for being there any longer, and lowering his voice and leaning forward he asked, “Can we go to your home to talk? I have something I need to discuss in private.”  
 
    Javrick and Phatrick glanced at each other looking mildly concerned. “The girl’s haven't done something have they?” Javrick whispered, her hand seeking Phatrick’s. 
 
    “No, no, nothing like that!” Fenrick replied in his most jovial voice leaning back in his seat. “Just wanting to catch up really,” he reassured them. 
 
    The miller’s cottage was warm and cosy with a fire in the hearth and the smell of yeast thick in the air. Javrick was also the local baker and tomorrow’s loaves were proving in the small room off to one side. The sound of the gurgling stream was always present like a reassuring chant. Fenrick sat at the worn, polished table and Javrick fussed in the kitchen, quickly producing the most wonderful, crusty bread slathered in yellow butter and bright berry jam.  
 
    “Not much, I’m afraid,” she murmured as she placed the plate on the table. 
 
    Fenrick’s eyes lit up. He had been here before and he knew just how delicious it really was. 
 
    “So what was it that you need to talk to us about?” Phatrick asked.  
 
    Fenrick was caught with a mouthful and had to chew faster than he wanted to reply. Reluctantly he pushed his plate away, he would have to wait until he had completed his task before he could finish it. 
 
    “Alright, here goes,” he thought to himself. 
 
    “I have some news that I did not want to share with the village. I need to tell you because Feld needs a large favour from you both.” He leaned forward, crossing his arms and resting them on the table. He looked from Phatrick to Javrick who were both watching him intently.  
 
    “Go on,” Phatrick prompted. 
 
    And so Fenrick told them of the trolls, of the danger to Feld, of Zail and Errin and how she was their only hope and finally he explained about the girls and their part in the whole saga. When he eventually wound down to the conclusion of the tale he was met with stunned silence. “Oh, I nearly forgot,” he exclaimed, digging in his pocket “I have a letter here from the king explaining everything and offering to help you financially while the girls are away.” 
 
    He thoughtfully took another bite of bread to allow them to digest the news and all its consequences and to read the letter. 
 
    The twins were their only children and although the girls were so wild that they were totally unmanageable, they were still very precious to the miller and his wife.  
 
    Javrick was the first to recover. “Do you think they will be safe?” she asked in a whisper, tears gleaming in her eyes.  
 
    Fenrick flinched. This was the question he had been dreading. “There are no guarantees in life but I know Errin and I know that she would never willingly place another person's life in danger. If she did not think that the girls could do this and return safe, she would never have asked,” he replied in his most sincere voice. 
 
    “I will escort them personally to Errin and Dissan and his troop will look after them from then on. I cannot imagine what they will face or where they will go when Errin sends them to find her shards of power, yet I can assure you that Errin would have made sure that they will be as safe as she can make them. The real trouble is that we don’t really have much choice.” He paused for effect. “We just can’t save Feld without your girls.”  
 
    Phatrick and Javrick looked at each other one more time, a silent communication crossing between them, then Phatrick gave a tremulous sigh and silently nodded. “As you say, we don’t have much of a choice. They will want to go. Ha!” he snorted. “They will love to go and the truth is that there is no way we could stop them going even if we wanted to.”  
 
    Javrick grasped Fenrick’s hand and looked up at him imploringly. “Please make sure that they come back. They maybe wild, they may be impossible, but they are ours and we love them.” 
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    The next day Fenrick went to find the girls. Their parents had thought that they might be in the forest to the North of the village as, apparently, they had a hut there. The storm had hit with a vengeance just after dark, whipping branches, banging doors and shutters and the rain had been torrential, almost drowning out his singing. It had passed by morning leaving behind strewn branches and deep puddles that reflected the passing dark clouds, blown by the bitter wind.  
 
    Eventually Fenrick spied a tattered pennant snapping in the wind. It was made of what looked like and old table cloth but printed on it was a two headed eagle. This was the symbol that the girls had created as their own personal herald. Fenrick had to smile; there was nothing shy or bashful about these girls. They were proud of who they were and prepared to let the world know it. The banner marked the entrance to a small side track and Fenrick turned his horse into it. There was no avoiding the dripping vegetation that overgrew the path and in no time he and his horse were very damp and splattered in mud. As he rode the sound of rushing water grew louder and louder until he eventually arrived at the edge of a narrow chasm filled with rushing white water several lance lengths below. The vertical cliffs were covered in bright green moss that glistened with a myriad of droplets from the spray drifting up from the churning water below. Tiny white flowers like stars dotted the steep, vertical cliffs, which looked impossible to climb. The only way across the chasm was a crude bridge of three ropes, one for the feet and two at shoulder height, presumably for one to hold on to. 
 
    “Great!!” Fenrick thought sarcastically. “Really great. It looks as if you will have to stay here my friend,” Fenrick murmured to his horse as he gently patted its forehead. He knew it would not wander. They had been together a long time and trusted each other completely. 
 
    Fenrick was not afraid of heights but neither was he totally comfortable with them, so he reasoned the best way to approach this was to not give himself time to think about it. 
 
    The ropes were slippery from the rain and spray but they were tightly strung and hardly wobbled as he cautiously slid his way across. The updraft from the ravine was quite disconcerting though. He only looked down once and immediately regretted it. The water was much further down than he had at first thought, foaming as it made its way past jagged, moss-covered rocks and boiling through narrow crevices. There would be no walking away from this if he fell. 
 
    Cursing under his breath he eventually reached solid ground on the other side. With his hands on his knees he leaned forward and took a deep, thankful gulp of air. He was exhausted already and he hadn’t even found the girls yet.  
 
    The path continued on for a bit, through browning bracken and mossy[CL14] tree trunks. The tangy smell of damp foliage and the sharp scent of decaying leaves filled his senses. It would be a very pleasant place on a warm summer day he thought, but on this cold autumn morning it was really quite dreary.  
 
    Rounding a bend he spied a bright splash of colour in the trees. Gratefully, thinking that this must be the girl’s hut, he strode on towards it, trying to avoid the next, imminent, shower of rain.   
 
    A loud snap stopped him in his tracks, a big mistake, as he quickly found out, as his ankles were seized and he was unceremoniously tipped upside down and hoisted up into the trees. 
 
    It all happened in the blink of an eye. One moment he was standing on firm ground and the next he was gently swinging, upside down, from a very tall tree, his blood rushing, very uncomfortably, to his head. 
 
    The girls had struck again! 
 
    This was ridiculous, and in a moment of pure frustration, he clenched his fists and let out a very loud, unarticulated roar. Like an idiot, he had left his sword and knife in his saddle bags to keep them dry. After several calming breaths, he crossed his arms and began calling the girls by name, hoping that they were within hearing range. 
 
    He could project his voice to the back of a packed hall and he used all his skill to make his voice carry as far as possible. One can only shout to a seemingly empty forest for so long and eventually he subsided telling himself he was saving his strength for throttling the two culprits that had placed him in this embarrassing position. 
 
    He heard them before he saw them.  
 
    “Fenrick, Fenrick, is that really you?” they called as they raced towards him down the path. 
 
    “What on earth are you doing? It takes us forever to set that trap and you have to go and set it off,” Elarick demanded. 
 
    Both girls now stood beneath him, dressed in men’s trousers and leather jerkins, hands on hips, heads tilted back, staring up. They were almost identical, with shoulder length black hair and large dark eyes which were outlined with long lashes that swept up to almost touch their arched eyebrows. The only difference between them was that Elarick had a small mole on her right cheek. Their skin was a warm pink with flushed cheeks from the cold and their full lips, usually rose pink, were now, at this precise moment, almost white, pressed together into identical straight lines of disapproval. 
 
    They were as beautiful as porcelain dolls until they moved or spoke. 
 
    “Well, it is lovely to see you, too!’ Fenrick spluttered sarcastically, unable to control his sense of indignity. Here he was, strung up like a piece of game in their trap, and they were cross at him! “Get me down. Now!” he snapped. 
 
    “Alright, alright, but you do look really funny,” Elarick giggled. 
 
    “There might be one little problem,” Emarick said, digging her toe in the mud and looking down, avoiding his eyes. “We haven't yet quite worked out how to unset the trap.” They both looked up at him again, thoughtfully. 
 
    “What!” Fenrick exploded. “You must have thought of that when you made this bloody thing,” he gasped, gesturing at his rope bound feet that were now beginning to feel numb. He was just grateful that he had had his good riding boots on or it would have been a lot more painful. 
 
    “Oh, I know!” Ela squealed and ran off 
 
    Ema continued to stare up at Fenrick. “Didn’t think it would really work and to be honest we had almost forgotten we had put it here. We don’t use this path much.”  
 
    “You mean there is another way in,” Fenrick moaned. “I didn’t have to cross that damn rope bridge and trudge through the mud?” 
 
    Ema giggled again. “You are funny. You fell for all our tricks. I thought you would know us by now. The banner was to lure stupid people into our traps,” she finished as if that explained everything. 
 
    Fenrick, slowly turning at the end of the rope, was, at that moment, quite prepared to concede he had, indeed, been very stupid. 
 
    “Got it,” Ela yelled as she came panting back down the trail. 
 
    Fenrick continued to turn slowly and at last Ela came into view holding, of all things, a bow and arrow in her hands. 
 
    He did not even have time to protest before he heard the bow string twang and felt a tug as the arrow miraculously hit the rope. He began to fall, head first, toward the mud below. He was so surprised that he nearly forgot to curl into a ball; however, in the end, reflexes took over and he hit the ground with his shoulder and rolled. 
 
    Gingerly he uncurled and shakily stood. He was not sure what he was most surprised at: that Ela had hit the rope or that he was uninjured. 
 
    Ela and Ema, on the other hand, were whooping with delight, doing a little kind of jig.  
 
    Fenrick quietly took stock. His clothes were covered in mud and his ankles hurt but otherwise he seemed to be okay. He could see that, as he had expected, this trip was definitely going to be very interesting. 
 
    It was time to take charge of the situation and the girls. “Start as you mean to go on,” he thought to himself, yet before he could say a word, a single drop of rain hit him squarely on the top of his head. Glancing skyward, he noticed a large, black cloud overhead, which at that precise moment let loose several more fat drops hitting him full in the face. What had started as separate percussion beats, soon turned into a crescendo as the rain became a torrent. Trees in the distance were obscured by the sheet of grey rain and the path at his feet quickly became a small stream. “This day just keeps getting better and better,” Fenrick mumbled to himself, resigned to the fact it might be some time before he would be clean and dry again. 
 
    As the rain lanced down the girls turned and ran, splashing up the path towards the smear of colour in the trees that Fenrick had glimpsed before he had succumbed to the girls’ trap. By the time he arrived at what looked like an abandoned charcoal burner’s hut, the girls were already inside and shaking themselves like wet dogs. Fenrick, gasping, took a quick look around. It was very rustic but dry. Glancing up he noticed that the thatch was fresh and the walls were plugged with dried moss and clay and there was a brace of dead ducks hanging by the door. There was a flat log as a table and two bracken beds near the hearth. The fire was efficiently banked and the few glowing embers signified that it could easily be coaxed back into life. All in all it wasn't homely but not bad for two young girls.  
 
    Everyone stripped off their cloaks and the girls hung them on pegs by the fire. Emarick prodded the fire and in no time cheerful flames bloomed. Elarick magically produced a fresh loaf of bread with honey and goblets of fresh water for all. Of course the bread and honey had come from home but, still, Fenrick was impressed.  
 
    Both girls sat down on a log near the fire and looked at Fenrick expectantly as if it was now his turn to entertain them. Where to begin, he wondered to himself. On the journey to Millstream he had pondered the best way to present his request and had come to the conclusion that you could never tell these girls what to do. The best approach would probably be to ask for their help and present it as an adventure, which he had to admit, it truly was. 
 
    “As you might have guessed I came to find you to ask a favour,” he began. Both girls nodded as if to say ‘go on.’ Fenrick cleared his throat. “We have a problem.”  
 
    “Who’s ‘we’?” Ela asked. 
 
    “Well, everyone in Feld, really.” Fenrick replied, realising for the first time just how true this was. “There is a dark magic that lurks beyond our boundary. Up until now our guardians have managed to keep it out of Feld but recently it has become so strong that it is finding ways to get around them and we need your help to fight it.” He had their attention now, eyes alight with excitement, and he was certain that they would embrace this new adventure wholeheartedly. Ruefully, Fenrick thought to himself that persuading them to help was probably the easy part of his mission; surviving their pranks for the next half as he escorted them to Errin was definitely going to be the much more difficult. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Hexrick winced.  
 
    He had been sitting far too long and his legs were protesting loudly at having to work again. He stood and arched his back into a satisfying stretch. It was time to get going but he was finding it hard to leave this stunning view behind. It had taken him several days to reach this spot, travelling along these windswept coastal cliffs. At first he had thought that it was a cold and dreary place with the constant, battering wind, treeless landscape, infused with the tang of salt air that assaulted his every breath, but gradually, as the days passed, he began to notice that the sea was a constantly changing vista. One moment it was a deep aquamarine blue with smooth, rolling swells and the next it was slate grey with choppy whitecaps. There could be clouds scudding overhead casting racing shadows across its canvas or the bright sunlight, shooting reflected, sparkling starbursts that dazzled the eye. 
 
    The wind that he had found so daunting at first now felt like a companion and he even enjoyed its playful buffeting. It was becoming a habit now, whenever he paused for a break, to stand near the cliff edge, scan the sea below and relax into its constant, supporting push.  
 
    It was a lonely world. Too harsh a climate to farm, and too steep a cliff to easily access the sea had meant that homesteads and villages were few and far between. Often his sole companions were the sea birds, whose lonely cries only enhanced his feeling of isolation, and his horse, Tilda. 
 
    One day, sitting, staring out to sea, he realized that he had never had a time in his life before when he had truly been so alone. His life was always full of people. Growing up in a busy village and then joining Dissan’s knights had meant that he always had company and at first he found it was quite difficult having to be on your own, face yourself, so to speak; however, he relished it now. He felt so much calmer and somehow, more complete. It wasn’t as if he had done the whole soul-searching thing, it was just that he could relax totally. There were parts of the day where he would drift away and think about absolutely nothing, just enjoying the emptiness. 
 
    The weather had been kind to him and although there had been the odd squally shower come through there had been no major storms, a fortuitous thing as he was sleeping out under the stars most nights. There had been some scattered villages, and he had certainly made sure he got his fill of beer and oysters, which he decided, after extensive testing, that he was rather partial to.   
 
    Taking one last look at the horizon where the steel blue of the sea met the pale azure of the sky in a perfectly straight line, he turned to whistle at Tilda, who was grazing on the fine, windswept grass nearby. If his reckoning was true, he should arrive at Safehaven tomorrow and then his task would really begin. “Come on, old girl, time we got going,” he whispered to her, gently stroking her ears. She lowered her head and leaned her forehead into his chest, took a deep breath and snorted it out, her flanks shivering in delight. “I think that you are enjoying this as much as I am, but we have a job to do, and no time to do it in,” the gruff knight said as he mounted and turned Tilda to face in the direction of Safehaven. 
 
    The next morning broke with a light sea fog rolling in and when Hexrick finally found himself looking down into the cove that sheltered the tiny village of Safehaven there was very little to see. The road just disappeared into a blanket of white. The surrounding hills gave the appearance of islands floating in a sea of cloud. If Safehaven was anything like the other fishing villages he had passed through along the coast, it would be a small collection of houses clinging to the hillsides, a market square and inn on the only piece of flat land, with a stone wharf leading out into the bay like a young child poking out their tongue.  
 
    He knew that the fishing boats would have left at first light so the harbour would be empty and there was no need to rush down. He dismounted and waited and watched as more and more of the land began to appear as the fog slowly cleared. By mid-morning the sun had finally won the battle and the obscuring mist had disappeared completely revealing a small sleepy village that looked exactly as he expected it would, even down to the stone pier jutting out into the sheltered bay. 
 
    Hexrick, sitting in the long grass that was rippling in the wind almost as if it were a reflection of the waves in the bay below, finally began to seriously think about how he was going to convince Lutex’s parents to let their son undertake the dangerous task they were asking of him. The knight had to admit to himself that he had been putting this problem aside during his journey; however, the time had arrived and he was going to have to grapple with it now. 
 
    Hexrick was not married, never seen the need, and as far as he knew he did not have any children. He also did not get to meet many children in his line of work and, as a consequence, he was not entirely sure how to approach this problem. In all his life he had found that the best way to get people to help you was to let them know all the facts and then let them decide. If they wanted to help it was because they believed in doing what was right and if they didn’t, he was better off without them. This situation was a bit different, as the whole of Feld was depending on a ten-turn-old boy making the right decision yet, Hexrick thought, shrugging his shoulders as if to fend off any unforeseen problems, he could think of no better way to convince Lutex and his parents that they should trust him than to tell them the truth. Decision made, he lay back with his hat over his eyes and drifted off to sleep. 
 
    He awoke with a start and after a quick glance at the sky calculated that it was about mid-afternoon. Scanning the ocean for any sign of the fishing fleet, he saw a dark bank of clouds racing across the sea towards him, pushing a cold wind before it. It was the wind that woke him and he shivered as he reached for his cloak. Glancing down into the harbour he was surprised to see that the entire fishing fleet had returned and a jumble of masts now rocked quietly along the stone pier. People had miraculously appeared and the deserted little village was now bustling with activity. A chain of helpers had formed down the length of the wharf and baskets loaded with fish were being passed from hand to hand up to the market green directly behind the sea wall. Gulls circled and dove, squabbling over scraps thrown over the boat sides; dogs ran around under everyone's feet chased by very young children squealing in delight.  
 
    Hexrick studied the fleet wondering which boat Lutex’s family owned but quickly decided that it was impossible to guess. He whistled to Tilda who was just a small dot in the distance. “Time to make an impression, I think,” he said to himself as he fished his royal tabard out of his saddle bag. His helmet, always polished to a gleaming hue, was in its usual place on its hook on his saddle but he took the cloth that protected it from the weather off.  
 
    “How do I look, Tilda?” he asked, buckling on his sword. “Think they will believe the King sent me?” Tilda gently nuzzled his hand looking for any treat that he may have produced from rummaging in the saddle bags and, finding none, gave him a reproachful look, lowered her head and resumed grazing. 
 
    He rode slowly down to the bay, passing stone cottages that looked like they were growing out of the hillside, past nets strung out to dry or mend, scattering chickens and goats as he went. The wind was definitely picking up now, tugging at the hem of his cloak and the lowering clouds appeared even darker and closer. Thankfully he would have a warm bed at the inn tonight. It would not be good to be out on the exposed cliff tops in this coming storm.  
 
    Rounding the last bend he came into view of the bustling wharf and it wasn’t long before his presence was noticed. All activity stopped and everyone turned and stared. Hexrick dismounted and strode forward, trying to look confident without being imposing. 
 
    “Greetings,” he called. There was a few mumbled replies but on the whole, he was only met with open mouths. “Please, don’t let me hold you up,” he gestured at the approaching storm. “Is there anything I can do to help?” Still no one moved. 
 
    Hexrick could see that this was not going well, so he decided to take action and, spying a full basket of fish, he strode purposely towards it. The villagers kept a wary eye on him as he made his way up the pier, It was as if he was a mythical beast that, had suddenly appeared in their midst.  
 
    The boats were surging as the swells pushed up by the approaching storm ground them into the pie. Ropes creaked, timbers groaned and the gathering wind sang through the rigging. A small boy with eyes the size of coins gazed up at him, enthralled. Hexrick smiled at him which, unfortunately, rather than reassuring him, obviously only succeeded in scaring him even more. The small mop-haired child blinked, took a step backwards, tripped over a rope and fell down between a swinging boat and the unforgiving stone pier.  
 
    It all happened so quickly. Hexrick had no time to think. Already the next swell was swarming along the pier and when it reached the spot where the boy had fallen the boat would surely crush the child against the barnacle-encrusted stone. 
 
    Taking two large strides he crossed the distance, flung himself down and reached out towards the tiny body bobbing in the water below. But it was too far below, too far for Hexrick to reach no matter what he did. All he could do was watch. A small mercy was that the child appeared to be treading water, something they obviously learned to do from a very early age around here, but there was no way he would be able to swim away from the surging boat in time. The only option Hexrick had left was to try and hold the boat away from the pier for as long as possible. 
 
    Bracing his legs on a rail, he stretched out his arms just as the wave lifted the boat and pushed it inexorably towards the boy. Hexrick had never underestimated the power of nature and he was not sure if he would be strong enough to save the boy, but he had to try. At first, when he connected with the rough side of the vessel it was absurdly gentle but as the swell built the pressure became more and more intense. His legs began to shake and he felt his arms being pushed back into his shoulders. He locked his elbows and gritted his teeth. Peering down he could see the boy’s terrified face looking up as the sheer side of the boat loomed closer and closer. Hexrick could feel veins bulging in his neck and he was sure his face had turned a dark shade of red. The pressure was becoming unbearable but the worst thing was that he could feel his elbows and knees physically giving way and he had no control over that. Inevitably the pressure kept mounting. Surely the wave didn’t take this long to pass. His whole body was now shaking with the strain and the only thing stopping him from collapsing was sheer bloody mindedness. He was not going to give up now.  
 
    Suddenly the pressure ceased. The boat disappeared and he was left pushing against thin air. It was so instantaneous and unexpected that he overbalanced and tumbled into the water, where he immediately began to sink. With fumbling fingers he struggled to unbuckle his sword belt and letting it fall away to the sea bed, he kicked towards the light. He surfaced gasping, desperately trying to locate both the boat and the pier. 
 
    The first thing he noticed was that the boat was now being held away by several sturdy planks, possibly oars, and the second thing was that a very wet little boy was being deposited into his worried mother’s arms by a man who still had a rope tied to his leg. The villagers had not stood idly by as he attempted to save the child but had rallied into action immediately and had come to both their rescue. A rope snaked down towards him and once he had put his foot in the loop in the end several villagers hauled him, flopping and gasping like a landed fish onto the pier. 
 
    He sat up, glad that everyone was alright. He would have to retrieve his sword later even though he knew that it would take many nights of carful polishing to undo the damage that the salt water would inflict. It [CL15]was a small price to pay really, as he was now surrounded by people offering help and smiling, the incident obviously breaking down the invisible barrier of suspicion that had separated them.  
 
    That evening, sitting in the inn in dry clothes, a warm, hearty fish stew and a tall glass of beer in front of him, surrounded with smiling faces, he felt very welcome and content. Everyone had thanked him and several had come up to shake his hand with genuine gratitude painted across their faces. One young man had returned his sword, reverently handing it over then and leaving without saying a word. 
 
    The boats had been taken out into the bay and anchored and the catch stored in the big stone warehouse before the worst of the storm had hit and now everyone was relaxing, enjoying the news Hexrick told as the torrential rain sluiced down outside. There was a real feeling of camaraderie as he ate his supper. He was just mopping up the last of the delicious stew when a large man with a rugged, wind-burnt face sat down opposite him.  
 
    “Well, well, we don’t get many knights passing through our little village. What brings ye here?” he asked before taking a long drink from his tankard. It was the question Hexrick had been avoiding for as long as he possible. He eyed the man up and down and decided that he looked like someone who could be trusted. “I am here on royal business. I am seeking the parents of Lutex.” 
 
    “Are ye now? And why would ye want to speak to them for?” The man’s smile was still there but there was ice behind the eyes now.  
 
    “As I said, it is royal business and between his parents and myself.” Hexrick tried to sound as friendly as he could while being as blunt as was necessary.  
 
    “They are good people, a good family, and if any mischief was to happen to any of them, you will have to answer to me…” He let the threat hang before deliberately placing his tankard on the table, leaning forward and glaring into Hexrick’s eyes. “Just so ye know where we stand.” Hexrick returned the stare and nodded once. The man relaxed back into his chair, causing it to creak alarmingly. 
 
    “Good, glad we understand each other. Ye will find Rontex and Nesatex in the second cottage on the left as you head up the hill. Ye can’t miss it, it has a red door. But if you want to talk to them ye better go now as they will be away at first light. I don’t think this weather will hang around long. ‘Arrive in a hurry leave in a hurry’ is the old weather proverb around these parts,” he proclaimed, then leaning forward once more he offered. “I can take ye if you like.”  
 
    “No, no thanks. I think it will be better if I go alone. No offence intended,” Hexrick added hastily as the man's face fell.  
 
    Upending his beer — he had a rule never to waste good beer — Hexrick grabbed his cloak and made for the door. 
 
    The night outside was bitter, rain lanced painfully into his face and the icy wind froze his hands within moments. Clutching his cloak tightly around him he made his way up the road to the house with the red door. 
 
    It took a while for his knock to be heard as he had to compete with banging shutters and loud gusts swirling around the eaves, but eventually the door opened a crack and warm candle light streamed out, illuminating needles of driving rain. A small face peered out. 
 
    “Hello,” Hexrick arranged his own face into what he hoped was a warm smile, “can I please speak with your mother or father?” 
 
    The child nodded and promptly closed the door. 
 
    Hexrick was just wondering what to do next when the door was once again opened, revealing a tired-faced woman wiping her hands on a cloth. 
 
    “Sorry,” she sighed, “Nytex hasn’t seen many strangers before,” she said, absently ruffling the small child's hair affectionately. “You are the knight that saved Pitex today, aren't you? Please come in.” 
 
    The room was warm but crowded. A pot bubbled over the fire and a delicious smell of herbed fish stew permeated everything. Two older children were washing and drying pottery plates and cups over to one side of the room, a group of younger children sat up in a shared bed in an alcove off to the other side, whilst two young men seated by the fire paused in a game of pands.  
 
    The small child who answered the door clung to his mother's skirts and a baby was being rocked by an older girl in a beautifully carved rocking chair. Lutex’s father, Rantex, was sitting at the table carving what looked to be a wooden pulley wheel. All eyes were turned towards Hexrick expectantly and once again he found himself to be the centre of attention. 
 
    “Sorry to come unannounced,” he said, looking around at everyone. “But I would humbly ask if I could speak with you tonight about something that is of vital importance to Feld?” 
 
    “Where are my manners? Please sit.” The mother flustered around, clearing a chair at the table. “Can I get you anything to drink? Beer?” she asked with a shy smile. 
 
    “Yes. Thank you. That’ll do nicely,” Hexrick replied as he unbuckled his cloak that he noticed, embarrassingly, was making a puddle on the floor. A young girl of about twelve turns held out her arms for it. “Thank you,” Hexrick murmured as passed it to her and then sat down. Rantex placed the knife on the table in front of him and leaned back regarding Hexrick as if he were some strange sea creature he had just pulled up in his nets. 
 
    “Well, this will be something to tell the Grandchildren, won’t it, that we had a real live knight sitting at our table. But I’m guessing you haven’t come here for our fine food and charming company?” He delivered the question with a straight face but the twinkle in his eye took the sting out of the words. Hexrick relaxed, he was used to dealing with men who just wanted to get the job done. He much preferred to get to the point than dance a merry dance of words. 
 
    Reaching into his pocket he retrieved the letter Salassan had written to the parents, outlining the situation and a request that Lutex be placed in Hexrick’s care for the time it takes to achieve the mission. Carefully unfolding the parchment and smoothing out the creases he passed it across to Rantex. 
 
    Lutex’s mother Nesatex handed Hexrick a cup of foaming beer and sat down beside her husband. 
 
    Apart from the crackle of the fire and the buffeting of the storm, the room was absolutely silent as Rantex quietly read the words that would change his young son's life forever. 
 
    Trying to judge this man’s reactions by reading his expressions proved useless. His weathered face remained the same right to the end before, puffing out his cheeks with an explosive sigh, he passed the letter to his wife, all the time keeping eye contact with Hexrick. 
 
    “Not much to say to that really, is there?” he stated. Then slowly picking up his knife and running his thumb along its edge he added, “I suppose I can trust you, after all you did rescue Pitex, but if anything happens to my son, if he is hurt in any way, I will come looking for you!” he said in a quiet, very intimidating voice. There was no doubt in Hexrick’s mind that this was not an idle threat. The fact that he would threaten a Royal Knight if his son was hurt spoke of a courageous and loving father and Hexrick was once again humbled by the task he had been given.  
 
    Lutex’s mother’s hands began to shake as she read the letter and by the time she was finished, silent tears were tracking down her cheeks. Lowering the parchment she looked up at Hexrick with pleading eyes. “But he is only ten turns old. He has never even been to the next village and now you want to take him to the other side of Feld, and,” she paused to hold up the letter, “onto another place entirely. How could he possibly help?” 
 
    Hexrick’s throat constricted and his heart cried out in sympathy. He was trapped in an impossible situation. Feld needed Lutex but so did his family. Such a big responsibility for such a young child. 
 
    Hexrick had analysed all the children when he had entered yet he was still not sure which one was Lutex; to be honest, they all looked quite similar, with blue eyes, a thatch of straw-coloured hair and a smattering of freckles across the nose. It was clear that Lutex’s parents did not want to involve him at this stage. Maybe they thought it better if they talk to him themselves once they had all the facts. 
 
    “I will tell you everything but it is information that should go no further than this room,” Hexrick replied looking meaningfully around the room at the other children.  
 
    Lutex’s parents nodded. “We are a close family and if it is the best for Lutex that we keep silent, then nothing that is said here tonight will leave this house,” Rantex stated solemnly. 
 
    And so Hexrick explained about the trolls, how precious the boundary really is and how the situation is only going to become more dangerous if nothing is done. He explained about Errin and how she would never place anyone in danger if she had an alternative. How special Lutex is and how they all wished he would have been allowed to grow older before he was needed, they were just running out of time. When he finally came to an end, he could tell by their faces that although this still did not sit easy with them they could see that their son would be well looked after and that he did, indeed have a very important role to play in the safety of them all, and a look of resignation came into their eyes. 
 
    Nesatex had shed all her tears and now she sat huddled into herself, shoulders hunched and head down, looking at her clasped hands before her on the table top. But she was the first to speak. 
 
    “If you can promise to look after him as if he were your own and if you can promise me you will bring him back to us as soon as this is all over,” she whispered raising her eyes to his, piercing his heart, “I will give my consent, but only if he himself is willing to go.” 
 
    Hexrick nodded once and then turned to Rantex expectantly. He nodded once before reaching out to give his wife’s hand a squeeze. “We will cope, but we will miss him.” 
 
    “I thank you, and Salassan thanks you, and Feld thanks you.” Hexrick found it hard to say these formal words but they needed to be said. They were the truth. 
 
    It was getting late and they all knew that tomorrow would be an early start. “I will see you at first light.” Hexrick bade them farewell, donned his damp cloak and ventured out into the stormy night again. 
 
    The next morning he felt as if his head had barely touched the pillow before the innkeeper was knocking on his door to raise him for breakfast. As predicted, the storm had gone as fast as it had come. Everything was still dripping and the ground was sodden although the skies were clear, still holding a few morning stars like pinpricks in the dark blue canvas. 
 
    The sun had not yet breached the horizon when Hexrick found himself back at the red door. 
 
    “Bloody Hell, this is hard,” he thought. “I don’t know why, it’s only a kid after all.” Straightening his shoulders and taking a steadying breath, he knocked. 
 
    Lutex’s mother opened the door, her red eyes testament to a night of crying. “Morning,” she smiled sadly. “We are ready.” She opened the door wider to reveal Rantex, one hand clutching a saddlebag and the other on the shoulder of a very small, frail looking boy, Lutex. 
 
    Hexrick knew a ten-turn-old child would be small but this child looked as if he would blow away in a good wind and that you could snap his arms and legs with your fingers. His huge eyes were a dark, liquid blue in his small pinched face and the thatch of blond hair stuck out almost at right angles looking totally untameable, almost as if a wild animal was perching on his head. He was shivering and Hexrick suddenly felt large, rough and scary. What must this child be thinking? 
 
    Squatting down to look less intimidating, he tried to smile and to his surprise the boy smiled back. 
 
    “Hello, my name is Hexrick and I have been asked by the king to seek your help.” He was sure Lutex’s parents would have filled him in on all the details, but he felt it was polite to talk to him directly. 
 
    Hexrick noticed the boy's eyes travelling to Tilda, who was waiting patiently behind him. 
 
    “Do you like horses?” he asked. The boy's face lit up and he nodded. 
 
    “Loves animals,” his mother whispered. 
 
    “Would you like to ride with me?” Hexrick asked quickly seeing a possible way to make this situation easier. 
 
    Once again the boy nodded, his eyes never leaving Tilda. Hexrick was just about to introduce him to Tilda, who was a placid horse, although not over friendly to strangers, when she walked slowly towards the boy and gently huffed into his hair. 
 
    Lutex beamed and tentatively lifted a hand to pat her neck. Tilda lowered her head further and nibbled at his fingers. It was love at first sight.  
 
    “Well, we better get going, the sun is nearly up,” Hexrick said, trying to sound cheerful. 
 
    Rantex handed him the saddle bag muttering, “A few things he might need,” as Lutex’s mother hugged him one last time. 
 
    Hexrick looked at them both. “I promise on my life that we will look after him and bring him back safely home,” he pledged sincerely then he shook Rantex’s hand, bowed to Nesatex, picked Lutex up and placed him on the saddle. Lutex grinned, his eyes dancing, one hand reaching out to touch Tilda’s mane in awe. 
 
    Hexrick mounted behind him, settling the child in and bracing him with his arms. He turned one last time to see Lutex’s parents looking forlorn on the doorstep and tried to think of something cheerful to say. 
 
    “I know that I will certainly be grateful to have some company, now I will have someone other than Tilda here to talk to.” 
 
    To his surprise this quip caused an unexpected reaction as both parents’ faces fell and Rantex walked quickly over to Tilda and looked up at Hexrick with a quizzical expression on his face. 
 
    “You do know that Lutex does not talk, don’t you?”[CL16] 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Anssan smiled. 
 
    It was amazing how this tale always caused such unashamed, uproarious laughter. Rupssan was howling outright and looked in danger of falling of the log he was sitting on. Trussan was quietly bobbing up and down with mirth, wiping his eyes periodically and Alssan was snorting, as he was prone to do, which in itself caused more hilarity. The night would be chill, autumn was getting old and winter was peeking round the corner. They had built a large fire to keep warm, as they did most nights. Supper was over and the usual drinking and storytelling was well underway. 
 
    Anssan had many tales of his life growing up with Dissan. Tales of childhood adventure, adolescent escapades and adult trials, but the story he had told tonight was his favourite. It was quintessential Dissan.  
 
    The troop had been on the road now for almost half a moon. They had been plagued with a misty drizzle for the first few days but after that the weather had settled into a routine of morning fog clearing to fresh, clear sunshine days, which closed with chill evenings and downright cold nights to follow. 
 
    There were twelve of them, all told, all knights in their own right. They knew each other well as they had been together for several turns now with Anssan as their commander. He was a natural leader and each of them felt a special bond with the troop. 
 
    Anssan smiled as Alssan’s snorting turned to hiccups, something that was so predictable that bets were laid as to how often this would happen per night. It had been an enjoyable journey so far, a journey that had a definite goal and a real purpose. All knew how important it was to bring the girl to Errin; however, no one said they couldn't enjoy themselves along the way.  
 
    They had entered Rill several days ago and tomorrow they would reach the small town of Eastrim. The countryside was beautiful and the land fertile. Plentiful rain and sunshine ensured large crops and wonderful grazing for animals, and Rill was noted for its horse breeding. Large green fields surrounded by majestic oak trees were full of horses grazing peacefully. Roads between were edged with hedgerows of hawthorn and ancient stone walls threaded their way between fields and cottages. Rolling hills gave the feeling of space and from their crests the sky was never ending. Travelling through this rich countryside, it was hard to remember that they were on a mission of utmost importance.  
 
    Money quietly changed hands as bets on Alssan’s hiccups were paid and collected. The subject of this betting being totally unaware of the entertainment he created, eventually mastered them and more money changed hands. There was a little more good natured banter but eventually, one by one, they all began to settle themselves down for sleep. 
 
    The next morning dawned foggy as usual, mist filling up the dips in the ground, thin tendrils weaving between the tree trunks and up into the branches. Pale sunlight illuminated the top of the vapour causing it to glow with an almost urethral light.  
 
    The morning fast was broken and as the mist dissipated, the men began to prepare for the day. Today they would ride into Eastrim and a lot depended on exactly what sort of impact they would make. It was vital that they cause a stir, that they are seen to be the royal knights sent by the king himself. The more pomp and ceremony, the better the impression, the more likely Hezrill’s parents would be to let her embark on this mission and the more likely Hezrill herself would want to be involved. 
 
    Each knight knew exactly what was going to be asked of Hezrill’s family and how difficult it was going to be for her parents to let their daughter face untold, unknown dangers. Yet they also knew how vital she was to the protection of Feld.  
 
    Usually they were a reasonably modest group, not really into flaunting their status, but today would be different. Shields gleamed, helmets were buffed, pennants flew aloft. The horses had been groomed until they shone, tails and manes brushed, hooves polished and beautiful embroidered saddle blankets adorned each animal. Anssan’s stallion wore a polished shaffron, complete with his herald embossed upon it. 
 
    At last, all was ready. Anssan passed a critical eye over his men before giving the order to mount and was pleasantly surprised at how magnificent they all looked. Hopefully magnificent enough to achieve their goal. 
 
    “You look good enough that you could almost fool people into believing that you all bathed occasionally.” He paused, grinning. “That is, until they get down wind of you,” he finished, laughing as he mounted. 
 
    At first the land was similar to the pasture they had been travelling through the last few days, but gradually the trees grew sparse and more and more cottages could be seen. Pasture gave way to crops and there was a greater volume of traffic on the roads. Side roads began to join the main road, which became wide enough for two wagons to pass each other. People stared and the troop now rode in close, formal file, acknowledging any greetings with a nod and a friendly smile. So far it appeared as if they were making the right impression. 
 
    Eastrim was a sprawling town that draped itself over a couple of rolling hills and looked as if it were eyeing up a third. Graceful spires, glinting in the sun, accentuated the top of both hills and a small, slow river wound its way slowly through the valley between them. Eastrim was a prosperous town, a genteel town, although still rural enough that its people would stop and stare when a troop of the King's Knights rode through its streets.  
 
    Anssan asked directions to the Lord Chancellor’s chambers at the gate and the guard, clearly honoured to be consulted, offered to guide them there himself. As Anssan had expected, they rode towards one of the spire adorned hill tops, gathering a following of children and dogs along the way. 
 
    The town was neat and tidy, clean and lively, with a bustling market full of goods of every kind. People were well dressed and courteous, moving out of the way quickly, often smiling and waving as they watched Anssan’s knights ride past.  
 
    Eventually the guard brought them to a stop outside a large stone building with broad steps leading up to a huge, impressive door, framed by beautifully carved columns either side. The guard leapt from his horse and gestured for Anssan to follow. 
 
    Up on the third floor they were heartily greeted by Hezrill’s father, The Lord Chamberlain, whose name was Chanrill. He was a jolly, rotund man with a ruddy completion and short cropped white hair edging a large suntanned bald pate. He immediately ushered Anssan and Trussan, Anssan’s right hand man, into his elegantly furnished office and sat them down in large, overstuffed leather armchairs. “What can I get for you gentlemen? Juice? Tea? Or something a little stronger?” Anssan swore he almost winked when he said this.  
 
    “Thank you for the kind offer, an ale would be most welcome. I have heard only good things about the famous Rill breweries.”  
 
    Chanrill puffed out his chest until he looked just like a rooster about to crow, and opened the door to call to a man waiting outside it. “Ale for these gentlemen, Fosrill, if you will.” Then closing the door again he came and plopped himself down with a huff, into the last vacant chair, elbows on the rests and hands clasped in front of him, his two index fingers making a steeple with which he tapped his chin absentmindedly as he looked inquiringly at them both. 
 
    “Now, how can I help?” 
 
    Anssan felt it would be best to lead with the royal card. “We have been sent by King Salassan on a mission of utmost importance, in fact,” he paused for effect, “the whole of Feld depends on its outcome.” 
 
    Chanrill nodded, looking impressed. “Go on,” he prompted. Anssan reached into his cloak pocket and produced Salassan’s letter with a flourish. “We have been charged with delivering this letter to you.” He said as he leaned forward to hand it to Chanrill. “And Salassan eagerly awaits your response.” 
 
    Chanrill took the letter reverently in his hands, looking at his name on one side and the royal seal on the other. Eventually he broke the seal and began to read. Quietly Fosrill appeared and placed three tall glasses of amber liquid on the table between them and just as quietly left again, closing the door behind him. Anssan and Trussan who knew the exact wording of the document watched Chanrill as he read, sipping their ale appreciatively. 
 
    A wash of emotions crossed The Lord Chancellor’s [CL17]expressive face: expectation, interest, concern, then disbelief and finally resignation. Lowering the letter he looked up, no longer the jovial man of the moment before, now he was a parent who might possibly be called upon to send his beloved child into danger. 
 
    He looked lost and a little upset. Anssan felt guilty. 
 
    “We do not ask this lightly. My knights and I will escort Hezrill to Errin and then Dissan himself will escort her to the transfer point. Errin has sent her shards of power to places that she feels are safe and she does not anticipate that there will be any problems retrieving them back to Feld. Each one of us would gladly take her place if we could, but unfortunately, we cannot. We do not have her talent.” Anssan paused. “And in all honesty, we are desperate,” he finished, almost in a whisper. 
 
    Chanrill closed his eyes as if to shut out the world and collapsed back into his large, soft chair. After a long moment, he opened them once more to pierce each of the knights in turn, with an icy stare. “It is a heavy burden that has been placed upon my whole family, a burden we can’t put off easily. I know Hezrill would want to go. She could not live with herself if she didn’t do all she could to help save Feld, yet sometimes it is the ones who are left behind who make the greatest sacrifices. I know my dear wife will not rest the whole time Hezrill is away.” He sighed and looked down. “It will be hard on us all.” Looking up again, he continued. “Her older sister is to be wed in spring and Hezrill has been so excited. We may have to put the wedding off till she returns.” Anssan saw a glimmer of a tear in the corner of the big man’s eye and felt like crawling under the rug. 
 
    The task of collecting Hezrill had seemed quite straightforward at first; however, now, faced with the reality of tearing a daughter from a loving family it suddenly seemed anything but.  
 
    Chanrill appeared to gather himself, straightening his robes and squaring his shoulders. 
 
    “You know, a troop of the king's knights arriving in Eastrim will have caused a sensation,” he mused, and then brightened, as if an idea had suddenly occurred to him. “If you could see your way to accompany me to my little house in the country it would cause even more excitement. People will be talking about this for turns.”  
 
    The ride out of town did indeed cause a commotion. The knights flanked Chanrill’s gilded coach as if they were a guard of honour, and the whole procession created a spectacle that drew stares, pointing fingers and the odd cheer. The chancellor lapped it up, waving graciously as he passed. It was as if he was determined to make the best of any situation. 
 
    Chanrill’s ‘little house in the country’ turned out to be a mansion at the edge of town with a sweeping, tree lined driveway that led to an imposing facade and an impressive entrance. It was a rambling, brick structure, covered in ivy from which long windows peeped. A series of mismatched chimneys rose from the steep slate roof and gargoyles perched on the eaves, glaring at all newcomers. 
 
    As the coach approached the house the ornate front door flew open and a young girl accompanied by several assorted dogs came rushing down the front steps. She looked about twelve turns old and, although dressed in a full length gown, which she held up to her knees with one hand, she managed to reach the coach before it came completely to a halt.  
 
    “Papa, you are home!” she squealed, wrenching open the coach door and climbing in. All the dogs followed and the coach could be seen rocking wildly on its wheels. Anssan looked at Trussan and grinned. Chanrill was finding it hard to keep up the impression of pomp and ceremony whilst being mobbed by a young girl and several large boisterous dogs. 
 
    Eventually, one by one, all the occupants of the coach disembarked. Chanrill, holding his daughter's hand, lead her over to Anssan who promptly dismounted and bowed.  
 
    “May I present my youngest daughter, Linrill,” Chanrill gestured towards the wide eyed girl with his free hand.  
 
    Anssan bowed low. “Honoured, my lady; Anssan of the royal knights at your service.” Linrill smiled warmly and asked in a quiet voice.  
 
    “Are you here for Sevrill’s wedding?” Anssan looked inquiringly at Chanrill.  
 
    “No, no, dear they are just here for a short visit. They were passing through Eastrim and I asked them to come and stay with us for a day or two.” 
 
    “Oh,” Linrill exclaimed and then, whispering loudly behind her hand she asked her father, “Where will they all sleep, there is an awful lot of them.”  
 
    “That won’t be a problem, little one, I am sure your mother has that sorted already,” Chanrill assured her. “Ahh, and here she comes now.” Chanrill’s face lit up as he spied his wife and two older girls making their way elegantly down the steps towards them. 
 
    All three women were poised but you could see the excitement in their eyes. “My dear, this is Anssan, Prince Dissan’s cousin, and the royal knights,” Chanrill pronounced proudly as if he had brought her the most wonderful present ever. “They will be staying with us for a few days. Anssan, I would like to introduce my lovely wife Isrill, my eldest daughter, Sevrill, and my middle daughter, Hezrill.” 
 
    All three curtsied as they were presented and Anssan and his men bowed low to each of them in return. “Enchanted,” Anssan murmured. 
 
    Isrill and Sevrill were so similar it was like looking at one person at different stages of their life. Both with fair hair and cream complexions. Hezrill was tall and slim like her sisters; however, she had long dark hair with mahogany highlights that she wore loose, dark eyes which sparkled with amusement and an olive complexion. She was an interesting mixture of her jovial father and serene mother. Anssan had to admit that she really was quite enchanting. So enchanting, in fact, that his heart missed a beat. At the palace he was an extremely sought after commodity amongst the women of court and he was used to their attention. So far, there had not been a single one whom he found remotely interesting. But here was this young girl, who as yet had not uttered a single word, and he felt drawn to her. Most peculiar, he thought.  
 
    “Right, now let's get you settled and then we can have our little chat,” Chanrill said rubbing his hands together. “My man Kenrill here will show you to your rooms and bring you down when you are ready. The boys will look after your horses.” 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    After a quick wash and change of clothes Anssan found himself following Kenrill down a sweeping stair. He was both dreading and looking forward to ‘the little chat’. He was dreading having to ask Hezrill to leave everything she loved behind and head off into the unknown but he was also eagerly anticipating seeing her again and actually talking with her. 
 
    “Sir Anssan,” Kenrill announced as he pushed open the double doors with both hands. 
 
    Anssan scanned the luxurious room searching for Hezrill and felt his shoulders drop when there was no sign of her.  
 
    “Welcome, my boy,” her father called in his booming voice. “Come, sit,” he instructed patting the couch next to him. “The girls will be here shortly.” He leaned forward in a conspiratorial way. “Probably just powdering their noses. Not every day they have the prince's cousin, a knight no less, in the same room, you know.” Smiling, he poured two glasses of rich, dark liquid from a decanter on the side table next to him and handed one to Anssan. “To Feld!” he toasted with a meaningful look.  
 
    “To Feld,” Anssan replied grateful for Chanrill’s unsaid support.  
 
    The doors opened and ‘the girls’ entered. Once again Anssan’s heart flipped. Just being in the same room with Hezrill seemed to make his day brighter and the world more interesting. Anssan had never met anyone quite like this and he was suddenly quite shy. He felt just like a young boy in the presence of a respected elder. Chanrill rose to greet them and Anssan belatedly tried to follow, nearly spilling his drink. He felt his face go red. This was ridiculous.  
 
    “My dear, you look ravishing,” Chanrill gushed as he took his wife’s hand and led her to the couch opposite. Hezrill followed, her head held high and a playful smile tugging at the corners of her mouth, looking directly at Anssan with open curiosity. He gasped. She was no beauty but she was so lovely, so alive, that you couldn’t put a label on her. She was quite literally stunning and Anssan was so knocked out by her that it wasn’t until Chanrill patted the seat next to him again that he realised he was the last one standing. His legs gave way and he sat, trying not to stare. Picking up his drink, he regrouped. He had important business to attend to and this was a really bad time to be overcome by emotion.  
 
    Isrill raised an enquiring eyebrow at Chanrill before focusing on Anssan. “I would like to think that the royal knights were here on a social visit; however, I think that would be a little naive of me, so I wonder, what brings you here, to our corner of Feld, and why do you want to talk with my daughter?” she asked without preamble.  
 
    It was so refreshing not to have to go through all the usual social ‘niceties’ that was the custom at court, that he couldn't help but smile with relief. “It is rather a delicate matter really,” he began after clearing his throat, “but a very important matter to Feld.” He leaned forward, elbows resting on his knees. “I think it is best if you read the letter from the king that I gave to your husband.” 
 
    Isrill turned and levelled her steady gaze at her husband. 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course,” Chanrill muttered as he fumbled in his jacket pocket and produced a rather crumpled document, which he vainly attempted to smooth out before placing it in his wife’s outstretched hand.  
 
    Silence settled upon the room as Isrill read the letter before, her eyes fixed on Chanrill, she passed it to Hezrill to read. 
 
    Hezrill quickly scanned the document and then slowly lowered it to her lap. She did not look up or move for quite some time and the air of expectancy grew with each breath. 
 
    Anssan was becoming very nervous. He knew that it was not an option for him to return to Errin without Hezrill, but neither was forcing her to comply. Eventually she looked up. Anssan was not sure what he had expected, questions, maybe fear, at the least uncertainty, but instead there was only a quiet confidence in those exquisite eyes. 
 
    “I can’t say I am as excited as Linrill would have been about this,” she smiled warmly, glancing at her mother, “but it will be an adventure and I have faith that I will be safe and well looked after.” This time the smile was directed at Anssan, sending an unexpected shiver down his spine. “The only boon I would ask is that I am home for my sister’s wedding in spring.” 
 
    “I am not, I mean we can’t …” Anssan stuttered, knowing that this was not a promise he could give but unsure how to tell her that.  
 
    “Don’t worry, my dear,” Chanrill leapt to his rescue. “If you are not home by spring I am sure we can postpone the wedding until you return. Couldn't we my sweet?” he said, looking imploringly at his wife. 
 
    Isrill sighed, obviously used to her husband making impulsive promises that involved considerable effort on her part to implement.  
 
    “Yes, dear, we could. Sevrill would not feel happy without her bridesmaid there.” She leaned over and patted Hezrill’s knee reassuringly. “Don’t worry, we'll sort something out, but the more important question is: how do you feel about going? Are you absolutely sure you want to do this? You will be a long way from home and it looks as if no one really knows where you will end up or what you will have to do once you are there, and,” she took a deep breath, “you are still so very young.” Tears glinted in her eyes as she searched her daughter’s face for answers. 
 
    Hezrill gently took her mother's hands in hers. “It scares me, yes, but it also excites me,” she said slowly, weighing each word. “And I think I am afraid that I would regret not going more than I would regret actually going.” 
 
    Anssan began breathing again. He had not realised how much his future, and possibly the whole of Feld’s, had depended on her answer. 
 
    The decision made, Hezrill immediately launched into planning for the trip. A chaperone was chosen and the logistics of a long trip away were thoroughly analysed. The longer the discussion became, the more impressed Anssan was with her calm common sense and gentle humour. Finally when all had been sorted, Chanrill slapped both hands loudly down onto his knees and proclaimed. “I think that this deserves a little going away party, don’t you my dear?” Once again he turned to Isrill who just nodded smiling indulgently at him, as if he were a lovable but exasperating child. 
 
    Anssan was stunned! Not only was this mission to be kept as quiet as possible but speed was of the essence. Hadn't they just discussed that they would depart tomorrow? This was not the occasion, nor the time for a gathering.  
 
    Chanrill must have read the panic in Anssan’s face because he laughed loudly, slapping Anssan’s knee this time. “Don’t look so shocked, my boy! We have these little soirées all the time and we will just say that Hezrill has been invited to visit Court for the winter.” He winked at Isrill, who rolled her eyes. “Do her reputation no end of good, eh!”  
 
    Anssan quietly thought that it would also be quite beneficial for Chanrill’s reputation as well. He may appear a jovial buffoon but, as Anssan well knew, appearances were often deceptive. 
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    That evening, as Anssan and his men stood in line, dressed in their finery, being introduced to a stream of powdered and perfumed ladies and elegantly dressed men, it all seemed very surreal. A dream sequence that bore nothing to do with the reality of their mission. It was all a true testimony of Chanrill’s powers of manipulation and Anssan was impressed at how easily he had been manoeuvred into becoming a useful piece in the Lord Chancellor’s overall game plan. 
 
    The house had been miraculously transformed. Hundreds of candles created a warm glow, giving life to the beautiful jewels that adorned each and every lady in the room. The genteel music, provided by a small group of musicians, wafted in from the magnificent ballroom, enfolding everyone in its soothing aura. Flowers infused the rooms with their perfume, adding a freshness that was a counterpart to the heady perfume the guests wore. 
 
    Anssan had been surreptitiously searching the room for Hezrill, but as yet there was no sign of her. Chanrill and Isrill were at the front door and the first to greet the guests as they arrived. He had spotted Sevrill on the arm of a very distinguished looking gentleman, mingling in the ballroom, and of course Linrill was everywhere. One minute being hugged by a huge, gruff-looking gentleman and the next ducking under the tablecloth to appear on the other side clutching a titbit of some sort. There was always a mischievous grin on her face and Anssan noticed that wherever she went she left people smiling in her wake. Anssan found himself grinning as well, just watching her. 
 
    Finally the last guest had arrived and moved through into the ballroom. The noise level increased as people competed to be heard. Anssan began to feel quite warm in all his court clothes and was wondering how long he would have to stay before he could leave without giving offence when the musicians stopped playing and Chanrill jumped up onto their stage. Silence fell and all eyes turned in his direction expectedly. 
 
    “First of all, thank you all for coming at such short notice.” Chanrill was in his element, the natural orator. “It is so gracious of you to help us to welcome the Royal Knights who have come all this way to our little part of the world.” He took a moment to bow to Anssan and his men. “But, I have a confession to make. This is not the only reason for our gathering tonight.” He paused for dramatic effect, looking around the room, and when he judged that he had the guests’ interest piqued to the exact right degree, he continued. “Tonight I would like to announce that our lovely daughter Hezrill will be accompanying the Royal Knights back to Hope to be a guest of non-other than,” he paused again for effect, “the King himself!” The room took a collective gasp, expressions of excited incredulity on every face. “Hezrill will be leaving on the morrow with Prince Anssan and his men. This is a wonderful opportunity for her even though we are all going to miss her terribly.” There was a general murmur of assent. “I would like you to make her feel very special tonight so that she has fond memories of our little town to take with her on her big adventure.” Then opening his arms wide he proclaimed, “Ladies and gentlemen, may I present our beautiful daughter Hezrill.” And with that, the doors at the back of the room opened to reveal Hezrill standing poised and looking radiant. 
 
    The effect was electrifying and immediately everyone began to clap. Chanrill, the consummate showman, jumped down off the platform, walked the length of the room, and embraced Hezrill before offering her his arm and together they moved forward to receive the accolades and best wishes of the room. 
 
    Anssan knew the whole evening had been carefully staged by Chanrill, but still he was, nonetheless, affected and as the evening drew on and the dancing began he could not tear his eyes off Hezrill. She was a pool of calm in a surging sea of adoring faces. Her serenity, poise and grace made her stand out. He had only one dance with her and she had been so light in his arms that it almost felt as if she was floating. She smelt divine and once again she stole his ability to talk, leaving him to answer her polite questions with monosyllabic grunts. It was as the evening was coming to a close that he was suddenly struck by the terribly sad realisation that it might be a long time before she would be able to enjoy an evening such as this again. Seeing her so carefree and innocent was truly bittersweet. She was a fragile bloom carefully tended in a house awash with love and tomorrow she would be thrust into a strange world full of people and places she did not know. She would never again be the same unblemished flower that she was at this moment and for that he felt truly sorry. Watching her hugging Linrill, he silently made a vow to himself, to make her journey as pleasant as he possibly could. 
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    Turrin sighed. 
 
    It was good to be home, back in Errin’s cottage with Thad, amongst familiar things, places and people, to know what was going to happen each day and to sleep in the same warm comfortable bed each night. He had been slightly surprised how quickly the excitement of the last couple of moons had slipped into the background and the real, everyday life had become his focus. The first few days back in Upper Hull had been exhausting as all and sundry wanted to know his story, and it had only taken him a day to become very tired of having to tell his adventures over and over again. It had been a relief when Errin, Myssan and himself had finally made their way out to the farm. Dissan, his knights and Surrin had not even stopped the night in Upper Hull; instead, they had continued on to the boundary while there was still light left in the day. Turrin had found it quite difficult to say goodbye. He felt as if they had become a family during their travels together and now they were going separate ways, he was going to miss them terribly.  
 
    Once they reached the farm Errin had immediately taken Myssan down to check out the healing centre and Turrin had been left with the job of unpacking and settling back into the well-worn groove of his life. Thad had been indifferent to Turrin’s return, showing no sign of outward affection but nonetheless, Turrin noticed that he was never far away as if he was keeping an eye on him to make sure that he didn’t disappear again. 
 
    By Errin’s calculations they had about half a moon before the other three seekers should start arriving and there was an awful lot of work to do before that happened. Beds needed to be found, extra food brought in, fodder for the horses acquired [CL18]and a training schedule drawn up. Errin had begun teaching Myssan magic on their journey home and he had proved a quick study and would be able to help Errin when the others arrived. Of course, he could not actually cast spells; however, he was able to grasp the theory rapidly and often asked questions that had Errin searching for answers. Turrin had listened in on these lessons and, to his surprise, he had found it all fascinating, not that he would ever have use for it. Errin had explained how magic was just the power to use the natural forces of the world that are all around us, every day. The trick was to meld these forces into something new, give them new direction or enhance their strength. To achieve magic you are more a channeler and an amplifier than a creator.  
 
    “It is a bit like an orchestra,” Errin had explained once. “All the musicians and instruments are already there, it is just up to you to conduct them and create the music.” The next lesson had been about identifying and feeling these forces. “This is quite a challenging task for most,” Errin warned, “As it involves letting go of your awareness of yourself and allowing other forces to enter.” Myssan, who up until now had had no trouble learning, found that she was right and that indeed, this aspect of magic turned out to be very difficult to master. He liked to be in control, to analyse rather than feel, to look at things from distance rather than to touch. Turrin had watched with interest as Myssan struggled to surrender his control, getting more and more frustrated and angry with himself as time passed and he still failed to connect. Turrin was surprised because, although he had only been listening in on the lessons, he found that it was amazingly easy to touch the energy from the sun, the power of the wind, the inexorable pull of gravity and the amazingly strong force of water. It was a true revelation to him; it was as if he had been deaf all his life and that suddenly he could hear, as if a fourth dimension to the world had suddenly appeared. He knew that he would never be able to harness these forces but just to be able to feel them surge through his body was new and exciting. He wondered why it was so easy for him, someone without talent, yet so hard for Myssan, a natural wizard, someone who should be born to it. 
 
    One night, after watching Myssan stare intensely into a fire,  a look of utter frustration creasing his face, Turrin decided to see if he could help and came to sit quietly next to him. 
 
    “You know, every day you breathe, your heart beats, you blink a million times and you even fart.” Myssan smiled and Turrin shifted in his seat before he continued. “All this happens without you trying, without you even thinking. I am wondering if it might be the same with these forces. They are there, they are happening with or without you, you just have to relax, close your eyes, open your mind and think of nothing.” 
 
    Myssan leaned his tousled head against the back of the bench, looked up at the ceiling and took a deep breath. “You make it sound so simple but, try as I might, it still eludes me.” 
 
    “I can’t be sure, but I think that could be your problem, you are thinking that it is much more difficult than it really is. You are simply trying too hard.” 
 
    Myssan turned his head and searched Turrin’s face as if the answer lay behind his eyes. Then sitting bolt upright as if he had been prodded he grasped Turrin’s arm. “You can feel them, can’t you.” It was a statement not a question. 
 
    Turrin looked down unable to meet Myssan’s intense stare. “Yes, I….” he stammered, “I don’t know why, I have no talent.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe I am a freak,” he added quietly.  
 
    A look of panic crossed Myssan’s face as he realized that he may have said something upsetting to Turrin. “No… no, I’m sure you are just a very sensitive and intuitive person who is much more in tune with the world around them than I am,” he said quickly then added, “I will give it another go and this time I will take your advice. I will try to … reelaaax,” he said, elongating the word as if it were a new interesting concept, a new word in his vocabulary. 
 
    Turrin snuggled in, and Myssan placed an arm around his shoulders drawing him closer, both staring into the fire. Turrin slowed his breathing and the prince followed suit. In no time Turrin could feel the energy given off by the flames. It felt exhilarating, alive and powerful. A quicksilver force that was hard to pinpoint as it danced to its own tune, flitting from one place to another without apparent reason. They had sat this way for quite some time, so long in fact that Turrin was convinced Myssan had fallen asleep when, with a start, Myssan twitched violently, sat bolt upright and let out an explosive gleeful laugh.  
 
    “I felt it!” Grasping Turrin by the shoulders he grinned. “I actually felt it!” Unable to contain himself he jumped to his feet and started pacing. “You were absolutely right,” he said, nodding in Turrin’s direction. “I just had to relax and think of nothing. Ha! Who would have thought that that would have been so difficult?” Then he bowed deeply to Turrin. “Thank you, my friend, you are wise beyond your years.”  
 
    From that day on, Myssan never looked back. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Things were not going well for Fenrick. 
 
    At first, it had not been that bad, as the girls had never ridden a horse before and it had taken them at least two days to become used to riding. It had taken another two before the day’s ride did not leave them exhausted and saddle sore by evening. Four days of relative compliance and peace was all he had because on the fifth day it all ended. The girls took to riding as they did to everything, with unbounded energy, enthusiasm and recklessness. Within a week they were galloping, jumping streams and hedges, careening down forest trails and daring each other to do wilder and more dangerous stunts every day. Fenrick had given up warning them as it was patently obvious that it was a waste of breath. The first night he had made it clear to the girls how important they were to Feld, that everyone was depending on them and they had nodded in unison, looking very serious. However, it had obviously made no impression on them at all. Fenrick had shrugged, admitting defeat, reasoning to himself that they probably thought that they were truly indestructible and that all their daring stunts were just entertainment to make the journey more enjoyable. 
 
    He had threatened to take their horses away and they just laughed. “You can try,” was all they said as they raced off on another excursion. He had threatened to cut their rations and they had returned with a brace of rabbits and trout that they ate in front of him without offering him a single bite as he ate his beef jerky and hard cheese. Eventually they had all come to an understanding. The girls would do exactly what they wanted to do on this journey and he would not stop them.  
 
    From that moment on, things settled down a bit. Every night they would set up camp together and share a meal, then Fenrick would sing them a song, tell a tale or answer their prolific questions on every topic under the sun. To his surprise, there were even moments when he found he was actually quite enjoying himself. 
 
    Today had started reasonably well, with a particularly cold morning forcing the twins to stay close to the fire longer than usual. They had broken their fast, packed up the campsite and were ready to ride when the day had taken a turn for the worse. An unsuspecting white stag, his ears nervously twitching, had stepped delicately from the forest onto the road less than a lance throw away. Unfortunately he was upwind from them and did not notice that there were intruders in his forest until one of the horses snorted a greeting. It turned, stood frozen for a moment before bounding across the road and into the forest on the other side. Fenrick sighed in resignation as the girls mounted and gave gleeful chase. Fenrick weighed up his options and as usual realised he only really had one, to carry on with the journey and hope that they would catch up with him by day’s end.  
 
    By his estimation he should reach Lower Hull, in Rrin province, tonight, a pretty little town he knew well, with a warm welcoming inn that boasted the best pies in Feld. His mouth was already watering just thinking of it. Whether the twins made it there tonight or the next night did not really matter. He was assured of a warm welcome and it would be nice to have a comfortable bed for a change. If he had to stay an extra day it would certainly not be a hardship. 
 
    The inn was just as he remembered it: warm, a bit musty, but the aromas coming from the kitchen made you quickly overlook this. The inn owner, a portly man with a ruddy red face, welcomed him with a hearty slap on the back. “Fenrick! You old bastard! What brings you here? And how long will you be staying with us this time? We’ve got your usual room available and Jenrrin has just made a batch of oxtail pies, your favourite, if I remember rightly.” And there it was, in one breath he went from frustrated, cold and hungry to welcomed and rescued, with the anticipation of wonderful food to come. 
 
    As he took his cloak off and hung it on the peg by the door he felt as if the weight of responsibility had been removed along with it. The Inn keeper returned to the bar and pulled a tall glass of ale. He then bustled into the kitchen and returned with a platter mounded with cold meat, bread, and cheeses. “Come sit by the fire, you look frozen,” he said as he placed both the glass and the platter on a small table next to the leather chair by the crackling fire and looked at Fenrick inquiringly. Fenrick suddenly realised he had not answered the landlord’s question.  
 
    “Ah! Anrrin, you know that I would stay here forever if I had my wish, but alas, I can only stay the night and possibly the next depending on my luck.” Fenrick had noticed that the Inn was more crowded than usual and that there were many faces he did not recognise. “It appears Jenrrin’s pies fame has spread far and wide. Business is booming.”  
 
    Anrrin chuckled. “Can’t complain as we have never sold so many pies as we have this last moon but we also can’t take the credit for it really. No, these good folk are here to catch a glimpse of our famous white stag.” Fenrick nearly choked on the sip of ale he had just taken. 
 
    “White stag? Why would they come all this way for that? Surely there are white stags all over the forest?” Fenrick couldn’t help but notice there was a definite pleading note to his voice.  
 
    “Yes, but not like this one.” Anrrin lowered his voice and leaned towards Fenrick in a conspiratorial manner. “It is said that if you catch this stag’s eye he will be forced to grant you a wish.” Anrrin grinned, placed his hands on his hips and leaned back and let go a deep, hearty belly laugh. “Can’t think who would spread these rumours,” he chortled, giving Fenrick a knowing wink before leaving to attend to his many other customers. 
 
    Fenrick’s heart sank. The girls had struck again and it was obvious he had only one choice. He had to intercept them before they rode into town with a dead white stag. Even if they had managed to kill it, something Fenrick was positive they were capable of, it would be all right just as long as no one knew it was dead. Fenrick did not want to be responsible for ending this lucky turn of events for the village if he could help it. With a deep resigned sigh he took a last long look at the fire, and welcoming room, and then he made his way towards the door and the cold night beyond. 
 
    He was amazed at how these girls had such a knack for finding the most annoying, dangerous and upsetting thing to do, at every turn. The night seemed so much colder now as he sat huddled in his cloak, waiting on the road just round the first bend beyond the village. His teeth started to chatter and his horse was blowing steam with every breath. At last he heard the sound of horse's hooves on the road. He looked up but the road ahead was empty. The sound was coming from behind him, between him and the village. He retraced his steps, back round the bend and promptly swore under his breath. Somehow those two mischief-makers had bypassed him and exited the forest closer to the village. But what really made him swear, using some of his best expletives, was a set of magnificent antlers resting triumphantly on the front of Ema’s saddle. 
 
    “Oh no!” he groaned, urging his horse to trot. It was going to be a close call whether he could catch up with them before they reached the village. For a wonderful moment it appeared as if the gods were going to smile on him, but just as he was about to call out to the twins, these same gods thumbed their noses at him and sent a reveller from the Inn staggering out into the street. Even drunk as he was, there was no way he could miss the girls and their prize. Fenrick squeezed his eyes shut and begged that the man would fall flat on his face and pass out, but it was not to be. Instead he let out a loud howl and stumbled back into the inn, gesturing wildly. 
 
    Fenrick was beaten and he suddenly felt deflated as if all the air had left him, there was nothing he could do. It only took a few moments for the entire inn to spill out into the street, all gawping at the two young girls who had now come to a standstill in the middle of the road. Fenrick retrieved his will to live, sat up tall again and gathering all his diplomatic experience and court charisma around him like a cloak and quietly rode towards them. This would not be easy. He knew from experience that a mob can be very unpredictable, especially a mob deprived of hope. 
 
    “Just follow my lead and please don’t say anything,” he pleaded with the girls. 
 
    “Why? What's happening? What’s the problem?” Ela asked swivelling to look at Fenrick.  
 
    “You may have just killed the best thing that ever happened to this town and I don’t think the townspeople will be very pleased,” Fenrick said out the side of his mouth, not taking his eyes off the gathering crowd. 
 
    “What! Just because we killed a stag?” Ela exclaimed in a piercingly loud voice. Fenrick winced and the crowd growled.  
 
    “Yes, just because you killed a stag that was very special to the folks around here,” Fenrick whispered, surprised at how normal his voice sounded. 
 
    Cursing the girls under his breath, he rode forward to stand between the twins and the growing mob. “I know that this looks bad, but the girls had no idea what they were doing, they did not know it was a special animal, but I am sure that we can come to some sort of an understanding about all this.” The grumbling was growing louder. Fenrick held up his hand for quiet in what he hoped was in a commanding manner. “I am sure that the king would only be too happy to compensate you for your loss,” he called in his best beer hall voice to ensure everybody heard. 
 
    The mumbling grew less and a spark of hope ignited in Fenrick’s heart.  
 
    “Can the king grant us our wishes too?” called a voice from somewhere near the open inn door. This was followed by angry cheers of agreement and Fenrick felt his spark of hope go out. Time to go. He gestured to the girls to follow, and began walking his horse back down the road. Glancing over his shoulder he noticed that the twins had not moved. This was not just disobedient, it was dangerous. No one could predict what an angry mob would do. 
 
    “Ela, Ema, come,” he ordered but they did not move. Instead, Ema had ridden closer to the crowd.  
 
    “Is this a way to greet strangers to your town?” she asked loudly.  
 
    Fenrick recognised the tone that he often used on them, the ‘you don’t understand’ tone.  
 
    “We are weary travellers on a long important journey and we had hoped to seek comfort in your welcoming village. We have done nothing wrong. Isn’t it the king's law that a wild animal in the forest is free for anyone to take?” As Ema paused for breath Fenrick slowly turned his horse around, mouth open in surprise. She definitely had the orator’s gift and the crowd was responding, several people actually looked a bit embarrassed. “You are lucky that you have such a beautiful forest and I am sure one stag less will not make a difference.” 
 
    An old man stumbled forward to peer up at Ema pointing a shaking finger accusingly at her. “But there was only one white stag that granted wishes in our forest.” He paused, sucking in air. “And you have killed it!” The fickle rabble once again turned, and indignant accusations were flung. The noise level was steadily rising to fever pitch. Fenrick was preparing to slap both the twins’ horses and just ride when a most peculiar thing happened. Ela and Ema both burst out laughing.  
 
    “Look again, old man,” Ela said holding the set of antlers out for him to see. As the light from the open inn door fell on them it was clear to see that short hair from the hide, still attached, was a decidedly brown colour. The crowd drew closer to see. “We did see the white stag, but when it turned to look at us we knew it was special, not to mention old and chewy, so when it granted us our wish of a young stag to chase we took it,” Ela finished. 
 
    Fenrick chuckled — the pupils had surpassed their master. Not only had she defused the situation, she had also enhanced the stag’s reputation and by association the village’s as well. For a moment Fenrick felt a little guilty, as he had assumed the worse and not even given the twins the benefit of the doubt. But on the other hand, assuming the worst had served him well up until now when it came to these two girls. Well, who would have thought it? It would appear the girls were growing up. Fenrick allowed himself a rueful smile before moving forward to help Ela with the meat she had in a bundle on the back of her saddle.   
 
    “Anrrin,” he called, “do you think Jenrrin could make as good venison pies as she does oxtail?”  
 
    “I am sure of it and I think that any venison coming from the white stag forest would be very sought after, don’t you?” Anrrin said as he took the offering, winking at Fenrick and chuckling quietly under his breath. 
 
    Fenrick gave a grateful sigh and thought wistfully of the soft bed that would now be waiting for him. The girls, on the other hand, were already engaged in their next adventure. Apparently they had killed the stag with a throwing knife and proceeded to show all the doubters exactly how it was done, which, of course, resulted in a vigorous and vocal knife throwing competition. Fenrick left them to it; after all, he had a hot oxtail pie and a cool ale waiting for him beside a warm, cosy fire. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Hexrick burst out laughing. 
 
    All trip he had to come to terms with the fact that the boy, Lutex, had a way with animals, but this was so ridiculous that he couldn’t help but laugh. They had meant to camp out that night as they were a long way from any village; however, as night fell a fast moving storm had forced them to seek shelter up in the hay loft of a farmer's barn. It had not been the most comfortable night. The roof had leaked and the wind had howled loudly, shaking the building and rattling the shingles, but it had been relatively dry and reasonably warm.  
 
    When Hexrick awoke the storm had passed and all was quiet except for a few drips beating a steady rhythm and the deep breathing of the animals below. It was just dawn, and as the early morning light slanted through the cracks in the walls, it illuminated two large eyes, topped off with two pointed ears, staring at him with evil intent. Hexrick tensed, but then, looking passed those eyes, he saw Lutex still asleep, curled in a ball, deep in the hay, surrounded by, of all things, twenty or so cats. They were even curled up on top of him. There were cats of all shapes and sizes and they all looked quite feral, not your groomed, patted moggy that lived by the fire; instead they were scrawny, fur-matted farm cats who lived by hunting rodents and birds.  
 
    Hexrick’s laugh had woken them all and now, in unison, they were staring at him with baleful contempt. Not one of them stirred a whisker yet Hexrick got the strong impression that if he made a move towards the boy they would not hold back. It had been like this all trip. Squirrels would come down out of trees and eat out of Lutex’s hand. Deer that would normally bound away at the first sight of people just stopped and stared. It had been mildly amusing most of the time, except once, when a flock of sheep a farmer was walking down the road to fresh pastures decided to surround Lutex and followed him no matter where he went. Nothing the farmer did made any difference and in the end they had to go with the farmer to his destination and pen the sheep before they could be on their way. Hexrick presumed that this was all part of the talent Lutex must possess. 
 
    At the beginning of their journey together, Hexrick had felt a bit overprotective of Lutex. After all, he was still so young and vulnerable. The first night Lutex had cried himself to sleep and Hexrick, not having a lot of experience with young children was at a loss as to what to do. He had just wrapped himself in his blanket and tried to sleep; however, in the middle of the night he felt a small body creep under it and snuggle close. From that night on this was how they slept.  
 
    Because the boy did not talk, Hexrick, usually a man of few words, felt the need to fill the silences, to reassure and explain to the child about all the sights and experiences they encountered along the way. The boy’s wonder at new things, such as his first large town, his first forest and his first snow-capped mountain range, made Hexrick appreciate these things as if he were also seeing them for the first time. Gradually Hexrick began to tell Lutex little snippets of his life as a way of explaining the wider world to him and just as a trickle can cause a dam to burst, Hexrick found that he soon began pouring out his life story and Lutex listened. Hexrick talked about things he had never told another soul, and Lutex listened. He told of his love of his family and friends, of his life with the knights and his admiration for Dissan. He told of his feelings of inadequacy on the tournament field and his sadness that he had not had time to find a woman to love, and Lutex listened. It had been so strange, this outpouring of his thoughts, this divulgence of his inner self, but it had also become very healing in the end and somewhere along the way, Hexrick had discovered that by telling happy stories it was almost like reliving that special time again. It was so rewarding to see that serious young face break into a smile once in a while. They were good travelling companions, although it was a bittersweet time for Hexrick as he knew that the whole purpose of the journey was to bring the boy to a place where he might be in real danger. A place where Hexrick could not follow to protect him. Daily his resolve was tested to the limit as he became more and more connected to this interesting young child in his care. 
 
    Lutex sneezed, rolled over on his back and rubbed his eyes. The cats barely moved. Some stretched out their paws but the majority just looked on aloofly. Lutex lifted his hand and quietly patted a random head, which immediately elicited a thunderous purr.  
 
    “All hail to the King of cats,” Hexrick said giving a sitting mock bow to the boy and smiling. “Could you please ask your subjects to bring us a nice, tasty rat for breakfast?” Lutex sat up, shedding cats like falling apples and smiled back. Lutex never communicated in anyway, he never pointed or used his hands to indicate what he was thinking, but Hexrick found that, despite this, he could always know exactly what he wanted. At least he thought he knew. 
 
    “Hungry?” Lutex smiled again, picking up a cat that had settled back down on his lap and placing it gently beside him. “Let's go see what the farmer’s wife has cooked us for breakfast.”  
 
    The farmer’s wife’s face was a picture of surprise when she opened the door to Hexrick, Lutex and a tribe of felines. “What?.... Where have they all come from?”  
 
    “They aren’t yours?” Hexrick burst out laughing again. This was getting better and better. 
 
    “No, no, we only have five or six. These cats must be wild.”   
 
    “Well, don’t worry, they will go when we do,” Hexrick reassured her. “They have only come to pay homage to this young man here. They will soon be on their way.” The farmer’s wife did not seem so certain and hurriedly shut the door behind them to ensure no cat crossed her threshold.  
 
    After a hearty breakfast, they once again resumed their journey. The road was covered in the detritus of the storm. Small twigs and even larger branches were strewn across it and mirror-like puddles filled any dip. The road was muddy and they soon found it was easier to ride on the grassy verge rather than the road itself. The sky overhead still held grey clouds but, threatening as they looked, they were holding on tightly to any rain they may contain. 
 
    They had made steady progress. For the past few days they had been climbing the foothills, winding their way towards the low pass through the Rick mountain range, and today they would reach it. Hexrick noticed with relief that it was still clear of snow although the tops were coated in white. The province of Rick lay on the other side. 
 
    At the pass Hexrick halted Tilda and sat looking out over the province of his birth. “What say we make a small detour? The village I grew up in is just over there.” He pointed vaguely in the right direction. “And I am sure we will get a decent feed and a warm bed there.” It had been a long time since Hexrick had been back to the small settlement where he was born and raised; however, this journey would take him within a day's travel of it, and with all the reminiscing he had been doing lately he suddenly felt a strange urge to go home for a visit. “What do you think?” Lutex patted Tilda, his face screwed up, deep in thought. Hexrick was not sure if this was intended as a joke or not until a cheeky smile gave the boy away. “Okay, okay, you are right. What have we got to lose?” Hexrick laughed, shaking his head in disbelief at how easily he had been played. 
 
    It was late evening as they rode into the village of Hosting and the sun was just about to disappear behind the mountain peaks. Already the temperature was dropping and Hexrick was feeling the chill even though he was wrapped in a thick winter cloak.  
 
    The place looked exactly as it had when he was growing up here. It was as if he had just been away for a moment rather than several turns. His father owned the village blacksmith and Hexrick had heard from his brother that, although he had become too old to do the heavy work, his knowledge and expertise meant that he was still sought after. Apparently he now had apprentices who could carry out his designs. The smithy was at the edge of the village with a large area out front for wagons that needed fixing and horses that needed shoeing. As Hexrick rode into the corral, he smelt the familiar tangy aroma of iron, flux, steam, horse manure and smoke. He was home. 
 
    Before he could even dismount the front door burst open and his mother catapulted out of it and flew towards him, waving his arms, laughing delightedly and calling his name.  
 
    “Hexie, Hexie, is that you? My boy, my boy has come home,” she cried as she raced across the yard towards him. “Get down here right now and give me a hug.” She had finally reached Tilda and was standing, hands on ample hips, grinning up at him. Lutex, who had been snuggling deep in Hexrick’s cloak, poked his tousled head out and looked down to see who was making all the noise. 
 
    It was a moment to treasure. Hexrick couldn’t stop himself laughing as his mother’s mouth snapped shut, her eyes grew wide and a total look of confusion stole across her face. It was not often his mother was stuck for words. Quickly, she threw him a quizzical glance before returning her gaze to Lutex. Hexrick could guess the scenarios that were going through her mind, and for a wicked moment he thought he would let her continue to guess. Eventually his conscience got the better of him and he came clean. “Mother, I would like to introduce you to Lutex, a young man in my charge. I am transporting him to the village of Upper Hull.”  
 
    A strange mixture of relief and regret crossed her face before her natural joyful nature reinstated itself. “Oh my word, what a lovely surprise. Not only my son but a child to cherish as well. Come on, both of you. Don’t just sit there! Come and give an old lady the hug she so desperately needs.” There was no avoiding her love. 
 
    Hearing the commotion, Hexrick’s father emerged from the smithy, wiping his hands on an old cloth as he came. 
 
    “Well, it’s about time you came home for a visit. Your mother was beginning to drive me mad, always worrying about how you were doing.” These gruff words were softened by the warm smile and huge bear hug that accompanied them. It was good to come home, and he wondered why he did not visit more often. Duty, he presumed. 
 
    That night all the family that still lived in the village came to share dinner. Hexrick had two brothers, one who was also a knight and one who was a farmer just down the road. He also had three sisters, all of whom lived close by. Each of his siblings present were married and between them had a whole bunch of offspring. The house was brimming. Adults’ conversations were carried out over the heads of the children, who darted in between legs and furniture, intent on their own games. Lutex fitted in remarkably well and was soon off playing with the other children as if he had known them his whole life. It reminded Hexrick that Lutex came from an equally big family and that he must be missing them terribly.  
 
    A wonderful feast was soon produced and everyone tucked in with zeal. He had forgotten how boisterous his family could be, and what a wonderful thing it was to be part of; that is, of course, if you weren't in the mood for some quiet contemplation. He supposed this was why he liked being in the Prince’s Knights so much. It was also a loud, raucous family.  
 
    As the evening grew late, many adults were in the kitchen, talking quietly as they finished the dishes and the children, who had finally run out of steam, were falling asleep in untidy lumps on the beds and the mat before the fire. Hexrick had been excused dishes duty, on account of being the guest of honour, and looking around he noticed his youngest sister, Valrick, sitting quietly by the fire on her own. He had not really noticed her during the meal and this was odd as she was usually the one laughing the loudest. She took after her mother in that regard. Cornering his mother, he had asked what the trouble was. “Oh, it’s so sad, so sad.” Hexrick’s mother shook her head and sighed. “Lost her child last moon to Childbane. It was a deer wee boy, only a couple of moons old. There was nothing anyone could do. She hasn’t smiled since but what is worse is that she hasn’t cried either. We have all tried to help her but she has just disappeared into herself and no one can reach her. She won’t even talk about it.” She paused thoughtfully. “Maybe she will talk to you?” There was a sad pleading look in his mother’s eyes he had not seen before, and he could not refuse her. 
 
    “I’ll try,” he sighed. Carefully picking his way through the maze of sleeping children he made his way to the fire and sat down next to his sister. She did not look up but continued to stare into the fire, her hands slack in her lap.  
 
    “I had forgotten what a mad house this place is,” he opened, not sure what to say.  
 
    “Yes, some things don’t change,” she replied in a flat voice, still gazing at the fire. Hexrick fidgeted in his seat.  
 
    “I am so sorry to hear about your little one.” He heard the catch in his voice and realised how true this was. She lowered her head and nodded. They had never been really close as he was the eldest and she the youngest, but she had always been the life of the party, the practical joker, into everything and anything and this quiet, reclusive woman beside him now was so different that it was quite unnerving and upsetting. 
 
    He was at a loss as what to say next when Lutex wandered over and climbed into his lap, that impossible hair tickling Hexrick’s cheek. Valrick lifted her chin to peek at Lutex, her hand lifting involuntary for a moment before dropping back down to her lap. Lutex squirmed, and then in true Lutex fashion, did the unexpected, absolutely right thing. He climbed off Hexrick’s lap and onto Valrick’s, snuggled in and went to sleep. 
 
    Valrick was so taken back that she just sat there to begin with; however, after a few moments she placed protective arms around him to stop him falling off. They sat like this for a while, not talking, Valrick slowly, ever so slowly, relaxing with this strange child sound asleep in her arms. They sat in companionable silence like this for a so long that Hexrick almost missed her first words, they were so quiet. 
 
    “It was my fault.” He didn’t react, intuition telling him to sit still and not make eye contact. “I should have kept him safe. It was my job to make sure he didn’t get ill and I failed.” She spoke in a monotone with no emotion. “When he did get sick I couldn’t save him. Nothing I tried helped.” Finally she looked up at Hexrick and asked in a whisper. “How could I let my baby die?” 
 
    Hexrick noticed her hand had crept up to Lutex’s hair and was smoothing it gently off his forehead. He shook his head slowly. He had no answers.  
 
    “He was so small, so defenceless.” She murmured as she bent and kissed the top of Lutex’s head. “So precious.” Lutex stirred and snuggled closer. “And now,” she paused taking a shuddering breath, “and now, I can’t even picture his face.” A single tear rolled down her cheek. Hexrick sat stunned. She was crying, finally grieving for her loss. A sob wracked her body and she gave into it, rocking Lutex gently as she wept. It was a beginning. There was still a long way to go but the healing had finally begun. Hexrick placed a brotherly arm around her shoulders and drew both her and the small boy who could fix broken hearts into his protective embrace and held her while she cried. 


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Anssan leapt into the saddle. 
 
    Time to get moving! It was late morning now and still the tearful good-byes were in full swing. There was not a dry eye in the whole line of well-wishers who had come to say farewell to Hezrill, and it was a long line. It seemed to Anssan that Hezrill had hugged each person at least three times. As sensitive as he felt he had to be, he would also like to be at least half a day’s ride from Eastrim before night fell. 
 
    Following his lead the troop mounted, and he hoped that this would help to hurry the process along. Sure enough, Hezrill finally disengaged herself from her mother and mounted her horse, a beautiful chestnut mare of impeccable breeding.  
 
    At last! Anssan saluted the family and gave the command to ride. However, they had just began to move forward when a small pony surrounded by a pack of excited dogs rode out from behind the stables. “Wait, wait for me. I’m coming too,” Linrill cried. Anssan groaned, another hold up. Was it going to take all day just to get to the end of the driveway? The troop halted, resigned to another delay, as Hezrill dismounted and made her way back to talk with her determined little sister. Even in his frustration, Anssan could not help but notice how Hezrill appeared to glide across the ground, how she was gentle but firm with Linrill and how composed she seemed amidst all the emotion of the day. Anssan did not know what Hezrill said, but the result was that Linrill did not follow them; instead, she watched them go with a defiant, albeit trembling, chin held high, hands clutching tightly on the reins, surrounded by the dogs who, amazingly, were now sitting obediently.  
 
    “What did you say to her?” Anssan whispered to Hezrill once they had rounded the bend in the driveway. “I can’t imagine that she would be persuaded to change her mind very easily.”  
 
    “Just that it was her turn to look after father now and make sure that all was well when I returned.” Hezrill was looking down at her hands as she said this so Anssan had no idea if she was joking or serious, but that simple sentence told him more about Hezrill than all the pomp and ceremony had done the day before. 
 
    Life on the road soon fell into a familiar pattern, although there were a few interesting small changes. Now that there were women along, stories were not so bawdy, swearing decreased markedly and designated areas for the toilet were decreed. There was also the small matter of Orassan. Orassan was the elder woman who was Hezrill’s chaperone. She was a very small woman with a very large bosom and a forceful personality. Fortunately for everyone this personality took the form of a caring matriarch. It was remarkable how quickly she took over and became ‘camp mother’. No one would even think of disagreeing with her ‘suggestions’. Miracle meals appeared made from their normal supplies and clothing was mended without a word spoken. She did, however, have high expectations and if someone failed to live up to these it only took one of her special ‘looks’ for that person to know they had disappointed her. No one was exempt: even Anssan had been received ‘the look’.  
 
    Hezrill, on the other hand, just slipped in and became part of the troop. There were no airs and graces despite her pampered upbringing. She was dressed to ride in leather trousers, woollen jerkin and warm winter cloak and her luggage consisted of just two saddle bags. She helped with the chores without being asked and chatted happily with everyone. The thing that Anssan could not get over was that no matter what she was doing, she always appeared calm and elegant. There was an inherent grace to everything she did and it was driving him insane.  
 
    He had never felt like this before. When she was near, he found it hard to breathe let alone have a clear thought in his head but when she wasn’t close by, all he could think about was what she might be doing. It was painful either way. As a result he found himself becoming more and more introverted. He knew he was being unsociable yet he didn’t seem to be able to stop himself. His men, being men, gave him space, made the odd joke, and let him deal with it in his own way but still, he knew that as their leader, he was going to have to pull himself together and resolve this thing soon. 
 
    Hezrill, however, seemed totally unaware of the effect she was having on him, and often would ride next to him or sit with him at dinner, usually asking questions about life at court. One thing he did notice was that she never talked about her mission, never asked where she might be going, what she might expect to find or how she might achieve her given goal. Something Anssan found quite strange. 
 
    He decided to ask her about it one day when he had rare opportunity to talk with her alone. They had gone to the nearby river to collect water and it was one of those exceptional days in early winter when summer comes to play one last time before disappearing for the season. The air was almost warm and although there was not a lot of heat in the sun, there wasn’t a single cloud in the sky. Their task complete, Anssan took a moment to lie back with his hands behind his head and look up at the pale blue expanse above. He knew that he would never summon enough courage to broach the subject if he was looking into her eyes. 
 
    “What a beautiful day,” he began, trying to keep his tone light and breezy. “I wonder what it will be like where you are going? Maybe it will be summer there.” Aware that he had dropped a stone into deep pool he waited for the reaction. The silence continued for so long that he was beginning to feel guilty and when she finally answered her voice was so quiet that it made him sit up and move closer to hear.  
 
    She had picked a piece of grass and was pulling it through the thumb and forefinger of one hand, repeating the action in a slow rhythmical way as if she were thinking hard. “It is impossible to imagine what is ahead of me and I find that…” she paused and looked up at the sky, “terrifying,” she finished exhaling all her pent up breath at once. She appeared to fold in on herself before his eyes. “All my life I have known exactly what was going to happen next.” She turned and looked him directly in the eye. His heart clenched. “I have had a charmed life really.” She returned her gaze back to the river again and he began to breathe again. “I can dance, I can write poetry, I can converse on many subjects but I have no skill when it comes to anything else. I am underprepared.” She spread her arms as if asking the world to answer her. “How can I be expected to go into the unknown, find a hidden treasure, fight goodness knows what and save Feld?” She twisted round to gaze at him once more, her eyes were intense and imploring with tears glistening on her dark lashes. “I can ride, use a map and heal a wound but I don’t even know how to defend myself, track, live off the land or even how to hide from danger...” She ran out of words as if the list of things she could not do was just too overwhelming.  
 
    Anssan sat back stunned. Ever since he had met Hezrill he had thought of her as perfect. She always projected such an image of unruffled serenity and self confidence that he had never even thought that she would be troubled with doubts and uncertainties of any kind. He had thought that she was a paragon of faultless purity, but now he could see that this was all in his mind. In an instant his whole perspective of her changed dramatically. It was such a sudden adjustment that he almost felt disorientated. One moment he was viewing her as an angel on a pedestal and the next he saw her as she really was, a beautiful young girl trying to do her best in the world. It changed everything. Instead of idiotically idolizing her from afar he could now see she needed reassurance, help and most of all a friend. How could he have been so selfishly stupid! 
 
    Instinctively he reached out and drew her into his arms. She was so small and fragile. She rested her head on his chest and let herself sob. This morning if someone had told him he would be holding her like this he would have laughed at them, but right now it felt like the most natural thing in the world to do. Slowly her sobs subsided and her breathing returned to normal. She quietly disengaged herself from him, wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, sniffed and attempted to straighten her hair. 
 
    “Sorry,” she whispered. “I have tried to be strong but the further from home and the closer to the boundary we get, the more frightened I am.” She smiled apologetically up at him.  
 
    Anssan was used to being a man of action and his mind was racing even if his emotions were still floundering. “There is one thing you may have forgotten,” he replied gently. “You are a powerful wizard. Once you pass that boundary you will have powers that we can only dream of. Errin will not let you go unarmed. I know you have never met her but she is the most trustworthy person I have ever met and if she thinks you are capable of this task then you will be.” 
 
    Hezrill, still staring at the river, took a deep breath, her shoulders rising, before she slowly, released it. 
 
    “Besides,” Anssan added with forced joviality, “we can teach you how to fight, read a map, track somebody and even how to sneak up on them. After all, you are travelling with some of the most accomplished knights in Feld. Who better to teach you?” He grinned at her as she stared at him wide-eyed. “We will start tonight,” he declared. He was not quite sure how to interpret the look on her face as it was a strange mixture of excitement, relief and fear. 
 
    “Thank you. You are a very kind man.” 
 
    Anssan did not trust his voice enough to reply so he just smiled what he hoped was a reassuring smile, and nodded. Standing, he reached down his hand to help her up. It was a new beginning. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    No one was surprised that Hezrill was a quick study. There was no point teaching her how to wield a sword as she did not have the strength to use one effectively, so instead they concentrated on knives, both throwing and close-quarter combat, and archery. They were lucky enough to have experts in all these areas within the troop and it soon became the evening's entertainment watching the training sessions. There was lots of audience participation as everyone had something to offer. Anssan assigned himself to the woodcraft aspect of her training and together they would make their way stealthily through the woods, across barren hills, through stone littered gullies or whatever the terrain happened to be when they stopped for the evening. She quickly became so adept at sinking into the landscape that often Anssan would lose her completely. He also taught her to track, something he had learnt when he was a child on his parents estate from their gamekeeper, a dour man who did not suffer fools lightly but a tracker without peer in the realm. It took her longer to master this as there were so many aspects of it to experience and remember, but eventually Anssan decided that she was ready to put her skills to the test. The premise was simple. He would use all his skills to hide from her and she would use all her skills to track him. 
 
    It had been a windy day with high overcast cloud and bitter temperatures. Most had ridden huddled in their cloaks deep in their own thoughts. They had made camp early, mainly so that they could light a fire and keep warm, and Anssan decided that it would be as good an opportunity as any to carry out the test. They were passing through a small forest in the foothills of the Tes mountain range. The area was dissected by gorges cut by a myriad of streams that ran off the steep mountain flanks making it perfect for this exercise. The terrain was difficult to negotiate but equally difficult to track someone across. Anssan had used every trick he knew, climbing vertical banks and tall trees, walking down the stream beds, doubling back, and so many more that he was positive she would never find him as he selected a large tree to rest under. He figured he would give her until the sun hit the top of the mountains before he went to look for her and bring her back to camp, and smiling, he settled down to wait.  
 
    The prick of metal at his neck made him freeze. Bandits! His first thought was for Hezrill’s safety. Instinct took over. He turned on his knees away from the knife, reaching for his own knife in his leg holster. Ducking his head and leading with his elbow he turned to face his attacker. It was all a confused blur of movement. He felt his elbow connect, not with a jaw as he had hoped but somewhere lower in the body and to his surprise there was very little resistance as he felt the attacker fall over backwards.  
 
    All his training screamed at him to follow through with a quick stab to the heart, yet something just did not feel right. This had been too easy and he pulled up short at the very last moment, his knife quivering over a familiar chest. All went still, two bodies breathing hard. Anssan looked into Hezrill’s terrified eyes, wide with shock, and began to shake. He felt sick. It had been a very close thing. The knife fell from his fingers and he sat back on his haunches, running his fingers through his hair to drag it off his face. He could have killed her.  
 
    Slowly Hezrill sat up, not taking her eyes off him for a moment. “I... I…” She stopped and looked down, her chin trembling, her eyes welling up with tears. “Such a stupid thing to do,” she whispered. “I just saw you sitting there and I kind of dared myself to see how close I could get before you noticed me. I never thought I would actually be able to touch you.” She held up her hand as if it were something strange that she had never seen before. Anssan realised then that what he had though was a knife was just her fingernail grazing his neck as she placed her hand on his shoulder. “So stupid, so, so stupid.” She was mumbling now, sniffing loudly and looking anywhere but in his direction. 
 
    Anssan’s emotions were raw but all he wanted to do at this moment was to comfort her. He had come so very close to killing her. Instinctively he reached for her and once again she melted into his embrace sobbing. Ironic, really, he thought: the only time I get to hold her is when she is crying. 
 
    With her nestled against his chest like this it would be so easy to tell her how he felt, how she had changed his world and how he wanted to be with her every moment of every day but he knew it was not the right thing to do. What if she does not feel the same? It would make the rest of the journey very awkward for them both. He decided that he was a coward and would rather have her friendship than lose her completely. Even if by some miracle she did feel the same, she had a mission to complete and she certainly did not need the added complication of a new relationship and all that entailed to distract her. 
 
    Gently he held her shoulders and pushed her away so that he could see her eyes. “It was not the most sensible thing to do but also I should not have reacted the way I did without first making sure who it was. To be honest, I never thought that you would be able to find me let alone sneak up on me like you did. I was arrogant and I should have known better; after all, you were taught by the best.”  
 
    She touched her forehead in a mocking gesture as she gave a shaky laugh. “Thank you, kind sir, I am in your debt.”  
 
    Anssan gave her shoulders a small, tender squeeze and let her go. “At last you recognise my greatness. Just don’t forget it in the future.” He chuckled, glanced up at the sun sinking behind the mountain tops, stood and brushed the leaves from his trousers “Time we made our way back before it gets dark,” he said, reaching down to help her up. “One thing's for certain, though: there will be no escaping from you now.”  
 
    She smiled up at him, her face dirty except for where her tears had made clean tracks to her chin. “Maybe I don’t want you to escape,” she quipped as she turned and began the trek back to camp leaving a completely flustered and bewildered Anssan staring after her. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    “Look out!” Myssan cried as he grabbed Turrin and whisked him through the barn door a fraction of a moment before two horses thundered past. Both Myssan and Turrin peeked round the door frame after them, curiosity overcoming the fact that air was now chokingly full of dust. They were sure it would be the twins but they could not predict just what these crazy girls would be up to this time. Life had certainly become much more ‘interesting’, not to say slightly more dangerous, since the girls had arrived three days ago, dragging a bedraggled, exhausted Fenrick behind them. It had only taken them a day before they had looked like they owned the place. An obstacle course had been set up in the paddock next to the cottage and an archery range, complete with a straw man who bore a remarkable resemblance to Fenrick, now occupied the space behind the barn. The first Turrin had known about it was when an arrow narrowly missed his ear as he was carrying a bale of hay out of the barn. It was a miracle that no one had actually been injured.  
 
    The only person who seemed to be able to exert any control over them at all had been Errin. Food was her tool of choice. The girls were always hungry and Errin was an amazing cook. Turrin had noticed that the girls were only still for any length of time when they were eating. Errin utilized these brief moments to their utmost, and quietly but surely began to get her message across. Turrin was impressed. Rather than the careful measured instruction she had given Myssan, her approach with the siblings had been all about setting challenges, each challenge building on the last. It had worked a treat as they were naturally competitive, with the world and with each other, and in no time they were keeping pace with the prince.  
 
    Myssan coughed, waving his hand in front of his face to clear some of the dust. “It was the girls’ horses but I didn’t see anyone riding them. Did you?”  
 
    Turrin squinted at the fast disappearing beasts. Side-on it looked as if they were riderless but as they turned past the cottage he could see two shapes in between them. Turrin let out an explosive snort of disbelief. Impossibly, it appeared as if the girls were suspended between the horses, effectively doing the splits between two racing animals. Turrin was green with envy; he would love to be able to ride like that.  
 
    Myssan shook his head despair. “I just hope they don’t kill themselves before Errin needs them,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. Turrin came back down to earth with a thump. No matter how exciting the girls made it look, the fact remained that they would soon be asked to put their games aside and take on a very big responsibility. He hoped they would be able to understand this when the time came. 
 
    Excitement over, Turrin continued on his way towards the vegetable garden; however, as he rounded the side of the barn he stopped once more and squinted down the road as a single horse rounded the bend. It was walking at a steady pace and something about the way the rider sat his horse tugged at Turrin’s memory.  
 
    “Hexrick!” he yelled, dropping his basket and pounding down the road. As he came closer he noticed a small boy perched on the saddle in front of his friend and a stupid stab of unexpected jealousy pinged in his heart. Shoving it forcibly to one side to be examined later, Turrin grabbed Hexrick’s stirrup and bent over to catch his breath, before straightening and grinning up at the two of them. “You made it!” Hexrick’s usually stoic countenance dissolved as a wide grin invaded, slowly working its way down from his eyes.  
 
    “It’s a pleasure to see you too, Master Turrin,” Hexrick said giving Turrin a small bow. “May I present Master Lutex,” Hexrick added placing a protective hand on the boy’s shoulder. Turrin could now see that Lutex was really rather small and quite young. It was obvious that he was putting on a brave face as he inclined his spiky blond head at Turrin in an imitation of Hexrick’s bow. Turrin immediately felt bad for his moment of jealousy. This boy was about the age he had been when his parents were killed and he knew just how devastating it had been to have their protective love taken away. Hopefully, when all this was over, Lutex would return to his family but at the moment his only friend in the world was Hexrick, a hardened knight of the realm. 
 
    Hexrick lowered Lutex down off his horse with surprising gentleness and then dismounted himself. Turrin caught Lutex’s eye and asked, “Did you have a good journey? Can't of been easy travelling with him, I know for a fact he snores, loudly.”  
 
    Lutex looked at Hexrick, a smile warming his face and then he turned back to face Turrin. Turrin was struck by the genuine joy that shone from the boy, almost as if it were a visible thing.  
 
    “Lutex will not talk with words but you always know what he is saying,” Hexrick murmured as he drew the small child close, ruffling his hair, which sprang immediately back to its original configuration. 
 
    “Oh!” Turrin exclaimed, not sure just what to say next but fortunately his manners reasserted themselves. “Errin will be so pleased to see you both and you’ve arrived just in time for dinner.” 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    The next day the final member of the small but select group of searchers arrived in style, with Anssan and Hezrill riding at the head of a double column of knights kitted out to impress. Hezrill, even wearing her riding clothes, still managed to look as if she was the lady of the manor and the twins took an instant dislike to her, turning their horses and riding off before any introductions could be made.  
 
    For everyone else it was a happy reunion. Faces were wreathed in smiles, backs were thumped and hugs were given all round. Old jokes were laughed at and new experiences shared. That night they all ate in the stables as there was just too many to fit in Errin’s cottage, but there was no shortage of food or Errin’s famous mead. Even the girls seemed to be enjoying themselves, that was until Errin discovered that they had been secretly tapping the mead barrel from her storehouse. From that moment on Hexrick was assigned to look after them.  
 
    Turrin took a moment to examine the two newcomers. Lutex, ever Hexrick’s shadow, now sat on the knight’s lap eying the world from within those huge, protective arms but Hezrill appeared self-assured and confident. Anssan was never far from her side and often Turrin would catch them sharing a quiet moment or a shy smile. Oh well, he thought, shrugging his shoulders: it was none of his business really, they were both adults and more than capable of making their own decisions. However, he soon forgot all about them when Fenrick began to regale everyone with tales of his adventures with the twins.  
 
    His tales caused so much hilarity that there wasn’t a dry eye around the table. The twins were quite taken aback by the fact that people thought them funny, and at first they looked quite offended, but slowly proud little smiles appeared and they sat a little straighter; after all, they were now the stuff of legend. 
 
    Turrin scanned the faces around the table and felt a tingle go down his spine. Here he sat amongst the very people who were going to change the world. No matter what the outcome, they were going to be at the pivot point. History would turn around them, and he was part of it, on the outskirts certainly, but still close enough to feel included. He tried to paint an impression in his mind of the tableau before him to keep forever as, deep down, he wondered if this was the last of the sunshine before the world descended into darkness. He gave himself a quick shake to dispel those morbid thoughts and reached for another slice of Errin’s roast lamb. Tomorrow was soon enough to be serious, tonight he would just enjoy the company. 
 
    The next morning Turrin wandered down the stairs, yawning, to find the kitchen full of people. Elarick, Emarick, Lutex, Hezrill and Myssan were all listening intently to Errin, who was explaining carefully the purpose of the mission. All had made the decision to become a seeker and knew the facts but Errin felt it was important that she fill in the details, add her personal perspective and let them know how important they all were to the survival of everyone in Feld. Fenrick would have been envious of the spellbound attention she commanded.  
 
    “How bad can this guy be? I mean, he doesn't seem to be able to win any of these battles. Is he really worth risking Feld for?” Emarick asked looking for support from the others. Everyone just stared at Errin waiting for a reply.  
 
    After taking a deep breath she scanned the table making eye contact with them all. “It is difficult for you to comprehend how dire a world he has corrupted can be, as you have lived in the peace and prosperity of Feld all your lives,” Errin finally said, rubbing her forehead as if to dispel an ache there. “I have worked very hard to make Feld a pleasant place because the more joy and happiness I can create, the more powerful I become. I have been here for a very long time, and as a result, you all know very little about war, famine, corruption, instability or fear, but believe me this ignorance is rare in the many worlds I have visited.  
 
    “In my long absence from the universe he will have become very powerful. The more worlds he can corrupt the more powerful he will become. He is knocking at the boundary as we speak and these troll-like creatures will be here because he has sent them. I have no choice but to act, and I have no choice but to use every tool at my disposal and that,” she paused looking at each of them in turn, “I am afraid is you. The stronger I can make you the more chance we have of achieving our goal. So before we leave the safety of the boundary I need to make sure that each of you will be able to use all your talent when required. Ema, Ela and Myssan have begun their training and I think the easiest way to get Lutex and Hezrill up to speed is if you train each other. Ela and Ema can you train Hezrill and Myssan would you take on Lutex?”  
 
    Turrin chuckled to himself; this was pure genius. This arrangement would give the girls the feeling of superiority over Hezrill but their competitive nature would not let them fail, whereas Myssan’s quiet, contemplative nature would be a perfect match for the shy Lutex.  
 
    “We will meet at the end of the day and see how everyone is going,” Errin concluded as she stood and began clearing the breakfast dishes.  
 
    The day had been sunny with clear blue skies, yet the sun had lost a lot of its power and the temperatures never rose above cool. That night, as requested, the five seekers met with Errin for a debrief. It appeared all had gone extremely well. Lutex had turned out to be a natural and already had Myssan’s admiration. Hezrill had used her innate intelligence and played to the twins’ need to be taken seriously. She had listened intently, not shining too brightly and, gradually, begrudgingly she had won the girls over. After all, she had a lot of practice at this sort of thing growing up with two sisters. Errin, being Errin, had provided a hearty meal and now all were sitting before the cosy fire finishing off a jug of mead. It was amazing to Turrin that he had only met these people such a short time ago but already felt as if he knew them well. Errin was in her favourite chair with Lutex snuggled next to her. Thad was purring thunderously on Lutex’s lap, the three of them made quite a tight squeeze in one chair. Thad had appeared the moment Lutex’s feet had touched the ground and had never left his side since. Turrin was a bit miffed at this to begin with, until Errin had quietly explained that Thad probably knew that Lutex needed him more than he did at the moment. Turrin could cope with this as it was only going to be a temporary thing. Myssan was reading, as usual, one of Erin's books on healing, and Hezrill was just sitting with her legs tucked under her, staring into the fire. Remarkably the twins were also quiet, lounging in a tangled mass of arms and legs on the rug before the hearth.  
 
    This peaceful scene gave Turrin hope. They were a very strange mix of people from vastly different backgrounds but they all had a common goal now and each, in their own way, appeared to want to succeed. With a start Turrin realised just how attached he had become to them all, and that he was really going to miss them when they went. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Dissan cursed, rubbing his forehead.  
 
    The alarm announcing an imminent invasion had woken him from a deep exhausted sleep and he had sat up so suddenly that he had banged his head with the orderly who was just coming to wake him. Now they eyed each other with mirror image rueful grins, rubbing matching red marks on their heads. Dissan was so weary. Every muscle seemed like it had been pounded by a butcher’s mallet and his eyes felt as if his tears had turned to sand. So far, he and his men had managed to survive the relentless onslaught of trolls, but only just. Feld had never before had a cause to use its knights in anger. There had never been any battles or even skirmishes. The only reason there were knights at all was because Rill, in his wisdom, had realised that it would be prudent to be prepared for anything the wild magic might throw at them, and besides, it gave adventurous young men an outlet for their energy. The knights were the royal guard. They were really muscle for hire, helping out wherever they were needed. As there had never been an actual enemy to hone their skills on, tournaments had been set up. The knights would travel throughout the provinces competing, providing entertainment, breaking hearts and gaining new recruits. These tournaments had become the social highlight of the Turn for the lucky town that hosted them. As a result each knight was skilled in the art of combat but none had been battle fit when the time had come to face an actual foe. 
 
    The first few skirmishes with the trolls had been a brutal learning curve. Dissan had lost five men and he had vowed that he would not lose another. They had reassessed their strategy and adapted. The trolls were huge, skilled with both bow and sword, but they were unorganised and fought as individuals rather than as a unit. They loved inflicting pain and would sometimes come to blows with each other over the right to kill a victim. Fortunately they had only one tactic – attack! – and it became abundantly clear to the knights, even in the very first encounter, the best way to win was to pick them off one by one as the trolls did not came to each other's aid. This strategy took many forms, the most successful of which was the ambush.  
 
    Hunters with powerful, recurved bows fitted with arrows that could punch holes even through a troll’s tough hide were seconded from within Feld. Using an ambush went against all the knights’ previous code of honour but it was surprising how quickly they put these aside when faced with death. The death of a fellow knight and the death of the innocent people of Feld. At first everyone thought that because the trolls came from outside the boundary they were immune to the wild magic storms but then reports began to come in from the enhanced communication network recently set up between the Guardians along the boundary that the trolls were just as susceptible to it as anyone else. It was a game changing piece of information. Ironically, Feld’s mortal enemy for centuries had suddenly become its greatest ally. The tactic now was to not only pick off as many trolls as they could individually but to ensure that they were prevented from crossing the boundary for as long as possible. 
 
    To this end the Guardians had extended their network with every person capable of sending a message, no matter how short or far, recruited to constantly patrol the boundary. Each troop of knights had their own Guardian assigned to their base to receive and send messages. Once the trolls were sighted an alarm would be sent to the troop stationed closest to the invasion and they would ride to intercept the trolls before they could reach the boundary. 
 
    It was a constant game of cat and mouse. So far their strategy was working but only just. On huge factor in their favour was that the trolls all seemed to be originating from the same general area and although they spread out before they reached Feld, they had only ever been seen along a ten-league stretch of the boundary.  
 
    Very little information had been gleaned from the captive troll but Surrin was still working on it, determined to gain something useful to help the fight. As far as she could tell the trolls’ main motivation for invading was a promise of endless killing, bountiful food, a land full of riches beyond their imagination and, oddly, vengeance of some sort. She hadn't found out who was making these promises, where the trolls were coming from or, indeed, how they were traveling to the wilderness just outside Feld’s boundary. The main obstacle in her way was the fact that the troll seemed to have a completely different thought process. It was so egotistic that it was almost as if the rest of the world only existed to amuse him and satisfy his needs, so it was hard to get answers about other trolls or about anything that did not interest him. It was slow and unrewarding work for Surrin but Dissan hoped that one day it might give them a missing piece of the puzzle. 
 
    Giving his head a final rub, Dissan buckled on his sword and strode for the door. “Fill me in on the way,” he threw to the orderly who hastened to keep up.  
 
    “The alarm came from two leagues to the East, Sire. A large troop, at least fifty and all unharmed by the wild magic.” 
 
    Dissan reached his horse, nodding to his tired but determined knights, already mounted and ready to ride. Fifty trolls was more than they had encountered before and he couldn’t help a worm of doubt eating away inside, telling him that they might not be able to win against these odds.  
 
    He shivered involuntarily and not just from the cold, although winter was well on its way now. It was miserable weather, freezing rain, low grey clouds and heavy mud underfoot. A quick glance at the sky confirmed what his frozen nose suggested: snow was on its way. In fact, small feather-light flakes began to fall as they set out, swirling behind them as they raced towards the boundary. 
 
    By the time they reached the map reference that had been sent to them, large, heavy, flakes were falling straight down, settling on the branches overhead and dusting their shoulders. The world was slowly losing its sharp edges and morphing into a soft, white, unified entity. They halted, searching for the Guardian who had sent the call. 
 
    “Well met, your Highness,” a soft voice called.  
 
    Dissan glanced around but could not see anyone.  
 
    “Up here, Sire.”  
 
    Dissan pushed his hood back and looked up to see the Guardian scout perched on a branch above him, wrapped in a long, great coat, nervously glancing past the boundary out into the open land beyond.  
 
    “The trolls are moving fast. I was not sure you would reach here in time. They seem to be more organised than usual and it looks as if they have shields.” 
 
    Dissan’s heart sank. Shields would take away the advantage of the recurved bows. “Thank you, um, actually I don’t think I know your name.”  
 
    “Nyssan, Sire.”  
 
    Dissan smiled up at the man. “Thank you Nyssan. Not the news we wanted to hear but best to be prepared.” Dissan wondered what had changed. Up until now there appeared to be no communication between the different groups of trolls they had encountered, which meant that they could use the same battle plan over and over again and because of this the knights had taken the art of dispatching trolls to a very high level. The shields were the first indication that the trolls might be adapting. Dissan squinted through the steadily falling flakes, trying to discern the murky shapes out beyond the forest edge. With a bit of luck, they could use the snow to hide them long enough until the trolls crossed the boundary and they would then be sufficiently close be able to charge the enemy before they reached the trees. The fact that the knights were mounted and armed with lances might be all that was needed to tip the scales in their favour. But fate was not always kind, and even whilst Dissan was formulating a plan of attack in his head, nature played a surprise card of its own, and the snow began to slow until, eventually, it ceased altogether. The sky was still low and heavily pregnant with more snow to come but at this precise moment in time, it was incredibly easy to see every dark shape for leagues around. The fifty or so invaders were clearly visible as they churned their way towards the tree and this in turn, of course, meant that the knights were now in plain sight for the trolls.  
 
    A quick decision needed to be made. If they did not mount and charge, they would lose the advantage the horses gave them and there would never be as good a time as right now. It would mean leaving the safety of the Boundary, something that they had never done before, something every fibre of his being screamed against doing, but he realised he had no options left. 
 
    Dissan stood in his stirrups and surveyed his men waiting, stoically for his order and with a few well practiced hand signals the knights lined up, facing out towards the domain of the wild magic. Lances were at the ready, swords loosened, horses snorted at the tension, the odd one stamping impatiently with the cold. Although several of his men looked positively green at the thought of leaving that safety of the Boundary he knew none would falter and this realisation brought a lump to his throat, he was so proud of them. Dissan sent a silent plea to lady luck, took a deep breath and gave the order to charge. 
 
    The snow muted the thunder of the hooves but the creaking of the leather and the horse’s harsh breathing carried in the white stillness. A cloud of snow kicked up by the horses filled the air behind and a dark swathe of uncovered earth appeared beneath them, leaving a wide trail in their wake. Oddly Dissan felt time slow as his senses heightened. He was able to take in every aspect of the foe before him, especially their faces full of feral excitement. They were not intimidated at all by the thundering line of horses bearing down on them; rather, they were gleefully anticipating this encounter. Dissan shuddered. What kind of being were they? They had assumed a defensive line facing the advancing knights. There seemed to be more than fifty, all carrying large shields. The odds were definitely not in his men’s favour. Dissan needed to break this line. The best way to do this would be to form a wedge, but to achieve this the trolls needed to be distracted.  
 
    Dissan gave a series of hand signals that told the archers to loosen a rain of arrows to fall straight down on the enemy so they would be forced to raise their shields above their heads and the riders to form a vee formation, with Dissan at the point, to break the line. 
 
    Timing was everything. If the arrows fell too soon the trolls would have time to recover and lower their shields again but if the arrows fell too late they would fall amongst his own men. Dissan had unwavering faith in his archers, he had trusted them with his life so often now that it did not even occur to him to doubt them.  
 
    Inexorably the gap closed. Arrows flew, rising into the sky before, almost gracefully tipping, to begin their deadly fall back to earth. Seamlessly the troop reformed into the wedge formation, lances bristling along its flanks. Arrows thudded into flesh and upturned shields, a split moment before Dissan’s lance drove home, through the broad chest of the centre troll before him. Once again time slowed. Dissan left his lance in the fallen troll, drew his sword and began dispatching any who came within range. Surprisingly he was still moving forward and from the commotion he could hear behind him, his men were following. His world narrowed to a small circle of vision. His whole life reduced to striking before being struck, to surviving the next moment. The smell of blood and troll made him gag. Cries of agony interspersed with the clash of steel filled his ears. He was gasping now. Each stroke felt like it required more strength than he possessed. A horse screamed. He could not afford to look, he just hoped that, with grace, there would be time for grieving later.   
 
    A sharp pain lanced through thigh. With one fluid motion he reversed his sword and thrust backward and down. He was rewarded with a meaty connection and a strangled cry. Taking a quick glance at his leg to make sure the injury was not life threatening, he looked up just in time to block an incoming axe with his sword then seizing the chance given, he stabbed into the exposed chest with the knife in his other hand. The troll and his axe were quickly left behind and forgotten as a new foe presented himself. 
 
    A stray arrow suddenly sprouted from his saddle. He pulled it out and used it to stab an upturned face in front of him. He was so focused that it was a complete surprise when the melee of bodies vanished and instead he found himself looking at a trampled field of snow and lowering clouds. He had broken through. His lungs were screaming for air. Holding onto the pummel of his saddle for support he turned to assess the battle. 
 
    To his relief the troll troop had been effectively cut in half and even as he watched he could see his men isolating individuals and cutting them down. A swathe of blood, bodies and weapons littered the ground and, to Dissan’s dismay, not all the bodies were trolls. Anger replaced fatigue and Dissan charged back into the thick of it, selecting a huge, hairy troll, wielding a double sided axe, calling out a challenge to him to ensure he had its full attention.  
 
    His men were still outnumbered and weary but with each troll killed their confidence was growing. Dissan hoped fervently that the weather would not close in again as this would make everything so much more difficult. He glanced quickly at the steely grey horizon assessing the conditions and noticed something odd. About a league away the sky appeared to be travelling towards them at an alarming rate. He froze. “No,” he breathed. It couldn’t be! “Please, no,” he repeated to himself even as his sinking heart told him that, yes, it was true, he was witnessing a wild magic storm and it was heading their way.  
 
    Snow was flung into the air, the ground rippled, the air shimmered and plants sprouted and died. Even heavy boulders began to float and dance. “Shit!” he spat in disbelief, shaking his head as he forced himself to look away from the mesmerising image and act. Taking the shortest, most direct route through the carnage he raised his sword above his head and screamed, “Storm!” Urging his horse into a full gallop he raced for the shelter of the boundary. It was terrifying. The stuff of nightmares. Peeking backwards, under his arm, he could just make out several horses galloping flat out behind him. He could not tell how many of his men were there, but this was no time for heroism. He needed to survive to fight another day and he knew that each man would be thinking exactly the same thing.  
 
    Gasping, he peered forward again past his terrified horse’s tossing head at the line of mature trees that marked the boundary and safety. He could hear the call of the storm screaming on all sides. They were not going to make it! The storm was speeding towards them faster than any horse could gallop. This would be a disaster. Losing a whole troop of battle fit, experienced knights would cost Feld dearly. The snow had begun to fall again, confusing everything, making it hard to differentiate between storm and the snow kicked up by fleeing horses, but a terrified scream and a horse's squeal told the story only too clearly. Squinting through the thick flakes, Dissan thought he saw a dark figure detach itself from the line of trees ahead. It appeared to be a lone rider and it was heading towards him, away from the boundary. Dissan closed his eyes and shook his head. Surely his mind was playing tricks on him. Who in their right mind would ride towards a storm in full flight? When he opened his eyes again the rider was still there, close enough now that Dissan could make out their long coat tails flapping in the wind. He recognised that coat. Dissan blinked. Of course it was Nyssan the Guardian scout that had been up the tree. A kernel of hope took root in his heart, glowing weekly in the darkness of his despair. If this courageous man could reach them before the storm overtook any more of his men they might all be saved.  
 
    The race took on a whole new level of desperation. Each step, each breath, was an agonisingly small victory, but a victory nonetheless. Another scream was cut off as if a knife had passed through it, followed by a ground shaking thud as a boulder landed just behind them. Dissan flinched then frantically searched ahead looking for any sign of Nyssan, questions racing through his mind. How big was his range? How close did he have to be to save them from the storm? Dissan’s gaze locked onto the lone rider, willing him on but he could see that his horse was beginning to flounder, and he silently pleaded that it would not stumble on the uneven ground. Dissan yelled encouragement and Nyssan looked up, his face set into a picture of grim determination. 
 
    After an eternity, the two riders met but rather than slowing Nyssan raced past Dissan towards the men who were still struggling to flee the raging storm behind them. Dissan slowed his horse and taking huge gulps of precious air he turned and watched as one by one his men rode to safety.  
 
    When the Guardian finally came level with the last struggling knight, an injured man who was barely managing to keep his seat, he also slowed and turned. The storm continued to batter against an invisible wall only a couple of lance lengths beyond him but thankfully it would not claim any more victims today.  
 
    Wearily, the battered knights picked their way back to the boundary. Dissan had a chance to count heads and asses injuries. Eight were missing and, tragically, they would never know if they were alive when the storm hit or not. No bodies would ever be recovered either and this weighed heavily on Dissan’s heart as he knew that this would make it so difficult for the grieving families. Six knights were severely injured and would not be able to fight for a couple of moons at least but the rest of them had only minor cuts and scrapes. A miracle really. Dissan’s leg needed a few stitches but was nothing too serious. On the whole, they had got off remarkably lightly but lessons had been learnt. Time was running out. They needed Errin at full strength as soon as possible. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    On another world, hidden deep within the shadows, Zail stood shuddering with delight. 
 
    The raw energy from the hate, the fear and the anger was so rich he almost felt sated. This siege he had orchestrated had been a steady source of power for several moons but tonight he had decided to feast. All it had taken was a whisper in an ear or two, a small illusion and an opened gate. The invading army had swarmed in and done the rest. There was no escape for the townspeople, no one would survive, no quarter would be given, he had made sure of that.   
 
    Death was all around. Screams filled the air and fear was as palatable on the tongue as the smell of burnt flesh. A woman clutching a young daughter staggered past him fearfully glancing over her shoulder. He could see the wildly dancing light of a lantern bouncing off the walls as her pursuers gained on her. She was injured, leaving a trail of blood behind her and it did not take long before she was completely overwhelmed. 
 
    Standing in the darkened doorway, he had a ringside view. Her captors were in no hurry. Each of the men took their turn raping the young girl as the others held her mother, forcing her to watch. The girl was young, eight or nine turns old, so small that she did not last long enough to satisfy them all. The mother was next; however, by this time she had nothing left to live for and therefore was of no use to him at all. Time to move on. There would be many more delicious titbits like this to be had tonight. 
 
    It never failed to amaze him how easy it was to set these conflicts in motion and, ironically, the best method was through kind words and deeds and, of course, the odd miracle or two. It was not even a challenge anymore; in fact, it was almost boring, but the rewards were too great to allow him give it up. All you had to do was to preach kindness and forgiveness in one kingdom. Produce a miracle to give you the messiah status and then give them a set of specific rules to live by. You simply repeated the whole process with a neighbouring kingdom except you would give yourself a different name and gave them a different set of rules to live by. Then all you had to do was wait.  
 
    He had time, that was something he had plenty of. You could never tell when the conflict would begin. Sometimes it only took a matter of turns, sometimes longer, but it was inevitable and it was worth waiting for; religious wars, such as this one, were the richest feasts. So much anger, so much hate, so much passion and eventually so much death. He could feel his strength growing, his talent multiplying.  
 
    He had thought that he was finished when that bitch had sent him crawling for sanctuary after their last epic battle. He had used the last remaining fragments of his power to escape to a godforsaken rock at the end of the universe. He was so defenceless, convinced that she would find him and he knew, with certainty, that he would not survive that encounter. The world he found himself trapped on was almost completely desert, revolving around an ancient, dying sun. There were few people and fewer resources. A nomadic tribe had taken him in and cared for him as was their custom. A foolish custom as it turned out because it only took him a few turns to utterly destroy them and gain enough power to be able to leave that world.  
 
    He had slowly regained his power, devastating worlds as he went. At first he was circumspect, expecting “Her” to sense his presence, but as time went on and there was still no sign of the sorceress, he began to harbour a small hope that maybe she had also been injured or, better yet, killed. 
 
    The more power he gained, unchallenged, the more confident he became that she was missing. He began to do totally outrageous things, even for him, as a test to see if she would show. So far there had been no sign of her. He should have been happy but a niggling little doubt worked away at the back of his mind, telling him that she might still be lurking, gaining strength, planning a surprise attack. The more he thought about it the more paranoid he became.  
 
    He started searching worlds for her, targeting the peaceful, happy places that would support her and give her strength. There was not even a whisper that she had ever visited any of them. Eventually he had admitted to himself that he was running out of places she could hide. There was only one place left, and it was somewhere that he could not see into – Feld – but he was certain that even she would not be so desperate as to hide somewhere where she could not use her powers. All the same, Feld was an itch he could not scratch, and so he had devised a plan to gain entry and see just what was behind that impenetrable curtain. As with many of his plans he had set it in motion and then left it to mature in its own time.  
 
    He shook himself. He would not let thoughts of that bitch sour this night. This night was to be enjoyed to the full.[CL19] 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Turrin yawned. 
 
    The tent was crowded and warm despite the cold night outside. A gentle wind was causing the canvas to ripple, providing a constant background noise. A small brazier with sweet-smelling woods was doing its best to overcome the aroma of wet wool and unwashed bodies but was failing miserably. The candle light cast a pleasant, flickering glow, and this, combined with the murmuring of voices and a full stomach, was almost enough to lull Turrin to sleep. He had to shake his head and sit up straighter in his seat to focus. This was important. The ride from Upper Hull had been fast but not reckless. Hexrick, Anssan and Fenrick had been preparing for the journey to the boundary even as Errin was training the seekers and the moment the urgent messenger had arrived from Dissan they were ready to ride.  
 
    Errin had lamented that she did not think her charges were ready but when Fenrick quietly asked, “Do you really think that they will ever be ready?”  
 
    She had looked up at him with sad eyes and replied, “Do you always have to be right?” and had gone to pack. Orassan had been a godsend as she had taken over administration of the farm and the healing centre in her usual no-fuss manner. Errin was more than happy to leave all in her capable hands and Orassan knew that Errin was the perfect person to take care of her precious charge. Now here they were, at the boundary, inside Dissan’s tent, discussing the next critical stage of the operation. It was still too much for Turrin to take in. So far it had been exciting but all of a sudden it was becoming downright scary as the reality of what they were proposing to do sunk in. 
 
    Servants came and cleared the food and refilled the glasses before Dissan stood and everyone gave him their full attention. Turrin looked about the tent at the faces of the people he loved, people who in the next few days were going to risk their lives for Feld. His eyes misted and impatiently; he rubbed them clear. He needed to focus. 
 
    Dissan was a born leader. There would be no imperialist speeches or proclamations; instead he was someone who included and valued his people, who walked alongside them to achieve their goals. He leaned forward resting his knuckles on the table and looked around, making eye contact with everyone, making them feel included.  
 
    “For the first time since the boundary was created Feld is in grave danger and, like it or not, it has fallen on those in this tent tonight to try and save her. We have a plan, we have the tools and we have the right people but it will take a huge amount of courage and effort to pull this thing off. Each of you has a part to play and Errin and I have great faith that all of you will be able to do what is asked of you, when it is needed, and that we will succeed.” 
 
    Dissan bowed to Errin and sat down. Errin stood. The mood in the tent was now one of quiet expectation. Turrin thought she looked so small standing there, wrapped in her brightly coloured shawl, small wisps of white hair that had escaped her bun catching the light, but when she shared her sad smile with all present her personality seemed to fill the room. “I can’t believe that the time has finally come, but it is clear that for this plan to succeed, we need to act now. Tomorrow we will ride out past the boundary. Nyssan will be our guardian, just be aware that his protective field is only four thrown lance lengths, so stay as close to him as you can. He will ride in the middle of our group.” She raised an inquiring eyebrow at Nyssan who nodded his head once in acknowledgement. “The knights will ride on the perimeter to protect us in case we encounter the trolls.  
 
    “After careful thought we have chosen the best place from which to send the seekers. It is within half a day's ride of the boundary, which means that those escorting the seekers can be home again before nightfall, but far enough away to prevent any boundary interference from Feld. It is also physically very defensible. I have a map here.” She signalled to Fenrick sitting next to her who stood holding up a map with light weights attached to the bottom. The map was of a small area of the boundary and the wild magic country beyond.  
 
    “This is us.” Errin pointed to the red X marked on the map. “And this is where we will travel to on the morrow.” She moved her finger away from the boundary to a blue X marked on what looked like a small rise. “There was once a building on the top of this hill and some of the ruins still remain. We can use the walls to help us defend against the trolls if we need to. The most dangerous time will be when Nyssan has to withdraw to enable me to use my magic to send forth our seekers. At this time we will be completely defenceless against the wild magic.” 
 
    Each person around the table digested this information in their own way.  
 
    “Nyssan and his guards will keep a lookout close by and as soon as we send the signal that the seekers have been sent he will ride back to us and we will all return to the boundary. Are there any questions?” 
 
    Expressive faces showed that each person was exploring every facet of the plan in their heads but in the end everyone seemed satisfied with the plan and understood their part of it. “Good.” Errin sighed. “Now if you'll excuse us, the seekers and I need a moment alone.” 
 
    Chairs were pushed back and people stood, some stretching, some yawing, and murmuring to each other, they slowly they left the tent letting in cold, refreshing air as they went.  
 
    Turrin was not sure if Erin had meant he was to go or not so he stayed, trying to be as inconspicuous as possible. “Come close.” Errin motioned to the seekers who had been seated together at the far end of the table. “Yes, you can stay,” she quipped to Turrin with a small smile. “I think I can trust you.” All the seekers were bone weary, even the twins appeared to have run out energy. They all sat hunched in their cloaks and eyed Errin with trepidation. There was no escaping the fact that tomorrow they were all going to be part of something unimaginable. Errin was their only support in a sea of doubt. She alone could assure them that they would be able to do what was asked of them and survive. The time for joking, competition and arrogance was passed. Errin had sat down and was now leaning forward, elbows on the table, making it an intimate circle. “We have all talked about what you can expect when you travel to your destination and how you will be able to use your magic but we have not talked about how you will find your shard of power and its caretaker or how you will return home.”  
 
    As one, they all leaned closer not wanting to miss a word. 
 
    “Tomorrow I will give each of you a piece of parchment. It has twenty-two strokes on it and every day that passes on Feld, one of these strokes will disappear. I have made sure that no one but you will be able to see them. Time travels differently in different worlds, but be aware that I am using a spell that will retract back on itself, and the only way home, the only way I can retrieve you, is if you are in the exact same place as you arrived, at the exact same time as the last stroke on the parchment disappears. If you are not there when the spell retracts,” she paused for effect and held up a finger, “you will not be able to be returned. This will be the only chance you have to return.”  
 
    Everyone shifted nervously in their seats.  
 
    “Make sure you know exactly where you arrived and make sure you can get back there in time. As soon as you reach your assigned world you will feel my shard reaching out to you, magic calling magic. To find it you just have to follow the call. You will not be able to talk to its caretaker with words but if you touch them you will be able to talk, mind to mind.” She stopped and looked down for a moment as if thinking of how to phrase the next thought, then squaring her shoulders she continued. “Please be as gentle on these people as you can. They have no idea that they hold such a precious treasure in their hands and will certainly not be aware of other worlds and other needs. You will be asking them to give up everything they hold dear to come to an unknown land for a cause they have never even heard about before.” 
 
    “Piece of cake, then,” quipped Ema, raising a few rueful smiles, including Errin’s.  
 
    “As I have said before, each and every one of the caretakers or hosts will have been chosen because they are honourable people and I am sure that they will do the right thing when asked. Just be sensitive to their plight,” Errin reiterated, staring at the twins until they both looked down and nodded.  
 
    Something was bothering Turrin. “What if Lutex cannot communicate in thought either?” he asked, shooting Lutex an apologetic smile but he noticed that the small boy was looking questioningly at Errin as if he would like to know the answer also.  
 
    Errin reached out and took one of the Lutex’s hands in hers. “You do not need words in this world to touch hearts and I am sure you will be just as capable where you are going.”  
 
    He sighed in relief as if it had been bothering him.  
 
    “So let me get this straight,” Myssan asked, leaning back in his chair, lacing his fingers behind his head. “You are sending us to an unknown place to retrieve something linked to a stranger whom we have to persuade to give up everything to come back to Feld with us, without using words, and all this has to be achieved within twenty-two days! No wonder you waited until we could not escape before telling us all the facts.”  
 
    Errin laughed. She had got to know Myssan well over the past few moons, and knew, by the twinkle in his eye, that he was just winding her up.  
 
    “Yep, pretty much! You on?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Myssan replied smiling broadly. 
 
    Hezrill stood, pushing herself up with both hands on the armrests of her chair. “Well, I for one am going to try and get some sleep. Looks as if we may not be getting much for some time to come.” Then hugging her cloak to her, she said, “Goodnight,” and left.  
 
    The twins followed close behind, arm in arm, heads bent towards each other. Myssan also stood and motioned to Lutex. “Time we were going too, I think,” he murmured and, tossing a “Good night” over his shoulder he lifted the tent flap for Lutex, and they both disappeared into the night.  
 
    The tent seemed suddenly very empty. Turrin turned from saying good bye to see Errin sitting with her head in her hands. He stood and came to snuggle next to her. “I have no right to ask this of them. They are all so young, so naive, untried, inexperienced. So trusting.” Turrin watched as a tear splashed onto the table, making a dark mark on the wood. “If I had any other options, any way out I would jump at it but he has backed me into a corner and that has left us now with only two choices. Give up and let him win and we all suffer, or send these brave souls out into the universe to find our only hope of defeating him.” Another tear joined the first. Turrin knew there was nothing he could say, so instead, he just stayed where he was and let her cry. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    The icy cold of the night struck Hezrill as she left the stuffy confines of the tent. It jolted her from her anxieties about the day to come and made her huddle further into her cloak, using her breath to warm her freezing nose. The camp was still awake with fires and torches creating small, isolated worlds of colour in the darkness. She watched the twins walking arm in arm towards their tent and it made her stop in her tracks. She missed her sisters so much that it was like an icicle to the heart.  
 
    “Evening, My Lady,” Myssan bowed his head as he passed, his arm protectively across Lutex’s shoulders. She nodded back smiling but a shuddering breath and a lump in her throat that threatened tears prevented her from replying. She had never felt so alone in her life. Everyone had someone to talk to, to depend on. Her family and her life now seemed so far away.  
 
    Taking a deep breath she told herself to “Get over it! Feld depends on you and here you are a snivelling, homesick mess.” It was time for bed. Gingerly she made her way across the treacherous, frozen mud towards her tent, eyes glued to the ground. As she got closer to her tent with its camp fire burning brightly, she noticed Anssan, wrapped in a blanket, sitting on a log before it, watching the flames. Once again she stopped and stared, this time feeling slightly guilty of voyeurism. She knew she was still hidden by the shadows and this gave her the rare opportunity to observe this interesting man without him being aware of her doing so.  
 
    He always took the mission of protecting her to heart and even tonight, when he could have been with his men, he was waiting to make sure that she had arrived safely to her tent. She was so grateful that she had him to look after her; however, she was not so sure how he made her feel. He was handsome in an aquiline sort of way. There were no soft edges about this man. His chin was sharp even though he now sported a beard, and his nose was long and narrow. His eyes were hidden in the shadows, but she knew they were not soft either; in fact, they were very often piercingly bright. So what was it about him that made her want to protect him, hold him? He was a knight of renown, a leader of men, well loved and respected, he certainly did not need taking care of, but there was also something underneath this exterior of strength that cried out to her, asking for love and comfort. Somehow, she knew that he needed her and to her surprise she realised that this made her feel special, made her feel wanted. “Stupid girl!” she mumbled to herself as she stumbled forward to join him on his log.  
 
    She sat down without saying a word, as they were so comfortable in each other's company now that they could share silences without it being awkward, and joined him staring into the fire. Eventually the cold crept into her bones and she shivered. Anssan opened his blanket and she crept inside, gratefully sharing his warmth. She relaxed, her head on his chest, hearing the steady beat of his heart and his deep, even breathing. She was not alone anymore. She closed her eyes, breathing in his unique smell of leather, horse and thyme, she could never work out where the thyme came from but it was always there, and let go of all her thoughts and just gazed into the dancing flames.  
 
    Eventually the nagging voice inside her head, telling her that she needed all the sleep she could get tonight, became so loud and insistent that she could no longer ignore it. Sighing with regret she sat up straight, still mesmerised by the flames, not really wanting to break the spell. “I suppose I should go to bed, I will need all my wits around me tomorrow. I have a feeling that it is going to be longest day of my life,” she murmured. 
 
    Anssan gave her shoulder a squeeze. “I know it won’t be mine. At least tomorrow I will be able to see you and protect you, but once Errin sends you away to another world, all I will be able to do is worry about you.” He paused, as if stealing himself for something then he turned to face her, looking at her intently. “I will miss you so much that every moment will be purgatory,” he whispered, his sad eyes piercing her heart. 
 
    Suddenly everything come into sharp focus for Hezrill. It was as if a cloud had lifted and she could see clearly for the first time. The thought of never seeing those expressive eyes again put everything in perspective. It hurt. It was a physical pain that gripped her heart tight in a vice. How was it that she had not realised how much this man had come to mean to her? 
 
    Hezrill lifted her hand to gently touch his cheek. “I will be back, and I will expect you to be waiting. I will also expect you to then go and ask my father if you can court me or else I will make your life so bad you will wish I never returned,” she told him sternly, a tremolos smile on her lips. She saw his lips twitch also, in the beginnings of a smile and before she could talk herself out of it she drew him to her and kissed him, so softly, so tenderly, giving herself so totally, lingering just a moment too long before parting; however, in that moment, everything changed forever. For, from that moment on, their two lives would travel a completely different road than they had been travelling before and, she had to admit, she was looking forward to it. 
 
    Tearing herself away from those intense eyes, she stood. “See you tomorrow, then.”  
 
    “Tomorrow, my lady,” he replied with a mock bow and an ecstatic smile. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    The next morning was so cold that the very air sparkled with ice crystals. Everything was crisp and clear. The horizon between the empty, pale blue sky and the snow covered earth was sharply defined and the fresh snow squeaked underfoot. The world was beautiful, so peaceful. Turrin stared out into the wilderness, devoid of life and wondered what today would bring. There was no point dragging their departure out, so after a quick but satisfying breakfast everyone collected their mounts and prepared to ride. Errin had had a fit when Turrin first approached with his horse, dressed and ready to ride but Turrin was prepared. He knew Errin could not deny Lutex anything and had arranged a little countermeasure with the boy earlier. “Oh, no young man! Not this time,” Errin had exclaimed.  
 
    Turrin had looked disappointed but then, drawing Lutex closer, he had played his trump card. “But Lutex asked me especially if I would come and keep him company.” To his credit Lutex put on his best pleading smile that left Errin sputtering. 
 
    Fortunately something else came along that required Errin’s attention just at that moment, and she rushed off to attend to it. Turrin knew that technically she hadn’t said that he could ride out today, but on the other hand, she had not said that he couldn’t, either. He slapped Lutex on the back. “Thanks. I owe you one.” Lutex just shook his head in disbelief as if to say ‘if you are foolish enough to want to come along on this insane journey then I am not going to stop you.’ 
 
    At Dissan’s signal, they mounted in silence. Everyone here was used to travelling by now and it was almost routine to be riding out each morning. Silently they juggled themselves into formation, Nyssan in the centre, the seekers, Errin and Turrin surrounding him and the twelve knights chosen for their combat abilities plus Dissan, Anssan and Hexrick on the outside. It was bitterly cold and all were muffled with scarfs, hats, gloves and thick cloaks so it was understandable that the twins were not missed until just before the group began to ride out and Errin conducted a last head count. 
 
    Frustrated disbelief was expressed in many different forms by everyone present. So typical, thought Turrin, never where they should be and never on time. Runners were sent to the twins’ tent but returned empty handed. Other runners, who had been sent to the picket line to see if their horses were there, also returned shaking their heads. Errin was fuming. Word was sent to the sentries to ask if any had seen the girls riding out. Fenrick, who had come to fare them well started muttering under his breath and the phrase “Blasted girls” was repeated often.  
 
    The horses were becoming restless and the tight formation was losing its shape as people moved to talk with each other, all the time scanning the countryside looking for the two errant girls. Errin tapping her hand on her saddle muttered to herself, “I am sure that giving me those two girls to deal with is the universe's idea of a cruel joke. If I could do this without them I would.” Turrin had never heard her so cross. Just when Turrin thought he might go back and grab some more breakfast he heard the sound of galloping horses. Everyone turned to look as two small dark dots could be seen rapidly approaching from the tree line off to the left.  
 
    Dissan gave the signal to reform and when the two grinning girls finally arrived they received a very chilly reception. No one spoke, instead Dissan just pointed to their place in the formation and gave the order to ride out. As usual the girls were not phased at all and continued chatting excitedly to each other as they slotted in between Nyssan and Hexrick. There was a muffled farewell from the small group who had come to see them off, and then, as one, they turned their horses towards the wilderness and rode out. 
 
    Errin moved in closer to the twins and Turrin knew what was going to happen next, he was so glad it was not going to happen to him. Listening intently whilst not appearing to, was a trick he had learned a long time ago and it now became very useful.  
 
    “I am not even going to ask where you were or why you chose this time to go there,” Errin began, glaring at the girls. “But it worries me that you put so little importance on the survival of Feld that you do not take your part in its rescue seriously.” She now had the girls’ full attention and two beautiful, flushed faces turned her way. “Time is running out fast, we do not have enough of it left for you two to hold us up like this. There is no one more annoyed that Feld has to depend on you two than me but I had no choice in the matter and we are stuck with you. The four shards that need to be retrieved, combine to make a single whole which will not work if it is incomplete. If we only recover three shards the mission will have been for nothing, so like it or not, we need you. We will only get one chance to send all five seekers as I am sure my magic will be detected and his attention will be turned this way. With your silly stunt this morning, you could have doomed not only Feld but all the other worlds he has conquered as well.”  
 
    Turrin was shocked, he had never heard Errin so angry. The twins were still staring up at her but now both actually looked upset, their large eyes swam with tears and their chins were trembling. “We…” Ema began, “We didn’t think we had gone so far.”  
 
    “That is your problem,” Errin cut her short. “You don’t think of anyone but yourselves.” Errin was in full flight now and actual tears could be seen tracking down the girls’ rosy cheeks, freezing into small balls of ice on their chins. “I hope for all our sakes that you can grow up enough to take this mission seriously,” Errin snapped. The girls were stunned into silence.  
 
    Errin glared at them a moment longer before turning to stare out into the white world surrounding them. Turrin saw her shoulders rise as she took a deep, steadying, breath and then the anger seemed to leave her and she almost physically appeared to deflate as she turned back to face the girls. “Look, you both have an incredible talent but we need that talent to be focused.” She spoke softly now, sounding tired. “I have faith that you can do what is asked of you as long as you don’t let things distract you. You are both crazy but, I have to admit that, crazy might be just what we need to pull this thing off.” She bent down to look both girls intently in the eye. “Promise me you will stay focused for the whole time you are away as, honestly, this is our one and only chance to get this right.”  
 
    Both girls nodded in unison, sniffing.  
 
    “I can ask no more,” Errin finished, smiling sadly.  
 
    Turrin took a quick glance sideways at the girls and noticed they were now both quite subdued, wiping their eyes with the back of their gloved hands. He was impressed. This was the first time that he had seen them contrite and he wondered if Errin had used a tiny bit of her ability to reach into people’s minds to show them the seriousness of their actions. He wouldn’t put it past her. 
 
    There was nothing to mark the moment when they left the protective safety of the boundary but except the sudden lack of trees and bird life. 
 
    Time slid by and they all quietly came to terms with their new world. The wilderness itself was eerily silent. The only noise was the creak of leather, the jingle of metal, the sound of plodding hooves through the snow and the occasional snorting horse. No one was talking, there was not even any wind. The tension began to build as all eyes scanned the wasteland looking for any sign of trouble, but by mid-morning all they had encountered was boredom and cold feet.  
 
    Dissan called a stop at a rocky outcrop to give the horses a break and a feed. Blankets were spread over the rock, food was produced from the saddle bags and water was passed around but no one relaxed. They were in enemy territory now and anything could happen.  
 
    Not long after they had begun to ride again, Errin pointed out a small rise in the distance with the broken ruins of a wall encircling the top, and announced that this was their destination. There were other crumbling ruins scattered across the landscape, as if this had once been a small city but the road lead straight through them like an arrow pointing to the hill crowned with the wall. They said goodbye to Nyssan with the understanding that he would ride towards the hill at their signal, a flag on a lance waved at the gap in the wall, and plodded onwards. It was hard to believe that all their long moons of preparation were just about at an end.  
 
    The moment they moved out of Nyssan’s protective field was immediately obvious. All four of the seekers suddenly gasped at once in surprise. Myssan clutched his saddle as if to steady himself and the twins shared a wide-eyed look, as if neither of them could quite believe just what they were experiencing. Hezrill suddenly sat up straight, sucking in a deep breath, her hand reaching for her heart and Lutex’s smile was so wide it stretched from ear to ear. Even Turrin could detect it – a power, a presence that pervaded everything, that wove itself through the ground, air and even through his soul. If he could feel it, how much more powerful must it be for the seekers? Errin quickly checked to see how all the seekers were handling this invasion of their senses and was rewarded with smiles all round. Opening her arms wide, she flung her head back and shouted. “I had forgotten how wonderful it is to touch the power of the universe. I have missed it so,” she called to the sky, laughing with pure joy.  
 
    Turrin stared at the unassuming mound and thought that it didn’t look very exciting for something that was now going to be part of history. Mind you, he thought, the whole wilderness was very unexciting, really. He took a scan around at the rest of the ruins, underwhelmed. As they rode closer to them, Turrin could see a structure that might have once been a castle made of stone. One wall, two stories high with empty, staring windows still stood but the rest was just a pile of rubble. Imagining what the castle must have looked like when it was lived in, he added turrets and a pointed roof where flags flew, a drawbridge and a defensive moat. It became so real that he actually thought he saw people in the windows. People with bows pointing at them. He blinked. This was not imagination, there actually was someone at the window. 
 
    Before[CL20] he had a chance to scream, a warning an arrow struck the snow just in front of his horse and the next few moments dissolved into chaos. It was obviously not a lone archer as a volley of arrows suddenly appeared, whistling just before thudding into their targets. A horse screamed, a man grunted yet Dissan’s calm order to ride for the hill cut through it all and as one they pressed their tired horses into a gallop, making for the safety of the walls that surrounded the top of the hill.  
 
    A quick look back, assured Turrin that no one had been left behind, a miracle really, but what he did see made his heart miss a beat. Pouring out of the ruins were trolls, more trolls than he had ever seen in one place, and they were running after the horses. This was crazy. The trolls would never be able to catch the horses so why were they bothering? Turrin silently begged them to give up the chase but they just kept coming.  
 
    The snow lay thick against the lee side of the hill and the horses began to flounder. Dissan gave the order to slow down and approach this difficult terrain with caution. No point injuring the horses, they would be their only chance of escape. For Turrin, everything slowed down. He was now in a world of soft yielding snow, impossible to get purchase in, where effort was costly and gained you very little reward. His laboured breathing sounded loud in his ears as he struggled to urge his poor struggling horse on. Looking back he could see the trolls as a dark mass against the whiteness. They were gaining. 
 
    “Come on, I know you can do it,” he pleaded, leaning low over his horse's neck and whispering in her ear. She floundered for a few more strides and then, as if to answer his prayers her front hooves found solid ground and once again they were galloping up the hill towards that beckoning gap in the wall.  
 
    Five knights peeled off to stay behind as a first line of defence and the rest of the group rode to the centre of the circle, breathing heavily. “Not good,” Dissan stated the obvious. “Is everyone okay?”  
 
    People, still gulping in air could only nod. “I….” Hezrill gasped before she silently fell forward and slid lifelessly to the ground leaving a red smear down her horse’s shoulder. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    “Hezrill!” Anssan cried as he leapt off his horse and ran to her. 
 
    Errin had dismounted and was cradling the girl’s head in her lap before anyone had moved. Anssan was close behind. Hezrill was grey. Turrin could only stare as Errin quickly but gently searched for her injury. He knew when she had found it by the look on her face. He did not have to see her blood-stained hand to know it was serious.  
 
    An arrow had punched into Hezrill’s back. The shaft must have broken off and all that was left was the head buried deep. Turrin watched the emotions play across Errin’s face as the frustration caused by the reality of a failed mission was immediately replaced with grief at the possible loss of a beautiful, young life and the fact that she was responsible for it. Anssan was on his knees, beside her, looking pleadingly at Errin. Errin placed her fingers on Hezrill’s pulse and everyone held their breath.  
 
    “She lives. But only just and I don’t know for how long. I fear she has lost too much blood and the arrow has punctured her lung,” she said sadly, shaking her head as if she wanted to deny her findings. Anssan’s head was in his hands as he rocked back and forth.  
 
    “No. No this isn’t happening,” he sobbed. “She was riding next to me. I should have saved her. I should have ...”  
 
    Errin placed a hand on his arm to console him and then gently passed Hezrill to him and stood looking down at her bloodied hands, visibly crying.  
 
    “The trolls have done Zail’s work. Without Hezrill we cannot regain the shards. Our only option is to try again if Hezrill recovers or,” she paused, deliberately not looking at anyone. “When we have a new seeker.” 
 
    Dissan walked up to Errin and took her in his arms. “I suppose you can’t risk using your talent to save her, can you?” he murmured.  
 
    Errin just shook her head. “I wish I could but it would take a lot of magic over a long time to do the operation just using talent alone and I would be certain to announce, loud and clear, that I am here.” She didn’t need to say anymore, everyone knew the consequences of that. “Our only hope is to get her back to Feld as quickly and gently as possible and hope that she is strong enough to survive.” Myssan, the twins and Lutex stood staring, unsure as to what to do next, forgotten, as the terrible events unfolded around them. 
 
    Turrin grabbed the healing bag from his saddle and ran to Hezrill. They had to do everything in their power to save her. Carefully Anssan and Turrin turned her onto her side as Errin lifted her cloak and pressed a pad made from one of their blankets onto the wound then strapped it into place with bandages. More blankets were laid on the ground next to the fire that had been quickly set and Anssan gently carried her over to them.  
 
    “I will give her some herbs to make her sleep and to take away the pain,” Errin said rummaging in her healing bag.  
 
    The sound of fighting coming from the wall reminded them all that to get Hezrill home again was not going to be an easy task. Hexrick gathered the knights and ran to give aid. Turrin sat back on his heels as despair threatened to overwhelm him. Tears blurred his vision and he blinked rapidly to clear them, cross with himself. This was not the time to give into his emotions, this was a time for action. Wiping his eyes impatiently he looked away from the still, pale girl lying in the snow and stared at his surroundings properly for the first time.  
 
    The walls were in ruins but mostly they were still four to six times the height of a man except in a few places where they had crumbled to about half that height. If the trolls circled round the outside of the wall they might be able to strike on several fronts. Dissan’s knight were too few to be able to defend this type of attack. Turrin closed his eyes, wishing that this was all one of his nightmares and that he would wake soon. A warning cry dispelled that hope and he opened his eyes to see dark shapes scrambling over a low point in the wall only a lance throw away. It was all too much. It was just so unfair. They had been so close to sending the seekers and now all hope had vanished and it was all these monsters fault. 
 
    Rage simmered. These beasts had made his life a misery for so long and they had no right to take away anything else of his. He had had enough. A lifetime of anger, frustration and pain once again boiled over as he stood, closed his eyes and screamed his outrage at these filthy intruders. It seemed to be what he did when faced with unbeatable odds, but unlike the last time he had screamed at the trolls, this time he felt a surge of power from the world around him answering his call. He felt the heat of the pale sun, the weight of the snow on the ground, the pressure in the rocks beneath his feet and he embraced it, reached for it and then flung it with all his might at these vile creatures. It felt so natural and so good. He felt powerful and in control. He knew it was all pointless but sometimes events were too overwhelming to handle rationally.  
 
    His rage finally ran out of steam and he was left exhausted. He stood breathing heavily and slowly opened his eyes. The world had changed. All was still. There were no trolls in sight. The only people standing were his friends and they were all looking at him in disbelief. Why weren't they fighting? He knew these men and they would never give up. What was happening? He looked wildly about the empty walls and then turned to scan face after familiar face trying to understand their stunned expressions. Errin had a look of someone to whom understanding is finally dawning as if she had just solved a complex puzzle but the others were just staring at him with their mouths open in complete shock. 
 
    Errin was the first to recover, walking calmly towards him with her hands held out as if she was approaching a skittery horse. “Turrin, my sweet little Turrin, of course you are the one. How could I have been so blind?” she whispered, in a voice full of awe.  
 
    This made absolutely no sense to him at all. “Huh?” he exclaimed eloquently.  
 
    Errin who now stood in front of him, grasped his trembling hands in her reassuringly warm, familiar ones and smiled a wobbly smile. “When you first came to me, a little voice in my heart told me to keep you close for you were special and although I love you dearly and you have always been so special to me I never knew just what it was that that feeling was truly trying to tell me. Why,” she gave a small depreciating laugh, “even today my head told me not to bring you along but thank goodness I was still listening to my heart and I kept you close.” 
 
    Turrin was still none the wiser. Why was everyone staring at him? Even the twins were looking at him as if they were seeing him for the first time.  
 
    Errin shook her head “Oh, you poor child, of course you don’t know what has just happened.” She let go of his hands and then gently lifted his chin with a forefinger to ensure he was looking right into her eyes as she whispered. “You, my special one, are a wizard with exceptional talent. You have such power and such strength, more than this world has ever known and possibly will never know again.” These words did not make sense. Why was she talking like this, didn’t she know they were in danger? Turrin looked wildly about him. 
 
    “But... but … where are the trolls?”  
 
    Errin shrugged. “Gone! You sent them away.” She paused, a more assured smile now playing on her lips, her eyes twinkling. “I suspect a very, very long way, away.”  
 
    Hexrick laughed his deep belly laugh. “Yeh! You should have seen them fly.” Astonishment gave way to questions.  
 
    “But how? I mean how can I be a wizard? I didn’t make the light glow brighter at the Guardian test.” He asked, raising his shoulders and looking inquiringly at Errin. 
 
    “You have a very rare talent indeed,” she said. “You have what we call a masked talent. No one else can see it. The bonus of this is that this stunt of yours, which drew a tremendous amount of power, will not be detected by him. The downside is that you drew a tremendous amount of power that was sent directly out there into wild magic country and I suspect we might just see the backlash of that quite soon.” She turned and looked at Dissan. “Best to call Nyssan, I think.” Dissan nodded and gave the order. 
 
    “Wait!” Turrin called, an idea formulating in his mind. “What if I can heal Hezrill? You know, silently, then we can send everyone off.”  
 
    Errin who was holding his hands again, gave them a gentle squeeze. “I am sorry, Turrin, but it is beyond anyone’s ability to heal someone out here. It is a skill you have to learn and it needs quiet and time and at the moment we have neither of these things. The best thing we can do for her is to get her back to Feld as quickly and gently as we can.”  
 
    Turrin’s shoulders slumped. What good was it to have talent if it could not help him save a friend?  
 
    “Um, excuse me,” Myssan interrupted Turrin’s thoughts. “But doesn’t this mean we have four seekers again?”  
 
    Both Errin and Turrin turned and stared at him. Of course! It was so obvious, but neither of them had seen it. Turrin could see the calculations running across Errin’s mind. Was he up for it? It was too good an opportunity to miss, but he is so young. In the end she came to the only conclusion she could. She had to send him. With sad apologetic eyes she gathered him in her arms and hugged him tight. 
 
    “This is going to break my heart but I just do not have any other choice,” she sobbed. “You are so brave, so sensible and I am sure you will succeed. Will you do this for Feld?”  
 
    He nodded into her chest.  
 
    “I love you, please never forget that.” She released him, taking one last long look at him, before turning and issuing a string of orders. This was the Errin he knew best, the decisive Errin who knew exactly what needed to be done.  
 
    Time, again, was their enemy. They only had a very small window before either Nyssan began affecting their magic or the Wild magic backlash came barrelling through. Dissan posted lookouts for the inevitable storm and sent riders out to intercept Nyssan to tell him to wait unless a storm was spotted. Hexrick gruffly hugged Lutex, before handing him over to Myssan to take to Errin. Dissan stopped them to give Myssan a brotherly back slap, which Myssan returned, neither saying much but each understanding exactly what the other felt. Quickly, Errin readied the seekers, making sure they had their backpacks that she had carefully packed for them, containing their parchments with the twenty-two day count down, food, water, blankets, healing herbs and bandages and so on. Then placing each of the seekers at the four points of the compass and herself in the centre she began. 
 
    How strange life was Turrin thought. Here he stood in the snow, on the top of a hill out in wild magic country, staring at the most powerful woman in history, about to be sent to a foreign world on a mission that he had absolutely no preparation for. You couldn’t make this stuff up. Surely it was a dream. Glancing at the other seekers he was not surprised to see the twins’ faces flushed with excitement, Myssan was deep in thought as usual, and Lutex was a little nervous, biting his lip and looking over at Hexrick for reassurance. 
 
    Surprisingly Turrin felt quite calm. There was nothing he could do and at this point – he was just going along for the ride. An air of silent expectation descended as Errin worked through her checklist. Everyone was holding their breath. Turrin couldn’t even bring himself to speculate what the world he was about to be sent to would be like but he hoped it would be warmer than here, it was cold standing still. He hugged himself and started stamping his feet, then began to jump up and down. He stopped suddenly when he caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of his eye as one of the look outs stood and stared intently out into the wilderness. No, please, no, Turrin begged silently. But his plea was not heeded. 
 
    “Storm!” the lookout shouted. “A bloody big one too. Coming fast!”  
 
    Turrin closed his eyes briefly in despair. He had called this storm and it was coming directly along the path of his magic. If his friends were caught in it, it would be his fault, he would have killed them all. 
 
    Everyone swung into action at once. Dissan gave the signal for Nyssan to approach as fast as he could and the knights prepared to ride. Hezrill, pale and unconscious was cradled in a distraught Anssan’s arms. Seeing her like this Turrin was sure that she would not survive the ride to reach Nyssan let alone the long ride back to Feld. 
 
    Only Errin and the seekers stood still, a calm oasis in a busy field of activity. “Ten leagues away,” came the call from the lookout.  
 
    Errin raised her arms and Turrin could feel the power gathering. The hairs on the back of his neck stood and the air smelt just the same as when an electrical storm was coming. Errin began to glow; the light radiating from her only reached as far as the seekers but it radiated warmth. A low buzzing sound filled the air and he saw that all of the seekers were beginning to rotate around Errin, who was now shining almost too brightly to look at. Oddly there was no sense of disorientation but it was as if he was being sucked into a vortex. For a moment he resisted, but it made no difference apart from making him feel ill so he relaxed giving in to the sensation. He had to have faith in Errin and believe that she would never endanger him if it wasn’t absolutely necessary. Muttering under his breath he told himself, “I am going to be fine. I am going to be fine,” over and over, like a mantra. 
 
    Errin was getting smaller and smaller. Looking down he saw his feet were no longer on the ground and that he was travelling fast over the landscape far below. “Five leagues!” A disembowelled voice broke into his bubble. Then all went black and he was left floating in a world of silent nothingness. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Errin slumped to the ground, exhausted.  
 
    Strong arms gently lifted her into the saddle in front of Hexrick who immediately enfolded her in his warm cloak, protecting her from the cold. She felt so empty. She was drained of talent for the moment yet it was more than that. Her heart cried out for Turrin. He had been such a constant presence in her life for so long that he was part of her now. She had never in her wildest dreams thought that he would be taken from her, but to have to send him away herself had been a stab through her heart. Hexrick immediately urged his horse into a gallop and Errin hung on. This was a race against an unbeatable foe. Their only hope was to reach Nyssan’s protective field before the storm engulfed them.  
 
    “One league,” came a breathless call from a knight riding at the rear of the group. Errin could detect alarm in the voice, hinting at the terror he must be feeling. She looked forward at the flying horses spread out in front of her. There was no formation now. Everyone was in the race of their lives. In the distance she could just make out several small dots heading their way. Nyssan! Thank goodness. Almost against her will she stole a glance backwards and immediately wished she hadn’t. 
 
    This storm was unlike any she had ever encountered. It raged, filling her entire vision. It engulfed the sky and the land. It was so wide it appeared that it had no end. It roared as it sped towards them. An angry predator with its prey in sight. She closed her eyes. There was no way they were going to reach Nyssan before the storm gobbled them whole. 
 
    “Hold on, my lady,” Hexrick yelled as he urged Tilda to find another burst of speed. Errin’s world was reduced to flying snow kicked up by the thundering horses and Hexrick’s harsh breathing in her ear. So this was how she would die. Ironic, really, as this was the one situation where her powerful magic was of no use. Using it against the storm would only feed it, supply it with more fuel. It would take everything she could throw at it and return it with interest. The only weapon against it was a Guardian.  
 
    Errin closed her eyes again. The dark behind her eyelids was preferable to the unbearable tension of the world outside them, but an exclamation from Hexrick made her take a sneak peek. Straight away she could see what the trouble was. Instead of racing for their lives Anssan, with Hezrill cradled in front of him, had slowed his horse to a walk. What was he thinking? They were still too far from Nyssan to be safe and time was running out.  
 
    Errin kept her eyes glued on Anssan’s horse to try and work out exactly what was happening. It took almost no time at all to catch up. Errin motioned to Hexrick to slow and Tilda did not need to be told twice.  
 
    “What is the matter? Why have you stopped?” Errin gasped as they drew alongside. The first thing Errin noticed was that Hezrill was awake. She was still lying prone in Anssan’s arms but appeared to be concentrating very hard on something. Anssan’s head was bowed over her as if he were struggling to stay awake and it did not take Errin long to work out what was happening. Hezrill had regained consciousness and knowing she was dying had instinctively reached for help from the nearest source of energy, Anssan. She could not know that she was draining Anssan’s life to save her own but if she continued both of them would die very soon.  
 
    In desperation Errin grasped Hezrill’s hand and squeezed it, calling her name loudly. “Hezrill! Hezrill can you hear me?” Slowly Hezrill’s eyes turned to focus on Errin. “Listen child, I know you are frightened but you are taking energy from Anssan. If you continue he will die! We can save you. Just hold on for a few more moments and we can make all this pain go away.” Hezrill closed her eyes. Errin was not sure if she understood or not. Glancing back at the raging storm she knew she did not have time to be sensitive about this. “Let go Hezrill!” she shouted. “You are killing him.” Desperately she shook Hezrill’s arm trying to get through.  
 
    Hezrill’s eyes flew open full of dismay and terror as she snatched her hand away from Anssan. Her eyes widened as she took in the rolling storm chasing them but instead of fright, a strange look of concentration calmed her features. Anssan sat up groaning then looked about in confusion. “What happened?” he asked Errin “Why have we stopped?”  
 
    “I’ll tell you later but for now we must fly,” Errin shouted, pointing back at the storm. Anssan’s jaw dropped; however, his training kicked in and in one fluid movement they were once again racing onwards. 
 
    Errin watched Hezrill carefully, trying to work out exactly what she was up to. Her gaze never left the storm but there was no sign of fear. In fact she was gaining a bit of colour and appeared to be holding onto Anssan a little tighter. Of course. Errin chided herself for not seeing it sooner. Instead of using Anssan’s energy she was now tapping into the vast wealth of power provided by the oncoming storm. Errin could only stare at Hezrill in disbelief. She had had so little training, never even been able to use her power, but here she was, close to death and inspired enough to use the enemy's power for her own benefit. Such a clever girl. For the first time since Errin had discovered how grievous Hezrill’s injuries were, she could believe that she might just survive. 
 
    The tension was unbearable. It was a race between Nyssan and the storm. They were either going to just make it or just not. The horses were terrified now and although exhausted, they needed no encouragement to flee as they raced away from the growling force behind them. Looking at Hezrill, Errin had an idea. She wondered if she could also tap the storm's energy, just a little, so as not to raise alarm bells, and transfer it to the tired, floundering horses. Tentatively she reached until she felt a surge of raw power. It was overwhelming. How had Hezrill kept it from engulfing her completely? She retreated quickly as if she had touched a burning coal and mulled over the problem. There was just too much power. But what if she could bleed off some and just let a trickle through? She created a pathway with two branches, one that conducted most of the power back to the storm and one that directed a very small amount towards the horses. It took all her concentration but it appeared to be working as the horses took on a new lease of life and bounded away. It was still going to be very close but now there was a tiny window of hope.  
 
    To Errin the distance seemed to close at a snail’s pace, yet, miraculously, it was closing and at last the two opposing groups came together. Slowing the horses proved to be tricky but once they sensed Nyssan’s protective field they finally stopped, standing with heads hug low, breathing hard. Errin sat gasping, doing a quick head count. The panic she felt when she couldn’t see Turrin was short-lived but powerful and she wondered how long it would take before she stopped looking for him at every turn. 
 
    “Fillassan?” Dissan called. “Has anyone seen Fillassan?” Everyone looked at everyone else but no one knew where he was. Errin was once again reminded of what an incredible leader Dissan was. Even in the heat of battle and tumultuous retreat he had kept track of all his men. Known who had fallen and who had ridden out from the hill.  
 
    “Out there!” someone shouted, pointing back the way they had come. Errin turned and saw Fillassan staggering towards them. There was no sign of his horse and he looked exhausted. She wondered how far he had had to run. As one, they all turned and rode towards him in an attempt to reach him before the storm. All eyes were glued to the distant figure, willing the knight on. Errin realised that she was holding her breath. 
 
    It was all over so quick, almost too quick to take in. One moment there was a man floundering through the snow and the next there wasn’t. He had just evaporated. There was nothing left, not even a red mark on the ground. Then the storm slammed into them. A strange, clear bubble formed around Nyssan’s field, lightning arced across its surface, swirling clouds of various colours formed, became solid and then moved on. 
 
    It was mesmerizing, awe inspiring and terrifying all at once. They were held spellbound until snow, stones and other unnamed things began to pelt down upon their upturned faces. Nyssan’s field would protect them from the wild magic but not the physical things it flung up. This was petrifying in itself. Many had seen boulders thrown up by previous storms and the damage they had created. Time to race for the protection of the boundary. Nyssan began to ride but he did not get far before slowing and eventually stopping. He looked questioningly at Dissan who just shrugged. They were lost. It was impossible to tell directions within the swirling chaos.  
 
    Dissan and Nyssan had their heads together and there was a lot of pointing and hand waving going on but it was clear that no one was quite certain which direction to take. Errin moved closer to Anssan and Hezrill to check on her patient. Anssan’s head was down and he was barely conscious but he was grimly holding onto Hezrill who appeared lifeless in his arms. Errin had to admit that, now Hezrill could no longer draw on the power of the storm, she might not make it through the impending night. She handed Anssan a small bottle. “Try to get some of this past her lips, a small piece of cloth works best. It will make her sleep and take away the pain. It is all I can do for her now.”   
 
    “Look out!” Instinctively everyone ducked as a large rock slammed into the ground next to Dissan.  
 
    “Quick, move to the centre of Nyssan’s field. As far from the edges as you can,” Dissan shouted above the constant roar. Several people had minor injuries, some from the battle, some from flying debris and Errin’s help was in high demand. It was so surreal, sitting in the middle of a raging storm calmly lighting a fire and making poultices and potions. A procession of faces passed through her hands and time slipped by. 
 
    “Hold still! I can’t clean this if you keep jumping around like a jack rabbit,” she exclaimed, trying to pick out a piece of rock from a knight’s forehead. Several onlookers laughed and the knight looked sheepish. Nyssan stopped laughing suddenly and held up his hand for quiet. He had the look of someone concentrating very hard to hear something. 
 
    “Holy shit!” he blurted. “I think I can hear a guardian calling.” He looked up, grinning from ear to ear. This was amazing news. Renewed hope leapt into weary eyes. Nyssan clamped his hands over his ears in a vain attempt to block out the howling storm.  
 
    “He must be coming out to meet us if Nyssan can hear him,” Errin whispered to Hexrick. No doubt those left behind the boundary had seen the storm – it would be hard to miss – and had decided to come and help.  
 
    “Yes! Yes, it is Temrill and he can hear me,” Nyssan yelled, punching the air. Help was on its way. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Zail looked up, concentrating hard on a disturbance he felt, the still beating heart paused halfway to his mouth. 
 
    The pulse of magic that had caught his attention had been brief but nevertheless it had left ripples to read. He had worked tirelessly to eradicate any talent that might manifest itself. Simple extermination of anyone who showed the least bit of talent was the easiest but he had also sown a culture of absolute intolerance and fear for magic workers across the worlds. Most talented people were killed by their own before they could grow into their full power. This disturbance was unusual but it had come and gone before he could get a fix on it and he knew that it would be pointless to try and search it out. 
 
    He sighed, returning to the job at hand. It wasn't as if he particularly enjoyed eating live, raw hearts but the pure terror this act elicited was so tantalizing it made the chewy morsel worth it. In the guise of a vengeful volcano god he had descended on the town, chosen a comely maiden, one with lots of adoring family, and proceeded to demand a sacrifice. This always caused a tasty mix of desperation, self-loathing, anger, hatred and fear. He licked his lips savouring this juicy offering, focusing on that instead of the rather unappetizing flesh he was now chewing, warm blood dripping off his chin. 
 
    The disturbance had bothered him and he was still pondering it when he caught the faint whiff of more talent being used and this time it had something familiar about it, something he had not felt in a long time. It was almost like that bitch’s, but so much weaker and more subtle. A shiver of trepidation and excitement tingled down his spine. Could he really have found her at last? Had she finally made a mistake? He could not ignore this and, wiping his chin with the back of his hand, he gave a god-like roar and disappeared in a ball of fire. 
 
    It was time to go investigating. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Errin rubbed tired eyes and yawned.  
 
    Dawn was not far away but this knowledge gave her no solace as this was the time when souls are most likely to flee the body and Hezrill was clinging to life by a fine thread, a thread that could snap at any moment. It had been a relief to finally ride into camp – never had tents pitched in the snow looked so good – but the euphoria had not lasted long. It had soon become obvious that Hezrill was too weak for surgery and, now that Errin had had a chance to have a good look at the injury, she was not certain that she could extract the arrow head without causing irreparable damage. She leaned back in her chair, tilting her head to look up at the peaked roof of the tent, sighed and then brought her gaze down again to Anssan sleeping in the chair beside Hezrill’s cot. Even sleeping he looked haggard. This has taken a huge toll on him. She had tried to shoo him away to get some proper rest but he had insisted on staying. Errin gave him a small, sad smile. Love was never predictable and it often chose the worse time to arrive.  
 
    She stood and stretched, groaning as her poor body protested. Anssan stirred, waking, his blue eyes looking even more intense than usual in his pale, drawn face. He didn’t say anything, there was nothing to say, but he did raise an enquiring eyebrow. Errin sighed and sat down again, leaning forward, her elbows on her thighs and her hands cupping her chin.  
 
    “Sadly, there is nothing to report, there has been no change,” she said looking down at Hezrill. “She is not responding to anything I can do here.” She waved her hand to indicate Feld. “I think our only chance is to take her back into the wilderness so I can help her with magic.” 
 
    Anssan struggled to sit up straight. “But won’t Zail hear you?” he asked, scrubbing his hands through his hair. 
 
    “No, not if I am very quiet,” Errin replied. “If I operate as I would normally and only use a minute amount of talent to help stem the bleeding and shield her spine I will only make a tiny noise and, hopefully, I won’t be noticed.” 
 
    “I will come with you,” Anssan stated flatly, brooking no denial. Errin just nodded.  
 
    “I would welcome your company but at the moment we are both too tired to do anything. We need a clear head and only sleep will provide that. We also need daylight. I will ask Dissan to come and sit with Hezrill so we can both get some rest. I will see you in the morning.” She rose to leave but stopped and turned, her hand on the tent flap. “You know she will fight this. She has so much to live for now,” she reassured him before slipping into the night.  
 
    After Errin left, Anssan sat staring at Hezrill. Her inert body bore no resemblance to the Hezrill he knew. An image of her smiling face, vibrant and alive threatened to overwhelm him. He thought of the first time he met her and pictured her surrounded by her loving family, her sisters and her doting parents. How was he going to face them and tell them that the girl that they had intrusted into his care had died? Worse! She had died because he had been unable to save her. A sob threatened to unman him thoroughly.  
 
    “Hello,” Dissan said softly, popping his head through the tent flap. “How is she?”  
 
    Anssan gathered himself. He wanted to scream, “Can’t you see she is dying!” But he swallowed his words and managed to say, “She’s sleeping.”   
 
    Dissan sat down in the chair Errin had so recently vacated and nodded. No more was said and inevitably, Anssan could no longer not fight the exhaustion that fell like a warm heavy blanket over his body and he dozed. 
 
    He woke to find himself sitting on a grassy hill. The sky was a pale blue and a warm summer breeze sent ripples through the grass, up the hill, over the top to continue on down the other side. He didn’t question the fact he was here, it felt as if he belonged. He scanned the horizon but the landscape was empty, just grass and sky. 
 
    “Beautiful isn’t it?” It was a voice he knew so well and longed to hear again. He turned and there she was, sitting next to him, a daisy chain headdress holding her hair off her beautiful face. “I always come here when I am frightened. It is my special place.” She smiled up at him. “I never thought I would get to share it with someone else. I am so glad you are here because there is something I have to tell you.” Anssan knew instinctively that he did not want to hear whatever she was going to say so he took her in his arms to postpone her news for as long as possible. She felt so warm, so real, he could even smell the flowers in her hair. “It is no good Anssan, we cannot hide from death.” She sighed, leaning into his chest but looking out across the windswept grass. “But before I go, I wanted to let you know how much you have meant to me. You see me, not a lady of the manor, not the little girl out in the big world, not the wizard in training, but me and I am so grateful for that. You are a good man, a lovely man and I am sure you will find love again. I only ask that you don’t forget me.” She turned and looked pleadingly into his eyes. “Let me live on in your memory, because that is where I am the most real.” As if to contradict her last words she softly dissolved in his arms and became no more substantial than the wisp of cloud that was now passing overhead. 
 
    “No! No, no, no you can’t leave me…. Please, please,” he screamed. But she had gone. 
 
    Anssan woke with a jolt, nearly tipping over his chair as he stood. Something was terribly wrong. Dissan was standing just inside the door, hands on hips breathing heavily as if he had been running and Errin was kneeling next to Hezrill’s cot, feeling her pulse, concentrating hard. Finally she sat back on her heals. “I am so sorry Anssan,” she whispered. “There is nothing I can do.”  
 
    Anssan shook his head in denial. “There has to be something,” he sobbed, falling to his knees. “She can’t ... She ….” He dropped his head into his hands as huge sobs wracked his body. “There must be something,” he breathed, staring at Hezrill’s still form. 
 
    “Even I can’t bring people back from the dead,” Errin sighed. “I wish I could.” 
 
    “But she isn’t dead yet, is she?” Dissan said, a thoughtful look on his face. “I am wondering if you can somehow slow her body down. I don’t know,” he opened his arms, hands up, as if waiting to catch any inspiration that might fall his way. “Maybe you could put her into hibernation until you have a chance to operate on her safely?” he finished lamely.  
 
    Errin lifted her eyes towards him. “You have been spending too much time with young Turrin I think. That is something he would say.” It was amazing how much she missed the boy. Had he really only been gone for one day? But Dissan’s words had triggered a distant memory. It was elusive but she doggedly chased it down. “I think that there is something I once used a long time ago,” she mused. “It is very dangerous so I don’t usually carry it with me. You have to get the dosage exactly right, too much and she will die so it is only to be used as a last resort.” The tent fell silent as everyone digested all the ramifications of that statement. Errin took a deep breath, gathered herself and made a decision. “The good thing is that the plant grows at the edge of the forest in rotten logs so there should be some close by.” A new sense of purpose stirred within her. “Anssan, grab the lantern and come with me. Dissan boil some water.” Glad to be taking action at last, Anssan jumped to his feet and followed her out of the tent. 
 
    Dawn was still only a pale line on the horizon as they set out. It was the coldest part of the night. Ice crystals formed almost immediately on his eyebrows and eyelashes, the only part of him exposed to the air. The cold was all encompassing, wrapping itself around him and immersing him completely until every part of him was shivering, but he hardly noticed it. Together they stomped through the icy snow towards the nearby trees. The lantern light seemed feeble in the vast darkness yet, for some reason, it offered a modicum of reassurance. After what seemed like a lifetime, Errin proclaimed, “Found it!” as she pounced on a scraggly looking specimen. Brushing away the snow she carefully dug the whole plant out and placed it in her satchel. “Don’t worry, you have to boil it to extract the toxin. You won’t die from just touching it,” Errin reassured Anssan after seeing his concerned look.  
 
    They raced back with their prize and in no time Errin was squeezing carefully measured drops past Hezrill’s lips. Slowly a waxen sheen crept across her face, giving her the appearance of a porcelain doll. This was the only change that Anssan could see. “There, it is done!” Errin said sitting back, her brow furrowed in concern as she stared at Hezrill. “I cannot tell if it is for the better or the worse, but it is done and there is no turning back now. We need to act fast. I will prepare all my equipment if you can see to everything else we need?”  
 
    The day had progressed to noon by the time everything was ready and they had ridden far enough away from the boundary that Errin could use her talent. They had set up a covered wagon with all Errin’s equipment and herbs as an operating room for Hezrill. A fire had been lit and water was boiling. If the ride had affected Hezrill she showed no sign of it. In fact, there had been absolutely no change in her at all. Errin donned a clean apron, washed her hands and, with a last look at surrounding anxious faces, she ducked under the wagons awning and disappeared. 
 
    Once inside she steadied herself with a few quick mind calming exercises. It was going to be complicated. She needed every bit of nerve, skill and luck she could muster. “Piece of cake, girl, you've done this before,” she told herself, picking up the knife. First she cut open the skin around the arrow head to expose it. Blood seeped into the wound. She needed another hand to mop it up but with both Turrin and Myssan gone she had to use magic, just the smallest amount, just a whisper. Ah! There it was. A nasty looking object of crude cast iron and splintered wood. Very gently she began to remove it, all the time probing to ‘see’ what damage she was causing. “Steady, nice and smooth,” she whispered encouragement to herself.  
 
    She knew that a major artery had pushed itself up against the arrow head. This was the main reason she had been reluctant to operate without magic as it would have meant certain death. Slowly, so slowly, she drew the metal upwards all the time ‘looking’ to see what damage it was causing. She was committed now. With a catch of her breath she sensed the ragged edge nick the artery wall. Carefully she concentrated all her energy and talent towards repairing the jagged rip, healing it as the arrow moved, stemming the blood flow that threatened to drown Hezrill. It was slow and took all her effort, both physically and mentally. It took all her concentration, all her focus but when the dark chill reached out to brush her soul it tore through them both in an instant. The feeling was so familiar that she knew with a paralyzing fear that he had found her. Desperately she shut everything down, hoping against hope that he was just passing, casting his net wide, waiting for something big to ring the alarm bells. Maybe he would overlook any small activity. She had forgotten how terrifyingly empty his touch made you feel. It was like being at the bottom of a dark pit that was beginning to fill with water. It was vital that she kept the tension on the arrow head and continued to pull it out. Any hesitation would only cause more damage. Slowly but smoothly she continued even though she was effectively ‘blind’ now, yet still, she held onto the last vision she had, which had shown the blade lying only a hair's breadth from Hezrill’s spinal cord. Any slight deviation, even a shaking hand would cause irreparable damage.  
 
    It was all so unfair. She had been so close. She forced the feeling of injustice and frustration away and continued her gruesome task. With a horrible wet, sucking sound the blade finally released its grip and came free. Errin was surprised how small it was considering the huge amount of damage it had caused. She shook her head, mentally telling herself that there was no time for this now. They had to flee. She could not take the chance that he would not come and investigate her small use of magic.  
 
    Quickly she placed a poultice on the wound and held it in place with strong bandages. Stitching would have to wait until they were safe again. Lifting the flap of the wagon she called to Dissan. “We need to ride…fast. Burn the wagon, we can’t leave any evidence behind.” Then she turned to Hexrick, the biggest and strongest of the knights. “Can you ride with her? She can be moved now that I have removed the arrow head but the less movement the better. Give her as smooth a ride as you can.” Hexrick nodded, nudging Tilda forward as Dissan began to issue orders. 
 
    Once again they were racing towards the boundary. Errin could not help but think she was responsible. It had been her choice to take Hezrill into the waste lands, her choice to use her talent to save one life. Was it all because she could not bear Anssan’s piercingly sad eyes? Or was it more? Had she made the wrong choice? She still did not know if Hezrill would live, let alone recover. There was also a distinct possibility that she might never walk again. Was her choice to try and save Hezrill going to be the mistake that would cost Feld its freedom? She looked around at the grim faces of the determined knights riding next to her, the men who had given everything for the cause, and a slow smile crept across her face as the truth stole her concerns away. The truth was that everyone riding beside her had also been prepared to risk all for the life of a single person, for the sake of love, because it was the decent thing to do. That was the difference between this world and a world he ruled. This is what they were fighting for, the right to care about others. In the end she knew that the decision to try and save Hezrill was the only decision she could have possibly made.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Turrin collapsed. 
 
    His feet hit the ground hard, and his knees gave way. He was winded, disorientated and had stars dancing before his eyes. There had been no warning. He couldn’t tell how long he had been floating in the complete nothingness of limbo but the sudden drop at the end, announced, painfully, that he had arrived somewhere. He blinked to get rid of the swirling stars and took a cautious look around.  
 
    The first thing that struck him was the silence. The only sound was from a gentle breeze buffeting his ears. The second thing he noticed was the light. The sky was a turquoise green shading to pink on the horizon. Small wispy clouds could be seen high overhead but there was no sign of a sun. He spun around, scanning the sky for it and discovered that the light was stronger in one direction, suggesting a setting sun.  
 
    Apart from a distant mountain range there was not much else to see really. The ground he stood on was devoid of plant life, just flat hard packed earth that seemed to extend in all directions. The only thing that broke up the monotony was a series of strange, dark lines that crisscrossed the landscape. It looked like a field he had seen back home once during a bad drought when the parched earth had shrunk creating islands of hard dirt surrounded by deep cracks but here the scale was so much bigger.  
 
    The “island” he was standing on was at least as big as his whole village. The only feature on it was a bowl-like indent at its centre. Curiously he wandered towards the nearest dark line. The closer he came the more obvious it was that it was indeed a deep rift separating his piece of land from the rest. He peered cautiously over the edge and gasped. The huge, sheer cliffs plunged down so far that the trees in the bottom looked like tiny green puff balls. There was a glimpse of reflected light, possibly from water and a flash of white moving fast in the treetops but that was all there was to see. He stood up once more and stared across to the other side of the canyon, noticing with a sinking heart that the gap was far too wide to jump. If his “island” was surrounded by this deep divide he was going to have a problem. 
 
    Clearly the shard and its host were not in sight. He wondered if they were down in the chasm below, yet when he closed his eyes and concentrated, searching for the pull Errin had said he would feel, there was only a faint tug and it felt as if it was coming from a very long way away, in the opposite direction from the setting sun behind the mountains. Opening his eyes again he noticed that the sky was getting darker. It was definitely heading towards night and the temperature was beginning to plummet. He stood hugging his arms around himself, shivering and wondering what to do next.  
 
    There was no wood for a fire up here on the table top and he could see no way to scale down those cliffs. He unstrapped his blanket from the outside of his pack and huddled within it, staring up at the strange sky as one by one the stars blinked into existence. They were so different from those at home that he almost felt disorientated. He was totally unprepared for this. It had all happened incredibly fast. This morning he was with loved ones, on a world he knew but when Hezrill had been injured and his powers had shown themselves, all he had wanted to do was help, and now he was in an alien world, alone, uncertain and missing Errin so much he could hardly breath. He was only twelve turns old after all. How had he thought that he would be able to do this? That was the problem, he smiled ruefully to himself: he hadn’t bothered to think at all, he had just jumped in with both feet, as usual, not taking any notice of possible obstacles that might get in his way.  
 
    A weird sound flooded up from the rift below, startling him out of his self-pity. He crouched into a defensive stance as the noise grew louder and louder. It was a kind of squawking, squealing sound and it reminded him of the evening chatter of the birds coming to roost in the cherry tree outside his bedroom window at home. All at once, the air exploded with the sound of wings and raucous calls as a flock of white birds ascended above the cliff top and spilled across the top of his “island”. He crouched lower, covering his head with his arms, and peered upwards at the passing spectacle. Looking closely, he noticed that what he had taken for birds was actually a mixture of many different creatures. The only things they had in common was the fact that they all had wings, they were all white and none were bigger than a large dog. There were lizards, something that looked like a rat, bats, monkeys, a bear-like thing and many more. They rose in waves, bursting up over the rim of the canyon and then swept, chattering loudly, towards the middle of the earth table top. Once they reached the very centre they began to settle in for the night, all huddling as close as they could to each other.  
 
    Turrin blinked. One moment he was alone in a desolate landscape and the next he was overwhelmed with life of every description. The contrast was staggering and he shook his head in disbelief. What was that old saying Errin always used to use? “Always expect the unexpected.” Well, this was certainly unexpected. Never in his wildest dreams would he have pictured the scene before him now. Surprisingly none of the creatures took any notice of him, it was as if they could not see him or perhaps they thought he was one of them, just a little bit bigger and wingless, their focus was now all about finding the best spot for the night. There was a lot of shifting and shuffling as family members found each other and no one seemed to want to be on the edge so this caused a few scuffles but gradually peace began to prevail until there was only the occasional sleepy murmur to be heard. The bowl shape in the middle of the table top was now explained. If this was a nightly occurrence then over the years the ground had been shaped by the multitude of small bodies.  
 
    Turrin shivered. It was obvious that all these animals only came together like this for warmth. He was not sure why they left the chasm at night as it surely would be more sheltered and possibly warmer than this exposed position, and he wondered if they would let him join them. He edged closer, one step at a time. No one stirred and eventually he was able to sit down next to a thing that looked like nothing he had ever seen before. It had white fur and two sets of wings, now folded over its head and a long tail curled around its feet. It was most definitely warmer in the huddle but it was also smellier. It was not unpleasant but it did have a distinct animal odour to it.  
 
    The little beast he had sat down next to leant into him and sighed, not really waking. Turrin squirmed into position, wrapped himself in his blanket and lay down. Several more bodies pushed up against him, one even giving a contented little trill for a moment. As the little ones had not posted any lookouts he assumed they were safe for the night. Warm, body-heated air hung over the huddle and the soporific sound of deep regular breathing combined to make Turrin’s eyelids want to close, they just felt too heavy to stay open any longer. He was exhausted, it had been a very big day, yet, before he drifted off to sleep he sent a silent plea to the stars above that everyone he knew was safe. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Turrin was eventually woken as the bodies that surrounded him began to stir. He yawned, and tried to sit up but there was a small, furry lump still asleep on his stomach. He put a hand down gingerly to pat it, after all he had been trained for many years by Thad not to make any sudden movements towards a sleeping animal, and as his hand brushed warm, soft fur his mind exploded. Images flooded his thoughts. Images of shady tree tops, clear water, moist, damp smells and the sweet taste of ripe fruit that made his mouth water. He snatched his hand back and the images disappeared. His small companion opened its eyes and yawned, showing a set of very sharp, white teeth. Turrin slowly extended his hand again. It sniffed his fingers and then gave them a tentative lick. The image that accompanied this touch was not very complimentary. He saw a distorted picture of himself and the impression of an unpleasant taste. Well, at least he didn’t have to worry about being eaten, he thought to himself, smiling. 
 
    Careful not to dislodge his passenger, he sat up further. It stared back at him with large, expressive eyes. There was trust there, but only so much. Turrin was sure that if he made a grab for it, it would either flee or fight. He had noticed that it also had an impressive set of claws. It had a ball shaped body with small, soft, white feathered wings that looked surprisingly powerful. All in all, Turrin decided that it was really quite cute. It was clear that he could see into its mind by touching it but he wanted to do more, he wanted to ask questions and there were so many he wanted to ask. Why did they live in the chasm during the day but come up here to sleep? Why was there no vegetation on the table tops? Were there any others like himself nearby? He just had to figure out a way to get these questions across. 
 
    Thinking back to one of Errin’s sessions in the kitchen, a lifetime ago, he remembered her explaining how their talent should allow conversations through touch but the secret was to talk in images. That was all very well but how do you ask a question with pictures? Carefully he composed an image of the canyon as he had seen it and then made it appear as if it was night time. Holding this picture in his mind he touched his little companion on the shoulder. Terror, panic, blurred images of a huge predator stalking beneath the trees, moonlight reflecting in its dead looking eyes, blood dripping from its fangs. Turrin noticed that this beast did not have wings, meaning it was unable to leave the canyon floor. The tiny body began to tremble and Turrin quickly changed the projection to one of the sleeping huddle and gently scratched it behind its ear. The trembling stopped and the images of many nights of shared warmth flew past instead. 
 
    Next Turrin imagined the plateau full of trees. The expressive eyes became confused and the picture he received back was viewed from the bottom of the rift looking back up to the cliff tops. Gale force winds, ladened with dust was howling across the gap, blocking out the sky. Turrin sighed to himself, a really friendly place then! he thought. His whole interaction with his small friend had only taken a short time; however, the sun had popped above the horizon and comfortingly, it looked remarkably similar to Feld’s. A lot of preening, yawning and scratching was going on all around him as everyone was getting ready for another day. Soon wings were being stretched and shaken in preparation for flight, and then, as if a signal had been given, the exodus began. Dust flew and Turrin was left standing, buffeted by the down force of a multitude of small wings until, once again, he was alone on the bleak plateau wondering what to do next. 
 
    It was so quiet. The contrast between the vibrant spectacle of a moment ago and the emptiness now was extreme. Slowly he followed them to the cliff edge, as if drawn by a magnet. Peering down he wondered if he should try to follow. Absurdly he missed them already. The cliffs looked even sheerer in broad daylight and unless he himself sprouted wings, there was no way he was going to descend and survive. His stomach rumbled into the silence and he sat down to retrieve some food from his pack. Nibbling on a cow-shaped travel biscuit, memories of Errin’s warm kitchen, both of them laughing as they each tried to outdo the other with their imaginative biscuit shapes made him feel even more alone. Idly he rummaged around the pack with his other hand and came across the countdown sheet. Already one stroke was missing. He sat up straighter. Time was marching on and somehow he needed to get moving also. 
 
    It was clear to him that not only was his particular plateau surrounded by a deep rift, so were all the others he could see. He had to find a way to cross these obstacles if he was to travel towards the distant mountains and the pull of the shard. He wondered if he could sprout wings. He had not tried to use his talent since he arrived, maybe he should. Relaxing he very carefully reached out to the world around him. Yes there was energy in the sun, the river below and the small breeze but he could not seem to harness it the same as he could at home. It slipped through his mind's fingers or turned to mist when he tried to corner it. Concentrating hard, he managed to capture a tiny amount but he knew it would not be enough to give him wings. 
 
    He released it and slumped down to the ground. Sitting cross legged with his elbow on his knee and his fist supporting his chin he stared off into the distance despondently. What would Errin do? he wondered. He closed his eyes and pictured her. “Use your imagination, think yourself there.” A voice as clear as if she was sitting next to him sounded in his mind. He jumped, startled, expecting to feel her hand ruffling his hair as she did affectionately when he needed help to solve a problem, but he was still very much alone in this desolate place. He took a deep breath and began to analyse the words. What did they mean? “Think yourself there.” He gazed across the impassable rift and focused on a spot directly opposite where he was sitting now. Carefully he slowly complied a picture of himself standing there and imagined himself on the opposite cliff top. Nothing happened! “Teach me to listen to crazy voices in my head,” he snorted. 
 
    But a niggly thought crept in, “Maybe you need to use talent, gather power to do this?” He stood and once again focused on the spot but this time gathering as much of the forces around him that he could. It was such a meagre offering compared with what he had experienced in Feld but he hoped it would be enough. Staring intently at his chosen destination he pictured himself standing on the ground, casting a shadow, hair moved by the gentle updraft rising from the cliff face. Abruptly his view changed and he stumbled. One moment he was looking towards the morning sun and the distant mountains and the next he had his back to them. The chasm was still at his feet but now he was standing on the opposite rim. He had done it. He had transported himself from one side of the gorge to the other. Several deep breaths later he began to do a little jig on the spot. “Yes, I did it! I did it. I really did it.” He spun round in a circle, laughing and punching the air. “Yes! Yes! Yes!”   
 
    There was no stopping him now. Excitedly he turned to face the pull from the distant shard and began walking, a huge smile still lighting up his face. He was about half way across the next “island” thinking that all of these plateaus looked very much the same when a crippling thought stole into his mind. It took all the power from his legs and he staggered, gasping for breath. He bent forward, hands on knees, eyes closed and waited for the shaking to stop. He felt ill. In one over-excited moment he had nearly put the whole mission in jeopardy. He had nearly walked away from his point of arrival without marking it in any way.  
 
    It would have been impossible to find it again. Not only would he have failed Feld but he would have been stuck in this would for the rest of his life. It was no good. The more he thought about how close he had come to disaster the more ill he felt. He had to sit down. His legs would no longer support him. He opened his pack and drew out another biscuit and washed it down with a swig from his water bottle. He needed to gather his thoughts. Staring at the ground, Turrin took stock. The positive thing was that he had thought about this before it was too late, he would easily be able to find the place he arrived, but the problem looming large in his mind was how to mark it so he could find it again? 
 
    He stood once again and slowly and thoughtfully retraced his steps, hoping an idea would present itself by the time he arrived back at the beginning of his journey once more. He was so grateful for the sun and the mountains for without them he would have had no idea which direction to go in. Strangely it did not seem to take long before he was once again standing on the cliff edge, looking across at what he now thought of as ‘His Island.’ Imagining himself on the opposite cliff and then moving there was so much easier this time. He walked slowly to the middle of the plateau, scuffing his feet, nibbling a fingernail in thought. There were no rocks to make a cairn, there was no way to mark the dirt, it was as hard as rock, and he didn’t have the strength of talent to make a mark of any sort.  
 
    Turrin lifted his arms and looked up in a gesture of hopelessness. “I can’t even complete the first instructions,” he thought as tears of frustration trickled down his cheeks unheeded. One splashed onto the dirt, making a dark circle on the ground. He stared at it absently, watching it evaporate. I wonder if I could make this ‘island’ appear darker than the rest? he mused. Maybe if I imagined it? A picture of the red earth near Hope sprang into his thoughts. It was worth a try, he had nothing to lose. For the third time that day he gathered the meagre power from the world around him and then he slowly began to turn in a circle imagining the earth around him turning a lovely dark, rich red colour. It took several circles before he began to notice a slight change. He was exhausted and his hold on the gathered power was loosening. Gritting his teeth he made one last circle, pouring every last bit of his energy into it before the power escaped his hold and fled.  
 
    He hung his head, feeling completely drained. He had given it his best and he hoped it was enough. Slowly he looked up and gazed around him and laughed. “Ha! Behold the great wizard strikes again!” The earth had definitely changed colour and he would have no trouble finding this spot again, but instead of a dark, royal red his ‘island’ was now a very sweet light pastel pink. 
 
    Night followed day and Turrin found himself on yet another identical plateau far from where he started, curled up with another jumble of small white furry bodies, dosing in their shared warmth. The shard’s pull had become marginally stronger but Turrin was beginning to worry about his timeline. The longer it took to find the shard and its bearer the less time he would have to convince them to come back with him and then to travel back to the pickup point. He was also beginning to wonder who or what the shard bearer might be. So far he had not received a single image from his fury friends of another human. Maybe there were none on this world. But by far his most urgent concern was the fact that his water was getting perilously low. Tomorrow he would have to find a way to go down into the depths of one of the rifts and fill his bottle from the river he could see flowing at the bottom. He just hoped that it was safe for him to drink. Despite all these worries swirling around in his head the rhythmic breathing and warmth of his companions made it hard to stay awake and in no time it was morning again. 
 
    It wasn’t until late that afternoon that he finally found a chasm that held a possibility of transferring down into. He had hoped that he could do this decent in stages, maybe find a ledge halfway down, but there was nothing like that at all. Peering down the steep cliff face he could just make out tree tops like green cushions scattered along the valley floor but they would not make a good landing site. He walked slowly along the cliff edge looking desperately for any possible site to transfer to. The day was at its end and the sun was close to the horizon when he finally spotted a large flat boulder that looked as if it had slid down from the cliff face recently. It was free of any vegetation and it would be easy to imagine himself standing on top of it. Carefully he committed his present location to memory, so that he could transfer back here easily, squinted at his new destination and tried to picture what he would look like standing down there looking out at the river. 
 
    The transfer was instant. He would never get used to the flip flop his stomach made each time he ‘leapt,’ but he was now staring across the river’s clear waters towards the massive cliff wall opposite. He had thought that these cliffs looked big from above but they seemed twice the size from below. Far, far above him a thin strip of sky cut a line between them. It was cooler down here in the shade, the light less intense. Green plants grew everywhere from the tall trees in the upper story to the ferns covering the ground. The green leaf matter gave off a damp, humus smell but there was also the fresh, clear smell of water. The river itself was not fast moving nor was it deep but it was clear and it looked clean.  
 
    Turrin scrambled down the boulder and knelt on the river bank. Cautiously he dipped his little finger into the liquid. There was no burning sensation. It felt and smelt like water. There was nothing for it – he would have to taste it to find out if it was drinkable. Using only the tip of his tongue he licked his little finger. It tasted like water too. Scooping up more in his cupped hands he took a small sip, sat back and waited. So far so good. He took a larger sip – still nothing. He had not realised how thirsty he was until he took that sip and without hesitation he got down on all fours and began to suck water directly from the river, feeling the cool liquid revitalise his body was bliss. Amazing how you can take something so life-giving for granted. Errin would have made sure that the worlds she sent her shards to would be human friendly worlds, but Turrin had learned long ago never to assume. 
 
    His thirst sated, he sat back on his heels and examined his surroundings. The cliffs were of a brown-grey rock that was almost without feature. There were no cracks or fissures for plant life to find a hold. It was as if a sharp knife had made a precise incision, cutting a path for the river to flow. A few large, flat boulders, like the one he was sitting on, had cleaved from the walls and now lay strewn through the river giving it a winding course, but these must have fallen a long time ago as they were covered in foliage. There was a dense shadow beneath the trees that was hard to penetrate, although flashes of white flittered in and out of the greenery. Turrin smiled – his furry little friends, he presumed.  
 
    It was pleasant down here. It was such a shame that traveling down here would be so much slower than traversing the tops. He sighed and bent forward to fill his water bottle. He still had plenty of food in his backpack but the shared images of ripe fruit made him curious. Next time he was down in the rifts he would come earlier in the day and have a good look for food. There was no time now, the light was already changing and evening was drawing in. His food gathering would have to wait for another day. Indeed, there was already a steady movement of white bodies making their way towards the top of the trees in preparation for the nightly exodus. The trees looked as if they were suddenly full of blossom. He gazed up at the sight, laughing at the antics these little ones performed, all vying for the best launch site before, suddenly, as one, they sprang skyward. There had been no signal that he could discern, yet for a moment the sky was blotted out with the mass of beating wings as his nightly companions ascended into the evening light. 
 
    He stood there, hands on hips taking in the now peaceful scene. The only noise and movement came from the gurgling river. The trees were silent and still. Turrin shivered. It felt very lonely down here all of a sudden. Time he was topside also. This was not a place to hang around after dark. He bent to gather up his belongings, already picturing the spot on the top of the cliff he had memorised, but as he reached for his pack an ear-splitting screech made him cower. He had never heard anything so spine chillingly awful in all his life. It hurt his ears and rattled his teeth. All he wanted to do was curl up into a ball, close his eyes and cover his ears. He glanced around nervously; the roar had sounded as if the creature was close, but he could not see anything clearly in the gloom. Snatching his pack he closed his eyes, imagined his destination and “leapt”. Nothing happened! Something was wrong, he did not feel the familiar disorientation and when he opened his eyes he was still on the riverbank, staring at two glowing, yellow, orbs that were moving stealthily towards him in the darkness. 
 
    What had happened? Another screech ripped through the air, this time so close that he felt the ground vibrate. He spun around frantically searching for a close by place to transport to but it was now truly dark, too dark to see. Of course! The truth suddenly struck him. The plateau would also be dark. He had been picturing his destination in daylight when instead he needed imagine it in darkness. Time was running out. The glowing eyes were impossibly large now and Turrin thought that he could hear the night stalker’s ragged breathing, and its rank smell was making him gag. This was not a time to panic. Calming himself, he glance at the star studded sky and did his best to imagine what the tops would look like this night. Gathering what energy he could, he “leapt” again. A great wave of relief washed over him as he felt the slight feeling of disorientation. He opened his eyes and explosively let out the breath he had subconsciously been holding. His legs felt wobbly as he made his way over to the warm huddle of little bodies slumbering peacefully. This had been a close call. Turrin knew he could not afford to be careless like this again. He shuddered at the thought of what might have been. The images he had seen in the small ones’ minds were terrifyingly accurate. 
 
    The next few days followed without incident. He was almost in a routine now. Days transporting from one cliff top to another, interspersed with long, hot, dry walks across the barren plateaus, always being pulled slowly onwards by the shard. Nights were spent curled up companionably with a mob of small, warm bodies. Each night a different group but each group always welcomed him without a fuss, even if they were not great conversationalists. He had tried communicating with them on several occasions but apart from images of food, which had been useful, perching spots, night prowlers, different weather and, embarrassingly, sex, they did not have much to tell him. It was amazing how much you could miss the simple act of being able to talk to someone.  
 
    As the days came and went, the shard and its bearer still felt a long way off. So far it had been five Feld days according to the parchment Errin had given him. Days seemed to run slightly faster here, but if it had taken him five days to get this far then it would stand to reason that it would take five days to return to the pickup point. That was ten strokes of the parchment already used, which left him only twelve Feld days to find the shard and its caretaker and convince them to return to Feld with him. This was not his only concern, however. The shard was leading him towards the mountain range which loomed large on the horizon. They were covered in snow and looked to be a formidable barrier, yet the thing that really worried him was the large, flying predators that, even from this distance, could be seen soaring in the mountain’s thermals. He had seen them on several occasions now and when he showed these images to his nightly companions, pure panic had blinded any coherent response. These things flew in daylight, were enormous and deadly. Somehow he had to survive climbing a mountain whist avoiding becoming one of these monster’s dinner. 
 
    For two more days he trudged towards the mountains, wearily watching the sky the whole time. He often saw the winged creatures, sometimes singularly sometimes in groups but always far enough away that they did not worry him too much. He did notice that they would only be there around the middle of the day. He had not seen any in the morning or in the evening. This observation offered him a small sliver of hope as he contemplated the trip over the distant peaks. There had only been one time when one of these huge beasts had flown close and he had been lucky enough to be able to transport to the bottom of a nearby ravine and hide before it had flown over, its shadow darkening the whole valley floor. It had a really interesting effect on the animals around him. One moment the trees were dotted with white and the next there was not a speck to be seen. It was as if the trees had taken a deep breath and inhaled them all. The little animals remained hidden well after the flying predator had vanished but slowly, one by one, they reappeared and life returned to normal. Turrin had taken advantage of being down by the river and filled his water bottle and picked some fruit. He had done some experiments and to his surprise all the fruit was not only safe to eat but it was also delicious. 
 
    The next morning he awoke to low cloud and drizzle. It was cold. Small water droplets covered the fur the animals around him and the earth had taken on a slightly darker hue. He sat up, receiving annoyed grumbles and squeaks from his sleeping companions. This was the first day that the skies had not been clear. As the day progressed the visibility grew worse; in fact, he could now not even see to the middle of the next plateau let alone the mountains and the sun. Without these landmarks he was going to have to rely solely on the shard’s pull. Closing his eyes he reached towards it. With a start he leapt to his feet, not daring to breathe as he focused. For the first time since he had arrived on this world he felt that the presence of the shard was powerful, real and close and it was coming closer by the moment.  
 
    He could feel it racing directly towards him, fast, much faster than he could walk. Maybe the shard bearer was riding a horse, or something like a horse, he amended himself? He had not seen anything ridable in his travels; however, anything was possible. He peered into the thick fog, willing his eyes to pierce the gloom, but he could not see anything. His heart beat faster as the shard came closer. This was it! This was what he had come for. Standing on his tip toes and jiggling in excitement he waited, questions flying through his mind. How had the shard bearer found him? What if it was a coincidence and they were just coming this way anyway? How was he going to attract their attention? This was nerve wracking in the extreme but the last thing he expected was for the shard to suddenly take a sharp turn and begin to disappear again back in the direction it came from. He felt it go in disbelief, tears of disappointment blurring his vision.  
 
    The clouds had lifted late in the evening, leaving a legacy of a fiery sunset, and the next day he had woken to stifling heat. The very air was oppressive and he found it hard to be enthusiastic about another day of trudging across the barren table tops through air that felt like it was blasting out of an oven. It was hard going and he felt exhausted by midday and he decided to have his lunch break down by the river, in the cool. Braving the tops again in the afternoon, he once again felt the presence of the shard close by. Not as close as it had been the day before but definitely closer than usual. Scanning the land and sky there was still nothing to see except a group of winged creature’s frolicking in the wind. That evening Turrin stood, braced against the wind with the setting sun behind him, casting a long shadow and staring at the mountains. With a bit of luck he should reach their foot hills tomorrow. Time to make his way to the sleeping hollow to prepare for the night. He had learned that if he was there first he got the prime spot in the middle and as the little ones were yet to arrive he had time to claim this prize, but as he turned his eye was caught by a dark smudge in the distance. 
 
    Although it was far away it looked ominous, stretching across the horizon, growing rapidly even as he watched. Turrin knew instantly what it was. Through his nightly mind touches he had witnessed torrential downpours, impressive electrical storms that made the ground shake and the heavens alight with fire but he had also seen huge dust storms that engulfed everything in its path. There was no doubt in his mind that this dark smudge was one of those. The only escape was down. From what he had understood, these storms travelled at such a speed that they literally jump the rifts and even though a small amount of dust filters down, it is survivable, staying on the tops was definitely not.  
 
    Turrin sprinted towards the nearest cliff face, desperate to find a place to ‘leap’ to before the light faded. He was caught between possible death from the night prowler and certain death on the tops. There was no choice. There was also no time for fear, he had to act now. Gratefully he saw a possible landing spot and taking one more glance at the now towering dust cloud he ‘jumped.’ The ravine was darker than the tops and glancing up he could see that the dust storm now completely obliterate any view of the sky above. A loud chattering brought his attention back down to the valley floor to a nearby tree, which appeared for all the world as if it was covered in snow. All the upper branches were full of little white bodies all perching on the highest branches possible. Many branches looked in danger of breaking under the weight. Turrin took his cue from the locals and sprinted to the nearest tree that looked big enough to hold his weight, scrambling up as far as he could. He hoped it was high enough to be out of reach from the terror that stalked the night.  
 
    It was cold down here and a mist from the river slowly curled around the base of the trees, obscuring the ground. Turrin started to shiver and his teeth began to chatter. He was not convinced that this was entirely due to the cold, as his stomach was churning and his nerves were strung so tight that every muscle in his body was clenched. It was going to be a long night. Time ticked on and the small white bodies in the branches above him settled down, some even sleeping, but he noticed that tonight they had posted lookouts. His bottom began to feel numb where it was wedged in the fork of two branches and he was trying hard to stave off a cramp in his calf. As a distraction he began to search for the shard. He knew the feel well and it only took him a moment to locate it. To his surprise it was close, the closest it had ever been. He could not pinpoint the direction exactly as it seemed to be sort of zig zagging around, but if he survived this night there was hope for tomorrow. 
 
    A familiar screech ripped through the peace of the night, breaking his concentration. It was a sound that turned his bowels to ice and his knees to rubber. It was terrifying. He could hardly breath, taking short gasps in between straining to hear any sound that would tell him how close the monster was. The second scream was closer. So much closer. The tree erupted, white bodies flinging themselves skyward. If only he could do the same. He watched them go with envy but their flight had not been in time. A dark shape exploded through the mist, long claws extended from a massive paw and plucked several fleeing bodies from the air. Terrified squealing was silenced with a terrible crunching sound. Turrin stopped breathing. If this thing could jump that high he had no hope. He shrank back into his perch trying to be invisible. Maybe it would move onto another tree now thinking all the prey in this one had fled? The crunching sound stopped. The silence was hideous. His blood froze and his mouth was dry. Silently he pleaded for this nightmare to be over. 
 
    There was no warning! The claw came from nowhere, slicing through his chest and down through his thigh. The pain was instant, hot and excruciating. He fled. Somehow he “leapt”, collapsing on the rock by the river, hoping that it was far enough away from the night prowler that it would not be able to smell his blood. A frustrated howl echoed off the cliff walls. Turrin drew his sword and slipped quietly into the freezing river, remembering that the dogs back home could not follow scent over water, but he knew instantly that death would claim him here also. The cold and his blood loss were both too great. Tears of anger, sadness and pain ran down his cold face. The snuffling sound was coming closer. The creature had found him, but he was damned if he was going to die without a fight. Struggling to his feet his sword braced in front of him, he screamed his defiance.  
 
    Two glowing orbs regarded him for a moment, blinking slowly. “Come on, then. Finish it. What are you waiting for, you arse-licking shit head!” It felt good for a moment but this stand had cost him dearly. Feeling as if someone had pulled a plug and drained all his energy he sank to his knees, head bowed. His shoulders hunched against the inevitable attack. In those last moments he became acutely aware of the world around him, the smell of dust in the air and the gurgle of the river flowing around his shivering body. None of this would change once he was gone but without him Errin’s hopes and the hopes of countless worlds would also become dust. Strangely a vision of a sad face surrounded by a halo of blond, unruly curls flashed through his mind almost making him smile. This could not be the end. He sent up a silent plea for help, not so much for himself but for all living things in the universe. 
 
    A sudden snap sounded loudly overhead and he toppled backwards in surprise. He looked up confused, as a dark shape materialised above him. It was black against the moonlit storm overhead. He just had time to vaguely make out a pair of gigantic wings before two clawed feet extended and plucked him, dripping from the river and a huge downward thrust of wings carried him at sickening speed into the night. It was one of those terrible flying monsters. Turrin had lost too much blood and his consciousness was fading but he had time for one final rueful, resigned thought.  
 
    “Ohhhh crap!”  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Zail sniffed. 
 
    He was well and truly sick of this sodding world. He had systematically narrowed his search down until he had finally come to the conclusion that the talent he had felt earlier had come from either of two worlds. He had scoured the first and found nothing and was now trying to search the second. The trouble was that half this world was a “no go zone” for talent and the other half was ravaged by unpredictable magic storms. Twice now he had had to escape just before a violent storm wiped him out, but here he was again on the trail of a tiny prickle of talent that was so very familiar, a signature he knew so well. The only thing that made him doubt his gut feeling was that the talent was so weak and faint. He hated to admit it but in some respects she was stronger than he was, so this whole thing made no sense at all. Logic stated that there was not a chance in hell that she would be behind the boundary, living in a place where she could not use her magic and he could not work out how she would survive out here in the wilds without using her talent to escape. Damn this petulant niggle that would not let him dismiss his paranoia.  
 
    A group of Telft popped into existence about a lance throw away and he smiled as they shook themselves and prepared for battle. It had been an inspired plan on his part to create a one-way gate for his carefully cultivated, revengeful creatures to invade this world. In a wildly optimistic move he had brought the gate closer to the place he thought her power had emanated from, just in case she returned, but if they could defeat the guardians then the last bastion of the known universe would fall under his power. He was in no hurry. The distress and anger this conflict was causing was quite tasty. 
 
    He scanned the tree line designating the boundary between magic and non-magic looking for any sign of life. He could wait. Maybe whoever was using their talent would become sloppy, careless. Watching the Telft advancing towards the trees he grinned in anticipation of the conflict to come. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    “Watch out!” 
 
    Myssan heard the warning, shouted loudly in his mind as his hand was abruptly grabbed and he was pulled sharply backwards just moments before a huge beast with glowing eyes swept past, literally in front of his nose. Disorientated as he was after the frantic departure from Feld and the never ending nothingness of the limbo his senses could not make any sense of his new surroundings. It was dark and it was cold; however, that was all that seemed logical. He was sitting on hard, freezing ground that looked like smooth, dark grey stone. Tall buildings, some at least four stories high, ran in a line behind him and a similar row faced him on the other side of a pathway that was full these roaring beasts with the glowing eyes. Panting, he rested his hands on his knees and tried to calm himself. The air tasted of metal and sulphur. The person who had snatched him out of the path of danger had slapped him on the shoulder, said something Myssan could not understand, waved good bye and then walked into a doorway a couple of buildings down the row. Where was he? He stood, stumbled backwards until he could lean against the stone of the building directly behind him and he began to take stock of his surroundings. 
 
    Although it was dark, probably night, lights shone from tall posts placed at regular intervals in front of the buildings. These gave off a remarkable amount of light, probably powered by magic, he thought. Instinctively he searched for the source but was surprised to find that he could not detect any magic whatsoever. Panicking, he reached for the raw forces of this world and was rewarded with the faintest whisper. It was there but it was well and truly hidden and almost impossible to tap into. Scanning his surroundings once more, he noticed that the buildings had large glass windows. Only the very rich on Feld could afford such a luxury.  
 
    The windows on the ground floor were lit from within and he could clearly see that they were shops, full of unimaginable wares all artfully displayed. People were walking along the shop fronts, looking in and occasionally entering, yet they all appeared totally unafraid of the fast moving creatures racing past only a hand's breadth away. Some wandered in twos, a man and a woman holding hands. Some strode purposely while others were walking automatically, their whole attention taken with a small lighted object that they were holding in their hands. Still others were holding this same object to one ear and talking loudly even though there seemed to be no one listening.  
 
    It appeared as if the fast moving beasts never left their designated path and Myssan began to relax a little, but as he was gathering enough courage to move away from the safety of the wall a big red monster, twice the size of any he had seen yet, came to a stop directly in front of him emitting a loud hiss, it’s mouth opened and people spewed out. Myssan froze, not daring to move lest it notice him. People who had been standing in a small group nearby began to file into the beast. Swallowing his fear, Myssan forced himself to examine this danger more closely. It appeared to be hollow. It was lit from within and he could see people sitting inside. They all seemed fine, totally unconcerned. Taking a cautious step forward he reached out and touched its skin. It was metal. Ha! Stupid fool, he chided himself, it wasn’t alive at all, it was just a kind of carriage.  
 
    Suddenly the doors shut and, with a puff of foul smelling smoke, the huge carriage took off, gathering momentum as it went. Maybe the other things travelling down the road were carriages as well? It was amazing what a change of perspective could do. Now he noticed each of the small vehicles had one or two people sitting inside them but he still could not work out what made them move. There were no horses and no magic. Maybe it was a type of machine?  
 
    This was indeed a strange world and he could see that there was lots to learn. His first priority, though, was to record exactly where he was so that he would be able to find his way back when the time came to leave and return to Feld. He opened his pack and took out his drawing book and pencil. He looked around for a distinctive landmark and decided that the best thing would be just to capture exactly what he could see. There seemed to be a lot of signs everywhere, using symbols he could not decipher. Painstakingly he recorded the scene before him, copying every symbol as carefully as he could with his cold fingers. This done, he replaced the book, took out his drink bottle and a travel biscuit and watched the people go by. No one took any notice of him at all. They were all shapes and sizes. Some had pink skin, almost white, others had golden skin like his own and some had dark brown skin. There was no particular pattern to their hair, facial or otherwise. He noticed though that there was a distinct lack of children and old folks, but on the whole, he was just relieved at how easy it would be to blend in here.  
 
    Closing his eyes for a moment, he rubbed his forehead with his thumb and forefinger and tried to concentrate on his mission, searching for any sign of the shard. It was elusive but the smallest magnetic attraction seemed to be coming from one particular direction. Opening his eyes again he began to cautiously follow its pull. He had no idea how far away it would be or how big this city was but as some wise philosopher once said, “You can never end a journey if it is never begun.”  
 
    He had only managed a few strides before he was confronted with another mystery. Walking past the open door of a shop that had sculptures of women dressed in imaginative clothing, he was blasted by a very loud, rhythmical sound. It had a compelling beat as if it were meant to be music but he could not recognise and instruments nor could he see any musicians. Shrugging he continued on. Each open door he passed was the same, although the music varied greatly. Some were melodic, some had vocals with words he could not understand and some were very repetitive. In one window there was a rectangular box that resolved into a moving picture of small people doing something he had never seen before. They were racing down a snowy mountain on what looked like nothing more than a board strapped to their feet. The picture quickly changed to a man riding a huge ocean wave balancing on a slightly larger board. Next it showed a woman, hair flying, falling from the sky … smiling. Myssan was about to turn away, not wanting to see her hit the ground and die when a huge shroud suddenly appeared above her and she began to float slowly down to earth. 
 
    All this was totally beyond his comprehension. How could these pictures be so life-like? How could they move and what amazing wonders were they depicting? All he could do was shrug and move on. This was a fascinating world, even if it had no magic, but he did not have time to examine it in detail just now.  
 
    All his life he had been interested in how things worked. He had spent many hours examining insects, plants, the stars and countless other subjects and he felt that he had a better understanding of these things than most, but here, before him, was a whole new world full of mysteries all absolutely unfathomable to him. What a shame he would be here for such a short time; every step he took presented new wonders but also new problems.  
 
    The first of these came when the shard’s pull required him to cross a road. He could see no possible way to dodge the constant flow of metal carriages. There was nothing for it but to follow the road along and hope that it changed direction but fortunately his problem was solved, quite quickly as it turned out, when all the carriages suddenly came to a stop and people on foot spewed onto the road. He shrugged again and followed, not quite sure what had just happened, but grateful it had.  
 
    To his relief the shard’s pull quickly became stronger and stronger, and he hoped that it was not too far away now. It was a strange sensation. He could imagine that it was similar to holding a loadstone except that it was centred in his mind. He constantly felt the compulsion to turn towards it, its attraction drawing him on. He crossed several more roads, eventually working out that when the lights high above the road went red, the carriages stopped and when the flashing symbol that looked like a person walking came on you could safely cross. There was always enough light to see by even though the sky was black and apparently devoid of both moon and stars.  
 
    His journey took him past illuminated shop windows, inviting eating and drinking houses, but occasionally there was a dark doorway or window. He caught a glimpse of himself in one the windows and had to smile. He did not look at all out of place here. His long wavy, dark hair, dark eyes and golden skin were similar to many people he had crossed paths with since being here and his clothes were as eclectic as any he had seen. He did not linger long to examine his image as the force of the shard was almost undeniable now, and he hurriedly continued on.  
 
    Rounding a corner he came to a complete standstill and stood staring in disbelief. Across the road was the object of his search. In the centre of a large illuminated window of a brightly lit eating house, perched on a high stool sat a dark haired girl. All his senses screamed that she was the one, the one who held the shard. She sat alone eating what looked like a filled bun, occasionally nibbling something that resembled yellow sticks. She had a large brightly coloured cup with a straw in it that she took sips from every now and then. Her whole concentration was taken up by a book that she had propped up in front of her, eating automatically, reaching for her food without taking her eyes from the pages.  
 
    She was tall, he could see that, but there was not much to her. She had tight trousers on that accentuated her slim legs, large thick soled ankle boots that were only half laced up and a baggy, shapeless, knitted jersey that came up to her chin. Her dark, shiny, hair was hooked behind her ears. Endearingly it would come free on one side every time she leaned forward to reach for her drink and she would absently scoop it back into place, but it was her eyes that took Myssan’s breath away. They were so dark. Long lashes that swept up to expressive brows, surrounded brown eyes that drank the light. She had a narrow face with a prominent chin giving her an almost pixie like appearance. She was not classically beautiful but she was absolutely fascinating. There was something really interesting going on behind those amazing eyes.  
 
    For a heart stopping moment she looked up, and Myssan felt as if she were staring straight at him. He caught his breath and felt his knees tremble. She had power, he could feel it, a power that had totally unmanned him. He quickly realised that she was not staring at him, in fact she appeared deep in thought, looking inwards not outwards, but still she had an aurora that was undeniable.   
 
    He could not see the shard anywhere but he knew she must have it on her somewhere. Errin had said that she had laid a compulsion on the shards to make the bearers feel as if they had to have them with them at all times. Myssan stood and stared. He had been lucky. He had found her on his first day. All that remained was to talk her into coming back with him, to leave everything and everybody she knew and loved and travel to a strange world for a cause she was still not even aware existed. The real killer was that he would not even be able to speak with her until he could touch her. He laughed. “All in a day’s work for a prince!” he thought ruefully to himself.  
 
    He located the door to the establishment and followed the steady stream of people entering. Inside it was quite baffling. No one greeted him to show him to a table; instead, he was swept along up to a counter at one end. Large pictures of what he presumed was food were plastered above it. They must have amazing artists in this world, he thought to himself, all the pictures looked so life like. People queued up and then, as each reached the front of the line, they would make their request to the person behind the counter, wait, and then take their tray full of wrapped food to a vacant table. 
 
    Everything was red, yellow and white and gleamingly clean, yet it was not very inviting. He noticed that diners did not seem to stay long. Myssan detached himself from the flow of people and tried to get his bearings now that he was inside. He could see her table up against the window yet he was not sure how to get there. A large crowd of people were blocking his way, passing around one of those small lighted rectangle, laughing loudly. There was nothing for it. He had to go through them. He edged closer and, to his relief, the crowd parted to let him through. However, as the fates would have it, one of the group turned suddenly, colliding with Myssan, crunching a cup of milky liquid between them. It was a spectacular mess. The person sounded apologetic and tried, unsuccessfully, to wipe them both down but by the time Myssan managed to escape and make his way towards her table again he was too late. She had gone.  
 
    Looking frantically around, he caught a glimpse of her on the path outside, walking past the window. “Shit, shit, shit!” he chided himself as he raced for the door but he had taken too long and there was no sign of her anywhere. This was not happening. “Think,” he told himself, but his mind was blank. It was then that he felt the tug of the shard moving away from him. He began to run. This was annoyingly frustrating. He had been so close. Rounding the corner, he was just in time to see the top of her head as she descended a set of steps that led down into the pavement. 
 
    Did this city have dwellings underground as well, he wondered as he pounded up the road. Reaching the steps he raced down after her, pushing against the steady stream of people ascending. Turning sideways he shouldered his way downwards. People politely made room for him but he had lost her again. When he reached the bottom of the steps he was presented with three wide tunnels. He closed his eyes and let the shard call to him. Left! She had gone down the left-hand tunnel. He turned and ran. The tunnel was wide and well lit, with white tiles lining the walls and roof. A man playing what looked like a type of lute was standing at a bend and his haunting music made a strange accompaniment to Myssan’s frantic chase.  
 
    The shard pulled him towards an area that funnelled everyone into a series of narrow gateways. The gates appeared to open automatically for anyone who passed but when he tried to move past them the remained firmly in place, causing him to stumble. Nothing he could do would make the gate budge and in desperation he tried to leap over it. There was a loud shout and a burly man sped towards him, grabbed his arm and, none too gently, lifted him back over the gate to where he had started. The man was red faced and shouting. Myssan struggled in his grip. He could not let her get away. The man was strong but Myssan had been trained to fight since childhood. He had gathered himself for a counterattack when a strange sensation suddenly dissolved all his resistance. The shard was disappearing alarmingly quickly. It was as if she had grown wings and flown away and he knew that he would never be able to catch her now. He had lost her! 
 
    Slumping to the ground he dropped his head into his hands in defeat. He was so tired. The man was still standing over him, yelling and pointing back down the tunnel, back to the entrance. There was no point causing a scene. Defeated, he slowly picked himself up, grabbed his pack and wandered back the way he had come. What he needed was a good night's rest. Tomorrow was another day and he would deal with this problem then. 
 
    Standing at the top of the steps once more, he shivered. The night was cold, and although it was not freezing he would still need to find somewhere to sleep. He wandered along the pathway beside the road and, randomly turning a corner, he saw trees in the distance. They drew him onwards. A building on the next corner stood out as different. It had a sign hanging above an open door, and warm lit windows streamed light onto the pathway. As he passed the open door the tantalizing aroma of food and hops assailed his senses and made his mouth water. Travel biscuits were all very well for a short time but, oh, how he missed a hearty meal washed down with a delicious brew. It was all so tauntingly close but also so impossibly unattainable. The last thing he wanted to do was call attention to himself, and he was pretty sure walking into that cosy establishment, grabbing someone's hand and then talking into their mind might just do exactly that. As he stood there dreaming a group of young men dressed in dark leather jackets and tight trousers staggered out of the door, talking loudly and gesturing crudely to someone back inside. They all had shaved heads, bits of metal in their ears, eyebrows and some in their lips and they were adorned with blue pictures on every bit of exposed skin. 
 
    Myssan could sense trouble. These three men were so completely different from any person he had come across in this world so far. For one, they noticed him, for another the smiles that spread across their faces when they realized he was on his own were not friendly. In fact, he was sure that he would see those smiles in his nightmares for many years to come. All semblance of drunkenness left the three as they moved forward menacingly toward him, talking at him as they came closer and closer. 
 
    Myssan stood firm, Dissan’s words, “Show no fear,”  ringing in his ears. The leader leaned forward, his foul breath proceeding him, and repeated his words, punctuating each with a painful poke to Myssan’s forehead. The contact caused images to explode in Myssan’s mind. Images of mindless brutality. He could sense the intoxicating feeling of power these cruel, groundless assaults gave. The exhilarating adrenalin rush as the victim cowered before him, and the satisfaction he gained from their piteous pleading and the sounds of their bones breaking and their skin ripping was addictive. There was no other reason for these attacks other than pure, selfish gratification.  
 
    The leader reached into his pocket and pulled out an oblong object; then, with a smug grin, he flicked a switch and a long blade suddenly appeared. Myssan stumbled backwards, as much to get away from the sickening revelations as the weapon. He knew there would be no reasoning with these men, no diplomatic way to avoid the inevitable confrontation. They wanted a fight and there was nothing for it but to oblige. Myssan sighed and relaxed into the ready position, many, many years of weapon training making this an automatic response. Feet wide, one forward one back, knees slightly bent, eyes focused on the opponent's face. Instinctively he reached for his dagger, held it ready and waited for the first indication of movement. 
 
    He was surprised by the men's reaction. Clearly they were not used to being confronted with a weapon and someone who looked as if they knew how to use it. They stood staring as if they were not quite sure what to do next until the leader recovered. He sneered and then with lightning speed he lunged forward. Myssan side stepped, extending a foot at the last moment to send the man stumbling away. Sensing the other two closing in, he crouched and then sprang forward, elbowing one in the nose with a sickening crunch and slicing the other across the cheek with his weapon. He hated violence and the thought of injuring someone made him feel physically ill but he had no choice, his only hope was to make them give up before he had to kill them. 
 
    The first man recovered his feet and, with a snarl, launched himself at Myssan again. He was lucky this time and managed a glancing cut to Myssan’s upper arm. The cut stung, though he could tell it wasn’t deep; however, the blow had made the man overbalance. Myssan didn’t flinch – this was an opportunity too good to miss. Pivoting on one foot he slammed his knee into the man's exposed groin and used all the force of his two fists to deliver a crushing blow to the back of the man’s head as he bent double, clutching his excruciatingly painful balls and, just like that, the fight was over. The two men were standing nursing their injuries, panting and staring wearily at Myssan as their leader writhed on the ground before them. 
 
    Myssan backed away slowly, all the time keeping eye contact, his dagger still extended. They did not follow, instead they laughed and made rude gestures to bolster their battered egos. Myssan reached the corner and slipped around it. He stood listening, but there was no sound of footfalls. Bending low he peered back around the corner, and was relieved to see them stumbling off in the opposite direction. He sank down to the hard ground, resting his head on the reassuringly solid building behind him. He was shaking and breathing hard yet he was still in one piece and he had not had to kill anyone. Gingerly he felt the cut in his arm and found that it had already stopped bleeding. He dug out a few herbs from his pack that would stop infection and rubbed them into the wound, wincing. For the first time in his life he was grateful for all those gruelling hours spent under the strict tutelage of the Master at Arms and he sent a silent thank you to the gruff man with the gravel voice whom he had once thought of as his arch nemesis.  
 
    Slowly he made his way towards the trees that were dark silhouettes against the halo of light emitted by the ever-glowing lamps that sat on the top of tall poles. The architecture changed and he found himself walking past small two storied buildings that looked like they could be someone's home. The trees turned out to be a narrow wooded area either side of a quietly flowing river. The woodland was well maintained with cut grass, benches and a marked pathway that ran beside the water. Thankfully there was no one about. Spying a likely bush with branches that hung so low they swept the ground he crawled into the alcove beneath them, wrapped himself in his blanket and instantly fell asleep. 
 
    Dawn was heralded by a loud, joyous chorus of bird calls, all of which were new to him. Most were very melodic but there was the odd raucous call that cut through the rest. The other noise was a steady hum, the origin of which he could not imagine. He was cold, stiff and hungry but his first priority was to relieve himself. Crawling out from his sanctuary he startled a man striding past on the path. The expression on his face was one of shock, quickly changing to one of disgust. Obviously sleeping under bushes was not the done thing here. Mind you, he admitted to himself, he would get the same reaction in any city back home in Feld. Giving what he hoped was a reassuring smile he brushed himself down, stretched and peered around for a likely place to pee. Afterward he sat down on the top of the stone wall embankment that ran along the nearby waterway, ate a sustaining breakfast of travel biscuit and water, and examined his surroundings more carefully.  
 
    It was clearly spring here. The trees were just coming into leaf bud and were a vibrant lime green. Some had blossoms of white or pink. Daffodils, which had pushed their way up through the grass, showed their yellow faces to the watery sun. The bush he had slept under had big glossy leaves and large tresses of purple flowers. All in all it was quite beautiful and reasonably peaceful. There was a constant stream of passers-by travelling in both directions along the path but they all seemed focused on their journey as if it were imperative to get to their destination as fast as possible. Very few were stopping to appreciate this lovely spot; in fact, he encountered many people dressed in tight fitting clothing, running, but no one took the slightest bit of notice of him. For the first time in his life he was anonymous, invisible, and it was quite a strange new sensation for him.  
 
    A steady thud, thud noise gradually grew louder and louder, until eventually it was almost deafening. Myssan crouched low scanning the area for its source. It was like nothing he had ever heard before. He could not see anything that could make this body vibrating sound anywhere and to make things more confusing the walkers did not even seem to notice it. A dark shadow passed across the water and, looking up, he saw something that resembled a giant dragonfly race by high overhead, gleaming as if it were metallic. Once it had passed the sound changed and then gradually faded. Myssan wondered in fascination if this was another mechanical carriage, one that flew! How wonderful would that be, he thought to himself incredulously. This world appeared to have replaced magic with machines. 
 
    Exciting as this all was, he was not here as a tourist and it was time he got his mind back onto the problem at hand. How was he going to find the charming, sad girl he had seen last night, now that she had virtually disappeared from his awareness? She had got under his skin and crawled into his mind and he found it hard to think of her without his heart quickening and his stomach doing a flip flop. He was not sure if this was because of the task she represented or that he found her so enticingly beautiful. Closing his eyes he concentrated hard and to his surprise he picked up the shard’s distinct signature immediately. It was incredibly faint yet, amazingly, it was growing stronger with each passing moment as if it were rapidly traveling towards him. 
 
    Quickly gathering all his things together and stuffing them into his pack he headed off, hoping to intercept her before she passed by. Things looked so different in the daylight. He could see that the streets were lined with trees that were all in new leaf bud. The metal carriages turned out to be of different colours and styles and, although they moved at incredible speed, they appeared to be well controlled, moving as if they were performing a well-rehearsed and choreographed dance. But it was the skyline that took his breath away. He had thought a building four stories high was tall but now he realized that this was a modest height for buildings in this world. Everywhere he looked he could see structures reaching for the sky. Some must have been at least twenty floors high. Unbelievable! How could they build them so high and why would they want to? It would take a person a lot of energy and time to climb to the top and what would they do once they got there? Once again he was baffled. 
 
    He retraced his steps from the night before and just as he reached the stair that plunged into the ground, the place where he had lost her last night, he felt the shard suddenly slow its head long rush and almost come to a stop. She was very close – in fact, as he watched the stairs he thought he could see her dark head ascending the steps once again. Yes, it was her alright! Where had she gone overnight? Why had she come back? He gave himself a little shake and chided himself roundly; these questions were not important now, the most important thing was not to lose her again. He had been lucky enough to be given a second chance and he didn't want to blow it this time round. 
 
    This morning there were so many more people cramming the walking path, spewing up the steps that led underground and pouring out of the big red, two-storied carriages that stopped regularly at the side of the road. It was difficult to keep track of his quarry as she quickly blended in with all the other heads, just one of many all determinedly walking to their preordained destinations. He could see, from his quick glimpses of her, that she was wearing similar clothes to what she had been wearing the day before, all muted browns and blacks. This made her very hard to pick out of the crowd as most people seemed to be wearing dark clothes this morning. Pushing his way through the throng, he followed her. The crowds thinned as he rounded the corner and he could see her now, walking briskly just ahead of him. He began to run but she expertly slipped across the road, darting between the speeding carriages with ease. He was not so brave and waited at a set of lights for the vehicles to stop, frustrated, all the while desperately trying to keep her in sight.  
 
    “Come on. Come on,” he muttered under his breath, willing the lights to change and, as soon as the walking man light appeared, he sprinted after her. Steadily he closed the gap and, in fact, he had almost caught up to her when she disappeared into a large, angular, brick and glass building perched on a corner. Running the last few steps he came up against a wall of glass. There was no door! How had she entered? Peering through the glass he could see her climbing a zig zag, hanging staircase, taking two steps at a time. He moved along the glass wall hoping to keep her in sight. Suddenly the glass split open and slid apart, leaving a gap for him to pass through. Stopping to examine this new phenomenon was so tempting but finding the shard and its bearer was the priority at this moment in time. He strode through the atrium and raced up the stairs; however, she had eluded him once again and he had still not found her by the time he reached the top.  
 
    The only option left was to go through the double doors in front of him. Cautiously he pulled one open and peered through into a different world. He stared in wonder, because before him was the most amazing theatre he had ever seen. Three tiers of red, comfortable looking seats faced a wooden stage framed by huge velvet curtains and viewing boxes lined walls. The theatre was empty except for a few people milling about on the stage. Hoping to use this vantage point to be able to find the girl, he moved down the side aisle until he was able to lean over the balcony. It was a very long way down and his knees felt a little jelly-like at the sight.  
 
    There was no sign of her yet more and more people were ambling onto the stage. They came in small groups or individually, all dressed in tight leggings and tops. He noticed that they all looked very slim with well-defined muscle. A man came onto the front of the stage, pointed up into one of the viewing boxes, where Myssan could see a person sitting with strange looking earmuffs on, and suddenly the most exquisite music filled the theatre. It was all encompassing, wild and sad, pure and clear, each soaring note making a vivid impression. Myssan frantically searched for the musicians but to no avail. As if the music was a signal, all the people on stage formed up facing the man. It was then that he noticed her. He had not seen her before as she had been hidden in the shadows.  
 
    The man at the front clapped his hands and the music abruptly stopped. Everyone moved to a set position, some with arms up, some bending or reaching, singly or entwined, and then they paused as if frozen in time. The man – Myssan was calling him “The conductor” to himself – lifted his hand once more, held it there for a moment and then, theatrically let it drop. Instantly the lights dimmed and the music began again, from the beginning, and this time the people on stage began to dance. Myssan was spell bound. He had never seen dancing like this before. It was graceful, powerful and absolutely captivating. Different coloured lights began to play over the whole scene, illuminating one couple then switching to a man who appeared to be hanging from a crooked arm, swirling on one pointed toe before moving on to illuminate an empty spot that slowly filled with dancers moving as if they were wading through treacle.  
 
    As there was no audience, Myssan assumed that this was either a practice for a performance or a dance lesson. Either way it was fascinating to watch. When the spotlight fell on the girl, he stopped breathing. She was exquisite. Her fluid movements were at one with the music, her face shone with passion, no trace of sadness remained and she tugged at his heart like no one had ever done before. Watching her was such a bittersweet experience. How could he possibly persuade her to leave all this and come with him? 
 
    He sat mesmerized for a long time, soaking in the music and the spectacle of the dance, watching as they perfected every move. Time flew by, but eventually “the conductor” clapped his hands for the last time, the music died and the dancers began to collect their things and amble off the stage, deep in conversation. Myssan shook himself from his revere. Time to go – he needed to be outside, waiting for her to exit. It would be his best chance yet to get her attention. 
 
    He raced down the hanging stairs and stood in the large, airy auditorium, his eyes sweeping all possible entrances. One or two of the dancers sauntered out still deep in discussion but there was no sign of his quarry. Reaching for the shard he found that, frustratingly, it was no longer in the building, instead it was moving slowly, further and further away. She must have used another door. “Shit, Shit , Shit!” he muttered, beginning to despair that he would never be able to catch up with her. He turned and walked towards the solid glass wall which, once again, miraculously, slid silently open.  
 
    Myssan followed the lifeline connected to the shard down several streets and across another small park until he eventually found himself outside an old red brick building facing a large open wooden door. Cautiously climbing the steps he peeped inside and breathed a sigh of relief. It was a library. There was no mistaking the muted quiet, the smell of paper and leather and the rows of bound spines carefully placed on shelves. He instantly felt at home. The fact that he would not be able to read a word written here did not faze him at all. 
 
    Quietly he slipped inside and began to wander down one of the aisles between head-high shelves. He was close now. The shard was singing in his heart. The library was virtually deserted; there was only one woman peering at one of those strange lighted boxes upon a dark, polished wooden desk near the door. She had not even looked up when Myssan came in. Reaching a gap in the shelving and glancing sideways, he saw her quietly browsing a nearby shelf, hand extended, touching each title in turn as she searched for the book she wanted, bottom lip captured by her top teeth in concentration. 
 
    He felt his pulse quicken and took a deep breath to calm his nerves. She was even more beautiful at close quarters. She had incredibly long, dark, eyelashes, high, sloping cheekbones and an elfin beauty that totally captivated him. Absently he straightened his clothing and smoothed down his hair. He had never had to impress anyone before; however, a lot was riding on this and he felt really nervous.  
 
    Pretending to browse, he edged closer towards her until he was so close he could hear her breathing. She smelt of orange and cinnamon and it was intoxicating. “Come on, you can do this,” he told himself. Carefully he reached for the raw power of this world to enable him to project an air of comforting reassurance to the girl, but it was so hidden, so hard to grasp that it was like bobbing for apples. This world had almost completely lost any magic it might have once had. Concentrating hard he managed to hold onto a small amount and he just had to hope that it would be enough for what he needed. 
 
    Screwing up all his courage he took another deep breath and reached for her hand.  
 
    “Please don’t be afraid,” was all he could think at her before she snatched her hand away, glaring at him in silent accusation. That would be a “no” on the magic front, he told himself. He could see that she was about to either call loudly for help or deck him, but she had not made up her mind about which action to take just yet. Taking advantage of this momentary indecision, Myssan held up his hands and backed away a few steps trying to look as friendly and unthreatening as possible. Fortunately she did not run, instead a puzzled expression caused a small furrow to form on her brow and her hand absently brushed her shiny black hair back behind her ear. She was thinking. Myssan’s heart skipped a beat, it was such an endearing habit. She was clearly trying to work out how he had spoken into her mind. 
 
    Tentatively she took a small step towards him, her dark eyes glued to his. He stood as still as he could, waiting for her to make the next move. It was like taming a wild animal, one false move and he would lose her. Everything hinged on the next few moments. After what felt like a life time, she spoke. Going by the intonation, it sounded like a question. He answered in his own language, hoping that she would realise that he could not understand her and then, daringly, he slowly reached out his hand, leaving it outstretched between them. Hesitantly, she lifted one finger and achingly, slowly, extended it until they were touching once more.   
 
    He was not sure what he expected. Maybe a flood of images or an insight into her mind but as with most things magical on this world everything was very muted and hard to grasp hold of. He was not used to this mind speak so he made sure to enunciate every word clearly as he thought it. “My name is Myssan.” This was not the time for his full title. “It is lovely to meet you.” Her eyes widened in surprise and a small smile tugged at her lips.  
 
    “How do you do?” she replied. “My name is Eva.” He sensed that this formal greeting was somehow humorous to her. She now placed two firm fingers on his hand and leaned forward, searching his face for clues. “How do you do this?” she thought at him. 
 
    Myssan blinked and furiously ran through all the possible answers before realizing that he needed to keep it clear and simple. “I’m not exactly sure myself,” he admitted. “This is the first time I have tried it.” 
 
    “Really?” she sounded impressed. A concerned expression fleetingly passed across her face. “You can’t see into my mind, can you?”  
 
    “No,” he answered, “I can only hear what you are deliberately projecting to me.”  
 
    She seemed relieved. “Why did you choose me to try this on?” She was full of questions and she was cutting to the point quickly. Glancing around she continued. “This is silly standing here. Why don’t we go and sit at one of those tables?” 
 
    He nodded and followed her to a reading table situated under a tall window. The bottom pain opaque, although he could see the grey sky through the clear pain at the top. 
 
    They sat down opposite each other. Myssan placed his hand on the table between them and Eva reached out once more to touch him. “Now, tell me why you chose me!” she demanded 
 
    Myssan found her intense stare quite unnerving. He was painfully aware of the impact his next words would make on her life. There simply was no alternative and no turning back now. Slowly and very carefully he outlined who he was, where he had come from and why he was there. Although she sat silent the whole time, a myriad of emotions raced, one after the other, across her face as his explanation unfolded. There was disbelief followed by concern that he might be crazy and at this point she nearly pulled her hand away but curiosity got the better of her, and she continued the contact.  
 
    When he eventually came to the end she leaned back in her seat, blew out a long breath and stared up at the sky for a long time. Myssan could scarcely breathe, so much depended on her reaction. Finally she brought her gaze back down to him and he could see that her beautiful eyes were swimming with tears. She reached down and pulled out a pendant that had been hidden beneath her knitted jersey and stared at it as if she had never seen it before. Quietly she said something in her own language. Myssan raised a questioning eyebrow and smiling apologetically she touched his hand once more. “My mother gave this to me when she died.” Heavy sadness coloured this statement. “She said her mother did the same. I never take it off, even when I dance. It is part of me.” The shard was truly stunning and Myssan could not take his eyes off it. It looked as if it was alive. Iridescent colours swirled deep within its heart and he could feel its pull so strongly that he had to fight to resist the urge to reach out and touch it. 
 
    The tears finally spilt over her lashes and rolled down her cheeks unheeded as she sat lost in thought. Myssan respectfully gave her silence and space although his heart was aching for her. He had always thought that this was just a figure of speech until this moment when he discovered that this pain can be as real and as tangible as any physical injury. She sniffed and went rummaging through her bag for a tissue. Wiping her eyes and nose she seemed to have come to a decision and she gently took his hand in between her two small, delicate ones and leaned forward, her sad smile tightened the band around his chest.  
 
    “You know life can be so ironic sometimes. If you had come six months ago I would have jumped at the chance for adventure but now I have finally been accepted into an amazing dance company and we are going to perform at The Sadler's Wells Theatre.” She looked at him meaningfully and he understood that this was something impressive. “Yet, despite that I am sure my conscience would probably have got the better of me and I would have come with you in the end; however, that was six months ago, before I was diagnosed with terminal cancer, before I knew that I was dying.” 
 
    Myssan reeled back shocked, but she continued on, taking away all hope. “I have a brain tumour. It is inoperable. I have been in remission for the last few months but last week I was told that it has returned with a vengeance, and that I may only have a few weeks left to live.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Lutex stumbled. 
 
    Limbo had terrified him. It had been dark and silent, two things he hated, but when he finally dropped out of the nothingness, he almost wished he could go straight back there. Shockingly he had been spat out to land on a very narrow rocky ledge high up on a sheer cliff face. Scrambling backwards away from the knee-buckling precipice he came hard up against a wall of rock behind him, it’s solid presence helping to calm his racing heart. He leaned back against it, closed his eyes and tried to catch his breath. A fierce wind roared up the cliff making his hair stand on end and buffering him as if he were no more substantial than a fallen leaf. His fingers desperately sought something to hold on to, something to anchor him. A tiny crack presented itself to his searching fingers and he clung to it for dear life. 
 
    Slowly he calmed himself and taking a cautious peek with one eye he reassessed his situation. The ledge he was standing on was wider than he had first thought, perhaps as wide as he was tall, but beyond it was only sky. He could not see the bottom, just a few clouds floating far below and some distant peaks. He swallowed and gingerly turned his head to one side. There was not much to see. The ledge continued on for a short distance before abruptly ending. A single tree had managed to take root here and, against the odds, had gallantly grown to quite a size before succumbing to a lightning strike. Its burnt carcass still remained, pointing accusingly at the sky.  
 
    Despite himself, Lutex grinned. At least he would have no trouble finding this spot again. That was, he thought ruefully, if he was ever able to actually leave here in the first place. He was running out of options. Slowly he turned his head to face in the other direction. A sigh of relief escaped his lips as he saw that the ledge continued on in this direction. It was narrow and strewn with loose rocks but it offered him a chance to escape the precarious situation he was in now. 
 
    He was bone weary and longed for food and a safe place to curl up and sleep for a day or two. The first step required more courage than he had ever used before and it took a lifetime to convince his jelly-like legs to shuffle sideways. Then he had to force his fingers to let go and slide across the rock face until they reached another hold. This was going to take quite some time.  
 
    He crept down the ledge at a snail's pace, occasionally disturbing the odd rock that would careen off into space, bouncing off the cliff face as it went. Each step took all his concentration and willpower as the buffeting wind was making any move unpredictable. Thankfully the weather was fine and it was not unbearably cold but the large sun was definitely on the way down and Lutex doubted sincerely if he could survive a night exposed out here.  
 
    Fortunately the ledge was level. He was not sure how he would cope if it suddenly ascended, or worse, descended, yet he could see he was soon going to have to deal with a corner as the ledge junked[CL21] around a rocky outcrop, narrowing as it went, and blocking his view of the rest of the path. He was gaining a small amount of confidence, but this obstacle looked very scary. He gulped, staring. “Just get it over with and stop overthinking it,” he told himself. It was his mother's favourite saying and he could almost hear her voice in the wind. Step by cautious step he maneuvered around the obstruction, his eyes focusing on the ground and mind focusing on his hand holds. The wind swirled across the bluff, causing eddies that threatened to tug him off yet, amazingly, he eventually found himself past the bulge. Thankfully the ledge widened again and not ten paces away a sloping alpine meadow intersected the cliff. 
 
    He stopped to savour the moment and catch his breath. There was a small patch of rubble and scree to scramble over before he could reach the slope but that was easy compared with the ledge. “The mighty Lutex overcomes adversity once again!” he thought, smiling to himself as he gingerly continued to edge himself towards the relative safety of the inviting grassland. He could sense the shard as a dull background noise coming from somewhere down the mountain and he knew there was no need to pinpoint it exactly just yet. 
 
    By dusk he found himself in a high alpine meadow, thinking that it was time to prepare himself to settle down for the night. He had been surprised how like Feld this world appeared. The air was fresh and clear, and the plants, the sky and the amount of talent he could use here were also similar. The only thing that was markedly different was that there appeared to be no bird or animal life. It was strangely silent. Little midges performed their weird, vertical dance in the evening light, just like home, but that was the only sign of life he could see. 
 
    A loud noise from his rumbling tummy reminded him that he was starving and sent him rummaging in his pack until he found a travel biscuit in the shape of a dog, which he woofed. He washed it down with some water, unpacked his blanket and looked for a safe, warmish place to sleep.   
 
    Not once in his entire life had he ever been alone. This was a completely new experience for him. Even though travelling with Hexrick had been strange at first, away from the hustle and bustle of his crowded family home, he had found himself enjoying the one on one relationship and tonight he found himself missing the gruff knight so much that his stomach hurt.  
 
    This was going to be tough. He took a shuddering breath and told himself that it was only twenty-two days and then he would be going home. All he had to do was complete his quest and survive. Strangely the thought of the quest perked him up and gave him something other than self-pity to focus on. Quietly he sat, closed his eyes, and concentrated on searching for the shard. Instantly he felt its presence. It was distant but its pull was unmistakable and he turned his face towards it, the last rays of sunset warming his eyelids. Tomorrow he would begin his journey to find it but tonight he needed sleep desperately. He discovered a sheltered spot next to a large boulder, rolled himself in his blanket and was asleep before the first stars appeared in the clear night sky overhead. 
 
    During the night he had huddled deep into his blanket, covering his head to stop the nip of frost biting at his nose and ears. After waking it took him a moment to remember where he was and another moment to pluck up enough courage to face the cold, new world that awaited him. Peeping wearily over the edge of his blanket he was greeted by a vista covered in a thin, white crisp coating of ice. It was beautiful as it sparkled in the early morning light. Sitting fully upright he gazed around, his breath hovering in misty clouds in front of him.  
 
    The view was stunning. The meadow sloped gently down towards a line of trees, clothed in dark green, and beyond that he could see a snow-capped range of rugged mountains marching purposely off into the distance. Slowly he uncurled his stiff legs, stood tall and stretched, groaning like an old man. Time for breakfast. Singing quietly in his head, he opened his pack and searched inside for some food. A strange noise made him quickly look up and he found himself staring straight into two large, blue eyes that were boring into him not a hand's breadth away. The biscuit fell to the ground as Lutex’s mouth gaped open and the bag slipped from his fingers. The eyes blinked once and instantly disappeared.   
 
    Lutex closed his mouth and looked around frantically. Had he imagined this? Was he suffering from some sort of hallucination? He had heard someone talk about mountain sickness before, was this what he had? He closed his eyes again, concentrating and shook his head. Strangely he could feel another presence close by. Cautiously, he peered through half open lids and caught a glimpse of a large, brown furry body sitting opposite him, head cocked to one side as it stared at him as if he were a curious object to be examined. The creature looked a bit like a very large cat but it had round ears and a huge, thick tail. It did not look dangerous but Lutex was sure the sharp claws he could see would cause a lot of damage if provoked.  
 
    Carefully Lutex raised his hand towards the beast and tried to project calming thoughts. The cat-like creature blinked again but other than that it did not move a muscle until it, once again, it disappeared. Lutex was not put off this time and slowly reached out to where he felt the animal was sitting. It must have been so sure of its invisibility that it did not move until Lutex was very close and then it only leaned away just out of reach. Lutex was not fooled and using his talent rather than his eyes, he lunged.  
 
    Contact was accompanied by a blast of images and thoughts from the animal, all overwhelmingly accompanied by a feeling of absolute surprise. For his part, Lutex bombarded the creature with calming, reassuring thoughts of friendliness and trustworthiness. Basically he just opened himself up for scrutiny hoping that his honest, good intentions would be enough to win it over. Very tentatively the animal sniffed Lutex’s outstretched hand. It was puzzled. This was beyond any experience it had ever had. If it didn’t want to be seen, all it had to do was to alter the observer’s mind so that they would not see him. It worked every time and it could not understand why this strange, gangly, furless creature could still see it. 
 
    Lutex let the cat-like thing sniff him all over and then gently lifted his hand to scratch it behind the ears. He could tell immediately that this was something the animal enjoyed as it leaned into his hand as if asking for more. It could sense Lutex’s good will and in no time it was rubbing itself all over the boy. The images Lutex was receiving told a story. This was a young animal who had recently left its home to find a place of its own in the world. He, yes it was a male, had left two brothers and his mother behind further up the mountain. He was quite lonely and missed his family but he was also enjoying the freedom of making his own decisions and keeping his own kills.  
 
    It was easy to hunt when your prey could not see you, but still, food was scarce and too many hunters in one area caused shortages. His main prey were small ground dwelling animals with short snouts and no tails. They were a tasty morsel and the cat’s favourite. Lutex was surprised by how lucid its thoughts were, it was almost as if it were deliberately telling its story, almost like a conversation.  
 
    Lutex couldn't resist stroking the wonderfully soft, thick fur and was rewarded with a loud purr. Very much like a cat, then, he thought but as his hand stilled a clear, unmistakable un-cat-like thought shot into his mind. “Don’t stop! Tubble likes that. Do it more.” This animal could communicate its thoughts. Lutex supposed it was only logical really, if it was used to manipulating others minds to make them think he was invisible, surely communication would be a simple task for it. Unfortunately for Lutex the fact that Tubble could mind talk suddenly presented him with a terrible dilemma. Growing up in a noisy, busy household he had never felt the need to talk. Everyone seemed to know what he wanted and it was easier to be in the background. He enjoyed observing rather than being the centre of attention. Consequently he had never bothered to talk, there was no need, and as he grew older, his silence became part of who he was. Now, the fact that this cat could mind talk forced him to reassess his position. Was he going to communicate or not?  
 
    His first, gut instinct was to stay silent; after all, he was so unpractised at talking, but then again he was all alone here in a strange world, and having someone to answer questions might just be the difference between success and death. He gathered himself mentally and sat up straighter. This should not be so difficult he thought but it was like shattering the ice on a pond. Making the first crack took a huge effort but, hopefully, it would be easier from then on. Stealing himself, gritting his teeth he formed a shaky sentence and thought, “Would Tubble like a scratch under his chin as well?” Not the most auspicious first sentence, he smiled to himself, but it was a beginning. The ice was broken. 
 
    “Hmm, not know. Like to try.” Came the reply. Lutex complied and the rumbling purr grew louder. “Tubble like!” 
 
    Lutex shivered. “I am cold.” He thought to Tubble and immediately there was an image of Tubble and his family all sleeping in one big huddle and a lovely feeling of warmth and security accompanied it. Tubble moved closer and leaned into Lutex who put his arms around the big cat and buried his face in his fur. Unannounced, a wave of homesickness washed over Lutex and he gave into it knowing that he was now in a safe place to be able to do this.  
 
    Tubble watched Lutex’s images of home and family and even gruff old Hexrick parade past, not making any comment until Lutex had cried himself out of tears and then quietly thought, “Family nice. We family now.” Tubble purred as he licked Lutex’s tears with his very rough tongue. Hugging the cat tighter, a lump came to his throat at the sudden, unexpected kindness. 
 
    Slowly the sun rose over the distant peaks sending long shafts of probing light towards the spot where the cat and his boy sat. Eventually Lutex could wait no longer and much as it pained him to do so he had to say goodbye to Tubble. He had a mission to complete and time was ticking on.  
 
    “I have to go now, Tubble, but I hope I will see you when I pass through this way again.”  
 
    “Tubble come too.” The cat replied immediately, standing and stretching luxuriously. 
 
    “No, I am sorry, but I can’t ask you to come, it might be dangerous and I have no idea where I might be going or what might happen,” Lutex thought sadly. 
 
    “Tubble come too. Tubble like adventure!” was all the reply he received.  
 
    Lutex smiled. He was grateful, but he just hoped that he was not going to regret this. The last thing he wanted was for someone else to suffer because of him; however, he could see that Tubble had made up his mind and there would be no changing it. Besides, Lutex thought, let’s be real about this, there was no way he could prevent an invisible cat following him, even if he wanted to. 
 
    “Come on, then. I will explain everything as we go.” 
 
    Tubble raced off in excitement before suddenly stopping and turning back to face Lutex. “Tubble not know where we are going.”  
 
    Lutex gasped, this cat was full of surprises, Not only could he mind talk, he had just proven that he could do so without having to touch Lutex. He obviously had enough talent to project his thoughts over distance.  
 
    Lutex grinned. “That makes two of us, but I do know we have to go in that direction,” he thought, pointing down the slope and away from the rising sun. 
 
    “Then we go,” Tubble answered, bounding through the long grass, his tail dancing behind him. 
 
    It was a beautiful day, “late summer”, Tubble had informed him, with only one or two fluffy, white clouds hanging around the higher peaks. The colours of this world were vibrant. Lutex gazed at the aquamarine blues of the sky, the luscious greens of the grass and distant trees and the vivid white snow caps. The wild flowers in the alpine meadow reminded him of a rainbow. The hum of insects was loud but there was still no sign of any birds. Lutex projected an image of one to Tubble and the only response he received was a blank look. 
 
    As they grew closer to the line of trees Lutex could see that they were quite different from the trees in Feld. First of all the trunks and branches were green and looked soft, almost like skin. The leaves were large and all were turned to face the sun. Large seed pods, about as big as Lutex’s clenched fist, dangled sparsely from the ends of one or two branches. A few pods had already opened but many looked as if they would burst in any moment. “The seeding has started. Lots more today I think,” Tubble’s thoughts sounded delighted as he sat under a tree, waiting for Lutex to catch up.  
 
    “The seeding?” Lutex asked wondering if he had misunderstood. Tubble was obviously excited.  
 
    “Yes, yes. You are lucky. You will see,” the cat exclaimed bouncing on the spot. The whole place had a park-like quality. The trees were widely spaced, allowing filtered light through to the understory of lush grass sprinkled with a myriad of flowers that produced a beautiful refreshing scent that wafted in the light breeze. The faint sound of water gurgling over rocks drew him onwards. Tall, bright yellow flowers ran in a long waving line through the grass, delineating the stream's path.  
 
    Lutex pushed through the waist-high plants, brushing aside the large, nodding flower heads. Tubble followed behind in the track that Lutex was making, only the tops of his ears visible above the sea of yellow. As Lutex grew closer to the water he caught a glimpse of a set of iridescent wings darting across his vision and, he was not sure, but he thought he heard something that for all the world sounded, in his head like a small child giggling. 
 
    Clear water tumbled over a rocky bed and tiny, reflected star bursts of light winked at him, blinding him for a moment. Curious to know where the giggling sound was coming from he scanned up and down the stream but saw nothing. Confused he sat down to think, absently rubbing Tubble’s ears, soaking up the tranquil moment. It was not to last. 
 
    “Surprise!!” a chorus of small voices called into is mind in unison only to disintegrate into a fit of uncontrollable laughter afterwards. One moment he and the cat were alone and the next the air above them was full of small flying objects all chortling excitedly as if amused by some exquisitely hilarious joke. 
 
    Lutex ducked instinctively, his heart racing. Flying above their heads, weaving and ducking, were possibly one hundred or more tiny green animals with large dragonfly wings. “Seeds,” Tubble exclaimed happily. They did not have arms and legs as such and were generally shaped like a large pip or tear drop. There was no discernible face, no eyes or mouth, but they were highly telepathic. They sensed the world around them rather than saw or heard it. They were like little children delighted in their prank, enjoying each other's company and revelling in the morning sun. It was infectious. There was no hint of maliciousness about them at all. Lutex clambered to his feet and they scattered, all at once, like a school of fish before a shark. Carefully Lutex formed a thought, “It's alright we won't hurt you, but you did give Tubble and me a huge fright.” Best to let them think their little prank had worked spectacularly well. First one then another brave seed darted close and scooted away. Lutex stood as still as he could and it didn't take long before he was being mobbed. He had them landing in his hair, buzzing under his nose and nosing into his ears. They even crawled inside his jacket buzzing frantically when they could not find their way out again.  
 
    They were very curious about him, all asking questions at once. It was impossible for him to get a thought in edgeways. Lutex threw a pleading look at Tubble who was staring wide eyed at the scene before him. “Lucky to see seeds. Never seen so many so close. You very special.”  
 
    Lutex, once again, was not entirely sure if his ‘gift’ was a blessing or a pain. Sometimes it felt as if he could never make a move without a mob of some sort surrounding him but this time he was also curious and asked them what they would look like when they grow up. A projected image of their adult form materialised in his mind. They would all grow up to be trees just like the ones in the forest that surrounded him now.[CL22] 
 
    This begged the question, were the adult trees telepathic as well? Carefully he retraced his steps until he reached the nearest tree. It was so huge that there was no way he would be able to reach around it. Gingerly he extended a hand to touch the warm, soft trunk and tried to communicate. It was impossible to hear anything with the excited chattering coming from the cloud of tiny seeds that surrounded his head. He did not want to be mean so he asked them all very politely if they would give him some quiet time to talk to the tree, and to his surprise they all raced off, back to annoy the delighted Tubble. 
 
    Once again he extended his hand towards the soft skin of the tree trunk. There was definitely a presence there but it was buried deep and the thought process was very slow. Lutex moved to a smaller tree, just a sapling really, and repeated the experiment. To his surprise the tree answered immediately, truly excited to be contacted by another being. It was full of curiosity. Apparently, they usually only converse with other trees. Lutex gathered that the older the tree the slower its thought processes became but they were still aware and able to communicate. 
 
    Lutex soon found that you did not so much talk to trees as bond with them. He found himself merging into the very heart of the sapling, experiencing the world as it did. He felt the exquisite rush of the nourishing sunshine, the feel of the wind in the leaves and the wonderful textures of the earth as the roots quested ever onwards, searching for water and nutrients. Time slowed and his perspective of the world changed. The joy of being alive here and now was powerful. There was pleasure to soak up by just existing. 
 
    Dimly he became aware of something rubbing against his trunk; he shook his head, no not his trunk, his legs. Glancing down he saw Tubble nudging his thigh with his head. Switching focus, Lutex heard Tubble’s plaintive calls for the first time. “Wake up! It will soon be night. Tubble cold. Tubble hungry!” 
 
    Lutex shook himself once again, noticing that it was now late in the afternoon. The sun was just about to disappear behind the distant mountain range. Where had the day gone? He had become one with the sapling and time had become irrelevant. Wrenching himself back to his world he began to shiver violently. He was cold, stiff and hungry. His heart gave a lurch when he realized that without Tubble he might have died caught up, as he was, in the life of the tree and forgetting his human needs until it was too late. His fingers were numb and ached to flex and his legs had pins and needles. Gradually his circulation painfully returned and he bent down to give Tubble a hug. “Thank you, friend. I would be lost without you.”  
 
    Tubble purred happily, nudged his hand and repeated. “Tubble cold.”  
 
    Lutex laughed. “Okay. Okay. Let's go and find a safe warm place for the night.”  
 
    Tubble bounded off, his tail held high, making him easy to follow through the grass. The temperature was certainly dropping fast and it was cold walking through the long shadows cast by the trees. 
 
    This night Lutex lit a fire knowing now that there was no danger near; Tubble had assured him of this. With a full stomach they both sat contentedly next to the flickering flames watching the dancing sparks twist and twirl up into the night sky, motes of light becoming indistinguishable from the stars that floated overhead. Tubble had been fascinated by the whole process and had been an easy convert. Now he sat with his nose almost touching the flame. Lutex was exhausted as he reflected on the day. What an amazing world with invisible animals and trees that could talk. As he slipped gently into sleep he absently wondered what wonderful experience he was going to have tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    “Can you swim?” Lutex thought at Tubble who was standing next to him on the top of a large boulder staring at the narrow, steep-sided gorge. This was their first real obstacle since they had set out this morning and there appeared to be no way around it. Lutex had not expected Tubble to come with him down the mountain, but apparently, the invisible cat thought that it was all a huge adventure and was going to stick to him like glue. This had strangely made Lutex quite happy. He hated to admit it but Tubble made the whole thing just that little bit less scary, not to mention, he was also very warm at night.  
 
    The shard was still pulling Lutex in the same direction; in fact, it felt as if it had not moved at all. They had decided to follow the stream down the mountain as it proved an easy way through the forest. All had gone very well until they had reached the gorge. It was impossible to see how long it went for or how deep the water was. There appeared to be no rapids yet, and although the sun was shining, the water itself was icy cold.  
 
    “Of course I can swim,” Tubble replied sounding offended. “Can you?” Lutex sent back a quick image of Safehaven with all the children jumping off rocks into the bay, squealing with delight. “Quite a few of you then,” Tubble observed. “Are they all like you?” Lutex swallowed past an unexpected lump in his throat and shook his head. Home seemed so far away, both in distance and time.  
 
    “Let's go!” Lutex called and together they took a deep breath and jumped. The swift current quickly took hold of them and swept them downstream. The cold felt like a vice around his chest but he had no time to think about this, he needed instead to concentrate on not hitting the cliff walls or the large boulders that loomed up at him at an alarming rate. 
 
    He had strapped his backpack to his front and was using it as a floatation device and as it was made of waterproof material and full of air. It was a life saver. The cold was sapping his energy fast and he was sure he would not have been able to keep his head above water very long without it. Tubble was paddling with all four paws, staring straight ahead, his tail streaming out behind him. He used it like a rudder, effortlessly steering around any obstacles in his way.  
 
    Rounding a bend they were faced with the sickening sight of the cliffs closing in and the river being funnelled, swiftly, through an extremely narrow gap. Eddies swirled ominously on either side of the swift channel, their lazy circling belying their power to suck any object down into their dark depths. Both knew that they had to avoid them at any cost and shoot for the middle of the river.  
 
    Lutex paddled frantically until he felt the current take him and then helplessly clung to his pack and surrendered to his fate. Tubble was just behind him, looking confident and calm. The closer they came to the gap the faster they went. The cliffs were now passing in a blur. Lutex could see that he was slightly off centre and gave a little kick to right himself but his leg connected with something submerged under the water, a rock, a log, he could not tell, but suddenly he was spinning out of control. Spinning towards the cliff, towards the eddy.  
 
    The power of the water sucked him down. Even clinging desperately to his pack was not enough, it was too powerful and eventually his head was pulled below the surface. He had not had time to take in a deep breath and already he was running out of air. The water was clear and he could see the canyon walls, so close, but the pressure of the water was keeping him from being able to grasp it.  
 
    This was it then! he thought, a strange acceptance washing over him moments before a claw swept into sight, hooked his pack, sent him spinning once more into the current and through the gap. Immediately the pull on his legs vanished and he bobbed up to the surface, gasping for air. Tubble had saved his life but there was no sign of him anywhere. Sickeningly Lutex realised that by saving him the cat had become trapped himself.  
 
    Lutex felt helpless. What could he do? He was at the mercy of the river and being swept further away from the narrow gorge every moment. His only hope was to use his untried talent. Closing his eyes he tapped into the enormous power of the river and reached for Tubble. When he found him there was only a tiny spark of life left but it was enough for Lutex to latch onto. As carefully as a fisherman, he hooked that spark and began to reel it in.  
 
    It took all his concentration and effort just to keep the connection, let alone fight the surge of water pushing the cat under, but he could not let go. Suddenly the tension eased and the line went slack. Lutex gasped, his mind screaming. What had happened? Frantically he searched the gap for any sign of Tubble, sobbing, knowing he had let his friend down. Then through the tears he saw a small, brown head floating through the gap. The first rush of relief was soon eclipsed by the concern that Tubble was not moving; in fact, he seemed to be floating face down. Once again Lutex summoned his power and dragged the inert body to him as fast as he could. 
 
    As soon as he Tubble came within reach, Lutex turned him over on his back and began to force breath into his lungs, all the while screaming into the cat’s mind, trying to wake him up. It took several, heart stopping moments before the bedraggled animals eyes shot open and he finally took a huge shuddering breath followed by sputtering and a sustained coughing fit. Lutex was overjoyed. 
 
    All feeling in his toes and fingers were lost by the time the cliffs finally receded and they were once again able to clamber out onto the grassy banks. They lay there for a long time appreciating how good it was to be alive, letting the sun warm them and the gentle breeze dry them. Tubble seemed to have recovered remarkably quickly and was his normal self again in no time. Eventually, he began an extensive licking project, purring quietly to himself, and Lutex changed into a dry set of clothes, tying his wet ones to his pack to dry. This process gave Tubble a huge surprise at first. “How can you take skin off?” he asked. Lutex chuckled as he explained that humans weren't lucky enough to have beautiful fur to keep them warm and had to make clothes instead. 
 
    The slope was gentler this side of the gorge; however, the forest was still thick and the easiest route was to follow the stream as the banks were clear, probably due to flooding at some time in the past. The call of the shard was now a constant nag at Lutex, guiding him ever down the mountain. They were still in the forest when dusk settled, taking the heat and noise from the day and replacing it with hazy shadows and muted sounds. A peace descended in preparation for night. The river flowed on silently but now instead of reflecting light it seemed to drink it, giving its surface an almost dark, velvet appearance. The duo chose a suitable spot and prepared for the night. Tubble set off for a bit of night stalking and Lutex made himself another batch of travel biscuit porridge. “Yum!” he thought sarcastically. Hard as it was to believe, he almost missed the soggy greens that his mother used to cook.  
 
    Bored waiting for Tubble to return, he rummaged in his pack and came up with the daily tally sheet that Errin had given him. According to his calculations he had been away from Feld for three days now – well, two and a half to be precise – so he should have nineteen and a half days left from his total of twenty two that he started with. But, glancing quickly at the parchment, it looked as if there were a lot fewer strokes there than he thought there should be. Frantically he counted them up, then recounted, just to be sure. He stared at the sheet not understanding what had happened, until he remembered Errin telling everyone that there was no guarantee that time would run the same in the other worlds.   
 
    This was disastrous. His first reaction was one of frantic panic. He had no idea how long it would take him to find the shard, but he was sure it was going to take longer to climb back up the mountain than it had taken to descend and he did not even want to think about the gorge or the ledge. Time was racing past; even sleeping seemed a luxury now. He found himself taking quick, shallow breaths and his pulse was thumping at breakneck speed in his temples. Worst of all, he had no control over the situation. All he could do was to push on as fast as he could for as long as he could each day. Tubble was in for a surprise tomorrow. 
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    Zail could sense it in the wind. All was not as it should be. Small tickles of power brushed past him like cool air on bare skin causing tiny hairs to rise. Unnervingly these minute pulses of power were coming from diverse parts of the universe, from places he had long ago purged of any talent. This was more than a coincidence. Something or someone was on the move.  
 
    He knew he had become paranoid over his long existence but it had proven, time and again, to be his best weapon in his eternal struggle with that woman. The tingles were barely noticeable and he did not want to divert his attention from her trail, he was so sure he was close now, but he knew he could spare a few days to visit the offending worlds to set in motion actions that would ensure any rogue talent was dealt with swiftly. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Lutex had risen early and woken Tubble who, in typical cat fashion, had stretched, yawned and then was instantly ready for anything. “We go?” he asked.  
 
    “Yes, we need to move faster. I think that I may be running out of time,” Lutex replied without thinking. Tubble cocked his head to one side and looked totally lost. Lutex smiled to himself as he realised that time was a concept that would never make sense to this animal. The only passing of time he knew was the passage of the sun in the sky. There was no way Lutex could explain the idea of a deadline. “Yes we go,” he answered and Tubble, completely satisfied, bounded off through the dewy grass following the river downstream. 
 
    Before the sun had reached its zenith, the river they were following poured itself into a much larger waterway and by lunch, the landscape was beginning to change. They were now walking across a large, flat plain. There were fewer trees and more grass and, for the first time, Lutex saw signs of human habitation. It was just an abandoned hunter’s hut, the stones falling in on themselves; however, it was proof positive that there were beings capable of using tools in this world. It was getting quite hot by midday and they chose the shade of a large tree to eat their meal and take a rest. Lutex had been pushing hard, not that Tubble seemed to notice as he still had boundless energy. It was a drowsy heat and the boy was fighting the feeling of lethargy, knowing that they could only afford a quick stop. Tubble had just begun one of his extensive licking sessions when the distinctive sound of an axe chopping wood startled them both. “What's that?” Tubble asked, ears pricked, leg still raised. Obviously he had never encountered a forester before.  
 
    “Someone chopping a tree,” Lutex replied absently, trying to locate the direction of the noise.  
 
    “Why they want to hurt tree?” Tubble cried distressed and like a bolt of lightning the full meaning of this commotion and its implications hit Lutex with full force.  
 
    His imagination painted a grim picture of what the suffering tree must be experiencing. As one they scrambled to their feet and ran towards the axeman, totally focused on stopping this senseless slaughter before it was too late. The axe strokes were steady and rhythmical making the woodsman easy to locate, but before they could reach him the awful, unmistakable crash of a tree falling echoed through the forest. 
 
    “No! No!” Lutex stopped breathing. They were too late. Uncaring for his own safety Lutex burst into the clearing only to come face to face with the sicking evidence of the disaster. A beautiful young tree lay splayed across the grass, its soft skin already losing its lustre, becoming dull and grey as he watched. Lutex could not bear it, he ran over to the dying tree and flung his body across it, weeping. The trees last agonies still rippled through its being but even these were rapidly fading. Lutex was so totally absorbed in is misery that it took him a moment register the fact that the axe was in action once more. “No! No more!” he screamed in his head. Stumbling towards the sound he rounded a large trunk only to fall to his knees defeated, because, before him, was the last thing he ever expected to see on this world. Before him stood a troll. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Lutex blinked.  
 
    The troll had its back to him as it swung its axe at the trunk of its next victim; however, there was no mistaking the build or the smell. Lutex knelt, frozen with indecision. How could he hope to stop this huge creature from doing anything? He knew from his experience in Feld that the trolls were feral, brimming with anger and hatred. There was no way he was going to be able to reason with it, indeed, he would be lucky to escape with his life. The troll lowered its axe for a moment, wiped its brow and then arched its back looking up at the sky, groaning. Lutex carefully stood up and took a tentative step backwards but luck was not on his side today and he stepped on a traitorous twig, which snapped into the silence with a resounding crack. 
 
    The troll whipped around, axe raised. Lutex stumbled backwards trying to escape, but he only succeeded in falling, landing heavily on his backside and knocking the wind from his lungs. In two quick strides the troll was towering over him, a fierce scowl of absolute hatred painted across its face. Lutex absurdly noted that the immediacy[CL23] of death seemed to slow time and make everything become crystal clear. He noticed that the troll was not exactly the same as the ones who were threatening Feld. It appeared quite a bit younger and it did not seem to have the heavy brows or the sloping forehead. In fact, Lutex thought to himself, it would probably be considered quite handsome in troll land. Although it had the same broad shoulders as the trolls he had seen before, this one also seemed to have a neck. Similar but not the same then, not that it mattered he thought, writing his own epitaph: “Lutex, killed by an angry, handsome troll.” This was so absurd.  
 
    He was mesmerised by the axe as it began its inevitable swing towards his head. A blur of motion off to one side was the only warning the troll had before a ball of spitting fury, all claws, teeth and fur, barrelled into its face. With a loud growl it dropped the axe and clawed at the thing clinging tenaciously to its head, desperately trying to remove it. 
 
    Lutex blinked, his head clearing. It could only be Tubble. Not bothering to stand, he scrabbled on all fours to the forgotten axe and grasped the smooth handle. It was huge and so heavy. There was no way he was going to be able to lift it off the ground let alone use it as a weapon. Abandoning the axe he raced forward and grasped the troll's legs, tackling it, hoping that he could unbalance it and cause it to fall. The troll stumbled, instinctively reaching down to remove the clinging boy but, in doing so, managed to grasp Lutex’s forehead. Skin touched skin, mind touched mind, and what came next blew him away. 
 
    Although both were stunned into complete physical stillness the thought exchange was anything but. Impressions shot back and forth in violent spurts like water from a pump’s first few air-filled pulls. Both were terrified and both were fighting for their lives. The last thing Lutex had expected to discover was that this was not a savage beast, but rather just the same as any village boy back in Feld. The troll had been surprised by Lutex’s sudden appearance but when he saw that he was one of the dreaded ‘baby eaters’ his anger burned bright. Lutex reeled. What in Feld could he mean by ‘baby eater’? Lutex’s confusion must have communicated itself to the troll and it stopped struggling. Tubble dropped to the ground, fur bristling, back arched, glaring angrily. 
 
    Lutex tried mind talk. “I am not a baby eater!” he spat vehemently letting the revolution this thought elicited accompany his thought.  
 
    “You look like one,” the troll answered defiantly.  
 
    “Well, you look like the enemy that is invading my world, killing my people,” Lutex shot back, populating his thought with gruesome images. The reply was not one Lutex expected. 
 
    “Our warrior class are doing a great and brave thing protecting us against the invasion or your kind,” it thought with immense pride and satisfaction colouring its thoughts. 
 
    “We are not invading!” Lutex replied stunned. The advantage with this level of mind talk was that you could not lie. And the troll could sense the truth in Lutex’s denial, totally confusing it. 
 
    “Your priests come to our villages and snatch our babies to take back for sacrifice. They,” it faltered for a moment then steadied itself and continued, “they eat them alive.” 
 
    “No we do not!” Lutex was too indignant to think of anything clever to think. “We would never do anything like that.”  
 
    “You cannot deny it. People like you have been seen stealing our new born. You take them to your world through a portal but our priests have discovered this gateway and so now we are sending our warrior clan through so that you will never be able to return and steal more of our children.”  
 
    Lutex could see that the troll had never witnessed a baby being taken, and had instead been told about it by a visiting priest, the image of whom made Lutex shudder. Alarm bells were ringing in Lutex’s mind. This all seemed a bit too coincidental. Why would anyone want to cause conflict between this world and Feld? Slowly bits of the puzzle began to fall into place. It all made horrible sense. Guarding his thoughts carefully Lutex mulled over the evidence. It all pointed to one person. Zail.  
 
    Zail obviously wanted the trolls to attack Feld to break the boundary and therefore he had created a reason and a means for them to do so. What did it matter that a few innocent babies lost their lives? He felt sick. All this misery was caused to appease one man. Errin had to win. Finding the shard was even more imperative now. 
 
    This had been a bizarre conversation, made all the more ludicrous by the fact that although Lutex had let go of the troll’s legs, it still held fast to Lutex’s forehead. The troll, having sensed Lutex’s discomfort removed its hand but looked confused when the communication between them stopped abruptly. Tentatively it reached out and placed its hand on to the top of Lutex’s head. The image of Lutex’s spiky hair sticking up between the trolls large fingers would have been humorous at any other time but today Lutex was too upset. He sagged to the ground, breaking the contact once again but patted the grass next to him in an invitation for the troll to sit. He placed his hand on the ground and waited. 
 
    Wearily the troll obliged, although only after retrieving its axe and lancing a few cautious glances at Tubble, who was now happily washing his back leg as if all was well with the world. Lutex did not know where to begin. This was such a huge and unbelievably sad saga. Two worlds at war, countless lives lost for nothing more than one man’s ambition. He let his sorrow pour across the link to the troll, paving the way for the devastating news he was about to give. Fate had chosen them and there was now no escape from the truth. Lutex had sensed the innate honesty in this one-time enemy and was trusting everything and everybody on the hunch that when this troll knew the whole story, all the facts, he would want to save his people and to act against Zail rather than betray Lutex. It was a gamble, but Lutex was running out of options. 
 
    Slowly, carefully, he outlined the whole, sordid history as he knew it. He left nothing out, finally describing his desperate mission and then he let the troll decide his fate. They both sat for a long time, each deep in their own thoughts. A gentle breeze tickled the leaves, making them softly laugh. The troll eventually took a huge, shuddering breath but did not turn his gaze from the depths of the forest.  
 
    “Brack,” he offered up his name quietly, and with this one word Lutex knew that their alliance was sealed. “A wise elder once told me that ‘You cannot let the shadows of yesterday block the sunlight from today.’ And I think that it is time to walk back into the sunshine, don’t you?” Brack thought, smiling shyly down at Lutex. 
 
    Lutex nodded, smiling back encouragingly. Brack’s brow furrowed as if an unpleasant idea had occurred to him. “You know, I think that this plot may be even more evil than you thought. At the moment we are sending more and more of our fighting men through to your world and none are returning. This is making us dangerously vulnerable to attack from our traditional enemy the Krax. We have reports that they are growing in strength and are amassing on our borders. We have never been worried about them before as they are inferior to us in every way but this time they may have sheer numbers in their favour. We are weak and the Krax know it.” He paused looking down at the grass. “Our whole way of life has changed. Before this happened life was pretty simple. I was the son of a farmer and I would have become a farmer after him but because of this war our farm has been turned into an open mine and I have been forced to supply charcoal for our weapon furnaces. I have had to become a woodcutter!”  
 
    Lutex cringed and found it impossible to hide the wave of nausea this statement had triggered. Brack looked puzzled, not understanding what he had said, or rather thought, that would cause such a violent reaction. Lutex stood and walked over to the nearest tree placing his hand on the trunk and letting its spirit wash over him. He then beckoned Brack over. Taking the troll’s large hand in his he let nature take its course. The look of absolute delight on Brack’s face was instantly replaced by one of revolution at the thought of all the trees he had felled. He quickly let go of Lutex’s hand, stumbled away and was violently ill. Lutex knew in that moment, watching the troll convulse, that he was going to be able to trust him implicitly.  
 
    Lutex patiently waited until the Brack had finished, watched, sympathetically as he cleaned himself up and smiled encouragingly as he returned to sit down next to them. Tubble came to sit by them sniffing the wind. Brack stared wearily at the cat. “I have never seen an animal like that before. What is it?” he asked. Tubble immediately took offence at being called an ‘It’ and promptly disappeared. Lutex couldn’t help but chortle at the startled look on Brack’s face.  
 
    “I am not sure myself, but he can understand every thought you have. Oh, and yes, he can become invisible.” 
 
    “A very useful friend to have, I think,” Brack nodded, still staring at the spot where Tubble had vanished. After a moment’s shared silence Brack seemed to gather himself, sitting up straighter he focused on Lutex’s face. “What direction exactly does the pull from the shard come from?” Lutex pointed down the valley. 
 
    “I might have guessed,” Brack thought. “That is the direction of our fortress city, Haktara. It will be very difficult for you to gain entry there.” He looked thoughtful for a moment before nodding to himself as if he had come to some sort of a decision. Turning to Lutex once more he thought, “I can hardly carry on with my work here.” He scanned the clearing shuddering slightly at the sight of the fallen tree. “So I might as well try and do something positive instead. I would like to come with you and help.” He paused. “If you would want me to, that is?”  
 
    Lutex grinned, playing a narrative in his head. “And so it was that the strange trio of troll, boy and cat-like thing began their incredible journey to save their worlds.”  
 
    The journey to Haktara itself began rather uneventfully. Brack had bargained for some children's clothes complete with a hooded cloak at the first small town they came to and Lutex had instantly become Brack’s younger brother. He was so small that he looked like a three-turn-old troll so no one paid him any attention at all. It was easy to slip unnoticed among the other travellers. Navigating the road itself was another matter entirely. The further down the valley they walked the more desolate the countryside became. A once proud forest was now a cemetery full of tree stumps that marched across the landscape, row upon row, each more poignant than any gravestone. The deep-rutted, muddy tracks converged in the centre of the valley, making it a stinking quagmire. Whole areas had been mined for metal to make weapons leaving behind deep, stagnant pools surrounded with rusting slag. 
 
    The lower they went the harder it was to breathe. Wood smoke hung in thick clouds and the smell of smelted metal added an unpleasant tang to the already sulphur-ladened air. It was hard for Lutex to believe that this was the same world that he had arrived in with its pristine alpine meadows. Brack, who had his arm protectively cross Lutex’s shoulders, caught the thought and sadly shook his head. “All this only began when we started to send our warrior class through to your world. When I was growing up this was a beautiful farming area.” Wistfully he showed Lutex a quick vision of how it used to look only a few turns ago. Lutex shuddered. Zail’s balance sheet was certainly adding up fast. 
 
    On the second night, it rained heavily, making the road totally impassable and Lutex’s nerves even more frazzled. Each night he watched the strokes on Errin’s parchment disappear. The only thing that kept him optimistic was that he had not reached the halfway mark yet. He felt that there was still a tiny grain of hope but this weather was not going to help. “I can’t afford this delay,” Lutex fretted staring out at the sheet of water falling past the veranda of the shop where they had taken refuge. “Could we leave the road and go cross country?” he asked, desperately seeking a solution to this hold up. Brack peered out, not really looking at the steady downpour but instead imagining the lay of the land beyond. 
 
    “Yes,” he thought hesitantly. “I think we could do it. We are on foot and there is only two, I mean three of us,” he amended, turning to look at Tubble who was twitching in his slumber on top of a stack of sacks. “And we should be able to stay out of sight of the land owners. It would certainly be easier than this pig sty of a road, but we will need daylight so I can find my bearings.”  
 
    Lutex nodded gratefully then crept over to the sacks and curled up next to one very happy cat. Brack spread his bedroll next to them on the wooden planks and soon all three were sound asleep, the drumming of the heavy rain a soothing lullaby. 
 
    The next morning dawned fine. The rain from last night now only a story told in the deep puddles, the mud of the road and the dripping eaves. The trio set out early and cut a path down the side lane until they were out of sight of the small village. They quickly scaled a low stone wall and raced across a grassy field towards a small copse of trees in the distance. This was the most nerve wracking time because although they did not expect to be seen, Brack had told Lutex that if they were caught trespassing the farmer could make them work for free for a full turn of the moon. Days that Lutex did not have to spare. 
 
    They quickly fell into a routine of sorts. They were fortunate that the rain stayed away and the weather became warmer, as they could not risk any type of fire at all. They spent the nights huddled together for warmth under their blankets and woke each morning to find fine droplets of dew covering everything. The days went by too quickly for Lutex; however, they made good progress and Brack proved to be an excellent guide. “Not much cover today. We need to be watchful,” Brack observed as they sat eating yet another cold breakfast. “But by my reckoning, once we are on the other side of the meadow and through those woods at the far end we should be able to see Haktara.” Brack sat, shoulders hunched against the cold, his cloak about his shoulders as he munched a windfall apple they had gathered on their journey, savouring the sweet taste and gazing out across the grassy meadow that they had to cross that day.  
 
    “I think you were right about the shard,” Lutex mused. “The pull is definitely getting stronger.” Wiping the apple juice from his chin, Lutex pointed to the large forest off to the side. “Why can’t we take cover in there?” he asked.  
 
    Brack shook his head. “That is the king's hunting forest. No one but the king and people he personally invites are allowed to enter on pain of death.”  
 
    Lutex looked incredulously at the young troll. “But who would know?” he asked.   
 
    Brack shuddered. “No one would dare go into there. A hex was placed on it many generations ago, and since then, any who venture into its depths never return. The legend says that it is easy to enter but impossible to leave.” Brack stopped, considering their options. “I suppose that we could walk in its shadow though, as long as we did not go into it, we should be safe.”  
 
    Lutex shrugged and thought to himself that it was probably just a very easy, cost effective way to stop poaching that some distant king had invented.  
 
    Both finished their apples, picked up their packs and began another day.  
 
    Tubble was often absent in the morning, off hunting or exploring, and this morning was no exception. They knew he would catch up to them some time during the day, so they set off without him. By midmorning, when there was still no sign of the exuberant cat, Lutex was becoming concerned. He found himself listening carefully for any mind contact and several times stopped to concentrate on an imagined thought or sound, but it wasn’t until the sun had reached its zenith that Tubble finally reappeared, slinking low to the ground. His fur was tangled with bits of twig and leaf litter, and his paws covered in mud. Normally he was immaculate as only a feline can be, so this was totally out of character. Seeing Tubble safe was such a relief that it made Lutex realize just how worried he had been. Somehow along the way he had become very attached to his invisible friend.  
 
    Without thought, Lutex rushed over to him and swept him up in a smothering hug, burying his face in the soft, earthy smelling fur. For a moment a quiet rumbling emanated from his friend but then it all got too much for the cat and he leapt down to the ground and began to lick frantically. Lutex smiled and asked gently, “What took you so long? I was worried.”   
 
    “Many men in forest. Wanted to see where they were going,” Tubble answered in an offhand way, concentrating on a particularly sticky bit of fur on his tail.  
 
    Brack was puzzled. “Maybe it is the king’s hunting party. What did they look like?”  
 
    Tubble projected a picture of a column of armed trolls crashing through the undergrowth, leaving a swath of destruction behind them. To Lutex they looked like just another clan of troll; however, to Brack they were something entirely different. He gasped and sat down heavily, shaking his head in defeat. “This is bad. This is very bad.” 
 
    Lutex and Tubble looked on silently, waiting for an explanation.  
 
    “They are the Krax warrior cast. They must have crept across the border and are now heading towards Haktara. They have probably found out that our defence is weakened and that we have lost most of our fighting men to the portal. This reeks of Zail.” Brack leapt to his feet. “We have to warn the town. They will never suspect an attack to come from the forest and they will be easy pickings. The only chance they have is if they can seal the gates and prepare to defend their walls before the Krax arrive.” Slinging his pack over his shoulder he began to run, leaving the boy and cat scrambling to catch up. 
 
    It was a long, exhausting day but, as they topped a small rise, Haktara came into view, lit by the soft evening light from the final rays of sun that shot low across the open fields. Lutex and Brack both bent forward, hands on knees, breathing heavily, staring at the small walled city before them. It was really quite pretty, Lutex thought, made from warm yellow stone and built on a small symmetrically round hill. The large stone wall that surrounded it was reflected in a wide moat that ran its entire length. The deep waterway could only be crossed by a single drawbridge leading to an impressive arched gateway.  
 
    The city’s buildings perched one above the other up the hill, and a huge, ornate castle sat like a crown on the very top. All appeared peaceful, almost sleepy. An overloaded cart, pulled by plodding cattle, rumbled along the stone road towards the archway where a couple of uninterested guards leaned against the tall, open gates, deep in conversation. It was hard to believe that death and destruction was even now bearing down on them, but this thought spurred the trio on. For Lutex it was imperative that he enter the city before it was either overrun or locked down. There was no doubt now that the Shard was inside the walls; he could feel the irresistible force it exerted on him like a chain attached to his heart being inexorably winched in. He could not afford to be shut outside. They raced down the hill and up the road, finally clattering across the drawbridge and into the shadow cast by the immense, towering walls that looked so much more intimidating up close. 
 
    Panting, they stopped in front of the guards. Lutex kept well back, hood up and head down. Tubble was invisible. Brack strode up to the guards, gesturing and speaking urgently in his own, guttural language. At first the guards scoffed and laughed as if Brack was telling them a really good joke but eventually they became more serious until, finally, it came to the stage where one of them drew his sword and pointed it just under Brack’s chin. This was not going well. Lutex shuffled up to Brack, making sure to keep his head down, and grabbed his hand to try and find out just what was happening.  
 
    “These fools think I am lying, making it all up, and they want to throw me in the dungeons for trespassing in the king's forest,” Brack raged to Lutex silently.  
 
    Holding Brack’s hand, Lutex could now listen in on the conversation. Brack took a step away from the sharp sword tip. “At least bring up the bridge and close the gates. It is nearly sunset now anyway,” he pleaded.  
 
    “We have not taken up this bridge for as long as I can remember and we will not be taking orders from a lying, young sprat,” the guard spat, stepping to close the distance between his blade and Brack’s neck once again.  
 
    Brack braced himself and tried a different tack. “Think about it, what is the worst that can happen if you do fortify the city? A few inconvenienced people. But just imagine the trouble you will be in if what I say is true and you are invaded this night and you had not heeded my warning!” Both the guards looked a little less certain, a little less confidant, and their eyes began to dart towards the forest, a dark shadow several stone throw's away. Brack sensed he was making progress. “Come on! What possible reason would I have to tell you lies?” he was pleading now.  
 
    The guard’s sword tip had dropped a fraction while his other hand stroked his chin in contemplation. “He has a point, Olin.” 
 
    Olin was still staring at the forest’s edge, assessing the situation. Suddenly he stiffened and pointed. “Did you see that?” he asked, not taking his eyes off a spot under the forest eave. As one, they turned and scrutinised the spot he was pointing to. Several small shadows, darker than the rest, moved quickly towards the road. “Drop the portcullis, close the gates and raise the bridge!” Olin shouted to the towers above. His fellow guard raced towards a lever and chain arrangement just inside the gate. It was rusted through lack of use and refused to budge. The guard was straining hard to pull it. Brack ran across and added his weight, but still it did not move.  
 
    The dark, ominous shadows were growing in number and size as the Krax sped towards the gate. They must have heard the guards call to seal the city and the race was on. Lutex watched in horror as the front runners came sprinting down the road. The low evening light reflected off well-honed weapons held aloft, metal studs in leather armour and grotesque polished helmets. They were not going to get the gate closed in time! Lutex felt helpless, what could he possibly do? Frantically he looked back at Brack and the guard who were still struggling. Maybe he could just give the lever a little shove. It might do nothing, but he had to try. Blocking out the sound of pounding feet and shouted orders he concentrated on gathering as much power as he could and threw it at the offending leaver. With a squeal it released and the huge iron portcullis slammed down from above. The boom it made was almost lost in the clanking of chains and the creaking of wood as the drawbridge rose in front of it and finally the gates clanged shut behind that. A triple barrier. Quite a neat arrangement, Lutex thought absently as he let go of a breath he hadn't even realized he had been holding.  
 
    Loud alarm bells were ringing now, orders were being shouted and the rhythmic thump of boots on cobblestone echoed off the walls. Files of hastily dressed trolls ascended the walls, quivers full of arrows, bows slung over their shoulders. All the trolls Lutex could see were the same as Brack. “Where are the warrior class that fought in Feld?” he asked Brack. 
 
    “They do not live in the cities,” Brack answered. “They have their own camps. They are mobile and go where they are needed. With a bit of luck, there might be a camp nearby. If there is, and if the King can get a message out to them, they will come and fight.” Lutex noticed that there were a lot of ‘ifs’ in that statement.  
 
    Looking out at the scene before him from the relative safety of the shadows, Lutex saw that along the inside of the wall, chains ran from the top to pulleys at the bottom at regular intervals and as he watched the reason for these became clear. A troupe of four burly trolls raced up to one of the pulleys and began a well-rehearsed manoeuvre, each taking turns at pulling down hard on the chain. Nothing appeared to be happening but a loud creaking from above made him look up to see a huge wooden trap door opening on top of the wall and a catapult like machine raising up into position. A cart rattled down the road and a bag of large, round stones was dropped off next to the pulley gang. Once the catapult was securely in place, the chain was detached and used instead to pull the bag of rocks up to the top of the wall. The smell of granite dust and sweat hung heavy in the air. 
 
    In all this confusion Brack and Lutex were almost forgotten, and they were just about to slip away when Olin spotted them. “Oh no, you don’t!” he called, suddenly making them the focus of all in the vicinity. “I think the King will be very interested in anything you might be able to tell him about ‘our friends’ out there,” he said pointing in the general direction of the world beyond the wall. “Fringal, take them to the castle, and don’t get lost this time.” This must have been an old joke because it only solicited a few wry grins from the surrounding trolls. A young troll, who looked a bit nervous, detached himself from the rest and came over to Brack. Lutex wondered if Olin had given Fringal this task to ensure he was well away from the conflict that was about to erupt.  
 
    Despite Olin’s comment, Fringal proved to be a good guide, although not one given to talk, and the first stars were only just beginning to appear in the sky overhead when they finally walked through the cavernous castle foyer. For Lutex, the journey through the city had been a blur full of unfamiliar sights, sounds and smells. The lower level was full of life that spilled out into the twisting, cobbled lanes that wound through two-storied houses, pressed cheek to jowl. The alarm bells had everyone out in the streets trying to find out what was happening but the throng had automatically made a path for Fringal to pass through. As they climbed higher the roads became wider, with separated houses and gardens and further up still they came to an avenue through a green space dotted with trees that Brack said was the King’s gardens, although everyone was allowed to use it. Finally as they came to the top of the hill the huge palisade of the castle came into view. 
 
    The one thing that had been a constant since they had entered the city was the increasing pull of the shard. The closer they came to the castle the greater the pull. Somewhere up there was the object of Lutex’s search, and his pulse quickened with anticipation. He was so distracted by it that he hadn’t even noticed what Fringal had said to the castle guard at the gate but whatever it was must have been enough to have them escorted swiftly to a plush room deep inside the castle itself where they were to wait for the King to call them.  
 
    And wait they did. Time passed slowly. Brack paced the length of the room for the hundredth time unable to sit still as Lutex quietly scratched Tubble’s invisible ears, hoping the guard by the door would not notice his strange behaviour. It must look like he was just waving his fingers in the air. He found it hard to stop himself staring at the doors that lead to the throne room because he knew, with every fibre of his being, that just beyond them was the shard. 
 
    A servant came round to light the lamps, release the heavy drapes and light the fire. And still they waited. Lutex was hungry. Searching in his pack he found the last of the apples and handed one over to Brack as he passed by. He accepted it gratefully and finally sat down next to Lutex to eat it. And still they waited. Eventually, just as they had thrown their cores into the fire, the ornate doors at the end of the room swung open and a well-dressed courtier entered, looked disdainfully down his nose at them, sniffed and proclaimed that the King would see them now.  
 
    “Bow when you enter and do not speak until asked to,” he said in a bored voice, turning his back on them and heading towards those imposing doors. Lutex grabbed Brack’s hand and they followed the troll’s receding back. They had nearly reached the door when he turned back to face them, sniffed once more and addressed Brack. “And the boy needs to take off his hood.” 
 
    Lutex felt a prickle of panic. Without his hood he would easily be spotted as one of those ‘evil baby eaters.’ Brack squeezed his hand in reassurance and sidled up close to the contemptuous courtier as if he was going to share a juicy secret and whispered quite loudly.  
 
    “Much as it embarrasses me to say it, the boy has nits. It is probably best to keep his head covered whilst he is in castle as they are a really nasty, contagious variety and the hood seems to be the only way to stop them jumping off onto other people.”  
 
    The courtier shot a disgusted look at Lutex, shivered, and nodded once. Lutex let out a sigh of relief, giving his head a frantic scratch for good measure. 
 
    With a flourish the courtier pushed the double doors in front of them open to reveal a large cosy room full of trolls, deep in conversation. Most were in some sort of uniform or other. There was a group clustered around a table pointing and gesturing to what Lutex assumed must be a map of some sort and another group huddled near the roaring fire; however, it was the tableau right in front of him that drew his attention. A female[CL24], dressed in a stunning blue velvet gown was standing staring defiantly up at a tall imposing troll, the gold circlet on his brow marking him as the king. Her hands were planted firmly on her hips and her face flushed. 
 
    “You cannot make me do this, father!” she said angrily, eyes blazing. 
 
    “You will do as you are told, young lady. This is not a game.” The king sounded thoroughly exasperated. 
 
    Into the sizzling tension, the disdainful courtier cleared his throat. “Your highness! Presenting the two peasants that were sent from the gates,” he announced, managing to convey the maximum amount of scorn he could in these few words. “Apparently,” he drew this word out as if to cast doubt upon his next statement, “they were the ones who gave the warning.” He finished sniffing one more time for effect.  
 
    The king and the young woman turned as one to face them, and Lutex felt the ground sway beneath his feet. A beautiful gem, shaped like a single tear drop, glowing with an inner light was strung on a silver chain, clasped around the woman’s neck. The shard. It was a presence all of its own, a magnetic force that had him firmly in its grip and it took all his concentration to stop himself from staggering across to it. How could the others not feel its powerful essence? 
 
    “Brack, she has the shard,” he blurted. “I can’t believe it, we’ve found it. It is here right in front of us!” Brack took an involuntary step backwards staring at the princess but before his odd behaviour was noticed the king unknowingly intervened. 
 
    “Thank you, Snot,” he said in a booming voice and Lutex had to pretend to cough to cover his amusement at the stuffy man’s strange name. No wonder he had to pretend to have airs and graces.  
 
    “Welcome, and thank you,” the king proclaimed as he strode towards them. “Without your warning I doubt we would have been able to seal the city in time. Knowledge is a powerful thing, is it not my dear?” he boomed. Was it Lutex’s imagination or was there a note of recrimination directed at his daughter in his voice.  
 
    “To be able to defeat this enemy we need to know as much as possible about them. Come lad, tell us all you can. How many of them are there, what armament do they have, have they many supplies with them, that sort of thing,” the king prompted guiding Brack and Lutex over towards the crowded table. Lutex could feel Brack communicating with Tubble to get the answers to these questions and tuned out, all his concentration focused on the princess, his heart sinking as the reality of the situation began to hit home.  
 
    So far he had been so fixated on finding the shard that he had not really thought about what would happen after that. But, now, faced with the impossible reality he was starting to panic. How was he ever going to persuade a princess to leave her people and come with him, a supposed ‘baby eater,’ to another world? Even if, by some miracle he managed to talk her into coming, there was the small fact that they were also trapped in a siege situation and he was rapidly running out of days before he needed to be back at the pickup point. It was all so unfair, so wrong. Zail was going to win. Evil would triumph after all. For the first time in his short life, Lutex felt utter despair. To come so close, and then to have all his and his friends’ sacrifices count for nothing was almost too much to take.  
 
    This, surely, was the end of all hope. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Elarick gasped. 
 
    The limbo had been unnerving for them both. For the first time either of them could remember, they could not feel the other's presence. They had been totally alone in the dark, floating in the disturbing nothingness. Their arrival had been such a relief that the fact they had thumped down hard on the side of a hill and ended up tumbling, in a jumble of limbs and packs to the bottom of the slope, did not bother them at all. Coming to rest on their backs, arms spread wide, fingers touching, they grinned at each other with a mix of relief and excitement, revelling in their closeness. But then a strange thing happened. With a lightning jolt, their minds opened to each other in a startling new way. They could see, or rather hear, every thought the other was thinking. Each of course experienced wild, excited surprise. It was truly overwhelming. Too overwhelming. They let go their hands, but it made no difference. Both girls put their hands over their ears in an automatic reaction to try and block out the noise. Emarick was the first to think of closing her mind. She imagined pulling down the shutters on her thoughts. Immediately Ela saw what she had done, and followed suit. Now, although they could still feel each other's presence, there was silence. “Can you hear this?” Ela tried thinking at Ema, as if she were saying it out loud, without actually saying the words.  
 
    “Yes,” Ela mind yelled back, sending an image of herself jumping up and down with excitement.  
 
    Both girls fell back on the grass, giggling. This was wonderful. They could say whatever they wanted to each other, and no one else could hear them. They just lay there for a few moments, taking in all the ramifications of this new development. “I think it is easy to use our talent here,” Ema thought and, as one, they reached out for the power. Immediately they were rewarded by a surge, so strong that it threatened to totally engulf them. Instinctively they let go as if it were a hot potato. They were going to have to be careful here; after all, they were still only learning this whole magic thing. 
 
    Closing their eyes they gently began to probe their surroundings and instantly they felt what could only be called a tug from one direction. The shard. It felt as if it were distant, yet it was a constant and unwavering pull. Both girls sighed with relief. Maybe this wasn’t going to be too difficult after all.  
 
    Opening their eyes, they finally took a good look around. They were lying on soft, green grass in a narrow gully between two gently rolling hills. A small bright sun hovered just above the hill top. The sky above was dark blue, almost indigo, and long fingers of white cloud scudded overhead, racing across their vision. Where they lay was reasonably sheltered, just a soft puff of breeze every now and then; however, it looked like there was a very strong wind racing overhead. Ela sat up, arranged her clothes, reached for her pack and took out her water bottle. She took a sip before absently offering it to Ema as she scanned her surroundings more intently. “Looks safe enough. No wild beasts or bad guys,” she observed, speaking into Ema’s mind, sounding almost disappointed. The silence was profound. The only sound was the lonely cry of birds in the distance.  
 
    “Yep, it's pretty quiet alright,” Ema agreed echoing Ela’s disappointment. Carefully they both stood, checking to make sure they had everything before making for higher ground. The first obvious priority was to get the lay of the land, and to do that they needed elevation.  
 
    Clambering up the hill, heads down, the only warning of impending danger they received was a loud cracking sound and a disembodied voice calling what sounded like an order. Ominously, the skies went dark as a huge object glided low over their heads, blocking out the sun. Both girls dropped to the ground, crouching, staring up at a gigantic wooden platform as it swept above them. More voices floated down and the creak of ropes running through pulleys could be heard before another sharp snap like a sheet hung out to dry, only this sound was about ten times louder than that. The platform tilted to one side, turning slightly away and then, it was gone.  
 
    The twins stood staring after it, baffled. Another dark shape quickly followed the first; however, this time the girls were not so surprised and had a chance to examine the object more closely. It was definitely wooden, crafted and resembled the hull of a boat. Was it their imagination or was that a face peering down at them over the side. As the girls scrambled the rest of the way up the hill, on all fours, they could see that there was actually a fleet of these boat-like structures, elevated high above the ground, sails billowing, flying before the wind.  
 
    They were all sizes. There was one huge boat or ship with a magnificent red sail in the lead, followed by a flotilla of medium sized boats. These were surrounded by small, one- to two-person skiffs that were darting everywhere. The whole scene was magnificent. The craft were all brightly coloured, and each of the sails had a symbol emblazoned on them, no two the same.  
 
    The twins found themselves standing on the top of the hill, a steady wind whipping their hair, eyes shining and mouths agape, staring at the floating armada as it swept swiftly past them. They had never in all their lives seen anything so exhilarating, exciting and wonderful. 
 
    “Look.” Ema pointed at one of the small craft, which had detached itself from the rest, turned towards them and was now making a beeline in their direction.  
 
    “Hope they are friendly,” Ela quipped.  
 
    “We’ll soon find out,” Ema replied. A creeping seed of doubt niggled at the back of both girls’ minds. These people would have to be powerful magic users; there was just so much power available on this world.  
 
    “Best to play dumb, I think,” Ela suggested. “Possibly pretend that we have lost our memory or something. Then we won't be expected to know things and won’t be asked awkward questions.”  
 
    Ema agreed before, suddenly, another terrifying thought hit her. “What if they can mind read? They will find out all about Errin and our mission!”  
 
    Ela stared at the approaching skiff, nibbling her bottom lip in thought. “If we feel them in our minds we are going to have to imagine the limbo.” She shuddered just thinking about it.  
 
    Ema nodded, hoping fervently that she would never have to use that particular strategy.  
 
    The small yacht was incredibly manoeuvrable, and it only took a few moments before it had raised its side boards, turned into the wind and had come in to land about a stone's throw from where the twins were standing. A man, dressed in a leather outfit, complete with hat and gloves, leapt over the side and ran towards them, a concerned expression written on his face. Apart from his violet eyes, he would have not looked out of place anywhere in Feld. He was tall, long limbed and slim. He was waving his arms and obviously asking them a very important question; however, they had absolutely no idea at all what he was saying. Both girls stared blankly at him, causing him to become even more agitated and animated, taking quick, nervous glances at the fast disappearing flotilla. One thing was clear he could not read their minds or communicate telepathically. Things were looking up. 
 
    “I think he would like us to go with him,” Ela thought, a huge grin splitting her face in anticipation of a ride in the yacht. “I think we should oblige the man before he has a conniption.”  
 
    Ema agreed, using a word she had heard Fenrick use often. Giggling they strode towards the craft, leaving the man behind, confused and having to run to catch up.  
 
    On the ground it looked like an ordinary, flat-hulled skiff with side boards, a rudder and a mast fitted with a sail that was flapping gently in the wind. There was no indication of what actually made it fly. Puzzled the girls pawed over it looking for answers. This had a disastrous effect on the man who was now, literally hopping on the spot with impatience, gesturing wildly for them to climb aboard and repeating what sounded like an order or command over and over again. “All right, keep your wig on!” Ema thought as they climbed over the side and sat down at the back. Once again they had done the wrong thing and were shown in no uncertain terms that they should really be sitting amidships instead. Sighing they moved forward as he positioned himself where they had been originally siting.  
 
    “Nervy types, aren't they?” Ela observed silently.  
 
    Immediately they could feel a small amount of power being drawn down as the boat levitated to sit about a tree’s height above the ground. Efficiently the man turned the craft to catch the wind, the sails billowed and the yacht leapt forward, alive and playful. It was thrilling. The girls peered over the side to see the land skim past below, their shadow growing and shrinking as it raced up and down the rolling hills below. “They only use their talent to levitate the boats and the wind does the rest,” Ela observed distractedly. “What puzzles me is why they are only using such a small amount of talent. I wonder if they cannot access it as well as we can?” she mused, eyes gleaming as a world of possibilities danced before her. 
 
    She leaned further over the side to try and get a better idea of the landscape below but this elicited a short, sharp command from the pilot and she sat back down again. From what she had managed to glimpse they were travelling over a vast area of grassy, rolling hills and for as far as she could see the landscape did not appear to change at all; it all looked remarkably similar. In fact she could not even recognise the hill where the yacht had picked them up. 
 
    “Oh shit!” Ela screamed at Ema, her stomach falling away with a sickening, sinking feeling. “We didn’t mark the place where we arrived!” They stared at each other in horror. There was no way they would ever find it now.  
 
    “Great! First day on the job and we've cocked it up already,” Ema sighed, not bothering to hide her feeling of utter failure. “This whole mission is pointless now. Even if we do manage to find the shard we can’t do anything about it.” Both sat staring at the bottom of the boat in despair until an even worse thought struck them both simultaneously. “We are stuck here forever!” Clutching each other's hands they shared the myriad of consequences their moment of inattention would bring.  
 
    Caught up as they were with this revelation, they failed to notice that their yacht had re-joined the fleet until they were surprised by a loud, hailing call from someone on the deck of a huge vessel that they had come alongside. Their small craft landed neatly on what was clearly a designated landing area on its deck. Their captain leapt out with a flourish and tied the yacht down. It would seem that they had been expected, as a small crowd of onlookers surrounded them, curiously watching their every move. A mature woman with silver, blond hair in an elaborate top knot, dressed in a beautiful cloak of multi coloured bird feathers, stepped forward, clasped her hands before her and spoke in a voice designed to carry. The words sounded ceremonial and were delivered in a sing song voice of occasion. 
 
    Ela and Ema, not exactly sure of what was expected of them, climbed out of the small ship to stand nervously on the polished deck of the large vessel taking in their new surroundings. The full sail billowed from a tall, singular mast and proudly displayed the emblem of a large black bird in full flight on a red background. The rigging ropes were all stowed in neat coils on the deck. Everything was clean and polished with an air of great antiquity about it. There was a large structure with many windows on the deck that looked more like a cosy house than a ship’s cabin.  
 
    “What do they want us to do?” Ema whispered a thought to Ela.  
 
    “Don’t know, but I reckon we should at least say hello,” Ela replied as she stepped forward towards the lady who had addressed them, smiling and holding out her hand. She hoped that this was the universal gesture of greeting. A slight narrowing of those violet eyes was the only reaction she received; however, Ela stood her ground, hand extended. Slowly, hesitantly the woman reached out her own hand. Both took a step forward and their hands touched. Ela’s mind exploded with images, thoughts and emotions. She gasped and quickly blanked her own mind totally, thinking only of the limbo. She could sense Ema wince beside her.  
 
    The woman staggered but recovered quickly as Ela took control. She stood staring into Ela’s eyes questioningly. Neither had let go of the other's hand. It was as if instinctively they had both realised that they could make this connection work for them. Ela tried thinking a formal greeting and was rewarded by a beautiful smile that transformed the woman’s face. Her eyes sparkled and a warm greeting echoed in Ela’s head. Ela couldn’t suppress a delighted giggle as she grinned back.  
 
    They let go hands and Ela tried to communicate again, using a small nudge of talent. “My sister and I were lost. We have no memory of where we have come from but we are very grateful to you for coming to our rescue.”  
 
    The woman nodded, her serious face reflecting the occasion. The twins were elated. They could now communicate without having to learn a language and without having to actually touch the person you are talking to. The intense look on the woman’s face made Ela think that she was trying to answer but, try as she might, Ela could not hear a thing. Imagining an ear trumpet she had once seen an elder use back in Millstream, she focused her talent to a narrow beam and pointed it in the lady’s direction. It took a small amount of fine tuning, but to her delight she received a message loud and clear. “The vastness is not forgiving for a person without a clan.” Although the words were confusing the feelings and images that accompanied them left Ela in no doubt that without the security of the clan, which she gathered included all the surrounding flotilla, a lone person would suffer a wide variety of horrible deaths very quickly. 
 
    The twins shuddered. It appeared that they had been incredibly fortunate to have been found at all, let alone so quickly. “My name is Elarick and this is my sister Emarick, we are at your mercy,” Ela thought, bowing slightly. Ema followed suit. The woman stepped forward and placed a protective arm around each of the girls’ shoulders and guided them towards the cabin. 
 
    “There are so many questions to ask yet you must be hungry and thirsty, so first, we will have some refreshments. Ferna will be your guide”  
 
    The rest of the day was a blur of new impressions. There was so much to take in and so much to find out about. The girls had feigned memory loss but their complete bewilderment of this new world was alarmingly real. Everyone was so embarrassingly kind, answering any of their many persistent questions with a quiet patience. Fernawas almost annoyingly cheerful, a bubbly personality that was infectious, challenging the girls stout resistance. Rhelin, the stately woman who had greeted them, turned out to be the matriarch of the Whillnin clan. Clans lived separately in their own fleets most of the circle. The girls assumed that a circle was their name for a turn. Once a circle all the clans came together at ‘The Gathering’ to share stories, compete in sports and trade goods. The Whillnin clan had picked the girls up on their way to ‘The Gathering’ and, in fact, they were only half a moon away from reaching the hallowed grounds. 
 
    For the rest of the circle, the clans went their separate ways, using the winds to propel them across their world, following the large flocks of birds as they migrated. The myth, steeped in history, stated that this world they call Ontilla once had two moons: the small moon that now hung above them and a much larger companion. In those days Ontilla had been quite different with a temperate climate, trees, ocean and ice caps but the larger moon had slowly drifted away and the once stable world had begun to wobble. This caused major storms that raced across its surface as well as extreme temperature changes. The only life to survive was quick growing plants that were able to make the most of the short growing season, insects that could bury deep into the earth to hibernate, and swift birds that were strong enough to be constantly outrunning the seasons.  
 
    The only humans to survive were those with a small amount of talent who were able to follow the birds on their migratory path. It was a harsh world but an exhilarating one all the same. Over time, as life became more and more difficult to sustain, families banded together and clans were born. A person without the support of a clan did not last long. Lucky for the girls, it was unthinkable to leave anyone stranded and alone. It was the worst crime anyone could commit.  
 
    The ships the clan travelled in were a marvel in themselves. Made from wood, each surface was polished by a multitude of hands over the generations. Together they were a village. The Flagship was communal. This was where the clans got together for special occasions and meetings. Below decks were stored the clan’s preserved birds, vegetables, tools, water and fire coals. Fruit trees and the larger vegetable plots lined the upper decks. It was also Rhelin’s home as she was the clan leader. The medium sized boats were the family homes. They had smaller vegetable plots on their decks, and below decks they were more like a home, with a kitchen, bedrooms and a sitting area. Each of these craft had one or two small runabouts to allow them to move freely from ship to ship, to scout and to hunt. A small amount of talent was used to levitate the boats and to power the glow globes that were used instead of candles, but so far the girls had not encountered any strong talent being used. 
 
    The twins’ arrival had caused great excitement and on their first night aboard Rhelin had summoned everyone together to meet them. She had introduced the girls, explaining that they had no memory of how they came to be in the vastness alone. She speculated that given their dark hair and eyes that they might have come from a another clan that travelled a completely different path than any one of the clans that would be at the gathering, but she had no idea why they had been left to die. She went on to explain that the twins could not speak and gave a quick rundown on how to communicate with them.  
 
    The girls had shifted a little guiltily in their seats when they saw the looks of pity and sympathy this information elicited. The last thing they wanted was to announce their real reason for being here. Apart from anything else it was quite embarrassing that they had completely mucked up any chance of succeeding with their mission within the very first few moments of their arrival. Hard as it was to grasp, the reality of that small oversight meant that this was their life, their world, from now on, and it would pay to immerse themselves in it totally if they wanted to survive. 
 
    Ema scanned the room, drinking in the faces of their new clan. These were the people she would be spending the rest of her life with. They seemed ordinary and pleasant but an unexpected lump formed in her throat and tears threatened when the reality of their situation struck her and the fact that she would never again sit in her parents’ kitchen, listening to the river, eating warm bread and honey. Even Fenrick’s face swam through her mind and, strangely, she knew that she would miss him terribly also. She and Ela had been so cocky, so certain of their abilities, but it had only taken one moment of inattention to change their lives forever. She swallowed hard, blinked away the tears and took a deep breath. No use focusing on what might have been, time to concentrate on the here and now. 
 
    Bringing her mind back to the room she realised that Ela was looking expectantly at her as if waiting for an answer. “What?” she thought defensively. 
 
    “We have just been asked if we would like to take part in tomorrow's hunt,” Ela replied, a slight hint of frustration clouding her thoughts.  
 
    Ema brightened immediately. “Well of course we would, you arse. You didn’t need to ask me for that!” she replied.  
 
    “I think it is an honour and we need to appear grateful,” Ela thought, sending her twin a meaningful look. Ema smiled and nodded as Ela replied to the woman standing at the front of the room. Clearly she was the one who had asked if they would like to join her family for the hunt. Ela supplied her name, Ralta, to Ema. She was middle aged and grey around the temples, but she had a face full of smile wrinkles and her dancing eyes were brimming with kindness.  
 
    “Great! That’s sorted then,” Rhelin stated, summing up the night. “Till tomorrow then,” she dismissed the clan.  
 
    As everyone filed out, chatting, Ralta waded against the tide and eventually made her way to the girls. “This is my partner, Bhan,” she said, introducing a tall, weathered looking man she had in tow. “We will be away at dawn on the morrow, so it would be a good idea if you came and slept on our ship tonight so we can be ready as early as possible.” Both girls sought Rhelin’s assurance and when she gave a quick nod accompanied with a reassuring smile they slung their packs over their shoulders, waved goodbye to[CL25]  everyone and followed Ralta out the door. 
 
    The trip from the flagship, which the girls now called the falcon because of the bird on the sail, to Ralta’s family boat was short but exhilarating. The small yacht flew at speed, and in the darkness shapes materialised and vanished rapidly, taking their breath away. Oh how they would love to get their hands on one of these speedsters. They had never thought anything could be more exciting than racing horses but this had the potential. 
 
    Ralta handled the craft with skill and dexterity, born of a lifetime of practice. It took a shift in the twins’ reality view for them to get used to this society where women were the leaders and men their support. They had learned that this was due to the fact that the woman seemed, in general, to have more talent than men.   
 
    Ralta’s family ship was comfortable and spacious and after a quick tour the girls were shown to a room with two wonderfully comfortable beds. It had been a truly exhausting day that had begun on a different world, a lifetime ago, and the sight of those invitingly soft beds made them both realise how utterly bone weary they were. It was all they could do to drag themselves over to those oases of peace before they collapsed into them and both were asleep in moments. Neither heard Ralta whisper, “Sleep well my children,” as she softly closed their bedroom door and left them to their slumber. 
 
    Bhan’s loud voice broke into their oblivion, and rudely thrust them back into the waking world. When he received no answer he called again, this time knocking, insistently on the door as well. Sensing that this would go on until they answered, Ela slid off her bed and stumbled to the door. Opening it just a crack she peered blearily out at the noisy offender. “Time to rise. The birds wait for no one,” he repeated. Now that she could focus in on his mind, Ela could understand his words. She nodded at him, opened the door wide and went to prod Ema into waking. How could she sleep through all that noise? It shouldn’t surprise her really; Ema had always been able to sleep through anything. In fact, it was one of the few things that made them different from each other.  
 
    It was still dark outside as they ate breakfast in the cabin on the upper deck. It was delicious and satisfying and as they ate Ralta quickly outlined the protocols of the impending bird hunt. Apparently women with the strongest talent create a wall of thick air across the flock’s flight path. These women were called ‘The netters.’ As the birds fly through this area of dense air the weak and the young will slow down, finding it harder and harder to fly. This is when the archers on the small yachts can pick them off. “We want the flock to stay strong for the future so we only take the slower, older birds,” Bhan explained. “Each person has their own coloured fletching for their arrows, and if a young bird is shot, that person and their family will not receive any birds in that cull. The clan youngsters have the job of gathering up the fallen birds. They run on the ground below the yachts.”  
 
    Ralta glanced at Bhan, a secret smile passing between them before she turned to address the girls once more. “We have talked to Rhelin and she has given permission for you to take part in the shoot rather than be runners on the ground,” she beamed at them as if she had just given them the best gift ever. The twins realised that their archery skill was going to be put to the test. There was no way they could let Ralta and Bhan down. It was a huge responsibility but also very exciting. The girls looked at each other grinning madly. Maybe living here was not going to be so bad after all. 
 
    Ema was just finishing her last mouthful when Bhan, who had popped out a moment ago, reappeared at the door holding two beautiful bows complete with quivers full of colourfully fletched arrows. Ralta and Bhan gave each other another look, although this time it seemed as if they shared a more painful memory. Bhan raised an enquiring eyebrow at Ralta. She gave a single nod, a sad but resigned expression on her face. Bhan reverently held the bows out to the girls. “These were our children’s bows,” he said. “They have been handed down through four hundred and six generations. If you accept them, you will be the four hundred and seventh. Treat them with respect and love and they will provide.”  
 
    Both girls gulped. This was a ceremonial event. The words were ritual, yet the pain behind them was raw. What had happened to Ralta and Bhan’s children? 
 
    This was too much responsibility for the twins to take on. They were definitely not the responsible type. Both girls just stared at the wonderful bows, wanting so much to touch them but fearing their own inadequacies to be able to take care of them. Bhan crossed the distance between them and gently place a bow in Ema’s hands. She could not take her eyes off his sad face; however, the smooth feel of the beautifully balanced bow in her hands called to her. Her fingers automatically curled around its seductive curves and a zing of something, talent? Magic? Raced through her being. It was as if the bow had bonded with her, seeping into her soul. She gasped, looking anxiously at Ralta who once again nodded slightly, although this time there was a gleam of resigned satisfaction in her eyes as if something inevitable had just happened. 
 
    Ela’s gasp broke Ema’s reverie and she turned to see the expression of wonder mirrored on her twin's face. This was awesome and scary at the same time.  
 
    “It is done!” Ralta proclaimed. Not sure exactly what was done, Ema and Ela looked confused. To their surprise Ralta opened her arms and came to give each, in turn, a warm comforting hug. “Welcome to our family,” she murmured. Were there tears in her eyes, Ela wondered? Bhan hugged them next repeating the welcome over and over again. Something significant had just occurred but the girls were unsure of exactly what it was. Their look of bewilderment finally registered with Ralta. “Oh, you poor things, of course you don’t understand! Sit, and we will explain.” 
 
    The girls sat, clasping their bows, and Ralta and Bhan came to sit opposite them, Bhan gently placing a supportive hand over his wife’s, presenting a united front.  
 
    “Bhan and I had two boys, twins, late in life and as there are very limited resources left in the world today, and we can no longer make new vessels, each family can only have two children. Our boys were the joy of our hearts, but they were never strong and both died in their tenth circle. We were too old to have more children so we had no one to pass our life onto. When you two were found, Rhelin wondered if we would take you into our family. We jumped at the chance but only the bows can decide such a thing. If they had rejected you we would have had no choice but to refuse you as well. Maybe then, some other childless couple at the gathering could see if you were compatible with their family. But as you will have felt, the bows have accepted you both and, to our joy, we can offer you a place on our ship.” This last sentence had a questioning quality to it, and the pleading look in Ralta’s eyes made it clear that it was up to the girls to accept or reject this offer. 
 
    Ela held her breath. This appeared to be such an important decision; however, in reality, they simply did not have the luxury of choice. These people seemed kind and they both knew that they would not last long in this world alone. Ema come to the same conclusion and a simple, “Okay, why not?” passed silently between them. Ela knew a more formal acceptance was needed so she bowed slightly at her new parents and thought, “We would be honoured to become part of your family but you will have to be patient with us as we do not know your ways and we have a lot to learn.” This time the hugs were uninhibited and joyful. A new chapter in all their lives was just beginning. 
 
    The sun had just popped over the horizon, sending long slivers of light across the landscape, and the morning air was brisk and cool as they manoeuvred their small craft into its allotted landing space in the shadow of a small hill. The entire fleet of small racing yachts was gathered here, their sails furled to stop them flapping in the breeze. The four women who were to enable the air net were positioned in a box-like formation on opposite hill tops, facing each other across a shallow valley. The flotilla had been following this flock of birds for several days now and it was known that they had roosted at a nearby lake for the night. Scout yachts had been sent before the sun has risen to guide the birds towards the trap using loud horns and drums. 
 
    Expectant excitement bubbled in the hunters waiting for their prey to arrive. Complete silence cloaked them all, their steamy breath blown by the constant wind the only sign of life. The girls knew that waiting was the hardest part of any hunt and had long ago learnt to quietly flex and relax each muscle in turn in order to be limber and ready to go no matter how long they had to sit motionless. The distant sound of the horns was the first sign of impending action. They sounded random and uncoordinated. Ela and Ema took their cues from the others and remained still as the beaters came closer and the horns sounded louder and louder. Finally three short blasts signalled action. A buzzing, sizzling sound heralded the activation of the air net. The wild call of the birds also grew louder as the flock flew ever nearer. No one moved a muscle. Ema found herself holding her breath in anticipation. Glancing at Ela she saw that she was nervously nibbling her lower lip. Another three blasts on the horn and the hunters exploded into action. Ropes were slipped and sails snapped into life. As one the yachts levitated, turned to catch the wind and raced forward out of the shadow of the hill and swarmed up to the base of the wall of thickened air. 
 
    The girls had never seen such large birds before and the sky was now full of them. Their calls were deafening and their bodies nearly blocked out the sky. They were white with golden heads and underwings; their wing span was huge and they were incredibly graceful, gliding effortlessly onwards with each long beat of their wings. The twins stared in wonder. The juveniles were easy to spot as they were pure white: their golden plumage did not come in until they were several circles old. Bows at the ready the hunters waited, watching as the flock hit the heavy air wall. Immediately they slowed, each stroke of the wing requiring much more effort than before. The whole flock lost altitude and began to be spaced further apart as the strong battled on and the weaker found the going harder and harder. Still the hunters waited. Finally with a loud call the leaders of the flock burst free of the heavy air and surged upwards and onwards. It was a majestic sight to see these beautiful birds pass overhead. The girls stared, distracted by the vision. Ela knew they had to wait while the fit adults had flown past but she was still not sure when the shooting would start. Time stood still. It was a weird tableau consisting of a never ending parade of swift, elegant birds flying over a static scene of poised hunters. Finally three quick blasts of the horn sounded and immediately arrows filled the air and exhausted birds fell, plummeting to the ground.  
 
    The girls carefully chose their targets, moving with them across the sky, then, in unison, they let their arrows fly. To their dismay, both their arrows missed, sailing harmlessly past their intended targets. The girls felt a crushing disappointment. They had let their new family down. Ema gulped. “What just happened?” she thought at Ela, shocked.  
 
    “Not sure,” Ela replied. “I think we should try using our talent or we will not be able to hit anything.” Quickly they knocked the next arrow and took aim again but this time they sent the arrows on their way with a touch of talent.  
 
    Both arrows found their targets. The girls quickly reloaded and fired again and again and again until, with a final call the flock receded into the distance and the skies became clear. The wall abruptly vanished and a loud cheering erupted from the boats. Young children who had been left on the ground had rounded up all the birds, dispatching any who still lived, and placing them in family piles according to the arrow fletching. As the yachts came into land, the twins noticed that their family pile was almost the biggest. Grinning widely they leapt from the yacht before Ralta had even touched the ground. The birds were even larger on the ground, it took two children to carry a single bird, and each would feed a family for a week at least. This had been such fun. 
 
    As the yachts came into land, one by one the clan members all came over to congratulate the twins, calling them naturals and slapping them on the back. Ralta and Bhan, their eyes dancing, had smiles that lit up their faces. “Well, you girls are something special all right!” Bhan laughed. “A bit of competition for you, old girl,” he chuckled, rubbing Ralta’s shoulder.  
 
    Ralta grinned back at him. “About bloody time, too. I was getting sick of always winning,” she quipped back, all the while smiling proudly at the girls. 
 
    Everyone was happy. It had been a good hunt and they would celebrate tonight. Nets were strung between the yachts and the birds were rolled into them to be carried back to the flotilla where they would be plucked, preserved and stored. The twins were tired but happy. Any thought of their mission was far from their minds. They had a new life now. Time to leave the old one behind. 
 
    Days passed in a haze of new experiences, yet learning to sail the small family yacht was, by far, their favourite pastime. There was so much to it. They found the levitation aspect was easy but catching the wind, turning and stopping were all skills they had to master and no amount of talent could help them with this. It was a challenge, and there was nothing the twins liked more than a challenge. They were quick to learn and Ralta only needed to explain things once for them to grasp it but there were some things that can only be learnt through experience. The first time they had tried to land they had released their talent all at once and the yacht had plummeted dangerously toward the ground. Only Ralta’s quick action had saved them. 
 
    Ralta could read the wind, understand how the lay of land affected the thermals and downdraughts. She was one with the craft, it was second nature to her and it frustrated the hell out of the twins that they just couldn’t seem to master it. For once in their lives they really had to work at achieving a goal and for once they had to exercise caution. The yacht was priceless, irreplaceable, and it was an essential piece of equipment for the family and the clan. The fact that Ralta and Bhan had let the girls fly it by themselves was an act of faith and the last thing the twins wanted to do was abuse this trust. At first they couldn’t believe it when Ralta had suggested they take it for a short spin themselves but, as she explained, it would be useful if they could run errands for her. Everyone had had to learn once and the more practice they could get the better they would become. There was nothing like going solo to make you focus. 
 
    From then on every spare moment found the girls skimming over the landscape, executing manoeuvres over and over again until it became a reflex. Ela found her talent lay in directing the yacht whilst Ela had a feel for the sails and the centre boards. Because they were so in tune with each other, they didn’t even have to communicate, it was as if they were one entity. As the days passed they ventured further afield, exploring their new world. Time lost meaning. On one hand, it felt as if they had been here forever and on the other they felt as if they had just arrived.  
 
    Late one morning they found themselves resting on the grassy top of a gently rolling hill. Ela sighed and lay back, hands behind her head and stared up at the clouds racing by high overhead. “I love this big sky,” she murmured. It was nice to use her voice every now and then when they were out of hearing of the clan.  
 
    “Ha! I never thought I would say this but I love this wind,” Ema replied, sounding bemused. “This place gets under your skin fast.” For a long moment they shared a contented silence. “I hope Errin can find a way to make three shards work.” Ela said wistfully to the sky, not looking at Ema. 
 
    “Yea, me too. You know I can still feel that bloody shard thing getting closer and closer all the time. Wouldn’t it be weird if it found us?” Ema rolled over, plucked a stem of grass and nibbled on the end thoughtfully. “Sods law, really, but I bet if we were looking for it, it would be impossible to find,” she mused.  
 
    Ela raised herself up onto her elbows and scanned the view. The windblown grass coated hills stretched in every direction and the sky was a dark blue dome with flags of white clouds scurrying across it. “Well, right or wrong, it’s not our problem anymore.” She sighed. “Let's get back for lunch.” 
 
    They had deliberately tacked against the wind this morning so that they could run before it on the return trip. Of course the flotilla was always moving but it was slow and lumbering, and no match for a small yacht’s speed. The wind had increased in strength during the morning and in no time they were racing across the landscape. It was exhilarating and intoxicating. The closer to the ground they flew the more exciting it felt. Just up ahead the land crumpled into a series of steeper hills lined with narrow valleys. Without even sharing a thought the twins descended down below the ridge line, sweeping along the twisting valley. They had flown over this area on their outward journey and knew that it was safe, no dead ends or unexpected cliffs. 
 
    This was living. Their world turned into a blur of motion and they whooped for joy. It felt as if time had slowed down and that they were floating in space with the world moving around them. It was mesmerising. The shock of rounding a bend and seeing a parked yacht directly in their path sent waves of panic through them, paralyzing them. Each and every detail of the scene before them came into sharp focus. Ferna, a young woman with long red hair, was standing, staring directly at them, a surprised, shocked expression on her face. She was holding a sickle and a bag of gathered herbs. Her nerveless fingers released both but before they could reach the ground, the twins’ yacht slammed into her and her parked craft with a horrendous sound of wood splintering. The last thing Ela heard was Ferna’s scream before all went dark. 
 
    Ema opened her eyes and blinked. What had happened? Why was she on the ground? She tried to move but searing agony in her leg almost caused her to black out again. She panted, trying to gain control over her pain. All at once, the memory of the crash hit her like a hammer. She groaned. What had they done! She closed her eyes again, not wanting to see the reality. Except for the wind, all was silent. Eventually she could no longer bare it. Carefully she lifted her head. It was worse than she could have imagined. Ferna[CL26] lay close, arms and legs splayed out at odd angles, her head snapped back and her dull, blank eyes stared accusingly in Ema’s direction. The two beautiful yachts were reduced to kindling, only a small section of the aft of one was recognisable as a manmade object. There was no sign of Ela, physically or mentally. Ema panicked, struggling to sit up, the need to find Ela overcoming any pain she felt. Sitting as tall as she could she spied Ela’s leg beneath the tumble of wood and sail cloth. Gritting her teeth she pulled herself along the ground, dragging her useless leg behind her, leaving a bloody trail on the grass. 
 
    “Ela! Ela!” she cried gently, shaking the protruding leg. There was no response. “Ela!” her mind screamed. “Wake up.” There was still no response. Sobbing Ema gingerly began to remove as much debris as she could from Ela’s prone body. “Please, please don’t die,” she begged. Lifting a large piece of sail she uncovered Ela’s face. Her eyes were closed but she still had colour and Ema could see she was breathing. It was rapid and shallow but she was alive. Relief washed over Ema and threatened to reduce her to a jabbering mess.  
 
    Taking a firm hand on her emotions, she gave herself a stern talking to and began to examine Ela for injuries. There was nothing that was obvious until she lifted a large piece of decking from across her chest. She stopped breathing. How was Ela still alive? A shard of wood the size of her arm had pierced her twin’s chest and probably her lung as well. There was no way she was going to survive this. “Oh, Ela, what have we done!” she moaned, brushing a stray lock of hair from Ela’s forehead. Ela’s eyes fluttered. “Ela,” Ema called softly, “can you hear me?”  
 
    Slowly she opened her eyes and focused on Ema. “What?” Her question was vague and confused.  
 
    Ema bent low and grasped her twin’s hand in hers. “I love you, Ela. Please stay strong. We will get help, they’ll come for us.” She tried to put as much positive belief into this thought as she could; however, it was obvious that her sister was not buying it. 
 
    Ela was rapidly regaining consciousness but oddly she was not projecting any pain. Possibly not a good sign, Ema thought. Squeezing Ema’s hand, she asked, “Are you okay?” Ema nodded. Ela glanced around and then as if suddenly remembering the crash she gasped. “Ferna?” Ema tried not to picture the dead girl but failed. Ela let out a single sob, tears flooding her eyes, a sense of hopelessness descending like a wet, heavy fog. 
 
    Clasping hands they stared at each other, knowing that this was the end of everything. No longer able to stand the anguish in her twin’s eyes, Ela looked up at the sky. The sun had barely moved. It was probably not even lunchtime yet. How could your world change so dramatically in such a short time?  
 
    “If only we could go back a little while to when we were sitting on the hill,” she wished fervently. A small trickle of power responded to this heartfelt plea. Ela’s eyes widened as she felt it. Ema felt it too, and together they greedily reached for its strength and promise like a drowning man grasping at a straw, willing themselves back to the carefree morning before the horror of the crash. It responded with a huge surge of power that threatened to completely overwhelm them. They had never felt power like this before – it was a living rampant beast that they could barely control. They knew they would not be able to hold onto it for long. If they were going to use it they had to use it now before it destroyed them.  
 
    In desperation their minds melded and a vision of the time and place they wished so fervently to return to swam before them, hazy at first but slowly becoming more and more real. It was impossible to contain the demon they had summoned. It was like dangling at the end of a rope over a cliff: you can hold on for so long but eventually other forces become too strong and you just have to let go. The twins’ minds shut down unable to cope and so, once more, blackness descended over them. 
 
    They woke in the nothingness of limbo, screaming. No one heard. Time is totally irrelevant in that dead space that operates between reality and the girls had no idea how long they were left floating. It could have been many turns or just a few moments but the jolt when they returned to the physical world was still a shock. The first thing they both noticed as the mists of limbo cleared was that they were descending rapidly towards two figures sitting on a grassy hill top. The next thing they noticed was that these two people were in fact themselves, but an earlier version of themselves. It was a stomach turning feeling, falling towards yourself with no control. Ema closed her eyes but she could still tell she was dropping like a stone. Ela couldn’t look away and was mesmerized as she grew closer and closer to her happy, unaware self. The collision, when it came, was not at all jarring. It was more like falling into a big, soft pillow. They were back in the real world. They could hear, smell, touch and communicate again it was such a relief that both collapsed to the ground, weeping. Cautiously they peered at the scene before them. It was just as they remembered it. Both girls did a quick check to see if they had any lasting injuries but they were whole and hearty. The yacht sat a small distance away, totally unscathed. Their relief was overwhelming.  
 
    For a long moment they just sat and took it all in, tears of joy streaming down their cheeks. Both were shaking with reaction and they subconsciously edged closer to each other so that they could touch. “We did it!” Ema whispered. “We really did it.”  
 
    Ela nodded and smiled. “Yes, we did. We actually went back in time.” She looked away, taking a deep, wonderful breath. After a time of happy shared silence Ela mused, “How come we know what happened? If we really travelled back we would not be able to remember anything because it won’t have happened to us yet.”  
 
    Ema shrugged. “Maybe it's a wizard thing? Maybe the wizard who goes back in time is not affected.” The mention of wizards triggered a terrifying thought, paralyzing them both – Zail – and as if in a mirror image of each other, their hands flew to cover their mouths in horror.  
 
    Together they shakily came to their feet, suddenly anxious to be back among friendly faces. They flew a very safe, steady course back to the clan, waving enthusiastically at Ferna as they sailed high above her. She waved back looking slightly perplexed. “She will think we are crazy,” Ela thought with a giggle. 
 
    “So what's new?” Ema thought back, grinning from ear to ear. It was so very good to be alive yet, despite this feeling of euphoria, a dark shadow lurked in the back of both girls’ minds. They had avoided death, but at what price? What would their desperate, selfish act cost the people they had come to love and the world they had adopted? 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Zail sat pinching his bottom lip with his thumb and forefinger in contemplation. The scene before him was not enough to distract him from his thoughts. Everything had gone very quiet again. It was as if the wind that had caused the ripples in the pond of power had ceased to blow and all was calm again. But he was not fooled. Something still lurked beneath the surface. But what? A scream, cut short, made him look up just in time to see the next body being impaled on a wooden spike. He noticed that there were only a few such spikes left. Annoyed that he had missed most of the fun he stood up, and as he was leaning forward to get a better view, he was blasted by a unknown, powerful force. He was totally unprepared for the incredibly strong shock wave that came out of nowhere. He clutched the rail in front of him for support, gasping with the magnitude of it. He had not felt talent like that in a long, long time and it was coming from a far off location, a location where there should not be power of this strength. Something was happening. Something he was sure he was not going to like. 
 
    It was time to get serious. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Turrin was floating. 
 
    He was weightless, as insubstantial as air. Below him lay a pale, twisted body, spread out on the sandy ground. He tried to concentrate on it because he had a strange feeling that it was important to him somehow; however, he had no control over where he could look. Slowly his view revolved until he was looking at a bright arch of light, off to one side, through which two large, lumbering silhouettes could be seen, black against the glowing light. As they came closer to the discarded figure on the floor their rumbling voices could be heard, and although the sounds made no sense at all, he found that he understood exactly what they were saying.  
 
    “I don’t think it is worth me trying to heal it, Syran,” a female voice echoed through his mind. “I don’t think it is going to survive. I can only do so much and it has already lost too much life essence. I am not even sure how its body works, it is very different from anything I have ever seen before. There are no scales or wings and it is so soft and pale. I think you are just going to have to admit that you took a stupid, irresponsible risk trying to save something that is going to die anyway. One of these days you are not going to be so lucky, and these crazy chances you take will cost you your life.” 
 
    Although Turrin could hear the words resounding in his head, none of them made sense. Who was Syran? What had he risked his life to save and why? But if the words had him baffled, the image before his eyes was almost impossible to decipher. The closer the speakers came, the more he doubted his sanity, for below him now stood two of the most beautiful creatures he had ever seen in his life. They had come to a halt beside the sad, little form in the middle of the floor, a beam of light making their glorious scales sparkle and shine, the hues changing when they moved as if they were coated in liquid glass. One of these creatures was coloured every shade of green and the other, the larger of the two, shifted through the spectrum as it moved, its silver scales reflecting all light. 
 
    They had long bodies ending with sinuous tails that seemed to be constantly swaying back and forth in a gentle rhythm. Their heads were wedge-shaped with protrusions that might have been horns, above eyebrow ridges that arched over large, liquid eyes, yet the most amazing thing about them was their iridescent wings, which were folded neatly along their backs. “Behold! The dragons!” Turrin thought to himself in wonderment.  
 
    “You didn’t hear its cry for help,” replied a male voice. “If you had, I don’t think you would have been able to resist it any more than I could. It was gut-wrenching in its desperation; however, I have to admit that I was also a little curious, as I have never heard such a loud mind call before and I had to know who was sending it.” The silver dragon gently nudged the inert body before him. Turrin felt a tug and began to fall inexorably towards the floor. With a painful jolt the world suddenly became real again. He heard himself take a shuddering breath in and nearly blacked out with the excruciating pain it caused. There was warm sand beneath him and heavy, heat-ladened air enveloping him. Everything was alien.  
 
    Opening his eyes he nearly screamed. Two huge, horned heads filled his vision. One was green and the other silver. Their eyes were as large as dinner plates, full of swirling colours reminding him of oil floating on water. He tried to move, to scramble backwards away from their scrutiny but he found, to his horror that his body would not respond.  
 
    “Be still, little one, we will not hurt you. We only want to help,” The green dragon growled down at Turrin, its warm breath smelling strangely of hay. “You were injured by the Bazoni that lives deep in the canyons but Syran, who was hunting over the mountain when a sand storm hit, trapping him there for the night, heard your cry for help and flew to rescue you.” Turrin did not miss the look of reproach directed at Syran. He shifted his gaze to get a better look at the silver dragon, triggering a sudden rush of terrifying flashbacks. The smell of blood, the scream of the night creature, the paralysing fear as those huge, dark wings snapped open above him and the feel of the sharp talons gripping his shoulder. He hoped that that winged nightmare had, in fact, turned out to be his saviour and not his executioner, but still a remnant of the fear he had felt, left him silently shuddering. The large green dragon, sensing Turrin’s distress gave him a gentle nudge with her nose and he could see the concern swimming in her eyes. 
 
    “My name is Yonla and I am a healer. That is, I heal our kind,” she amended. “As a healer I cannot let any creature suffer, but I also cannot heal someone who will not let me into their heart and mind. You have many injuries and have lost a lot of your life essence. I fear you will not survive if you do not let me help you.” An almost pleading expression passed through Yonla’s large eyes. It was clear that she would not go where she had not been invited, but it was also clear that she was very concerned that Turrin was running out of time and options. He was so tired, all he wanted to do was close his eyes and drift away. 
 
    “Sleep. I have to sleep.” He managed to project this one thought before exhaustion overcame him and his eyelids slid closed on their own volition.  
 
    “If you sleep now you may not wake again.” The dragon’s mind voice was kind and gentle. “Please accept my help. There must be someone or something you need to live for?”  
 
    Her words stirred a memory deep within him. There was someone who was depending on him, someone he cared about and he was sure that there was something he was meant to do. Errin’s smile swam into focus opening up a floodgate of memories and with a shudder, his responsibilities landed heavily back upon his shoulders. He groaned under their weight. He had to live, he had to help save Feld. There were so many lives depending on him but, oh! He was so, so weary. He forced himself to concentrate for one more moment. “You are welcome into my heart,” he whispered. “I am at your mercy.” No longer able to resist the heavy weight of his eyelids, he let them close, blocking out the world and enclosing him in comforting darkness. 
 
    He awoke to the resonating rhythmic sound of snoring and the smell of dusty, baked earth. Opening his eyes a crack, a wall of iridescent green filled his view. With a huge effort he raised one hand and reached out to touch it. It was warm, satiny smooth and gently expanding and contracting in time to the rumbling snoring. The green dragon! Turrin had no idea how long he had been asleep. It was daytime, judging by the light that came through what he now could see was an entrance to the cave he was in, but whether it was the same day or not, he could not tell. Unable to hold his arm up any longer, he let it fall and the dragon woke.  
 
    “Ah, you are back with us, little one!” The soothing voice was almost familiar now. A massive head rose over the scaled body on a very long, sinuous neck and two stunning eyes regarded him, concerned but also assessing. “You have slept for a long time but you are stronger than I would have thought. I feel the spirit of the world in your thoughts and you need to draw on this to heal yourself now. I have done all I can.” Frighteningly, the head lowered itself until Turrin found himself staring directly up one very big nostril. Not sure exactly what to do, he stayed absolutely still, very aware of the large mouth and pointed teeth were a mere hand's breadth away. He tried to swallow, which made him realize how extremely thirsty he was and the need for a drink suddenly became an overriding need. 
 
    “Could I have some water, please?” he asked out loud, still not exactly sure how the whole mind talk thing really worked.  
 
    “Of course. You know it is a very good sign that you are thirsty,” the dragon answered, a pleased tone colouring her thoughts. She raised up to her full height and trumpeted a call that echoed off the walls. Turrin had to tip his head backwards to look up at her, she was so tall. He estimated that if three men stood on each other’s shoulders the top person would just about be able to touch her horns. He felt tiny. He must appear like a dog to her. 
 
    A short time later, a rush of wind and a scrabble of claws announced the arrival of a smallish brown dragon. It landed neatly at the entrance of the cave. “Good morning, Tilin,” Yonla trilled. “I see you are flying without trouble now and your wing looks almost as good as new.”  
 
    Tilin dipped her head towards Yonla. “I can almost keep up with Nazra now,” she said proudly.  
 
    Carefully the young brown waddled through the cave entrance and presented Yonla with a large, spiky object that she held in her front claw.  
 
    “Thank you, Tilin, and say thank you to your mother for sparing this fruit from her plot.”  
 
    Tilin nodded, eying Turrin with curiosity.  
 
    “This little one came to us needing help and we have made him welcome,” Yonla said as a way of introduction. Turrin stared up at the youngster and although he did not know what the prickly object was, he sensed that it was meant for him and so he offered up a polite thank you. 
 
    Tilin bent low and gave him a gentle head butt. “You are most welcome, little thing. I hope you feel better soon.” With that, she turned around, carefully lifting her tail so she wouldn’t knock Turrin over, walked back into the sunshine and, with a snap of wings, she was gone. Yonla placed the round, spiky object on the ground before Turrin and then with one, long, sharp claw she delicately punctured it near the top. A spurt of liquid shot out in an arc and Turrin needed no encouragement to drink. It was cool, slightly sweet, with a hint of citrus. He drank until the flow had become a mere dribble, then wiping his chin he grinned up at Yonla to say thank you. She bent down and softly huffed, ruffling his hair. 
 
    “This drink has strong healing properties. You will sleep now, little one, and feel better when you wake.” 
 
    Turrin found her words to be true as the next time he woke the pain was reduced to a dull ache. Beside him was a large leaf on which lay a variety of fruit. His stomach growled loudly and his mouth watered. He was famished and in no time only skins and pips were left. When Yonla eventually arrived he felt he had enough energy to try and gingerly clamber to his feet. He was a bit wobbly and had to lean on Yonla, yet he managed to walk to the cave entrance and out into the sunshine. Standing there he finally understood just how sick he must have been because he had not even been interested in what awaited him outside the cave until now; however, he was sure that he would never have imagined anything remotely as wonderful as the scene before him now. 
 
    In front of the cave was a large, sandy ledge devoid of vegetation. Several paces on, the ledge ended in a high cliff. There was no path down. Looking out, Turrin could see that this cave was one of hundreds that pockmarked the surrounding cliff walls of a deep gorge. This gorge had a narrow entrance and exit and Turrin could imagine that once a powerful river had rushed into here and gouged out this basin, which was like an enormous amphitheatre several leagues across. There was no sign of the river now; instead, a startlingly blue lake pooled in the centre of the basin. The rest of the ground was covered in lush vegetation.  
 
    The strange tugging sensation of the shard was strong, its presence almost overwhelming, but it was also confounding him as it felt to be coming from all directions at once. It was close but he could not pinpoint it at all.  
 
    “Welcome to our home,” Yonla rumbled, interrupting his observations. The pride and affection she felt filled her thoughts. Turrin stood open mouthed and stared. Everywhere he looked dragons were flying. Some on routine errands, others just revelling in the glory of flight. One group of small youngsters was taking turns to dive into the lake from ever higher altitudes, daring each other on. Another group of older dragons, probably the equivalent of teenagers, Turrin thought, was enjoying a communal dust bath in front of a large cave a level below where he stood. Half the basin was in shadow, as it was plainly late afternoon and, as he watched, the shadow marched further across the lake and began to nibble at the cliff on the far side as another day passed into evening. 
 
    How many days had passed while he had been sick? How many days did he have left? Sudden panic caused Turrin’s heart to thud in his chest. He had to find his pack and look at the Errin’s parchment of days. Dismay clouded his thoughts. He could not remember seeing the pack in the cave at all. Had it been left behind in the canyon? He racked his mind to try and remember if he had had it on when Syran had snatched him from the jaws of death but he couldn’t. Placing a hand on Yonla’s warm leg to steady himself once more, every fibre in his body screamed to ask about it yet, he knew that the first thing he should do was thank his saviours for his life and for the care they had given him.  
 
    “I don’t know why Syran saved me and why you decided I was worth healing, but I am so grateful to you both,” he thought with sincerity. “I don’t know how to repay you for all your kindness.” 
 
    Yonla could sense the strong truth in Turrin’s words and lowered her head until she was at eye level with him. “You are most welcome little one. For one so small you possess a large amount of courage and strength.”  
 
    He did not feel particularly courageous or strong right at this moment although, he did need to find out about his pack. “I need to ask you something important,” he began, forcing himself to look into Yonla’s large, attentive eyes and taking her silence as encouragement, he continued. “Did I have a back pack on when Syran rescued me?”  
 
    Yonla’s eyes took on the distant, faraway look of someone trying hard to recall an event. “I am not sure what you mean by ‘back pack’; however, when Syran brought you to me a piece of you fell away. We thought it was your wings to start with but we couldn’t see how they would work. We kept it in case you would like to say farewell and mourn it in the proper way. It is safe in Syran’s cave. I will ask him to fetch it on the morrow.” 
 
    Once again, Turrin heard each word but could not understand what they meant. What was she talking about? He scanned the vista below him, trying to decipher her meaning. Watching the dragons swoop and glide, he suddenly saw that most things on this world had wings. He was basically a wingless freak to them. Another thing that struck him was that there was absolutely no evidence of buildings, tools, clothing or anything that had been made. The beings did not need to make things. They would have had no idea that his backpack was not a body part, so when it fell off, it must have been quite a shock for them. With a smile Turrin tried to explain. 
 
    “Our people don’t have a nice warm place, like this, to live in and we are quite weak and small so we need to make things, with our hands, to survive.” He held up his hands and wriggled his fingers. “What fell off me was something we made out of dried plants so that we could carry things on our backs over long distances. I had some things in there that were very important, so thank you for keeping it for me.” He was beginning to feel weary again. It was alarming just how little activity it took to tire him. At this rate of recovery he would never be able to make the long return trek to the pickup point. Stumbling back inside, he lay down once more, to rest. 
 
    When next he opened his eyes, it was to the clear light of a new dawn slanting through the cave opening. Small motes of dust, illuminated like fireflies, drifted lazily in the air. There was a fresh, clean smell to the day and Turrin took a deep breath in, stretching. His aches and pains seemed to have faded into a background annoyance and the action only elicited a small wince as the scars across his chest refused to play the game. He lifted his tattered tunic to examine them and was amazed by how much they had healed. He knew that back in Feld, wounds like that would take many moons to knit into such neat scar tissue. The healing powers of the dragons was indeed powerful. He fingered what was left of his tunic ruefully. It was crusted with blood and smelt really bad. Taking a sniff at his armpit he nearly choked. Maybe it was time for a bath. 
 
    This morning he had been alone when he woke. Yonla obviously thought her patient was out of danger, and for the first time he had space to think and take stock of his situation. He was alive, he had nearly recovered, he was safe and being cared for and the shard was somewhere very close by. Could be worse he thought, scratching a small, itchy scab on his arm. It all depended now on whether he had enough time left to pin down the shard’s host, persuade them to come back to Feld with him and then return to the pickup point. 
 
    He stood, arching his back and yawning. Taking a step forward he promptly tripped over something soft on the ground. Crouching down, he fumbled for the offending object and his hands closed around what could only be his backpack. Gingerly he examined it, fearing the worse, but it appeared to be intact. Taking it to the light he opened the flap and saw all his precious belongings inside and a strong emotion of relief ambushed him. He had felt as if he was drifting in a world where he had no roots, where there was nothing familiar to hold onto, but seeing these objects that connected him to his reality, his world, suddenly made him more solid somehow, more real. 
 
    Sniffing he rummaged inside until he found the parchment and holding his breath in anticipation and a little dread he counted the days. There were ten strokes left, not terrible news but not good news either. Enough to give hope but only just. It was time to turn his attention to his mission and the first thing on the list was to find the shard bearer. Placing the list back in the pack he ambled to the ledge outside the cave and sat down, his legs dangling over the edge. It was a long way down but what a view! In his estimation it would take a whole day to walk across the basin, it was that large. The lake looked so inviting, glistening in the morning light, and the sight of it made him feel even more grubby and uncomfortable. The trouble was that there was absolutely no way he could get down to it until he regained enough strength to be able to “leap” there.  
 
    Dragons of every shape and size could be seen glinting in the sunshine, their scales sparkling as they caught the light. He could hear their joyful trumpeting as they greeted each other for the new day. Still more were perched on sunny ledges, wings partially extended to soak up as much warmth as possible. Turrin spotted Yonla nearby, eyes closed and a blissful expression on her face. He envied her this moment of pure enjoyment. If only his life was so simple.  
 
    As if she felt his scrutiny, she stretched, and gave herself a little shiver to settle her wings back in place. Turrin waved when she looked his way and with one graceful glide she came in to land almost silently beside him. 
 
    “Every day you exceed my expectations, little one. You will be flying soon,” she chuckled in greeting. Turrin smiled up at her  
 
    “My name is Turrin,” he offered, then added wistfully. “I wish I could fly.” Both sat for a moment staring out into the amphitheatre before them, each with their own thoughts, a companionable silence. Annoyingly, in this silence the clamour of the shard grew louder and louder. The more he healed the more in tune he had become to its presence, yet still, he could not pinpoint its location. Maybe the surrounding cliffs caused an echo? Or maybe he was not well enough yet to tap into enough talent to track it down? 
 
    “If I could fly, I would go to the lake and have a wash. I must smell terrible,” Turrin mused, scrubbing his hands through his matted hair. Yonla turned to look directly at him, lowered her head and sniffed.  
 
    “Well, Turrin, you smell the same as you always have to me,” she thought, sounding confused. “But if you would like to go to the lake, it can easily be done. One of us could take you.”  
 
    Turrin swallowed nervously. The thought of dangling from a great height, clutched by those sharp talons did not appeal one little bit. His reaction must have been so strong that Yonla had picked up on it and laughingly she sent an image of Turrin sitting on her back. 
 
    “This is how we take our newly born to the water,” she explained. He was not sure if it would be less frightening but, at least, it would be less painful. “Syran can take you, he is big and likes adventure.”  
 
    Turrin did not want this to be an adventure; however, he nodded, knowing that it was going to be the only way he was going to be able to leave the cave for now.  
 
    A short time later, Syran’s large form dropped onto the ledge beside them and a strange feeling stole over Turrin. He was not sure what it was until, like a lightning bolt from the blue, it all became startlingly clear. With a shock his world tipped and all sorts of alarms began to go off in his head and heart. How had he not felt it before? Every nerve ending felt as if it were being pulled toward the magnificent, silver beast next to him. He was drowning in a rich, warm syrup of certainty, knowing that at last he had found what he was searching for. Somehow, somewhere, Syran had the shard. He was the shard bearer. No wonder he had heard Turrin’s cries for help, the two of them would have been connected as soon as Turrin arrived on this world. 
 
    Syran shifted slightly so that he could get a better view of Turrin. 
 
    “You look well, small thing. Even your eyes and mouth look bigger.”  
 
    Turrin snapped shut his mouth and quickly looked down, he must have been gawping like a small kid. 
 
    “His name is Turrin,” Yonla offered, “and he wants to go down to the lake. As you are so big and strong, I thought you would be able to take him?” Turrin found the sly look she gave Syran hard to interpret. 
 
    “Well, Turrin,” Syran bowed formally. “Do you think you can hold on tight enough? I would hate for you to fall. I am not sure that even the great Yonla would be able to heal you then.”  
 
    Ah! There was definitely something going on between these two, Turrin thought to himself. A courtship of sorts, maybe? He eyed Syran’s large body uneasily. He was not even certain he would be able to scramble up to his back let alone hold on but the most pressing question at the moment was, where was the shard? The only way to find out the answer was to stay as close to Syran as he could. Syran extended a long fore leg and indicated with a flick of his head, that Turrin should climb. Nervously he grasped the leg and found, to his pleasant surprise, that he could get his fingers under the edges of the scales. Each one was about the size of a small plate, warm, smooth and iridescent. He was cautious at first; however, when Syran assured him that it did not hurt, he became bolder and eventually he found himself astride the big silver’s neck, just in front of his wings. Clamping his knees as if he were riding a horse and holding onto the edges of two scales, he nervously let Syran know he was as ready as he would ever be. 
 
    “I will make it as easy as we do for our young ones on their first ride. I will start with a simple glide.” And with that, he opened his huge, beautiful wings, gave a gentle push off the ledge and suddenly they were airborne. Turrin’s stomach dropped. Gasping for air he squeezed his eyes shut. There was the distinct falling feeling but it was a slow, smooth decent and eventually Turrin plucked up enough courage to peek, immediately wishing that he hadn’t. The ground was not only rushing swiftly past, it was also rushing rapidly up towards them. His knuckles were white and his legs were beginning to tremble with effort when they finally touched down on the sandy shore of the lake with as little disturbance as if they were a leaf falling from a tree. 
 
    “We are here Turrin, you can let go now,” Syran chuckled, turning his head and blowing a puff of warm air into his face.  
 
    Turrin did not need to be told twice and quickly released his aching fingers and slid down the proffered fore leg. Solid ground had never felt so good before. He managed a polite “Thank you” before wading gratefully out into the refreshing, clear waters. Embarrassingly a slick of dirt began to ebb away from his body but Turrin was beyond caring. Diving under the cool waters was wonderful. It felt as if he had immersed himself in a soothing, healing balm. All his itches, aches and irritations vanished. It was bliss. 
 
    He washed his hair before wading back to shore. Taking off his clothes and grabbing handfuls of sand, he began to scrub. Once he felt they were clean enough, he lay them on the beach to dry and returned to the water to scrub himself. Syran had sat sunning himself during the whole process but when Turrin turned and dived back into the lake he couldn’t resist, and with one quick hop landed right beside him, causing a massive tidal wave that left Turrin bobbing uncontrollably away and the game was on! Eventually, exhausted, the pair dragged their weary, dripping bodies from the water and sat side by side on the sand warming themselves. It had been fun, reminding Turrin of similar games he had played back in Upper Hull with Werrin. He wondered how Werrin would react if he was ever able to tell him about swimming with a dragon. The image of his incredulous face made Turrin grin. 
 
    They sat there for a while, getting their breath back, idly watching a group of youngsters having a sand bath further down the beach. They had taken no notice of him at all. It appeared that all the dragons had accepted him. Maybe it was because he was with Yonla and Syran or maybe it was just because they were accepting of everyone. 
 
    “I can hardly recognise you now that you have lost your smell and your colour. You are fading away.” Syran mused, staring down his nose at Turrin.  
 
    “Believe me, I prefer it this way. They used to have to make me wash at home but I don't think I was ever quite this filthy before,” Turrin replied, lying back on his elbows so that he could take in more of the surrounding cliffs. 
 
    “Tell me, little…, I mean Turrin, where is home? Where do you come from? I have never seen a creature like you before; in fact, the only other animal I have seen without wings is the Bazoni and I hope you aren’t related to them.” Syran sounded as if he were trying to solve a puzzle that had been bothering him for a while. “You have a very strong earth essence but you are so small and so weak. How did you survive in the barren lands?” Turrin had no answers. He did not want to reveal his mission until he knew exactly how to pitch it. He knew he would probably only get one chance at it so he had to stack the odds in his favour as much as possible. 
 
    “My home is a long, long way away and it is very different from here,” Turrin began tentatively, drawing idle circles in the sand with his finger. “There a lots of others like me, although we do not have anyone as magnificent as you,” he finished, slyly looking up at Syran to see if he had gone too far.  
 
    Syran sat up straighter and puffed out his chest. He knew Turrin was teasing but he could also tell that it was the truth. Syran played along with the joke. “Well, of course you wouldn’t have, after all, I am the one and only silver in the basin.” He laughed, lifting his chin and swinging his tail round to curl over his front feet to complete the picture of magnificence.  
 
    Turrin chuckled. He did indeed look imposing and regal, his polished scales reflecting the blue of the lake and the sky. The tip of his tail caught Turrin’s attention and he took a closer look. It was like a large heart-shaped arrowhead but in the centre was an oval scale that looked quite different from the others and with a shock Turrin suddenly realized that this was the shard. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    Turrin could not take his eyes off the shard. 
 
    Trying to suppress his excitement, he casually leaned over and examined the glowing jewel. It looked as if it was part of Syran’s tail, as if he had grown the jewel instead of a scale. “Do you all have a decorative scale like this in your tails?” he asked curiously. Syran lifted his the tip and squinted at it, almost like he had forgotten about it.  
 
    “Oh, you mean the colour stone!” he replied, as if that answered everything then, seeing Turrin’s brow crease in puzzlement, he elaborated. “Let me explain. You see those young ones over there?”  
 
    Turrin nodded.  
 
    “They all have drab colours, muted pastels, greys and browns,” he continued, indicating each colour with a tip of his head. “When we reach about twenty turns of age, we shed that skin and our true colour is revealed beneath. That is when we are deemed to have come of age as an adult, and to celebrate this we each receive our own colour stone from the elders. These stones are handed down through the generations. When one of us dies, our stone is removed and held for the next dragon to reveal their colour. At a special ceremony, one of the elders cuts a line in our tail and inserts the stone. It takes about a moon to heal over and then the stone is sealed in place. It is really annoying because you have to take things quietly the whole time.”  
 
    Turrin could sense Syran’s memories of irritation, frustration and boredom. Clearly it had been a trying ordeal for the energetic silver dragon. 
 
    Syran seemed willing to communicate so Turrin made the most of it. “Is this the only community of your people?”   
 
    “No, there are several, each with their own source of water, but they are all so far away from each other that we don't have much to do with them at all. There is a lot of desert in between each settlement so it is difficult to visit each other.”  
 
    Turrin was encouraged to ask more questions. “How do you feed all your people if you only have a small area to grow things in?” 
 
    “We have a rule that ‘One death, one birth’. We are only able to create life to replace someone who has passed into the next phase of existence. That way we always have enough food to go around. Not all communities live by this rule and sometimes we hear stories about starvation and the terrible battles that this can cause.” Syran sighed and they sat quietly for some time, contemplating all the images his words had conjured up. Turrin looked out at the teeming life that surrounded them and shuddered, knowing now how fragile its existence was. 
 
    Syran eventually shook himself out of his reverie ,saying, “I can give you the grand tour if you like. Are you ready for another flight?” he asked cheekily, knowing the reaction he was going to get. Turrin felt the colour drain from his face and he swallowed nervously. It was one thing to glide, smoothly down but quite another to be pumped into the air with those huge wings, yet he was trapped. Syran had made a very kind offer and it would be rude to refuse, besides this was the only way he could get back to the cave. He was at Syran’s mercy. Accepting his fate, Turrin nodded, dressed himself again and clambered back up Syran’s foreleg.  
 
    He was amazed how much better he felt now after his swim. The seat did not feel so high, nor so precarious. Maybe he was getting used to it or maybe he was just that little bit less nervous this time.  
 
    “We ready?” Syran asked, spreading out his magnificent wings. Not waiting for Turrin’s reply, he launched himself aloft. Turrin inhaled sharply and clung to his precarious hand holds for grim death. “Relax, you will find it much easier if you are not so tense,” Syran chuckled.   
 
    “All very well for him to say,” Turrin muttered to himself, but amazingly the flight was much smoother than he had expected and bit by bit he became more confident and even began to enjoy it. In no time they were rising above the cliff tops and the vast, flat lands of the desert came into view. It was awe inspiring in its bleakness. The contrast between the lush vegetation in the basin and the barren, rocky landscape of the plateau could not have been more striking. Life up here would be truly precarious.  
 
    Turrin just sat and took in the view. From here he could see to the edge of the sky in one direction and in the other, there was a rugged mountain range that cut a jagged silhouette across the horizon. He was so enthralled that he even forgot to be nervous about flying, until Syran banked steeply and he felt himself slip sideways, causing him to let out a most unmanly like squeak. Syran got the message and for the rest of the flight he only made safe, lazy circles with no sudden moves. Slowly Turrin began to truly relax and enjoy the feeling of the wind in his face, even though it was making his eyes water. Blinking to clear them, he was surprised at how small everything looked down below. Dragons were now tiny, colourful dots on a green and blue background. The lake appeared like a small pond and he could see the basin in its entirety. It looked like a well, plunged deep into the flat landscape of the desert, with two narrow gorges snaking away in opposite directions. They flew in a wide circle around the basin before Syran descended, dropping below the cliff tops and gliding smoothly to the ledge outside of Turrin’s cave where he flared his wings and made a feather-light landing. Turrin slid back down to earth, exhilarated. 
 
    “That was amazing,” he enthused. “So much more fun than riding a horse.”  
 
    “What is a horse?” Syran asked, settling down to face the sun. Turrin sent the silver dragon an image of his horse. Syran snorted. “You would compare me with that?” he said with derision.  
 
    Turrin smiled. “Never, but it is the best we can do in our world.”  
 
    The dragon snorted again before he closed his eyes, dismissing the whole idea as insignificant. 
 
    The next few days passed in a pleasant blur of all things dragon. Turrin learnt that there was no one leader or leaders and that everyone just got on with the business of living. They were mostly vegetarian but spiced things up a bit with fish from the lake or small game caught out on the tops. Every now and again a hunting expedition would cross the mountains to hunt the tasty little animals that lived in the canyons. Turrin had become quite attached to these small, white, winged friends during his first few days on this world and his stomach squirmed a little at the thought, even though he knew Syran would not have been there to save him if he had not been hunting them. Each night he would check Errin’s parchment, wince and vow that he would talk to Syran about his mission, the shard and Syran’s part in it all, but each day the perfect opportunity never quite seemed to present itself. Turrin reasoned that as Syran was the shard’s host, they would be able to fly back to the pickup point, so he had a few more days grace. However, the fact was that he was savouring this safe, happy place, where there was no immediate threat, where he could sleep well at night and he did not want to have to leave. He had not had one of his nightmares since he arrived. He knew that he was deliberately procrastinating but he also knew that the moment he told Syran the truth it would be the end of this blissful existence for them both and so each day had passed without him saying anything.  
 
    They fell into a sort of routine, their days filled with sunning, eating, swimming and of course flying. Flying with Syran had turned from frightening to thrilling and together they had discovered just how far they could push their limits. Turrin now looked forward to their adventures. This morning Syran had arrived in high spirits and announced that he was going to take Turrin to a very special place, a place that was only known to the dragons born in these caves. Turrin got the distinct impression that the silver was not telling him the whole truth and that the joke was definitely going to be on him. Scrambling up to his normal perch between Syran’s wings he resigned himself to the inevitable. 
 
    As normal Syran flew down to the basin floor, but instead of landing he continued on across the lake and towards the far cliff at the beginning of the narrow gorge that led out of the basin. They landed at the entrance of a cave at the base of the cliff. It was not very large; in fact, Turrin was not even sure that Syran would actually fit; however, the dragon shuffled forward into the shady interior and Turrin slowly followed behind, letting his eyes adjust to the darkness. They continued deeper and deeper into the cave until the light from the entrance was such a small circle that Turrin could block it out with his hand. 
 
    When they had first entered, Turrin had detected a faint rushing sound like the wind through a forest but and further in they went the louder and more insistent it had become. The air in the tunnel was also changing. No longer dry and brittle, it now felt moist, almost a tangible presence. Turrin was having trouble seeing: Syran had turned into a ghost-like apparition moving steadily forward, his silver scales reflecting the faint light from the distant entry and Turrin was totally unprepared when the dragon unexpectedly stopped, and so bumped into him. Syran did not seem to notice. Turrin was curious and edged past.  
 
    “Do not go any further or you will fall!” Syran warned swinging his head down to prevent Turrin from taking another step. Turrin stopped and stared into the blackness his other senses coming alive. The ever present noise had become thunderous and a damp wind was rushing upwards past his face, pushing him backwards. “These are the Wonderfalls,” Syran announced proudly. “This is the underground river the lake empties into. They fall so far that you cannot see the bottom.” 
 
    “I can’t even see the beginning,” Turrin commented. “Your eyes must see in the dark better than mine.”  
 
    Syran snorted. “Just another way we are superior to you,” he joked, immediately sharing his vision with Turrin, causing him to gasp and take a quick step back. The view was amazing. They stood in a large cavern on a bridge-like slab of rock, suspended over a rushing river of water that plunged straight down into a narrow bore hole and the nothingness below. Turrin experienced severe vertigo and felt as if he were slowly being sucked over the edge and into the void. The volume of water was incredible, it would sweep away anything in its path.  
 
    “This is where we come to say farewell to those who have moved onto the next plane. We give them to the waters.” Syran’s thoughts turned sober as he remembered friends and family he had watched carried into the depths. Turrin understood and felt humbled by the huge privilege and trust he had been awarded. He also felt guilty that he had not shared his truth. He was going to have to talk to Syran about the shard soon. Tomorrow, he vowed to himself. 
 
    Knowing that this would be his last perfect evening made it all the more bittersweet as he sat on the ledge outside Yonla’s cave with his two good friends sharing a contented silence, watching as one by one the dragons flew up to their caves until the basin was empty and in darkness. Overhead the first pinpricks of light glowed in the inky night sky. Yonla yawned, showing a row of large, sharp, pointed teeth in a huge, cavernous maw, a sight that had terrified Turrin the first time he had witnessed it. 
 
    “Well, the close of another day. Good night to you both,” she rumbled as she shuffled off to her sandy bed in the darkness behind them. Turrin could not resist the urge to yawn also.  
 
    “I think I am off as well,” he murmured, standing and stretching up towards the stars.  
 
    “Sleep well, little one,” Syran teased. “I will see you in the morning,” he called, spreading his wings and gliding off into the darkness. The nights were cold but Turrin had found warmth by sleeping curled up next to Yonla. She did not seem to mind; in fact, he thought that she secretly enjoyed having him close to scratch itches she could not reach. He quietly settled down besides the dozing green and, unable to resist it’s calling, he was asleep before she even started her gentle snoring.  
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    A single, terrified scream woke them. It was early dawn. They both leapt to their feet but before they could reach the cave entrance a cacophony of noise erupted. Loud, challenging trumpet calls were intermixed with screamed warnings and gut-wrenching screams of pain. Yonla had no idea what was happening but for Turrin it was all too familiar. They were under attack! 
 
    “Keep back. Don’t let them see you!” Turrin screamed into Yonla’s mind.  
 
    “What is happening?” she cried, wincing at each cry of agony.  
 
    “Stay here,” he ordered. “I will go and have a look. I am small and they may not see me.”   
 
    Yonla nodded, her eyes full of concern. He creeped forward on all fours towards the entrance. He crouched behind a rock and, keeping low to the ground, peered out. What he saw made him recoil in horror. The normally peaceful basin was now a slaughter house.  
 
    Large, unfamiliar dragons, male by the look of them, were on a killing spree. Claws and jaws dripping with blood they hunted down anyone who could not flee quickly enough. A small blue swooped past Yonla’s ledge, closely pursued by a large dark brown attacker. The blue swerved but the brown, anticipating the move, plucked it out of the air, instantly shredding its wings and breaking its neck. Then, as if losing all interest in its victim, it simply let the blue’s broken body fall to the ground like a tattered piece of rag.  
 
    Turrin gasped, spilling hot tears of impotent rage. He had no idea who these monsters were or where they came from. The sky was a battlefield, a battle his friends were losing, judging by the amount of small, colourful bodies that littered the floor of the basin. The only dragon that seemed to be a challenge for them was, of course, the big silver, who was everywhere, inflicting as much damage as he could. He had a small troop of larger males with him but they were few against many and it was only a matter of time before he would be overcome. His mind racing, Turrin tried to think of a way to help, to think of a way to try and save them, but it was impossible. He was so small, so useless against such vicious beasts. Moving back away from the entrance he collapsed against the cave wall, his legs giving way in defeat. Yonla strode forward, her mind full of Turrin’s shared images. He had to stop her! She would die!  
 
    Leaping to his feet he place himself in her way “No, you have to save yourself,” he pleaded. “Don’t you see, if we lose you we lose any chance of healing the injured. You are their only chance to be whole again if we survive. We have to be clever about this. You can’t just throw your life away,” Turrin cried in desperation. “We need to have a plan.”   
 
    Yonla hesitated, caught by indecision.  
 
    Desperately he tried to clear his head and think. What would Errin do, he wondered? Last time he had asked himself that he had discovered that he could leap. Of course! A light went on in his mind – maybe he could try the same thing now? He had probably recovered sufficiently to use his talent again, yet the question was, how he could use it. Maybe he could leap with Yonla. Maybe he could take her to safety. 
 
    Glancing out once more, he noticed with terror that the battle appeared to be over. The skies were empty. Where was Syran? Turrin could not see him anywhere, but what he did notice was that the invaders were beginning a systematic search of the caves. Their luck was running out! They had to leave now. There was no time to try and explain it all to Yonla, so instead, he reached out to place his hand on her foreleg.  
 
    She was trembling. “We have to do something,” she whimpered. “They are all dying, I can feel it.”  
 
    Turrin closed his eyes and concentrated. Sourcing power from the rising sun, he pictured a small set of boulders he and Syran had visited a few days ago on a winged lizard hunt. He pictured himself with Yonla sitting behind the rocks as clearly as he could and taking a deep, shaky breath he leapt.  
 
    It was with indescribable relief that he felt his stomach do the familiar flip flop and suddenly he was out on the barren tops staring at the mountains, a violently shaking Yonla standing next to him. He had done it! But, boy, was he was tired. He felt completely drained. Transporting two had taken its toll. He sank down to his knees, head down, fighting the despair. The images that kept passing through his mind caused his bile to rise and, uncontrollably, he vomited where he sat. There were scenes that he saw today that he would have to live with, for the rest of his life, however short that might be. 
 
    Yonla began to move, breaking him from his indulgent self-pity. “What, what just happened? How did you do … that?” she asked, her eyes were whirling with confusion and fear. Turrin quickly explained as best he could. But she did not seem to understand why he had taken her. “This is not right! Not right at all. I can’t just leave them. I have to go back,” she cried, unfurling her wings, ready to take flight.  
 
    “I will go!” Turrin called, quickly scrambling up to stand in front of her. “I have a better chance of being able to save them than you,” he reasoned. “They will need you to heal them when I bring them back. You need to stay here.”  
 
    He could see her mind racing and knew by the slump of her shoulders when she finally came to the only conclusion possible, that this was the right thing to do. Although her eyes had a haunted, faraway look she nodded, accepting that this was possibly their only hope of saving anyone at all.  
 
    The sun was higher in the sky now and the heat was beginning to radiate off the nearby rocks. Turrin tapped into this energy and located himself back inside Yonla’s cave. The leap was still draining although it was so much easier without a passenger. The moment he arrived he knew that he was not alone, a large body blocked the entrance and it was lumbering forward into the cave. Crouching in the darkness, Turrin held his breath, wishing that he was invisible. There was no escape. A stray shaft of light illuminated the dragon before him. It was huge and truly ugly. Its eyes smouldered with hate and greed, it’s breath stank of carrion and its scales were dull. Turrin’s knees turned to water, his only hope was to leap again but unfortunately he was not going to be allowed that luxury as the dragon moved forward and the shaft of light slipped past its shuffling form to beam a spotlight directly into his hiding place. He became a statue. The head jerked up and those sickening eyes locked onto his, hypnotizing him like a moth caught in a flame.  
 
    A flick of movement at the cave entrance broke the spell and suddenly the face before him contorted in surprise and pain. With a jerk the whole body was violently pulled backwards, claws scraping across the floor in a desperate attempt to hold on. Turrin caught a glimpse of silver scales and heard Syran’s incomprehensible battle cry loud in his head. The relief of being rescued was quickly replaced by concern for his friend. Syran was large, but this beast was bigger and used to killing. Turrin was pretty sure Syran had never even been in a real fight before today. He watched in suspenseful horror as the two fought. For beasts so big they were lightning fast. Jaws whipped round on long necks and back legs raked exposed bellies with deadly claws. Silver twined with black as the two bodies became one rolling mass of snapping fury.  
 
    Turrin couldn't move. He felt scared and helpless. He didn’t want to look but he couldn’t look away. He was trapped by his aching anguish for Syran. An instant later they were gone. The cave was empty. Turrin raced to the ledge in time to see their bodies, still locked together in a deadly embrace, plummeting towards the ground. No one was going to survive that. “Syran please let go,” he whispered, unable to look away. Just before impact the two miraculously parted, two sets of wings snapping open as they swept upwards. But the battle was not over. The black banked, swerving towards Syran, who was trying desperately to gain height. Something was wrong. Turrin could see immediately that one of his wings was not working properly and that there was a huge tear in the other.  
 
    The black swept up from below aiming directly for Syran’s chest, but at the last moment, the silver’s wing miraculously powered into action. Swerving, he dived and snatched the black’s neck in both claws. Turrin could hear the impact from where he stood. Syran had been using deception to lure his attacker into a vulnerable position. Hands clenched, bouncing on his toes Turrin almost cheered as the black went limp and dropped like a stone. The big silver watched it fall, unaware of two large, dark shapes that had launched themselves from the shadow shrouded cliff behind.  
 
    “Beware!” Turrin screamed. But the warning’s only effect was to pull Syran’s attention towards him and away from the attackers.  
 
    “Turrin you are alive!” Syran cried, sounding weary. “What of Yonla?”  
 
    “She is well. I can take you to her but I have to be touching you. I can’t explain now. Please, we are running out of time,” he pleaded desperately, hoping that he had enough strength to fulfil his promise.  
 
    The battle fury was raving through Syran’s blood and it took a moment before reason reasserted itself. A moment that they could not spare as the dark dragons were gaining height rapidly.  
 
    “Yonla needs you,” Turrin cried in anguish. “You will be no use to anyone dead.” This last plea must have pierced the fog, as Syran pivoted in mid-air and dived straight towards Turrin.  
 
    His heart leapt. His reservoir of talent was nearly empty and he found it incredibly hard to reach for the earth's power. It was elusive and kept slipping from his grasp. This was not the time to give up. As soon as Syran landed he ran to him, touched his leg and imagined Yonla and the rocks. Incredibly, a world of power surged across their connection. Was it the shard or was it Syran’s own power? It did not matter. It was there and it made the leap possible. 
 
    Yonla’s surprised face was a welcome sight but her expression soon turned to concern when she saw Syran’s battered and torn body. Their reunion was touching and so poignant that Turrin felt as if he were intruding on something quite personal. The large silver wobbled and then sank down to the ground, no longer able to stand. Yonla sighed and stepped back, shaking her head. “I am not sure if I have the power to heal so many wounds. I don’t know how you are even alive,” she murmured. Closing her eyes, she rested the tip of her nose on his shoulder and began a deep, rhythmic hum.  
 
    As a healer himself, Turrin was fascinated and crept closer until he was leaning against Syran’s side. He could feel Yonla’s power coursing through the big dragon’s veins and arteries, searching out damage and speeding the healing process needed. It was a beautiful thing to watch and Turrin was enthralled. It was so fascinating that it took him a moment to notice that her power was being drained at an alarming rate. Wondering if he could boost it, he surreptitiously formed a triangle between the three of them, feeding power he received from Syran and the shard back to Yonla. It was a risky thing to do. There were so many unknowns and only time would tell if he had made the right decision. The world shrunk, encompassing Syran’s injuries and Yonla’s power and by the time the last wound had been healed the sun was just about to dip below the mountains. Everyone was exhausted and fell asleep where they were, in one big jumble of limbs and wings. 
 
    The next morning brought with it such heartache. What had happened? Who were those dark dragons and where had they come from? Turrin had so many questions and Syran valiantly tried his best to answer them. “They are most likely a group of young males who have left an overcrowded Den somewhere to try and found a Den of their own,” Syran said. “Some communities do not restrict their births and end up with too many mouths to feed. It is a hard lesson to learn. Our Den learned it quickly because we did not have a lot of food. Other colonies with more resources take longer. I don’t know why they attacked; maybe they thought it was the only way to gain a home of their own and maybe,” he sighed, “they were right?” Syran stared off towards the basin, his eyes unfocused, seeing it how it used to be and not how it was now. Turrin sat deep in thought, digesting Syran’s words, mulling over his options. 
 
    Ultimately he knew that he would have to talk Syran into coming with him to Feld. In some ways the raid had made his job easier, as now, he did not feel as if he were wrenching the silver away from his happy existence but in other ways it had become harder, because Syran was going through a terrible ordeal and Turrin would be asking him to take on more risk and go into the unknown. Another thought crossed his mind. What about Yonla? She was on her own now. Syran would never leave her. Turrin wondered if he could bring her with them to Feld. Errin had said nothing about bringing others, but he did not know for sure.  
 
    He stood, no longer able to sit still, and began pacing, trying to find a way out of the maze of thoughts that surrounded him. What were the facts he was certain of? He knew that Syran was the shard’s host and that somehow he boosted Turrin’s power. He knew that time was running out and that he needed to get his parchment back to find out exactly when he had to be at the pickup point. That was all he knew. Great, not a lot to go on then, he thought ruefully, but deep down he knew one more thing for certain and that was that he had to talk to Syran now. He could put it off no longer. 
 
    Kicking up dust, he made his way back to the silver, who was sunning himself beside one of the large boulders, eyes closed, recovering, his wing still not air worthy. Turrin plopped down next to him, steeling himself. Idly he started playing with his belt buckle as he tried to think of the perfect opening line but after a moment he realized that there just wasn’t one. “Syran,” he began hesitantly, “I need to tell you something.” The big dragon opened his eyes, lowered his head and looked at Turrin expectantly. “I think it is time I told you the reason I am here.” Turrin swallowed nervously, still focusing on his belt. “The place I come from is far away,” he said, trying start at the beginning. “In fact it is on another world.”  
 
    Syran blinked but remained silent.  
 
    “On my world there is a great and powerful lady that has been fighting a force of evil for a long, long time and she needs your help.” Encouraged by Syran’s silence Turrin launched into a full explanation about Zail, Feld, the shard and the fact that time was running out.  
 
    Syran blinked once more, lifted his tail and peered at the beautiful gem in its tip with renewed interest. “I always felt that this was special somehow but now I wonder if it is a curse or a blessing. It is a lot to digest, little one, especially at this time. There are so many possible paths stretching out away from this moment and it will take very careful consideration to be able to choose the best one. I am not sure if I can leave my friends and family to those butchers. I could not live with myself if I didn’t at least try to save them; however, I can see that there is more at stake than my pride and my family.”  
 
    Turrin nodded understanding, his mind racing. There had to be a way he could help, he just hadn’t thought of it yet. 
 
    If Errin was to have any hope of beating Zail she had to have Syran and the shard. The problem was that he was not sure how to ask a grown dragon to abandon his family and his community in their worst time of need. It was so unfair that this task had fallen on his shoulders; after all, he was only twelve turns old and totally unprepared for anything like this. They sat together in silence for some time, each buried deep in their own thoughts. The huge responsibility weighing heavily on both them. 
 
    Turrin began to create crazy rescue scenarios in his head yet they all fell apart, because he could not predict what was happening down in the basin. So, he reasoned, the first thing they had to do was go and take a look. Syran did not take much convincing and as soon as he could trust his wing again, late that evening, they leapt to Syran’s cave hoping to stay hidden. This time though, Turrin was prepared for a quick getaway if it turned out to be occupied. Luck was with them and they arrived to an empty cave. Turrin was amazed by the power that was suddenly available through his connection with Syran. It was exhilarating and exciting.  
 
    Making their way carefully to the entrance, they waited a moment to let their eyes adjust before creeping forward. Despite the situation, Turrin couldn’t help but smile at Syran’s attempt at creeping. It was obviously something dragons did not do well. Nevertheless, they were not noticed and a quick scan of the basin showed that no dragons were airborne. When they finally reached the ledge and peered down into the basin floor, the reason for this became all too clear. A scene, almost too abhorrent to take in, was playing out on the ground below them. A terrified huddle of tattered survivors were corralled by a ring of menacing invaders. A ragged pile of discarded bodies was heaped unceremoniously off to one side, explaining why there were no adult males among the captives. A large mottled brown was marching back and forth, trumpeting loudly. Turrin tuned in.  
 
    “From this day forth only the righteous will be allowed to occupy this Den. We, the chosen, claim it and only true believers will be permitted to live within it. A divine being appeared to us in the wilderness and told of the sinners you had become. He told us that you denied and controlled the natural process of birth to suit your own needs rather than to have God’s children as he has ordained, and for this you must all be punished. This divine being bestowed on us the righteous task of purging this sinful Den and the duty to bring it back to his teachings.”  
 
    Turrin shuddered. This had to be Zail’s doing. The terrifying thought was, ‘How did he know to target this community at this time?’ Had Turrin inadvertently alerted him to the shard? He was paralyzed with fear until reason slowly reasserted itself. If Zail knew the shard was here he would have come himself. He had no need for bully boys. This was just Zail being Zail, creating havoc, misery and destruction wherever he could. Almost with a sigh of relief, Turrin once again tuned into the action being played out below. 
 
    “Because of your sins, all your lives are forfeit but as we can also show mercy, we will spare some of the more worthy,” the leader continued in his cringingly self-righteous voice.   
 
    “I bet they will only show mercy to anyone who happens to be young and female,” Syran snorted with derision and as if to prove him right, the captors moved forward, singling out young, adult females.  
 
    “All who have been chosen are to stay here. The rest are to follow me,” the large mottled brown bellowed, turning and making his way toward the heaped mound of tattered bodies. Turrin watched in horror as young ones were ripped from wailing mothers and the elderly were harried and baited just for fun. It was obvious what was about to happen and Turrin knew there was no way either Syran or himself could stand by and do nothing. One youngster made a dash for it, taking flight, spiralling upwards but before Turrin or Syran could come to his aid, he was snatched from the air and soon his lifeless body was being added to the heap of other discarded lives. 
 
    Turrin’s heart broke at the sight of one old dragon being helped by a child as the sad line of survivors trailed behind the large, mottled brown. His jaw clenched and his throat ached with tears denied. How could they kill these innocents in cold blood? How could they justify it? The pitiful trek did not take long and all too soon the weeping group were assembled in front their dead.  
 
    “They haven't even got the decency to give the dead to the Wonderfalls,” Syran cried in disbelief. He sounded hollow as if he were emptied out of any will or hope.  
 
    “I would like to throw them down the waterfall,” Turrin murmured, picturing it in his mind. Syran turned and stared at Turrin, wide eyed, as the same thought struck them both. Of course! Why hadn't they thought of this before? It would require precise timing and courage but it was possible. They had to act now before anyone else died. Turrin clambered up to his usual seat on Syran’s back and focused on a spot right above the leader. This was the first time that he had had to be so precise. Too far from the brown and they would lose the element of surprise and, of course, they did not want to land on top of him. It was also the first time he had ever attempted two or maybe three leaps in quick succession. Turrin was hoping that their combined power would be enough to transport three but this was all new to him and never been tried before. It was not the time for doubts, the more they delayed the more lives would be lost.  
 
    “Ready?” Turrin called  
 
    “Let’s do this. It is time for revenge!” Syran bellowed at the top of his voice, causing all below to look up. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Taking advantage of the distraction, Turrin leapt.  
 
    His judgement was good and, materializing again just behind and above the mottled brown, Syran reached out with his foreleg and made contact. Another blink, and all three of them were transported to the darkness, a hand’s breadth above the thunderous falls. Syran had extended his wings in anticipation but the vicious brute had no such luxury, and for a split moment of disorientation it fell straight down into the powerful, enveloping torrent of water. There was no escape. Between the force of the water and the narrowness of the chasm it was impossible for it to open its wings. Thoughts of pure terror screamed in Turrin’s mind making him wince, then abruptly, as if a door had been slammed shut, all thoughts ceased. It was the end.  
 
    Both shivered; any excitement they may have felt about getting rid of a tormentor was somehow soured. Ending a life, no matter how evil the person was, did not feel like a victory. Turrin was amazed that he still had enough strength to return them to Syran’s cave once more; their combined ability to source power seemed to be limitless. 
 
    Once more, they looked down at the situation being played out in the basin below and noticed that, sadly, nothing much had changed. A new leader, a large black, had replaced the mottled brown and, if anything, it seemed even more fanatic than its predecessor. His followers were looking nervously about but it appeared that none were too upset to have lost a leader. ‘Everyone out for themselves, I suppose,’ Turrin thought.  
 
    “We have to do this again, don’t we?” Syran asked reluctantly.  
 
    Turrin sighed. He was so tired but there was no alternative, it had to be done. Deep down, he knew that sometimes the hardest things to do would also be the hardest things to live with if you didn’t do them. Sitting up straighter he gathered himself. “Okay let's go,” he said before his courage left him. This time it all happened so fast. In an instant another life ended. This was not fighting, this was murder. They had no choice. This was the only weapon they had at their disposal. 
 
    Transporting back to their vantage point, they were met with an encouraging sight. The invaders were definitely looking very concerned now and the basin survivors were beginning to fight back. “Time to try bluffing, I think,” Syran suggested with a cheeky grin. Turrin was beginning to be able to read the silver dragon’s facial expressions more easily, and he decided that this was definitely a grin full of mischief. 
 
    Syran flew to a promontory where he would be easily visible. Turrin hopped off and scuttled to one side. Rising up to his full magnificence, Syran opened his wings and loudly trumpeted a challenge to the remaining invaders.  
 
    “I am Syran,” he bellowed, “and I give you this one last chance to leave unharmed.” He paused to let the idea sink in and to let the sun glint off his beautiful silver scales.  
 
    Turrin smirked. He was such a show off when he wanted to be.  
 
    “If you do not take this offer, we will take you, one by one, to your deaths. You will never know when or where we will appear but you can be certain that we will come for you.” 
 
    “You cannot threaten us, little bug the largest of the males bellowed back. “We are not afraid of a tickling flea. Once we have dealt with this trash,” he swung his head low to indicate the cowering victims in front of him, “we will come and snap you up for fun.” The laughter that followed sounded a little crazy to Turrin but the big brown’s speech had rallied his cohorts. Turrin felt his hopes sink. They had tried but failed and now they had to follow through with their threat. 
 
    “I think that we should take out one of the lesser dragons. Maybe one of the followers this time,” Turrin mused. “At the moment they assume that only the leaders are being targeted, but if they think that anyone can become a victim they might not be so keen to stay anymore.” 
 
    “Yes, I think you are right,” Syran answered, carefully considering each enemy in turn. Finally he picked a smallish grey who was guarding the group of young females. Although they were getting very proficient at this manoeuvre, they wanted to make more of a show of this one. Turrin sized up the distance and they leapt, Syran letting out a terrifying bellow as they arrived above their target. It jumped and let out a most un dragon like squeal, its face a mask of terror. All heads turned. Syran snarled and lunged and another life ended. The deaths were mounting up on Turrin, and he was feeling sick to the stomach. It was a horrifying way to die and each death was etched in great detail on his mind. He was not sure if he had the will, let alone the energy, for another.     
 
    Leaping back to another promontory they were greeted by chaos. It took them a moment to make sense of it all. A battle was raging in the air high above the basin. It appeared as if some of the invaders had panicked and had taken flight only to become targets for their own kind. Meanwhile some of the captives had managed to escape and were mounting an attack of their own. Syran quickly assessed the situation and flew into action. Turrin watched in awe as the big silver dragon created mayhem and destruction amongst the brutal enemy. Each one of them was absolutely terrified of the marauding streak of silver. None wanted to be singled out, to be snatched away to their deaths, and all desperately tried to evade him at every turn. Syran used this fear to force them into the waiting jaws and claws of the newly rallied basin survivors. More and more tried to flee and eventually it turned into a rout. Turrin could not blame the survivors for their anger; however, that didn’t make it any easier to stomach some of the retributions handed out. In the end, only a handful of the enemy escaped back into the wilderness. They let them go, knowing that they would not last long out in the vastness alone. The basin was safe once more, although it would never be the same again. Too many lives had been lost. 
 
    The next few days were spent giving the dead a proper farewell, healing the wounded and getting rid of any evidence of the vicious brutes that had caused so much pain. The only physical reminder left was a pile of colour stones that stood as a sad testimony to the numbers lost. Through all this Turrin curbed his impatience. He had found his backpack with the parchment undamaged and discovered, to his dismay, that there were only five days left! He figured that it would only take two days to fly to the pickup point but that would be cutting it very close. There was no room for error. What if they could not find his pink island straight away? What if there was another sand storm? He knew that he had no alternative, he was going to have to force the issue with Syran. 
 
    That morning the light was hazy, giving the basin an almost mythical appearance. Dragons were waking, stretching their wings and greeting the sun, each in their own way, adding to the fairy-like image in Turrin’s mind. Sometimes he had to give himself a reality check, this was all so surreal. Syran, Yonla and himself were sunning themselves on the golden sands at the edge of the lake. It was still cool and fresh, yet there was enough heat to soothe their sore muscles and weary bones. Turrin had woken knowing that he had to convince Syran to leave today. They had just run out of time. Struggling to find a way of broaching the subject, he was totally blown away when Syran turned, nudged him on the shoulder with his nose, and quipped, “When do we leave, little one?” 
 
    Turrin blinked several times before throwing his arms around the big silver's neck. He could not reach far but still it felt good. “I wasn’t sure how to ask,” he mumbled 
 
    “I know,” Syran answered. “You were so jumpy and uncomfortable. It looked as if you were sitting on a stinger fruit. Syran chuckled. “It was obvious that something was bothering you, and it didn’t take much to understand what you would be fretting about. I have thought long and hard about what you have asked of me. No one and nowhere is safe from this Zail person. If I can help, I think it is my duty to do so.” He sighed, looking around at the pitifully few survivors left in the basin before continuing. “Basically I really don’t have a choice in this at all. I cannot ask Yonla to come with us as it will be too dangerous not to mention the fact that she is needed here, but when we defeat this bastard, I would like to try and return to her if your Errin can do that for me?” 
 
    Turrin’s eyes stung with tears and he found it hard to swallow around the lump that suddenly appeared in his throat. He was totally humbled by the noble, brave beast before him and he just hoped he could be half as courageous when the time came to do battle with the evil that is Zail. 
 
    Syran and Turrin had decided that it was best not to tell the others the real reason for their departure for security reasons. The fewer that knew the better. Instead they announced that they were off on a scouting mission to make sure that none of the beasts that had escaped were still a threat. Of course they had told Yonla and she understood the need for secrecy. Provisions were packed and by mid-morning they were airborne. Syran had wondered if it was possible to ‘leap’ to the pickup point but Turrin had found out early on that he was quite limited in the distance he could achieve. In reality he could only leap comfortably for a league, possibly two with great effort. He was limited by the power he and Syran could access from this world. 
 
    Saying farewell had been difficult. He would miss not only the dragons themselves, but their whole way of life. Turrin had felt as if he had belonged and he thought of each and every one as family now. He could still picture Yonla’s sad, brave face growing smaller and smaller as they flew towards the mountains, standing motionless on the brim of the basin, her green scales glowing in the early morning light. Syran had been unusually quiet for a long time as they travelled steadily away and Turrin had respected his silence. This was never going to be easy and he fervently hoped that one day in the future they would be able to return.  
 
    Any fear that Turrin once had of flying had now been replaced with familiarity and pure enjoyment. He felt safe in the knowledge that Syran would never let him fall. The mountains loomed in front of them, a towering mass of jagged peaks. No vegetation or snow adorned the stark rock faces. Syran knew where he was going and although the route was not obvious to Turrin, the big dragon swooped and swerved his way down seemingly dead end valleys that miraculously opened out into plateaus or ended in low passes that he skimmed over, so close it made Turrin’s stomach drop.  
 
    Gradually their spirits rose and they began to enjoy the journey. By midday, the rocks were starting to radiate heat and Syran took full advantage of the resulting thermals, rising higher and higher. The view was spectacular, the air fresh and exhilarating and both Syran and Turrin seized the moment of joy. Knowing it would be fleeting made it all the more precious. Eventually they were so high that Turrin could see the table lands of the other side stretching away in front of them and Syran began the long, slow glide down towards them. 
 
    “Where to now?” Syran asked as they soared over the foothills and out onto the plains below. Turrin realised that he was not exactly sure. When he had first arrived on this world he had felt the pull of the shard drawing him towards the mountains, towards the rising sun, so he assumed that if he went away from the mountains and towards the setting sun he would find his pink plateau again but looking out at the vast landscape before him now, he was suddenly beset with doubt. All he could think to do was to head in the general direction and hope. He had a picture in his head of the approximate size the mountains appeared the day he’d dropped out of limbo, and he hoped that should help to give him an idea of distance. He just preyed that they would find the designated place before time ran out. He consoled himself that he still had one more day left. Surely that would be enough. Turrin shared his thoughts with Syran and a course was set.  
 
    By late afternoon they were both getting hungry and thirsty and decided it was time for a break. The silver chose a wide chasm and dropped below the rim, skimming above the treetops until they found a suitable landing spot by the river. Turrin dismounted to let Syran go and hunt and he sat on a rock munching on some fruit, trying not to think of the fact that some little white winged animal was being devoured. The rest of the afternoon passed without incident. The mountains shrunk, very slowly, and he knew that they were still a long way away from where they needed to be. A small niggle of worry started to prickle in Turrin’s chest. They were going to be cutting it very fine. 
 
    As the sun neared the horizon and dusk began to fall Turrin’s thoughts turned to the night. Where could they sleep? If they slept on a plateau, how would the small winged creatures react to a dragon in their midst? The alternative was the chasms and he was not sure that even Syran could best the monster that lived down there. The only answer he could come up with was that they should be first on the tops and hope that a dragon asleep would be less terrifying that a flying one. They picked a plateau and settled down. Syran curled up, his tail over his nose and Turrin nestled close and waited. As the last rays of the sun blinked out, the air resounded with the flurry of wings and the squawking and mewing of a thousand voices. Turrin had forgotten the vibrancy and chaos that the nightly exodus contained. Would they realize there was a dragon waiting for them, or would they just accept Syran as they had always accepted Turrin? In the end it turned out that he needn't have been concerned at all, it was just ‘business as usual’ for the little creatures and in no time the plateau was full of warm, sleeping bodies. 
 
    The next morning, they waited until all their sleeping companions had left before taking flight once more. Syran’s opinions of the little ones had begun to change. He now saw them as kind of cute and thought that they were not quite so tasty as they had once been. Turrin was pleased. He had not slept well, tossing and turning, fretting over the fact that there was still no sign of their objective. He had spent most of the night staring up at the glorious, star-filled sky, watching them slowly revolve above him. Hopefully this would be the last night he would see them. He realized that he was going to miss them. They had been his companions for twenty-one days now, faithfully appearing every night, and they were almost as familiar to him now as the stars back in Feld. 
 
    Once more in the air, Turrin scanned the endless plane below him; however there was still no sign of what he was searching for. Syran banked and Turrin adjusted his balance. Doubts were beginning to raise their ugly heads. Were they heading in the right direction? Had his talent failed and the pink faded from the soil on the plateau? Was his memory playing tricks on him? Clasping the parchment in front of him, he watched in trepidation as the last remaining stroke began to slowly get smaller and smaller. The tension was starting to take its toll and Turrin felt himself winding tighter and tighter, a quiet desperation churning in his guts. This was not working! They had to try something else, but what? 
 
    Syran heaved a great sigh, his sides expanding between Turrin’s thighs. He was also feeling the pressure. “We should climb higher,” he thought. “We will be able to see further.”  
 
    Turrin agreed.  
 
    “The air will be cold and thin up there and we won’t be able to stay there for long,” Syran warned.  
 
    “What choice do we have?” Turrin replied, shrugging. The single stroke on the parchment was now half gone. 
 
    As Syran began to climb in a lazy spiral, more and more of the landscape came into view. Turrin started to shiver as they continued upwards. The land below them became a flat circle, covered with a blue dome. The plateaus looked like saucers, the chasms like spider webs slung between them and still there was no sign of the pink plateau.  
 
    “Wait! I think I see something,” Turrin sat bolt upright, directing Syran where to look. “There! Do you see it?” Far off to one side behind them, back closer to the mountains, was a small top that was a slightly different colour from the rest. It certainly was not a vibrant pink but it was definitely worth a closer look. 
 
    Turrin shuddered to think that they had already flown past it and if they had not climbed so high they might have just continued on until their time had run out. Syran began a steep glide down and Turrin’s heart leapt with excitement. The closer they came, the more pink the island became. Glancing quickly at Errin’s parchment he noticed that all that was left of today's stroke was a dot. “We have to hurry or we aren't going to make it,” he screamed into Syran’s mind. The dragon tipped forward and dived, his wings almost folded into his body. Turrin could hardly keep his eyes open as the wind rushed past, creating and then ripping away his tears. He gripped Syran’s scales with all his might, fighting vertigo and buffeting turbulence. After what felt like an eternity the air became noticeably warmer and Syran’s dive flattened out. Gulping for air Turrin loosened his grip and peered forward just in time to see an ominous, dark, winged shape emerge from the canyon directly in front of them. 
 
    Trumpeting a loud challenge it sped towards them. It was one of the foul beasts who had escaped Syran’s wrath and he was out for revenge. Syran swerved sharply and Turrin managed to hold on only through pure desperation. He needed all his concentration to hold on, a jump would be impossible. 
 
    Turrin lay flat and clung on as the black veered into their path, its long neck snaking out and it’s sharp teeth ripping the edge of Syran’s wing. Syran let out a scream of pain, turned and raked his talons across the exposed belly of their attacker, then, more by good luck than skill, he managed to whack his tail into the other's eye causing it to bellow loudly as it dropped away to one side. It was all the opening they needed and Syran made a last, desperate dive for the plateau, skimming across the chasm, touching down just as the last dot on the parchment vanished and they tumbled into the nothingness of limbo. Turrin’s last vision of this world was of the huge black dragon hurtling towards them, claws extended, wings flaring.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Myssan paced. 
 
    He could not sit still. He had always needed to move when he had a problem to solve, and this was the most difficult problem he had ever encountered. He was out of his depth. Everything was new and unknown. Finding Eva had been relatively easy; however, returning to Feld with her might just be impossible. He stopped pacing for a moment, once more staring down at her beautiful face as she slept. 
 
    He couldn’t believe the effect she had on him. He had only known her one day and already he could not imagine life without her. She sang to his heart like no one had ever done before. All his life he had heard the romantic tales from the bards about love at first sight or about someone being smitten by love, but until he had met this remarkable woman he had thought that they were just wistful inventions of the hopeful.  
 
    He hardly knew her. She lived in a completely baffling world full of machines that could do incredible things, things he had never even thought of before. She was intelligent, a truly talented dancer with a beauty all her own, yet it was her vulnerability that simply turned him to mush. She was dying and it broke his heart to see how bravely she faced this inevitably with such strength and grace. He had to physically walk away and renew his pacing in order to stop his hand reaching out to caress her pale cheek.  
 
    He had sat in stunned silence in the library after she had told him about her illness. He had been lost, directionless, unable to think of a way forward. It had been Eva who had shaken him out of his angst. 
 
    “Do you have a place to stay?” she’d asked. Myssan had shaken his head, thinking of the night before spent under a bush. “You can come and stay with me until we sort something out,” she’d offered. Myssan had looked up in surprise. “Look, I know I hardly know you and you might turn out to be the best con-artist ever but, hey, I can take chances now; I mean, what have I got to lose?” She had smiled a sad smile and sniffed. Myssan had been stunned but had gratefully accepted. He did not want to lose sight of her again.  
 
    What happened next was still making him reel. Taking his hand, she had lead him out of the library, down the street and back to the stairway that lead underground. Myssan had tried to explain that the gates would not let him pass, which had only made her giggle, a sound he found he liked a lot. She had pressed a token into his hand and showed him how to use it, and the gates had miraculously let him through. 
 
    He had then followed her through several branching tunnels and down some steep steps before they came to a wide platform that ended in a sheer drop off. Uninviting dark tunnels lead off in opposite directions. There were several people milling about on the platform, deep underground, many concentrating on the small, lighted objects that everyone seemed to have. There had been no obvious reason for anyone to be in this place. It was a dead end. Myssan had been confused, yet before he could ask Eva about it, a whoosh of air, smelling of damp earth exploded from the tunnel on his left and two bright eyes could be seen growing larger by the moment. The creature let out a loud screech as it approached and Myssan, unable to help himself, had taken a step backwards in fright. “Watch it, mate!” a voice had exclaimed from behind. He rationalised that he could understand the words as he was still holding Eva’s hand. To his amazement, instead of being afraid of the oncoming apparition, the people had surged forward to meet it, carrying Myssan along with them.  
 
    Sensing his discomfort Eva had reassured him. “It is okay. This is just the Underground.” As if this explained everything. He’d had to assume that all these people would not willingly jump to their deaths so, steeling himself, he had waited for his fate to be revealed.  
 
    The two eyes had turned into lamps ahead of a line of carriages that had swept past at unimaginable speed, creating a surprisingly gentle wind and hardly any noise. Quicker than he would have thought possible the carriages had slowed and come to a complete halt, the doors in front of him opening by themselves and the crowd flowing forward through them. Eva had sat and pulled him down onto the seat next to her. In no time the platform was emptied and with a sigh, the doors had closed again and the machine resumed its journey into the darkness once more.  
 
    They changed trains, as Eva had informed him these carriages were called, before they had finally climbed the stairs back to the world above. Gazing round he had realised that he could see none of the tall buildings he had begun to use as landmarks and he knew he was lost. Just how far had they travelled? From now on, he was going to have to rely on Eva for directions and, more importantly, to be able to find his way back to the pickup point.  
 
    After a short walk, they had arrived at Eva’s home. “Here we are,” she had said, stopping in front of a building identical to all the others in the street and idly he had wondered how she was able to tell which one was hers. Inside it was warm and cosy with well-worn furnishings in rich, warm colours and textures.  
 
    “Make yourself at home. I will be back in a moment,” Eva said, before slipping into the next room. Myssan had examined his surroundings. Life-like images in small stand up frames adorned the mantel above the fireplace. They held an assortment of faces, all smiling, and he wondered who these people were to Eva. Next Myssan had cautiously pondered the small box on the wall next to the door. He had noticed that when they had walked into the house Eva had touched it and lights had sprung on. Unable to resist the temptation, he pushed the lever up. Darkness cloaked the room. Desperately he had fumbled for the lever again and snapped it back down. Lights flared once more. It was amazing and it had totally delighted him as he repeatedly made the room change from day to night. It wasn't until Eva said something from the doorway, arms folded and a quizzical expression on her face, that he realized that he was being a nuisance. Sheepishly, he had explained that there were no such wonders in his world and she had grinned at his boyish enthusiasm.  
 
    “I suppose you don't even have flush loos either, do you?” she’d quipped before bursting out in laughter at Myssan’s look of horror. “I hope that you do have some sort of toilet in your world or else I won’t be coming,” she had teased a blushing Myssan. 
 
    “We … that is, in Feld we don’t talk about such things … usually,” he’d finished lamely. 
 
    “Oh, I see,” Eva thought, a broad smile making her eyes twinkle. “Well, here it is often a favourite topic of conversation. I’ll show you where to find my toilet so you know where to go when you need to.” And with that she had dragged him by the hand to the door at the end of the hall. “Ta da,” she’d exclaimed, opening the door with a flourish. “The toilet.” She had demonstrated how to use it, admonishing him to make sure he put the seat back down when he was finished, and left him to it. It was indeed a wonderful piece of engineering and Myssan made a vow to introduce it back home in Feld if he could.   
 
    They had eaten a simple meal of something Eva called ‘Leftover takeout,’ which had been quite bland, tasteless and completely without texture but it had served the purpose and it was marginally better than his travel biscuits. However, he found the ‘Cup of tea’ to be quite to his liking; it was warming and thirst quenching all at once. By the end of the meal Myssan could see the exhaustion on Eva’s face, her illness demonstrating the tight hold it had over her frail body and, apologising, she had curled up on the couch under a warm blanket and fallen asleep immediately, leaving Myssan to think and pace. 
 
    One thing was certain – he could not let her die. But knowing how to prevent it happening was totally beyond him. There had to be something he could do, he just hadn’t thought of it yet. If he could get her back to Feld he was sure Errin would be able to cure her, but they could not return for another twenty days and Eva had already stated that she might not have that long to live. Could he cure her himself, he wondered? He had watched Errin healing and learned some small useful techniques and if he could combine that with his talent he might just be able to help. Tentatively he reached for any power inherent in this world and once again it was as if it was a faintly glowing light far in the distance, diffused by a thick fog. It was there, but not easily accessible to his fumbling talent. 
 
    He shrugged, disappointed. He had hoped for more but this was all he was going to get and he just had to make the most of it. Once Eva woke he would put his proposal to her and see what she thought. Decision made, he stopped pacing, yawned and collapsed in a big, soft leather chair. It was wonderfully comfortable, and in no time he had surrendered to the sleep his body was so desperately craving. 
 
    A gentle shaking of his shoulder woke him with a start sometime later.  
 
    “You should go to bed,” Eva suggested gently. “You will get a crook neck sleeping in the chair.”  
 
    It took him a moment to remember exactly where he was, yet when he saw her warm smile, it all fell into place. Myssan had to stop himself staring. Suddenly realizing that he had been drooling embarrassingly in his sleep, he surreptitiously wiped his chin with the back of his hand and sat up straighter.  
 
    “I have been thinking,” he began hesitantly, catching her eye in order to gauge her reaction to what he was about to propose. “I have some small talent and combined with what I have learned about healing, I might be able to help you.”  
 
    She sat down on the arm of the chair, pushing her hair behind her ear and studied his face. “What do you mean ‘talent’?” she asked.  
 
    Myssan was not sure how to convey it’s meaning so instead he opened up his mind and shared his experiences with her.  
 
    She gasped. “Oh my god! You can do that?” she exclaimed excitedly. “Of course I want you to try. Are you kidding me? At this point in time I’ll give anything a go.” Then she stopped as a concern occurred to her. “There is only one thing I would ask, and that is that you make sure I will still be able to dance tomorrow. It is a very important day for me. I have waited my whole life for this this opportunity.” She paused and licked her lips. “Tomorrow I am going to dance in a performance at the Sadler's Wells Theatre.” There was such pride and excitement in her eyes that Myssan knew that this was something hugely important to her and he swallowed nervously, knowing that it was vital he did not slip up in any way. 
 
    “I would never jeopardise that for you,” he assured her sincerely. 
 
    “Then what do I have to lose?” she quipped. “Where do you want me?” 
 
    Myssan asked her to lie back on the couch, drew up a chair and placed his hands on her head. Closing his eyes, he searched for power. It was so elusive, so weak that it felt as if he were grasping at spiders webs in the wind. It took all his concentration to hold onto a tiny amount yet, he hoped it would be enough. Carefully, he began to search through Eva’s body, gingerly expanding from the rhythmically beating heart down pathways that lead to her mind, her life essence. He could feel the sickness corrupting its host and the closer he came to his goal the darker and more intense it became. 
 
    It was as if something had changed her healthy body and tricked it into destroying itself. Reaching the epicentre, he recoiled in shock. It was hideous. Curiously he drew closer, noticing something vaguely familiar about its aura. Surrounding everything was the touch of an immense, evil talent. It clouded every aspect of Eva, but it was concentrated around the mass. Yes, he could see it clearly now, a vast talent had been used not to target a specific part of her body, but to introduce a defect in her very essence. Someone had introduced this curse into certain chosen bloodlines, letting it spread indiscriminately among the people of this world. Myssan could only think of one person who would benefit from the misery, pain and suffering something like this would cause. This had to be one of Zail’s legacies. 
 
    Myssan felt ill. What were they up against? Realising that he had been holding his breath, he slowly released it. This was not the time to get side-tracked, he had a job to do. Carefully he probed the mass looking for ways to destroy it; however, nothing obvious presented itself. His best bet would be to remove it, yet it would be tricky to take only the cancer and leave all of Eva’s healthy mind untouched. It was going to be a delicate procedure. Steadying himself, he began to try and isolate the tumour. Slowly he managed to separate a tiny piece of it from the surrounding tissue, although he could sense the power draining away rapidly, until with a desperate cry of defeat, it slipped from his grasp. He had failed. 
 
    Exhausted, he sat back in his chair, his face buried in his hands. It was useless. He felt impotent and angry. There was just not enough power in this world for him to be able to heal her. She was going to die a horrible death, and his hatred of Zail became a burning coal in his soul. Lowering his hands, he stared at Eva’s white face as she sat up shakily, her hand raising hesitantly for her head, a question in her eyes. Reaching out to grasp her hands in his, he tried to explain. “I ... I felt it,” he began. “I felt your sickness but I was not strong enough to remove it.” He looked away unwilling to see her disappointment. “There is just too little power left in this world,” he finished quietly, knowing he had just taken her last hope away.  
 
    Eva moved forward until she was sitting on the edge of the couch, her knees touching his. 
 
    “Listen to me,” she began, giving his hands a gentle shake. “You have tried your best. I am no worse off now than I was. In fact, the pain is slightly less, so don’t be hard on yourself. I am so grateful to you for trying.” They sat like that, knees touching and hands clasped, for quite some time before Eva broke the silence. “Time for a cup of tea, I think,” she declared as she stood and stretched before disappearing into the kitchen from where Myssan could hear the sounds of cups rattling and water running. A short time later she reappeared carrying two cups on a tray.  
 
    “You know, I have been thinking about what you said,” she thought as she passed him his cup. “It was interesting that you said that there was too little power left in this world.”  
 
    Myssan nodded, unsure where she was going with this.  
 
    “Well, that got me thinking that once upon a time we had druids who used something called ‘Ley lines’ for power. I wonder if we could use them?” she mused, raising a questioning eyebrow.   
 
    Myssan was immediately interested. “Where would we find these lines of power?” he asked, going straight to the nub of the problem.  
 
    “I am not really sure,” Eva admitted. “We will have to look it up,” she stated, digging in her pocket. Myssan watched in interest as she drew out one of those small rectangular, flat boxes he had seen other people looking at. With a tap and a swipe she caused lighted designs to appear. Surely this was strong magic Myssan thought, and he wondered if he could tap into its source to help Eva.  
 
    “Where does the magic that brings your box to life come from?” he asked, fascinated.  
 
    Eva laughed delightedly. “This is not magic, this is technology,” she replied, then seeing his confusion she tried again. “They are just clever machines.”  
 
    Myssan was intrigued and disappointed all at once. “But what powers the machine?” Myssan persevered.  
 
    “I suppose in the end it is electricity,” Eva replied, pointing at another box low down on the wall. It took Eva several more minutes to explain how electricity was created and distributed to the houses and the more she talked the more excited Myssan became. It sounded to him that this would be a perfect source of all the power he would need. With renewed enthusiasm, Myssan crouched down and touched the ‘socket,’ as Eva called it, and reached for its power. The disappointment was crushing. There was a slight tingling but that was all. The power was there, but it was insignificant and not in a usable form for him. 
 
    Flopping despondently back into his chair, he watched Eva studiously working on her small lighted box. “What does that machine do?” he asked leaning forward to get a better view.  
 
    Eva was concentrating on what she was doing and answered distractedly. “Lots of things really, but at the moment I am asking it a question.” She tapped the glass front repeatedly. “Ah! There is a ley line called the St Michael line that runs right next to London and the closest place for us to access it would be … Royston,” she said showing Myssan a map with a straight line bisecting it. “We could go there the day after tomorrow,” she said then, glancing at her phone, exclaimed, “Gosh is that the time? I have to get to bed. I have such a big day tomorrow.” An excited smile lit up her face as she stood and performed a perfect pirouette. 
 
    “Where would you like me to sleep?” Myssan asked.  
 
    “I’ll just go and get some blankets and a pillow and you can sleep here on the couch,” Eva replied. 
 
    Shortly she returned, handed him his bedding, said goodnight and took herself off to bed. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Lying, staring at the ceiling, Eva’s mind was racing. From the moment she had first seen Myssan standing uncertainly before her she had known that her life would never be the same. Everything about him sent electric shocks through her mind and body. He was tall and rangy with a lithe grace and she just wanted to melt into his arms. His dark, curly hair tied loosely back from his expressive face made her fingers itch to reach out and touch it and those concerned, dark eyes demanded a reassuring smile to twitch at her lips. He was handsome with a bright intelligence burning within, yet he did not have the arrogance to go with it. If anything he looked extremely nervous and unsure, almost desperate. When he had touched her hand it had been all she could do not to jump, the contact was so exhilarating and it had taken a moment for her to understand that he was speaking into her mind.  
 
    At first she had been astounded then confused but finally, the pieces all fell into place. Of course, he was all a bit too good to be true. Her diseased mind must have created him for her. Was it to ease the sadness and hopelessness she felt, or was he simply a manifestation of the damage her tumour was creating within her brain? She had blinked, pushing away the sense of loss she felt, knowing he was not real before deciding, on a whim, to go along with the fantasy instead, at least as far as it would take her. After all, what did it matter now? 
 
    Incredibly, once she had given herself permission to enjoy this imaginary world it had taken flight. Soon she found herself to be the heroine of the story, the saviour of a far distant world and all because she had inherited a beautiful piece of jewellery from her mother. She had played along, wondering just how far-fetched this adventure would get before her mind rejected it. Strangely, even though she knew none of this was real, she found that she had the compulsion to tell this dream man her truth. Maybe it was her mind’s subtle way of reminding itself of her actual reality. 
 
    Sitting in the library, holding his large warm hand in hers, the compulsion to just go with this madness, wherever it would take her, became overwhelming. Why not enjoy the time she had left? So far, her life had only been full of sacrifice and self-denial and possibly now she deserved a bit of romance and adventure. The rest of the day had passed in a swirl of crazy images. He made her look at her world so differently, think about things she had taken for granted, and made her reassess everything she saw. She had found that the more she relaxed into her imagination the easier it was until, at last, she became so totally immersed in it that she no longer questioned it at all and it wasn’t until she was alone in her bed that she began to analyse her day anew and wonder if he would still be there, on the couch, tomorrow. She yawned, stretched and snuggled down into her duvet. No matter what was happening she needed sleep. Tomorrow, she had to be able to perform at her best. 
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    Eva woke late the next day and it was mid-morning before she popped her head around the living room door. The sun was streaming through the front window, illuminating her face as it burst into a radiant smile when she spotted Myssan sitting on the couch running his hands through his hair and yawing. Over breakfast Myssan bombarded her with questions. He found everything about this world fascinating. He loved mechanical things; however, he had never envisioned anything remotely as sophisticated as the technology he was experiencing here. Light and heat without a flame, transport without physical exertion or beast to pull it, transport that flew, running water in every dwelling, the list went on and on, yet the most unfathomable machine was the boxes with the moving pictures. Even Eva could not explain how they worked.  
 
    During their discussions, he discovered that there was an equivalent of a library’s worth of information within the small box that Eva called her phone, a library that anyone could access at any time. How wonderful! Myssan would have quite happily continued asking questions for the rest of the day but Eva eventually proclaimed that it was time she got ready to go. She looked both nervous and excited as they left the house and walked to the underground. Myssan could tell that today was a momentous day in Eva’s life, a chance to perform with the best, a chance to shine. She had explained to him that since her diagnosis and her Mum dying, she had become isolated from people, not wanting to drag anyone else through the torture of watching someone they cared about suffer and so, as a consequence, she still had her performer’s complimentary ticket to give to Myssan. She had said that it would be really nice to have someone she knew in the audience and Myssan was happy to be invited. If the rehearsal was anything to go by, it would be an amazing experience.  
 
    The city was a totally different place with a tour guide. He felt at ease and able to really take in all the sights without the fear of something unexpected and unpleasant happening. Eva was enthusiastic and exuberant. Today was hers and she was revelling in every moment. Through her eyes, he could see the history, the beauty and the brutality that made up such a large city. He understood that it was home to a wide variety of different cultures which, on the whole, managed to just get on with life. Each culture brought with it a touch of spice to make the resulting dish all the richer. 
 
    Eva dragged him past beautifully crafted places of worship and small dwellings that looked crudely put together but had obviously stood the test of time. Narrow lanes intersected with wide roads and noisy two-wheeled ‘motorbikes’, Eva called them, buzzed in and out of the larger cars and busses. It was noisy, busy and truly thrilling. Myssan viewed it all with wide eyes, trying desperately to drink in every last detail.  
 
    “I think we will have Indian for lunch today,” Eva announced as she led him through the door of an eating establishment. The exotic aromas that assaulted his senses made his mouth water. Eva ordered, and when the dishes arrived they exceeded their promise. The food was spicy, rich, creamy and full of so many flavours that it was like a carnival going off in his mouth. To his surprise Eva did not know what the flavours were. Apparently she did not cook very much; instead, she said it was cheaper to get take out. Myssan’s mind could not comprehend the amount of organisation that went into feeding a city this huge; however, it appeared that it was not only possible but happening every day. 
 
    The rest of the afternoon rushed by in a blur but eventually the short hours of daylight gave way to dusk and the lights appeared, illuminating the roads and shop windows and giving the city a friendlier atmosphere. Ultimately the time for Eva to go to the theatre arrived. Myssan sat himself down in the atrium, assuring Eva that he would be happy to wait here until the show began.  
 
    “Well, goodbye then. See you afterwards,” she said as she edged away, walking backwards all the while, smiling at him, not letting go of his hand.  
 
    She looked so young, so excited and so apprehensive that on an impulse he stepped forward and engulfed her in his arms. “You will be magnificent!” he whispered through their touch. Then holding her by the shoulders at arm's length he ordered, “Off you go! Time to make your mark on the world.” He gave her a gentle shove and a wave, causing her to giggle, which in turn made his heart contract painfully. Sitting quietly on the bench in the atrium, idly watching people pass, he wondered why fate had led him to this perfect woman at a time when both their lives were in such an upheaval. Stoically, he reasoned that at least now they were both in this thing together. 
 
    As the evening progressed, more and more people passed through the sliding glass doors and the auditorium began to buzz with the sound of cheerful, muted voices. Sitting off to one side, Myssan felt like he was in a quiet back eddy completely separate from the flow of swirling, bubbling humanity and he discovered that he quite liked it. So often he had been the centre of attention, the main attraction, forced to mingle. It was really rather pleasant to watch without having to participate this time. 
 
    Just when he thought that they could not squeeze another person into the large airy space, the lights dimmed and a cheerful bell sounded. He deduced that it was a signal of some sort as people began to make their way towards the theatre doors. Following, clutching his ticket, he was eventually ushered to his seat and as he sank gratefully into the plush red cushions he couldn’t help but feel a communal excited tingle. When the lights dimmed, the orchestra below played their first pure notes and the curtains parted to reveal an empty stage and his anticipation reached a crescendo. 
 
    From the moment the first dancer passed through the spotlight until the grand finale involving all the dancers he was mesmerized. It was a powerful beautiful display of the capability of the human mind and body and he sat enthralled throughout. Eva was magnificent: he could not keep his eyes off her and the stage seemed empty when she was not on it. All too soon, the dancers were lined up, holding hands and bowing to a rapturously cheering audience. A man a few rows away stood and soon everyone was on their feet, clapping so loudly that Myssan’s ears began to ring. He caught glimpses of Eva’s glowing face, a huge grin plastered from ear to ear. He was so glad that she had had this time. It was so life affirming and something she would always cherish. Stupidly, he found he was crying. Whether it for joy or sadness he couldn’t tell, as this poignant moment held both in equal parts. 
 
    It did not take long for the crowd to dissipate, trickling out into the night. Eva had said that she would meet him at the bottom of the stairs and in no time, he found himself sitting there alone. It was strangely quiet and cool without the press of bodies. Into this quietness, Eva made a joyful entrance, bursting through the door twirling and singing, her happiness radiating from her like the sun. She grasped his hand and sang into his mind, “Come on, come on, there’s a party going on. Come on, come on with me,” before she dragged him back through the doors to the space behind the stage. 
 
    The party was unlike any other Myssan had ever been to. There was no formality to it, no protocol. Everyone was having fun, singing and, of course, dancing, all sharing in the happiness of their success.  
 
    “Who’s this then, Eva?” an effeminate man asked as they walked in. “Darling, where have you been hiding him all this time?” Myssan got the uncomfortably distinct impression that he was being mentally undressed by the man. Eva introduced Myssan as a dear friend who was unable to talk and immediately he was accepted and a drink was placed in his hands. 
 
    Eva held his hand most of the night so he could understand what was going on. It felt so good, so natural. Late in the evening, when everyone was a little drunk, including Myssan and Eva, someone put on some soul music for slow dancing. Eva dragged him up and showed him where to put his hands and the few basic steps required. In Feld all the dancing was very formal and at no time was there any intimate touching let alone full body contact like this. It took him a moment to relax, yet the drink helped and with a little encouragement from Eva he let himself enjoy it. She felt so soft, so perfect in his arms, the top of her head nestled just below his chin and her body melding into his. Her scent reminded him of alpine meadows, subtle but heady, and he had to work really hard to control his rebellious body. 
 
    He had never been so tempted in all his life but this was neither the time nor the place. Eva, on the other hand, had different ideas. Dreamily she lifted her face to his, her dark eyes gently questioning. Tentatively she lifted a hand and threaded her fingers through his curls, stood on tiptoe and tantalizingly slowly closed the gap that separated them. He was at her mercy and there was now no force on this earth that could prevent him from kissing her. It was as if he had been waiting his whole life for this moment and when their lips touched every particle in his body rejoiced, his heart and mind raced, he lost his breath and his knees became weak. Her lips were soft, warm and intoxicating, he slipped from this world to enter into a state of bliss where only he and Eva existed.  
 
    He pulled her close, not wanting there to be any space left between them and she sank into his embrace, murmuring quiet sounds of contented pleasure. He was lost and he did not care. The kiss grew more ardent until finally, he lost all control of his willpower. 
 
    “Take it somewhere else, you two,” a gently mocking voice eventually pierced through to their awareness causing them to part reluctantly, both breathing heavily. Eva was the first to recover.  
 
    “I suppose we should be leaving anyway. After all, I think it might be time for bed,” she laughed, eliciting answering smiles all-round. In no time, she had said her farewells, bundled herself into her coat, slipped an arm around Myssan’s waist and they were on their way home.  
 
    In the cold night air, reason reasserted itself. Myssan’s mind was racing. What had he done? This kind of behaviour was totally unacceptable from someone in his position and Eva deserved better. Yet his heart cried out to be with her and he gave himself permission to hold her for just a little longer. He was amazed how quickly he had become accustomed to this world. The trip back to Eva’s home was becoming familiar, although this time there was a whole new dimension to it: Eva. He now knew where he was going, recognising familiar landmarks, but all this was peripheral stuff as his whole concentration was centred on the woman nestled under his protective arm. On the train she sat snuggled in close, every now and then lifting her face to smile up at him. He couldn’t resist her even if he wanted to. He would never have kissed a woman in public back in Feld but on this world it seemed to be acceptable judging by the other occupants of their carriage, and he bent to kiss her tenderly on the lips, his heart skipping a beat with the sheer joy of surrender.  
 
    Through their mind link, he could tell that her feelings for him were genuine, taking away any doubt, any need to second guess, allowing him to just savour the moment. He had always been sceptical of any woman who had shown the slightest interest in him before. He could never be certain if they were actually interested in him or his title. The one woman with whom he’d had a real friendship with had been Surrin; however, the furtive glances she had given Dissan had quashed any idea of taking that friendship any further. It had always baffled him how Dissan had a way of attracting woman without even trying.  
 
    Looking at their reflection in the window opposite, as they sped through the dark tunnels, deep beneath this wondrous city, Myssan felt free and unfettered for the first time in his life. His happiness was not to last. The day and her illness had taken their toll on Eva and by the time they finally reached her home station she was clearly suffering. He could feel her slipping in and out of consciousness, struggling just to keep her eyes open, pain overwhelming her every thought. Gently picking her up, he carried her home. She was as light as a child, a precious armful, bundled in oversized clothes against the cold. Fumbling for the key in her bag, he let them in, carried her to bed, made sure she took her medicine and pain relief, before climbing in beside her, enfolding her in his arms and falling asleep. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    Myssan yawned. 
 
    The grey light of dawn had woken him and it took a moment for him to locate himself and remember why he was in bed, fully dressed, curled protectively around Eva’s lithe body. When the memory of last night stirred deep within him, he found that once again that his body was going to betray him and he immediately moved away unless he wake her. Trying to think of cool swims and snow he stumbled to the bathroom and splashed cold water on his face. He shuddered to think how close he had come to dishonouring Eva the night before and vowed not to let it happen again. She deserved better. Lifting his head he stared at his reflection in the mirror, watching the water drip from his chin. He was surprised to see the same face, the same eyes that he always saw, staring back at him. The only thing marking the passage of time was the light covering of stubble. Being with Eva had had a profound effect on him and he had seen and experienced so many new and unbelievable things that he was sure he must have changed in some way.  
 
    He finished washing in the basin, marvelling at the hot water that flowed from the tap, towelled himself dry and redressed. His clothes had a distinct whiff about them now of that well-travelled smell and he wondered if he could wash them somehow. He would have to ask Eva when she woke. The rest of the morning he spent poking around the house finding several items that completely baffled him as to their purpose yet Eva was never far from his thoughts. 
 
    He could sense that she had resigned herself to death and had come to the conclusion that she might as well enjoy what time she had left, but Myssan was more optimistic. If he could bring her to Feld, to Errin, there was a very good chance that she would live and if she did, she might regret giving herself to Myssan. The last thing he wanted was for something like that to come between them. As long as there was a chance that she could survive he would behave honourably, no matter how difficult that would prove to be. It was the right thing to do if they were to have any chance of a future together. 
 
    It wasn’t until late afternoon that Eva wandered into the living room, hair dishevelled, her pale face making the dark rings under her eyes stand out like bruises. She smiled sleepily at Myssan, shuffled up to him, slid her arms around his waist and rested her head on his chest as if it were the most natural thing to do, as if it was where she belonged. He encircled her thin frame protectively in his arms and, in turn, rested his chin on the top of her head breathing in her scent. This small act of easy companionship broke his heart for so many reasons, not the least being the realization that, sadly, he had never experienced anything like this before in his life. It was a two-edged sword, though, because now that he knew how precious it could be, he was terrified of losing it. 
 
    “I would kill for a cup of tea and some toast,” Eva announced. “Would you like some too?” she asked as she began filling the kettle. Myssan nodded.  
 
    Afterwards they sat on the couch snuggled into each other as Eva read the glowing reviews of the performance the night before on her phone. It was obviously a great success and Myssan could see that the comments meant a lot to her. They sat in easy silence for quite some time drinking their tea. “You know, we should bring a tea plant back to Feld with us. I think it would be very popular,” Myssan mused.  
 
    Eva gave a little subdued chuckle. “I would have to look up what the plant is called, but I don’t think you can buy them in London,” she replied placing her finished cup on the ground and squirming back under his arm. “But why don’t you tell me about Feld. If I am to go there I need to know what to expect,” she said dreamily. 
 
    Myssan thought for a moment, not sure how to start. “Well, it is quite a long tale and I am no bard,” he began hesitantly.  
 
    “I just want to know what it is like there; you know, the day to day stuff,” she replied.  
 
    It took Myssan most of the afternoon to tell her about his world as she kept falling asleep. It made him a little homesick thinking about home and the people he had left behind, and he was surprised that he had not thought of them at all since meeting Eva. The day of rest was good for her and by the evening she began to rally a bit, stating that it was time to make plans for tomorrow's adventure checking out the ley lines. 
 
    Using her communicator, she ordered something called a pizza and in a surprisingly short time there was a knock at the door and a box containing a round flatbread with delicious toppings was delivered, piping hot. During their wait for the food, Eva had conjured up a map on another device called a computer and together they began to plot their journey to the closest ley line at Royston. In no time she pronounced that she ‘Had it all sorted.’ “Look at this,” she exclaimed excitedly, pointing to the screen. “It says that there is an ancient underground cave with strange carvings right in the middle of Royston. I bet that it is right on the line. I think that that should be the first place we try,” she finished, grinning up at him happily.  
 
    They had decided to catch the train from Paddington Station early the next morning, change at Kings Cross, and they should get to Royston in about an hour and a half. Eva then booked them a room at ‘The Old Bull Inn’ right in the middle of town. Myssan was lost. None of this made any sense to him at all; however, the fact that she was confident that they would get to their destination was enough for him and he was happy just to go along with whatever she decided.  
 
    Eva had been quite animated whilst she had been researching their trip yet it had been tiring for her and she only just managed to nibble one slice of pizza before declaring that she was exhausted. “Gosh! I am all in. Time for bed, I think,” she said, yawing. “You can come too if you want,” she added smiling shyly up at him. He suddenly felt short of breath. There was nothing he would like more at this moment but reason and upbringing combined to stall him.  
 
    “I really don’t think that would be a good idea,” he sighed reluctantly. “We will probably have a big day ahead of us tomorrow and you need a proper rest. I will just sleep on the couch tonight,” he managed to say, hoping she could not see the turmoil his mind and body were experiencing at her words.  
 
    “Oh!” She sounded disappointed, hurt even. “Well, okay. See you bright and early tomorrow morning, then,” she amended, throwing him a quizzical look that he found hard to interpret.  
 
    As she closed the door, the room suddenly became quiet and empty. It was as if all its previous warmth and vibrancy had left with her. ‘Boy!’ he thought as he collapsed back into the couch, running his hands distractedly through his curls. He had it bad. He could hear Dissan laughing delightedly at his discomfort. To distract himself, he pulled his pack over and began to rummage through it. He had lost track of the days and it would be good to see just how many he had left. At a guess, he thought he had been in this world about three to four days and that he would have about nineteen days left before his return to Feld. He hoped fervently that Eva would be able to last that long.  
 
    The parchment felt strange in his hands now. The texture was coarse and the written ink was a novelty in this world. Holding it up to the light, he was immediately struck by the fact that there appeared to be a lot fewer strokes than he thought there should be. His heart missed a beat and he sat bolt upright, Errin’s forgotten words resurfacing: “Time might pass at different rates on the world you are going to.” With a shaking finger he counted the remaining strokes. Fourteen. Holding his breath he recounted. The number did not change. He struggled to understand exactly what this meant. Forcing himself to be calm he mulled over all the ramifications of this discovery. It looked as if three days passed on Feld for every one day here and, if that were so, then he only had four days left here before he had to return. Was this good news? It would mean that Eva had a much better chance of surviving until he could get her to Errin, but on the other hand, it gave him much less time to be with her without the weight of the worlds on their shoulders. Everything was suddenly all the more immediate.  
 
    He began to wonder if they should risk going up to the ley line at all. Surely it would be safer to wait until Errin could heal her, he reasoned. But what if Errin was unable to help Eva straight away? Didn’t she say that Zail might feel her presence when she brought them back to Feld? He tried to imagine the moment when all four shards returned, but it was impossible. There were too many unknowns. Could Errin use the shards’ powers straight away? Would all four return? If not, how could Errin hope to win against such powerful evil? It very quickly became clear to Myssan that he should not expect help from Errin. She would probably have her hands full. If he could cure Eva before returning to Feld they would all stand a much better chance of survival. Decision made, he tried to sleep but it proved elusive and the few moments he did snatch were full of dreams of Eva floating away from him, arms stretched out for help, eyes pleading. 
 
    The journey to Royston was uneventful and incredible all at the same time. The stations were huge, full of people all intent on getting to their own destinations. The trains were smooth, fast and comfortable, racing through the densely built up areas near the city, jam-packed with grey buildings and grey roads all reflecting the grey sky. Gradually there were fewer and fewer large buildings and more and more houses interspersed with green spaces and tree-lined streets. Finally, Myssan found himself staring out the window at green pastures encapsulated with tidy hedgerows. 
 
    They passed through several small towns, each flitting past quickly, none standing out until, at last, they pulled into Royston, full of red roofs and terrace houses. They disembarked at a little gloomy station, the icy wind quickly erasing the memory of the warm carriage. Eva had said that an unusually late season snowstorm had been predicted for later in the day and judging by the sky, it was not far off. Both of them huddled in their coats, Eva retrieving a long, red knitted scarf, which she wrapped around her neck with a flourish. According to Eva’s device, the pub and the cave were only a short walk away down the hill. Of necessity they had to be constantly touching to communicate and as a result it now felt like the most natural thing in the world to be holding hands as they walked. 
 
    On a whim, Myssan reached for the power, desperately wanting to feel anything stronger than what he had felt in London. He was not expecting the powerful surge of Feld although he was hoping for a little more than the weak, intermittent pulse he could sense here. He sighed, not wanting to dash Eva’s hopes. Maybe things would be different when they found the cave? 
 
    It didn’t take them long to stroll down the wide main street and very quickly they reached a small arched alley between two shops with a sign proclaiming ‘The Cave. Five pounds entrance fee.’ They turned down the narrow lane, paid and made their way down the steps. The cave itself was underwhelming. A bell-shaped space, carved into the stone with ancient carvings on the wall; however, Myssan could feel the history and the power bubbling just below his awareness, making the hairs on his arms stand up. This was more hopeful but the problem was that he needed quiet and space to try to heal Eva and unfortunately the only way to enter the cave was with the guide, a young woman in tight trousers and long brown hair held high in a ponytail.  
 
    Myssan wasn’t sure how they could solve this problem, but Eva came to his rescue, thinking fast. Without warning she gasped and sank to the ground. The guide rushed over truly concerned.  
 
    “Are you alright? Shall I fetch the doctor?” she shot quick-fired questions at them both all the while helping Eva to sit back against the wall.  
 
    “I will be alright soon,” Eva replied looking quite apologetic as if she was being a nuisance. “I have these turns every now and again and I usually just need some time to stop the world spinning and then I will be fine,” she finished, her bottom lip trembling for effect. The guide still hovered uncertainly. “I will recover quicker if I can be left alone in peace and quiet,” Eva hinted boldly. “My boyfriend knows how to look after me, if you want to go back upstairs.” She paused, took a deep breath which she let out slowly, clutching Myssan’s hand dramatically. “These turns don’t usually last long.” The guide looked nervous, shifting from one foot to the other uncertain what to do. “Go. I will be fine,” Eva reassured her. 
 
    “If you are sure? Is there nothing I can get for you? A drink maybe?” the young girl asked, edging towards the steps. 
 
    “No, thank you. I’ll be fine in a moment, I promise.” Eva bestowed the girl with a trembling smile. 
 
    “Alright then, but if you need anything just call,” the guide shot over her shoulder as she disappeared out the entrance.  
 
    “We don’t have much time,” Eva stated, grasping both Myssan’s hands. Myssan sat cross legged before her and closed his eyes. Immediately he felt a well of power. It was much more than in London, but it was ancient, deep seated, long forgotten and well hidden. He forced himself to relax and let his consciousness sink into the still, dark pool far below. With a sharp intake of breath he made the connection. This power was slow and rich, unlike any he had felt before, and it took him a moment to understand how to channel it. 
 
    Gingerly, he gathered it and funnelled it towards the cancerous growth that was consuming Eva’s mind. He could quickly see that the work he had previously done had been lost and the ugly growth was once again on the march. He cursed at his ignorance. He had no clear idea of how to cure this thing. Eva had tried to explain to him about something called genes and triggers but none of it really made much sense. To him, the best outcome would be to remove and destroy it. Breathing steadily to slow his heart rate, he gently began to peel the healthy flesh away from the diseased, carefully making sure not to disrupt the blood flow through the mass. Next he isolated a chunk and imagined that it was no longer in Eva but instead, sitting in his hand. The sensation of something small and wet falling into his palm was so wonderful that he lost the connection for a moment and, unable to resist the temptation, he quickly glanced down and there in his hand a lump of dark flesh quivered, announcing a world of possibilities and promise. 
 
    They both sat looking at this ugly lump of hope, identical slow smiles on their faces. Without speaking Eva sat back and closed her eyes and Myssan once more called for the power; however, this time the power was much more elusive and when he did finally connect, he found, to his dismay, that it was almost gone. This small miracle had nearly emptied the pool. Desperately tired, his limbs heavy and his eyes bleary he reached further. He had to make the most of this opportunity. He painstakingly isolated another small section and feeling the last vestiges of power slipping from him, transported it into his hand to join the first piece. The well was now dry. Years of accumulated power used in a single day. Myssan was exhausted. Quietly Eva stood and reached down to give him a helping hand up. They had tried. They had proven that it was possible but they had just run out of luck. Leaning heavily on each other they slowly climbed the stairs, waved reassuringly to the young guide and made their way down the road to the pub. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Eva had begun to suspect that Myssan was not just a figment of her imagination the evening of her dance performance. It was the little things such as Mike offering him a drink and Sally smiling demurely up at him. Others could see him too. Then there was the kisses that had blown her out of the water. They had such a profound effect on her that she still tingled and blushed just thinking of them. He was a solid, warm, comforting presence, but now she had come to terms with the fact that he might actually be real and that she wasn’t insane, a whole new worry assailed her. What if he was crazy? All this talk of another world, the fight between good and evil and, worst of all, his claim that he could heal her. It sure sounded like the ravings of a lunatic.  
 
    She reasoned that no sane person would listen to him let alone go along with his ideas. Surely it was all just too farfetched? The only thing giving him credence was the fact that he could talk to her with his mind and that was not something you come across every day, she said to herself jokingly, yet through their mind talk Eva could tell that his intentions were all good. So far the overwhelming impressions she received was of honour, trustworthiness and, dare she admit it, love. She had shrugged her shoulders and decided to go along for the ride, but the moment that the ugly lump of flesh had appeared in his hand everything changed and she hoped like hell everything he had said and everything he had done was real. Her head certainly felt a little different, a little less painful. She gave a small laugh, thinking of the irony of the situation. Now that she finally believed he could cure her, they had run out of power to do so.  
 
    Dejectedly they walked down the street. “I suppose there is no point staying here the night now,” Myssan observed. “Might as well go back to your place.”  
 
    Eva felt drained, so weary, all she wanted to do was sleep. “I don’t think I can make it home,” she sighed. “Let’s just go to the pub and hope the beds are comfortable,” she finished with a wan smile. 
 
    The weather had taken a turn for the worse while they were in the cave. The ominous grey sky had lowered to roof height and as they walked the few blocks to the Red Bull a light flurry of snowflakes danced and whirled around their heads. The predicted snow storm had arrived. The inn’s windows glowed welcomingly through the gloom and they were both grateful to step into its cosy lounge and close the door on the chill outside. A warm fire was crackling in the fireplace and soft lights reflected off the polished wooden bar and sparkling glassware behind it.  
 
    “Welcome! Bit nippy out there today!” A jovial, middle-aged man in an apron, polishing glasses with a cloth, called a greeting to them from behind the bar. “What can I get you two?”  
 
    “Two of your best bitters please,” Eva called. 
 
    “Right oh. You make yourselves comfortable and I will bring them over.” Making their way to the soft arm chairs near the fire, they took off their coats and sank gratefully into their welcoming embrace with matching sighs. They were virtually alone, apart from one loved up couple in the corner. In no time, the publican appeared with a tray on which were two identical, tall glasses full of ale. “Here we are,” he said, placing the glasses on the small table in front of them. “You must be the two who have booked a room with us tonight?” He beamed down at them, lifting an enquiring eyebrow. Eva nodded over the top of her glass. “You here on business then? Only we don’t get many tourists through here really.” He chuckled at his own joke.  
 
    “Actually, we are here as sort of tourists,” Eva replied after taking an appreciative sip of her drink. “We are looking at ley lines.”  
 
    “Ah! You’ll be wanting to talk with Roby then,” the landlord exclaimed nodding his head knowingly.  
 
    “Roby?” Eva queried. 
 
    “Yes, yes. Old Roby. There ain't nothing he doesn't know about ley lines and druids and some such. He will be in later tonight. I will tell him you would like a word, if you like?” he finished still smiling benevolently down at them. 
 
    “Thank you, that would be great,” Eva replied returning his smile.  
 
    “Ah well, I’ll leave you two lovebirds to it then,” he announced as he turned and made his way back to the bar. 
 
      
 
    [CL27]# 
 
      
 
    Eva was finding it impossible to keep her eyes open. The early morning expedition, the warmth of the fire and her illness all conspired against her and in the end Myssan took charge and quietly helped her up the stairs to their quaint room, took off her shoes and tucked her into bed.  
 
    He stood staring out the window at the gathering storm. It’s sombre mood matched his own. His eternal optimism was being sorely tested. What he had seen within Eva’s brain was truly disturbing. She was dying before his eyes and it appeared that there was nothing he could do about it. His only hope now was that Eva would last long enough to cross to Feld but it would be a close-run thing. 
 
    He turned and moved across to sit in the chair by her bedside. She was beautiful and tragic all at once. She lay facing him, her face almost translucent amongst the shock of dark hair that haloed her head on the pillow. Her brow was slightly furrowed in pain and her mouth pulled up at the corners every now and then as if dealing with another wave of agony. He felt so helpless and frustrated. What use was it to be a wizard in a world where he could not access power? He stood, suddenly no longer able to sit still, and began to pace, trying desperately to come up with a solution or even a hint of a solution.  
 
    He was still pacing several hours later when Eva’s eyes flickered open. She smiled a sweet sad smile at him that stopped his breathing and seared his heart. She stretched luxuriously and sat up, her hair spiking out at all angles somehow making her even more beautiful, and announced, “I’m hungry.” Then asked, “What time is it?” as she checked her phone. 
 
    Together they wandered back down the stairs. There were a lot more people in the pub now and the pleasant hum of conversation created a welcoming atmosphere. They found an empty booth and settled down to look at the menu. Once the decision was made, Eva navigated her way to the bar to place the order and Myssan glanced around at the other customers thinking to himself that he could easily be in any inn back in Feld. These people were not so different in spite of all their technical advancements. They all still enjoyed good food, good beer and good company. Eva returned with two glasses of beer, which she placed in front of them before plopping herself down, elbows on the table, head resting in her palms. She had a twinkle in her eye and a small smile playing on her lips. Reaching for her hand, Myssan asked. “Come on, out with it. What have you found out?” he laughed. She was hopeless at guarding her thoughts. 
 
    “Apparently Roby will be in shortly, and apparently Roby just happens to be the world's leading expert on mythical England according to our landlord.” Obviously Eva thought the publican might just be a bit biased but there was a kernel of hope buried somewhere in her thoughts as well. They had nearly finished their hearty meal when Roby arrived. He was tall and slim and well dressed, with a shock of white hair and a neatly trimmed white beard that framed his ruddy cheeks, his eyes were a clear, startling blue.  
 
    “Would ye be the young couple interested in our ley lines then?” he asked. To Myssan, his words sounded quite different from any he had heard before but Eva had no trouble understanding him.  
 
    “Yes, yes that's us,” she replied. “Here, please join us.” She scooted over making room and quickly introduced herself and Myssan, explaining that he could not speak, and then asked. “Can I get you something to drink?” 
 
    “That would be kind of you lass. I’ll have a malt whisky if it’s not too much trouble.” Eva caught the eye of the young bar maid as she passed and made the order. “It is so rare these days to find anyone interested in the past,” Roby exclaimed enthusiastically. “Now what would you[CL28] like to know?” 
 
    “Well, we know that there is a ley line that runs through here, but is it the only one?”  
 
    “Och na lassy. This is the St Michael's ley line that runs East to West through the bottom of our fair land but there be many other lines.”  
 
    Eva sat up straighter. “What would have been considered the most powerful line, you know, back in the days of druids?” she asked getting quickly to the point. 
 
    “Och, well now, that would have had to be at Avebury, which sits at the junction of three powerful ley lines. St Michael's, St Joseph's and the pyramid axis.” He counted these off on his fingers as he spoke. “They all come together in the stone circle at Avebury,” he continued enthusiastically. His drink arrived, momentarily distracting him. “Thank you my dear, very kind,” he murmured, raising his glass in salute. After taking an appreciative sip he sat back and sighed. “Ah, a good wee drop.” 
 
    Eva had been quickly looking up Avebury on her phone. “That's not too far from here. It should only take about half a day to get there,” she announced as she handed Roby her device to check that she had the right Avebury. Roby squinted at the screen, then, giving up he reached into his pocket to retrieve a pair of glasses and took another look. 
 
    “Aye, that’s the place alright,” he confirmed. He began to hand the phone back but paused half way as if something had just occurred to him. “Ye know, this is good timing, exceptional really. On the twenty-first of March, the spring equinox[CL29], the path of the rising sun lies directly down the St Michael’s line. It is one of the most significant and powerful days of the year. What date is it today?” he mumbled to himself tapping his chin with his forefinger as if trying to remember. 
 
    “The Nineteenth” Eva exclaimed excitedly. “We could get there easily to be in time for the sunrise.” She beamed at Myssan, who felt an answering flutter of excitement in his own chest.  
 
    Roby took another sip and studied his glass appreciatively. “The only problem is that there has to be a ‘Sunrise’. If there are clouds it doesn’t quite have the same effect,” he mused almost to himself, then looking up at their disappointed faces he quickly added. “But it will still be a wonderful experience. I have done it a couple of times now and it always gives me goose bumps.”  
 
    Roby was good company, knowledgeable, quick-witted, with a belly laugh that you could not help but join in with and the evening passed in a blur of merriment. The night flew by and in no time they found themselves climbing the stairs unsteadily back up to their room. It had been a crazy, topsy-turvy day going from hope to despair and back to hope again, and both of them were thoroughly exhausted. 
 
    The snow had arrived in full force the next morning, forcing them to address the elephant in the room. Their time was running out. There was only a few days left before they had to be back in London at the pickup point. And the burning question was: ‘would it be better to go back home to Eva's place now to ensure that they could make it in time for Errin’s pick up, hoping that Eva would be well enough and that Errin would be in a position to heal her once they crossed over or should they risk going to Avebury so that Myssan could try to heal her, but in doing so, risk being unable to make it back to London in time, due to the snowstorm.’ There was just too many unknowns for them to be able to make a decision. However, for Myssan, sitting around doing nothing seemed so much more heartbreakingly difficult than actually trying to do something, even if he failed, and although it was her life in the balance Eva was happy to go along with Myssan’s decision. For her, there was hope either way. Hope where a few short days ago, there had been none. 
 
    Myssan wiped the condensation from the bus window and stared out at the swirling whiteness. It had taken them most of the day to travel to Swindon by train, changing at several stations and the snow storm had become noticeably worse as the day had progressed. They had had to take a bus for the last leg of the journey to Avebury, the driver squinting through the windscreen, trying to see the road through the blizzard conditions in the rapidly dwindling light. They had now slowed to a snail's pace and Myssan hoped that they would not become stranded. He was impressed by how warm it was inside the bus despite the bitter cold just a window-width away. It was cosy and comfortable and Eva had snuggled close to bestow several tender kisses on him, kisses that were taking him to places he was not sure he would ever be allowed to go but, thankfully, she had eventually fallen asleep, her feet curled up on the seat and her head resting on his lap. Absently he stroked her hair back from her face and tucked it behind her ear. 
 
    He was worried about her. Her breathing was shallow and she felt hot to touch. She had never complained, but he noticed that she was taking much more pain medication now than when he had first met her and she seemed to tire much more quickly. In a strange sort of way the bus ride in the storm mirrored his life at the moment. Disaster was swirling all around him yet he was cocooned in a bubble of denial, making the most of each moment, unable to acknowledge anything coming towards them.  
 
    He did not want to be reminded of the reality of their situation. Suddenly everything was hinging on a single day, the twenty-first of March, the spring equinox, which was still two precious days away. So many things were out of his control. Would this storm clear in time to allow the sun to shine? Would there be enough power to heal Eva? And if so, would they have enough time left to get back to London and the rendezvous point? Deep in his gut a voice was calling. Had he made the wrong decision? Had he selfishly forced them to come all this way just because he could not sit by and do nothing? He took a deep breath and pushed all these doubts away; he would deal with them later. At the moment he needed to focus on the most important thing in his life right now, and that was Eva. 
 
    A dark shape loomed out of the whiteness, passing by the window and disappearing again. A standing stone, Myssan assumed. Soon after, the bus slowed and came to a stop, the bus driver announcing, “Avebury, folks.” Shaking Eva gently, Myssan reached for his pack and they stumbled down the aisle, climbing into their coats. Waving their thanks to the driver they clambered down the steps and out into the freezing blast of icy wind, which made them both gasp for breath. They stood trying to get their bearings but the world was white and when the solid presence of the bus pulled away they felt suddenly stranded. Fortunately a particularly savage gust of wind parted the snowflakes long enough to show them a yellow glow off to one side and, gratefully, they stumbled towards it until they finally stood beneath the sign of the Red Lion swinging dangerously in the wind and sighed with relief.  
 
    The bus driver had not let them down, kindly dropping them right outside the inn. Eva had made bookings that morning before they left Royston. Opening the door they almost fell across the threshold as a blast of snow-laden air blew the door inwards. Eventually, they managed to close the door once more and made their way into the lounge area, shaking heavy flakes off their shoulders.  
 
    “Well, well, well. What have we here then?” A jovial voice cut across the low buzz of conversation. “Didn’t think you would make it tonight, but here you are!” A rotund man in his early fifties was walking towards them, wiping his hands on a tea towel. He had a large thatch of bright red hair and a smile as wide as his face. “Welcome to the Red Lion. Your room is all ready for you. I’ll get Trixie to show you up.” He beamed, then turned and bellowed, “Trixie! You there, girl?”  
 
    A thin, blond girl in tight dark clothing appeared as if by magic and quipped in a jokingly familiar manner. “All right, Da, I’ve got this, you can relax now.” She turned to Eva and Myssan bestowing them with a smile as identically wide as her father's. “Nice to meet you. Please follow me, your room is this way.” 
 
    The inn was old, history oozed out of every corner, every wall, every step.  
 
    “You were lucky to get a room over these two days,” Trixie informed them as they followed her down the narrow hall. “Normally we are fully booked for the spring equinox but we've had several cancellations due to the storm.” She stopped outside a door. “Here we are,” she said as she opened the door to their room. “When you are ready, come down for supper,” she called as she walked away. 
 
    The room was small with steeply sloping ceilings. Apparently the Red Lion was built in the Tudor style with a thatched roof and, according to its blurb on the internet, it was the only inn situated within a ring of standing stones. The steady fall of thick white flakes outside danced in the light that shone out through their lattice window. It made the room feel as if it were isolated in time, a warm, cosy retreat from the world. Myssan pulled the heavy drapes to keep the heat in and Eva flopped backwards onto the large, comfortable looking bed and stared up at the ceiling. 
 
    “Here we are at last,” she sighed. “What do you think we should do now?” The invitation was clearly written in her smile and Myssan would never know if it was the seclusion of the snowstorm isolating them both from the expectations of their respective worlds, or something else entirely, but he was incapable of refusing her any longer. He grinned down wickedly at her before he leapt, causing the bed to creak and Eva to squeal delightedly. 
 
    Propping himself up on an elbow he gazed down at her, noticing the long sweep of her dark eyelashes against the delicate blush on her cheeks. 
 
    “I think that we seriously need to address the fact that I am having a lot of difficulty trying not to kiss you,” he grinned. 
 
    “Why, sir! I am sure I don’t know what you mean,” Eva teased, biting her lower lip and batting those wonderful eyelashes in an attempt to look innocent and naive.  
 
    “Then I see that it is obvious that I have no choice but to enlighten you,” he murmured, nibbling her earlobe and then slowly working his way down her neck.  
 
    Eva arched her back and quietly moaned. “Yes, please.”  
 
    Rising once more onto his elbow he let his fingers trace a line down to her exquisite breasts still hidden beneath her usual bulky jersey and stared into her eyes, suddenly serious. He needed desperately to tell her how he felt, to let her know that she was the most amazing person he had ever met. It was important to him that she understood that. 
 
    “I am at your mercy, so be gentle with me,” he began. “You have stolen my heart and taken my reason. You are a creature of bewitchment and bewilderment and I am completely under your spell,” he whispered into her mind.  
 
    Unexpectedly, glistening tears appeared in her dark eyes. “Why didn’t we find each other sooner?” she lamented. “Why did I have to wait till I was dying to find my prince charming? It’s all so unfair.” She sighed, reaching up to thread her fingers deep in his curls and then, slowly but firmly, she drew him close until their lips met in a soft, perfect kiss.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    Several lifetimes later, Myssan sat up, drinking in her glowing face.  
 
    There was no need for words. Making love had connected them in a way that neither of them had ever experienced before. There could be no lies, no deceit between them now. Their emotions and true feelings were an open book to each other. Their love, respect and devotion to each other amplified that wonderful warm glow that is love. Both wanted to drink in this moment, make it last forever, enveloped in their cosy bed, hidden deep within the blanketed world of thick, falling snow. Eventually they fell contentedly asleep. 
 
    Myssan woke several hours later, still holding Eva in his arms while she slept and decided it was as good a time as any to see exactly how much power he could touch here. Cautiously, he reached for it and immediately he could feel its presence all around him. It was a strong current, fed from three directions that all came together deep within the circle but he could feel that it was limited as if it was a reservoir that could be emptied. He could only hope that the sun would be shining the day after tomorrow. It was literally their last hope on this world. 
 
    Hunger pangs finally forced them from their bed. Descending the stairs, they entered a lounge full of people. The smell of wet wool, rich food and beer combined to make it feel very homely and friendly. It turned out that most of the people were here for the same reason as they were, to see the sunrise of the spring equinox, and instantly they were included into the fold. The weather was the main topic of conversation and all seemed to be clinging to the hope that the forecast was for the storm to clear tomorrow. Throughout the evening Myssan kept a close eye on Eva and as soon as he saw her begin to tire he whisked her upstairs to a chorus of cat calls and innuendos. The moment her head touched the pillow her eyes closed and the deep rhythmic breathing of her sleeping was music to his ears. She needed all the rest she could get. The next few days were going to be pivotal to the wellbeing of this world, Feld and the universe as a whole. 
 
    Over a delicious breakfast of bacon and eggs the next morning they began to discuss the logistics of the days ahead. “Assuming that the trains and busses are running again we would have to leave here mid-morning if we are to reach London by evening,” Eva pronounced, checking her phone. She paused and looked up at Myssan questioningly. “Exactly where in London do we need to be?” she asked.  
 
    Myssan blinked and the colour drained from his face. He had been so worried about Eva and time running out that he had not actually thought of finding out his final destination. “I have a drawing up in the room,” he replied shakily. “Other than that I have no idea.” Without bothering to finish their food, they both raced back upstairs to their room. Eva studied the drawing, making small muttering sounds as Myssan paced impatiently. How could he have been so stupid?  
 
    “Well, it could be any high street really; there are no street names.” She sighed. “But I have one more thing to try.” It took Eva most of the morning, a morning Myssan spent staring out the window, watching the snow flurries, wondering if it would be wishful thinking or reality that they were becoming lighter, whilst Eva did her research.  
 
    Just as he was beginning to think it could be time for lunch, Eva announced that she may have found location of the elusive spot depicted in his drawing and, with a flourish, she placed her phone next to his picture. The image was identical. Myssan swept her up in his arms and spun her around laughing happily. “You are a wizard of the highest order,” he quipped. Then, placing her gently back on the bed, he bowed to her and added, “Wizard Eva, I am in your debt once again.”  
 
    She chortled, delighted at his joy, but held up a finger in caution. “We now have to work out how to get there in the shortest possible time.” Myssan noticed that despite the smile her skin was grey and her fingers were constantly pressing at her temples as if to ease the pain. He had also noticed that she was having to take much more of her pain medication more frequently. To all appearances, the fact that he had extracted a small amount of tumour in Royston did not seem to be making a difference. She was putting a brave face on it all; however, he could see that she was in constant pain now and, once again, he felt the desperation of time slipping through his fingers. 
 
    Eva did not improve after lunch. Myssan held her hair back as she vomited repeatedly with the pain. He could sense that she was losing her fight as moment by moment her strength waned and her agony increased. Tears of pure misery coursed down her cheeks and she began to shiver violently in shock. He could not stand to see her like this. He had known all along that she was suffering, he could feel it through their connection, but she had put such a brave face on it that he had not realized just how excruciating the pain and disorientation was. It wasn’t until she finally did not have enough energy left to put up a facade that he could experience and understand the living hell she had been enduring. The reality that she may not last until sunrise terrified him as he knew that, at present, he simply could not access enough power to heal her. 
 
    Late in the evening she slipped into unconsciousness, a blessed release from her suffering, but causing him even more concern and worry. The night was interminable, stretching on forever in a haze of uncertainty. He found himself on a knife edge between hope and despair, wound so tight that he wondered if he would be able to contain the kinetic power of the anguish building up within him. The force was so strong that he feared it eventually might explode, taking any semblance of reason with it. He paced, although it did not help. He sat by her bed holding her hand, and that did not help. Finally in the dead of night he broke down and cried. Huge sobs wracked his body as he gave into his grief, letting all the worry and feeling of inadequacy he had been pushing out of his mind overwhelm him as he wallowed in a mire of self-pity. It was cathartic, a purge so to speak, and slowly the sobbing stopped and the tears dried up, until at last, exhausted, he too fell asleep.  
 
    He woke bathed in the faint, pre-dawn glow. Leaping from his chair his heart skipped a beat. Had he overslept? Had the sun topped the horizon? Had he missed his one chance? Racing to the window he anxiously peered out, breathing a huge sigh of relief as he discovered that dawn was still a wee way off. Ironically it was going to be a beautiful day. The snow had stopped and there was only the odd cloud in the pale blue sky. He had an uninterrupted view of the circle covered in its soft blanket of snow through which a few hardy souls were already making their way towards the centre. 
 
    Eva’s breathing was becoming shallow and irregular, her skin clammy. She was not going to wake and he was faced with the fact that he was going to have to carry her. Carefully he dressed her in her warmest clothes: her coat, gloves, boots, hat and lastly he wrapped her red, knitted scarf tenderly around her neck. Scooping her frail body into his arms he made his way down the stairs and out into the new day. He followed the deep footsteps, the only blemish on a world of pristine white, until he reached the small gathering, huddled in their winter clothing, their white breath streaming into the icy air. Smiling openly at them he hoped that people would think Eva was still asleep. Gently he kissed her forehead, sadly acknowledging that he could not reach her at all. He was going to have to do this without help. 
 
    The buzz of excitement from his fellow watchers made him look up just in time to see the very first ray of sun pierce the horizon and streak through the exact centre of the stone circle. It transformed the snow into a jewel encrusted carpet, sparkling so brightly that Myssan had to squint, but it was the glorious surge of power that accompanied the sun that took his breath away and nearly brought him to his knees. It was like bursting to the surface of a dark pool and gulping in a huge breath of sweet, life-giving air after being trapped underwater for too long. The power poured into him in a torrent. Gasping, he tried to channel it, to tame it. This was so different from anything he had experienced before. It was not the steady, ancient power that built up below the ley lines and it was not the solid, all-encompassing power of Feld. This was a lightning bolt that sizzled.  
 
    He was never going to be able to quietly tap into it and carefully remove Eva’s tumour, yet maybe he could redirect it to destroy the blot in her brain, use it as a weapon of sorts. Closing his eyes he delved back into the now familiar territory of Eva’s head and concentrated on a tiny piece of the ugly mass residing there. Slowly he directed the power to the spot and released it. He was shaking, the concentration and effort to control the surging bolt was intense, but it had worked. He could hardly believe it. The shot had completely destroyed it. Becoming bolder he targeted a larger area and once again he was rewarded as the section shrivelled and simply disappeared. Aware that this moment of power would be limited he aimed for an even larger slice, being very careful to avoid any healthy tissue, and to his delight it also vanished. This was wonderful, and for the first time he allowed himself to believe that he might just do it. Several shots later he began to sense that the power was slowly decreasing as the sun rose higher and higher. Frantically he selected larger and larger chunks in a race against time and begrudgingly, he was having to sacrifice precision to do so. He was swaying on his feet, totally exhausted when the power finally switched off like a light, but he had done it. She was free of the spectre of death that she had lived with for so long. She would recover and live. He sank into the snow, Eva still in his arms, and wept. 
 
    Someone patted him sympathetically on the shoulder as they passed, returning him to the moment. Opening his eyes he drank in Eva’s peaceful face. She was still pale but she was now taking deep, regular breaths. He had hoped she would wake, that she would be well instantly. He could see now that this was wishful thinking. The thought that he might have caused damage in his haste gnawed at his insides. What if she never woke again? What if she was damaged beyond repair, beyond healing? Blindly he stumbled back towards the inn, Eva still in his arms. He had no idea what he was going to do now. His whole world had been thrown into chaos. He did not know how to reach London, let alone the rendezvous. He could not speak to anyone, ask anyone's help, he had lost his guide, his friend and his lover all at once.  
 
    Not knowing what else to do, he made his way upstairs back to their room and gently placed Eva on the bed, noticing that a little colour was returning to her cheeks. With extreme care he tiptoed softly back into her brain to check that he had not done any permanent damage. There was a little bruising and some very slight swelling but other than that, she appeared whole. Sitting by her bed, he nervously watched the morning tick by and still Eva did not wake. He became increasingly nervous as the shadows silently crept across the room and in the end he came to the conclusion that he could wait no longer. The sands of time were running out, and it was up to him now. ‘Desperate times called for desperate actions,’ he thought, quoting one of Eva’s favourite sayings. But what action could he do exactly? Glancing around the room his eyes fell on the scrap of paper that Eva had scribbled the address of the pickup point in London on the day before. He tried to make sense of it but it was just a jumble of symbols to him. What he needed was a replacement guide. Although he knew that, even if he did find someone it was going to be very difficult to initiate any communication with them. He collapsed into the chair running his fingers through his hair in frustration.  
 
    A quiet tap on the door pulled him out of his funk and threw him into a panic. ‘Ignore it,’ he thought. ‘They’ll go away.’ But the knock came again, this time accompanied with a voice and judging by the inflection they were asking a question. It was Trixie. Cautiously he opened the door a crack and peered out. She was standing in the dim hall, a worried expression creasing her brow. Repeating her query, she stood waiting for an answer. A thought flashed through his mind, maybe this was a message from the universe, maybe Trixie could help. He tried a shy smile and opened the door wider so that Trixie could see Eva asleep then he raised both his hands as if to show her he was no threat and then slowly, hesitantly reached one forward to touch Trixie’s hand hanging by her side. 
 
    “Please I need your help,” he asked softly. Trixie jumped backwards, her eyes wide with shock. Myssan backed away but held out one hand as he had done with Eva when they had first met a lifetime ago. Trixie spoke again but Myssan shook his head to show he did not understand and raised his offered hand slightly, his eyes pleading. Gingerly Trixie reached forward and touched him with one finger. “I am so sorry to involve you, but I have no one else to turn to,” he thought. Encouragingly she did not remove her finger. Instead she just stood staring at him. “I cannot speak your language. Eva was my voice but she is gravely ill now. To save her we need to get back to London as soon as possible, to her doctor, and I don’t know how!” He paused, fighting back tears. “Her life depends on it.” Some side part of his brain wondered how it was possible to lie to Trixie. Was it because their connection was not as deep as it was with Eva, the shard’s host? 
 
    “How do you do that? Are you a ventriloquist?” Trixie broke into his musings, testing to see if he could hear her thoughts. Myssan was confused. He didn’t know what a ventriloquist was.  
 
    “No, I come from another … place and I don't know your language but we have learned to communicate through touch ...” he explained quickly. “We really need help and we need it today.” Trixie’s confusion turned into wonder as she realized that he had read her thoughts. This was not a trick, it was real.  
 
    “Wh—where do you come from? This is great. So exciting, I can’t wait to tell my friends. They’ll think it’s so cool.” Trixie’s excitement bubbled and Myssan panicked. 
 
    “It is something we keep secret. No one has ever revealed it to anyone outside my country before and if it was found out that I have done so, I would be hunted down and executed. It is only that I am so desperate to save Eva’s life that I have broken the silence. I simply had no other choice. Please don’t ask any more questions as I can’t answer them without jeopardizing our lives further,” he implored. 
 
    “But what can I do? I can’t leave here, I have to work. This is one of the busier days of the year for us,” Trixie thought back at him, enunciating every word extra clearly in her mind. The equivalent of shouting.  
 
    Myssan winced slightly then sighed, his face falling in disappointment. It had been worth a try yet he knew it had been a long shot. Trixie came closer, a sympathetic look in her eyes and he did not try to conceal his misery. What was the point?  
 
    Trixie caught her breath, feeling his pain through their connection. “Look, I can try and ask my Da if I can have the day off. I am sure he can cope without me.” She smiled hesitantly, before she vanished down the hall leaving him standing in the doorway clinging to a thin thread of hope. He left the door open and quickly packed their belongings and then sat down to wait. Every moment felt like it went on forever. Impatiently he found Errin’s parchment and gloomily noted that there was only a little less than a third of a stroke left that equated to just under a day on this world. Sitting back he stared up at the ceiling, assessing his situation. Selfishly, the fact that Eva would recover outweighed the fact that he would never be able to return home again but deep down he knew that he would never be able to forgive himself for letting Errin and the universe down. 
 
    Another quiet knock on the door frame brought his attention back to the here and now, and amazingly Trixie, dressed for the cold, dangling a set of keys in her hand, stood there smiling. She came forward and gently touched his hand. “Ready to ride?” she quipped, excitement lighting up her face.  
 
    “Pardon?” Myssan was not quite sure what she meant.  
 
    “Da has let me take the car, a miracle really, but he took a liking to you two for some reason. He is not sure if public transport will be running yet, after the storm,” she explained, then added, “There might be snow on the tracks”. She chuckled quietly to herself. [CL30]This was obviously a joke of sorts. Myssan still stood rooted to the spot, uncertainly. “Come on then. Let's go!” Trixie was definitely in charge now and he couldn’t be happier. Quickly he showed her the address, stressing the need to hurry.  
 
    This was Myssan’s first ride in a car but he was getting used to this world now and the thing he found most amazing was how comfortable the seats were. “I think our best bet will be the A364 and then the M4. They are the most likely to have been cleared of snow but the first bit to Marlborough might be a bit tricky. But, I have come prepared! “Trixie finished flourishing a shovel, which she placed in a compartment at the back of the car.  
 
    That whole conversation meant absolutely nothing to Myssan; however, he was grateful that she seemed to know what she was doing so he smiled and nodded as he deposited the still unresponsive Eva into her comfortable seat and strapped her in, as per Trixie’s instructions. As she had predicted the first leg of the journey was slow going as they followed the track that had been worn through the snow by other vehicles, dual dark lines that cut through a silent, deserted landscape made soft with the covering of white. Myssan anxiously watched the sun as it journeyed across the pale blue sky. By midday they had reached a larger road with more traffic and less snow and gratefully they began to progress more swiftly.  
 
    Myssan checked regularly on Eva, his concern growing as she still remained unresponsive. He could not understand it. Was it something he had done? Had he missed some damage or was she just healing herself? He sat staring out at the passing vehicles, deep in thought. Eventually they joined an even bigger road with even more traffic. “The M4,” Trixie informed him. “We should be in London about four-ish.” 
 
    For the first time Myssan actually believed that they might just make it and, leaning back in his seat, he gave into his exhaustion and slept. He woke to find Trixie gently shaking his shoulder. “Are we here?” He blinked, sat up and peered out at his surroundings. They were stationary in a car park that in no way looked familiar.  
 
    “Not quite yet,” Trixie admitted. “But I figured it would be quicker if we caught the underground from here to avoid the traffic.” He turned hopefully to look at Eva but there was no change. This was not good. Reaching out to touch her he tried again to see why she would not wake, but he was tired and they were a long way from any source of power and nothing was clear. Carrying her carefully he followed Trixie across the road and down the steps. Fortunately there were not a lot of people around, although the few they encountered only gave them quizzical glances and carried on with their lives. 
 
    The underground ride was warm and it felt good to have Eva cradled back in his arms. “I want to thank you for all you have done,” he murmured to Trixie as he held her hand. “I could not have done it without you.”  
 
    She beamed up at him. “It’s been fun, an adventure. I don’t know who you are and how you can speak into my mind but it has been kind of exciting. Life can get quite boring in Avebury, you know, but I think we shouldn’t get ahead of ourselves, we are still not at,” she stopped and pulled out the piece of paper with the address out of her pocket and squinted at it, “Arlington Way, just yet.” 
 
    Myssan fumbled in his own pocket and retrieved Errin’s parchment, catching his breath in concern. The last line was now just an elongated dot. Yes indeed anything could still happen and it was certainly going to be a very close run thing. 
 
    “The next stop is ours,” Trixie warned some time later and Myssan once more gathered Eva in his arms and stood, swaying slightly as the train came to a stop. As soon as the doors opened, they rushed out, quickly climbing the stairs out into the early darkness of a spring evening. The air was frigid after the warmth of the train and it made his eyes water. The street lights and shop windows were aglow, their light reflecting off piled up banks of snow and the wet pavement but he still did not recognise the scene before him, causing his stomach to knot. “This way,” Trixie called, dragging him by the elbow down the street and round the corner. He followed, his eyes on the path, careful not to stumble carrying such a precious cargo.  
 
    “This is it, I think.” Myssan nearly collided with her as she stopped dead in front of him, holding up the address. “Yep. I think we are here.” 
 
    Needing to sit in order to compare his sketch with the vista in front of him, he made his way over to the seats at the bus stop. As soon as he had Eva settled, he surreptitiously pulled out the drawing he had made the first moment he had arrived on this world. Was it really only seven and a half earth days ago? And to his immense relief, apart from the snow, everything matched. Thanks to Eva and Trixie he had made it. Slowly he released the breath he had not even been aware he had been holding and let his tense shoulders drop for, what felt like, the first time today.  
 
    Tenderly, he stroked Eva’s cheek. She was warm and she had more colour in her cheeks than he had ever seen before, yet she was still far away. He had hoped with all his heart that she would wake before they had to cross over but it was not to be. The fates had only been so kind. He supposed it would have been too much to ask for it all. He had no idea what was going to be waiting for them in Feld – there were just too many unknowns. However, he knew that whatever happened, saving Eva would be his sole focus. He was her only chance of survival and he had to be ready for anything. He took a deep breath, his attention returning to the here and now, the busy London Street and Trixie sitting quietly beside him. 
 
    “Trixie, I don’t know how to thank you,” he said stumbling over his words. “I think Eva will be okay now. We are here in time to meet the healer. You have saved her life,” he finished holding on tight to her hand in gratitude. “We will be fine now,” he reassured her. “You better get back before it gets too dark and the roads became too treacherous.”  
 
    Trixie sat huddled in her coat, nose buried deep in her scarf, her eyes fixed on Myssan’s face. “I feel stink leaving you before your healer arrives, but,” she hesitated and looked up at the darkening evening sky, “I do think I should get back.” She stood uncertainly, looking down at them. “Promise me you will be okay. Let me know how things go, yeah?” she pleaded. Myssan could only nod. “Bye, then,” she said, then on an impulse she bent down and gave Myssan a hug. “All the best,” she murmured before she turned and made her way back towards the underground entrance, giving one last wave before disappearing. 
 
    Myssan sighed. It was a relief that Trixie had left. He was not certain how she would have reacted when they simply vanished, but her absence made him shiver. It was all up to him now. Taking out the parchment of strokes with a shaking hand, he saw that there was only a tiny dot left. Panicking he picked Eva up and began to scan the area, trying to remember the exact spot he had arrived. A flash of a vision passed through his memory. A hand on his shoulder and a warning. He had arrived on the road side, but where? Frantically he tried to remember his first vision. Nothing came. Maybe if he walked down the path he would recognise the spot when he saw it. He began to pace. 
 
    It happened in a heartbeat. One moment he was immersed in the hum of traffic, Eva heavy in his arms, and the next he was alone floating in darkness. An incredible feeling of bereavement overwhelmed him. This was the first time they had been separated since they had touched hands in the library and he felt as if he had been ripped in two. She was part of him now. She had been so brave, willing to give up everything and everyone she knew to help him and the thought that she may yet pay the ultimate price for his decisions cut deep. There was no turning back, their path was set and it was now up to him to make sure her sacrifice had not been in vain. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Lutex flinched. 
 
    Brack’s grasp on his shoulder was painful, forcing him to refocus his attention away from the princess and the lure of the shard, back to the conversation with the king.  
 
    “As you can see,” the king said, pointing to a large map spread on the high table in front of them, “we are in a vulnerable position. The closest army camp is a full day’s hard march away.” He paused to rub his temples with one large hand and let out a tired sigh. “It is certain that the Krax will have made sure that no one escaped. No one knows we are under siege and no help will come, not even the army, which means that, essentially, we are on our own.” 
 
    Pausing, he scanned the grim faces surrounding the table. “I have faith that we will be able to hold them back for a short time but without support we are still vulnerable and although there will be enough water and food to last for several moons, our weakness lies in the lack of fighting men we have to man our walls. We simply are no match for this Krax army,” he concluded, placing his knuckles on the table top and leaning on them, hunching his shoulders.  
 
    A murmur rolled around the onlookers and the king waited for it to subside before beginning again. “Our only hope is to get a message to the army, and the quicker we do this the better.” Reaching across the map he traced a line from Haktara out towards the forest. “Long ago there was an escape tunnel built for situations such as this. The secret of its existence and whereabouts was handed down from one ruler to the next. I have no idea what condition it is in or even if it is still passable, yet it is an option that we can’t ignore.” 
 
    Looking up he turned towards the princess. “The fewer we send on this mission the greater the chance of its success. We need to be stealthy, not forceful, to get this job done. I have asked Jeveran to go as he is one of my most trusted advisors; however, to ensure immediate help I feel it is vital we send my daughter as well.” A collective gasp greeted this statement and all heads turned towards the princess who stood glaring at her father, murder in her eyes. He had obviously ambushed her. 
 
    “I suppose this has nothing to do with the fact that uncle Savox and aunt Junea live in the camp and that they will keep me, safe and sound, well out of all harm’s way.” She sounded sarcastic and bitter all at once. Seeing that this line was not getting her anywhere she changed tack. “Why would you want to send me away? Don’t you see that I am needed here? There are healing stations to be set up and food to be organised for the fighters on the wall. Who is going to do all that if I am not here?” she demanded, chin held high, fists clenched at her side. 
 
    The king walked towards his daughter until he was standing right in front of her, staring down at her defiant, upturned face, using his height to intimidate her. “This is not up for negotiation, Lifen. You are going with Jeveran and there will be no further discussion entered into.” He paused, looking stern in an attempt to erode her resistance. It didn’t work.  
 
    “You are impossible!” the princess stormed. “Can’t you see that by sending me away you are, in a sense, saying to everyone in Haktara that you believe we will not win, that you think we will be defeated?” Her eyes swept the room pleading for backup. None was forthcoming; in fact, everyone was suddenly very interested in the map.  
 
    “That is precisely why no one will know that you have gone,” the king countered.  
 
    “You can’t force me to go!” she cried, almost stomping her foot. “What are you going to do? Tie me up and have Jeveran carry me? Good luck with that!” she snorted.  
 
    “No, but I can place you under guard in your room and let people know that you are too much of a coward to come out and help or, if you obey me, I could let it be known that you can’t be spared because I need you here with me to help coordinate the healing stations and food distribution.”  
 
    The princess’s face cycled through a range of emotions that ran from shocked to outrage to defeated and finally to resigned. She seemed to fold in on herself, deflated. “Fine! You win! I will go,” she sulked.  
 
    The king smiled, patting her shoulder condescendingly, before adding almost as an afterthought, “Oh, and one more thing. Don’t think, for a moment, that you will be coming back with the army to fight because Jeveran will have sealed orders to hand to their commanding officer that will strictly forbid it.” 
 
    “You are a monster! That is so unfair!” Lifen cried, actually stamping her foot this time before turning and storming out the door. 
 
    Everyone in the room watched her go in silence and it wasn’t until the king cleared his throat and announced, “Time to get on with it,” that they visibly relaxed again and the murmur of conversation resumed.  
 
    Lutex’s mind was racing. Suddenly there was hope. There was a way out of the city and the princess and the shard were leaving. Somehow he had to go with her. This was their chance. Silently he put his hasty plan to Brack and Tubble but he could sense that the young troll was feeling overawed by the forceful presence of the king and that for him to blurt out a request would go against his very upbringing. Brack dithered, shifting from one foot to the other, caught in the angst of indecision. If they were not careful, the moment would pass and they would be ushered out of the room. They would not get another opportunity as good as this and Lutex was almost screaming at Brack, putting every speck of persuasion he could into his plea but still he hesitated. 
 
    “Fine I will just have to reveal myself to them and take my chances,” Lutex thought at Brack in exasperation.  
 
    Brack visibly jumped and a look of horror crept into his eyes. He knew through the mind link that Lutex meant every word and he forced himself to take a step forward. “Excuse me, your Highness,” he muttered so quietly that the king took a moment to realize he had been addressed. “I would like to offer my services.” Brack’s voice was now just audible and all eyes were on him, everyone silently waiting to hear what he had to say. “You said it yourself, ‘knowledge is power.’ If I go with Jeveran and the princess I would be able to give the army any detail that they might need.” He paused, taking a deep steadying breath. “It would make good sense to send someone who has seen the Krax, someone who can give accurate information about their numbers and their weaponry. I would be honoured to go,” he finished lamely. The king’s gaze was calculating but Lutex was pleased to see that he had not dismissed the idea out right, he even appeared to be considering it, his hand absently brushing through the thick beard on his chin. 
 
    “You know, boy, I think that you have hit on a good idea. I was only sending the two of them in the hope that they could slip through undetected more easily than a squad of noisy oafs, but you look like you are used to the woods and it would be good to send an extra sword along,” he concluded before an afterthought obviously struck him. “Are you any good with a sword?”  
 
    Brack shook his head. “More of an axe man, really,” he replied. 
 
    “Good. Glad to hear it. I am an axe man myself, you know.” The king smiled before addressing a waiting courier. “Palin, see that the boy is fully kitted out ,will you.” Turning back to Brack once more he added. “Be sure to be back in this room as soon as possible. I hope that we can get this expedition on its way before moon set,” he commanded, adding as an aside, “You can leave your little brother with Lifen’s maid. She is a good girl and will look after him until you return.” 
 
    Panic grasped them both, freezing them in place. Brack was the first to recover.  
 
    “Your Highness, he is all the family I have left in the world and I promised our mother, on her deathbed, that I would look after him. I really don’t want to be separated from him if possible, as he does not speak and relies on me totally.” Lutex though that he was laying it on a bit thick but hoped the king would feel sympathetic. He did not. 
 
    “Good grief, man, the last thing I want is for this mission to be jeopardized by a child. He will be perfectly safe here until you return. Lifen’s maid can take care of him,” the king exclaimed before turning back to the table and his advisors, effectively dismissing both Brack and Lutex.  
 
    “Tubble will help me. We will escape and come and find you,” Lutex thought desperately at Brack. It was the only plan he could think of. Brack quickly agreed before Palin briskly escorted him to the armoury, leaving Lutex and Tubble standing in a room full of large trolls.  
 
    Unobtrusively the boy and the invisible cat made their way to the fire, climbed into one of the big, soft chairs and huddled down into the deep shadow it provided, waiting for the maid to come for him. Sometime later, peering from beneath his hood, he noticed a young woman open the door and hesitantly scan the room. Seeing the small figure hunched in the chair, she made her way towards him. Lutex was terrified. He could not risk being discovered. There would be no mercy shown to a ‘baby eater’ found spying in their midst. He could not let the maid see his face. Frantically, he wracked his brain trying to think of a way out of this situation but the only thing he could come up with was pretending to cry and he had to admit to himself that there might not be a lot of ‘pretending’ involved.  
 
    Head lowered, making what he hoped were convincing sobbing sounds he saw her slippered feet appear in front of him and a gentle hand was placed on his shoulder. She spoke quietly, her voice sounding sweet and her tone soothing but when her proffered hand came into view and he knew he had no option but to take it and his heart skipped a beat. He was going to have to erect an impenetrable mind barrier. The last thing he wanted was an exchange of thoughts such as he had experienced the first time he had touched Brack. Tentatively he reached for her hand, concentrating hard on maintaining his barrier, studiously ignoring any creeping doubts about his ability to do so. It took more effort than he would have thought possible and by the time she finally pushed open the door to a beautifully furnished bedroom he was exhausted. The last thing he needed was for the maid to be waylaid by a guard at the door. His heart sank as he realized, by the cadence of their conversation, that there was a fair bit of flirting going on and that this might take some time. 
 
    Cautiously he let go of her hand and began to wander into the room, leaving her to her tryst. The lure of the big, soft bed was impossible to resist. It was amazingly comfortable and he told himself he would only lie down for a moment to try it out but his whole body ached to relax into it, to give into sleep, to surrender to this bliss. He yawned, his eyelids drooping and before he knew it, he had succumbed.  
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    A rough tongue licking his face and a loud purr woke him from a deep, deep sleep. The room was dark except for a thin sliver of moonlight finding its way through the gap in the curtain. He was still mercifully in his clothes, lying on top of the bed covers, his boots on the floor nearby. 
 
    “Lady more interested in man. She left when she saw you asleep. No one here now. We go.” Tubble sounded happy, as if this were all some fun game that Lutex had thought up for him to play and he supposed that, realistically, there was very little danger involved in all this for the cat. Lutex yawned and stretched, absently patting the tabby fur as he slowly became fully awake. 
 
    “I am coming, I just need to have a drink and a pee before we go,” Lutex replied. He had spied a small room adjacent with a jug and a pan in it. 
 
    “Hurry. Not sure when she will be back,” Tubble answered as he hopped off the bed and wandered to the closed door, ears pricked forward. Feeling refreshed Lutex cracked the door and two sets of eyes peered into the corridor beyond. It was empty but Lutex was lost.  
 
    “Which way back to the room where we met the king?” he asked his friend. 
 
    “Follow Tubble,” came the confidant reply. 
 
    Together, they edged down the hall. Luckily the floor was carpeted with a thick runner and their footfalls were silent yet it was still unnerving creeping past closed doors and portraits with eyes that seemed to follow their every move. Reaching the end of the hall, they peeped around the corner before quickly retreating. This was a main thoroughfare. Guards were stationed at regular intervals and a group of people, deep in conversation, was rapidly heading towards them.  
 
    “Is there another way?” Lutex thought to Tubble. 
 
    “No. King’s door over there,” the cat replied pointing with his nose. 
 
    As they watched the door, it was thrust open, revealing the princess, now dressed in trousers and a jerkin, Jeveran in woodsman clothes and Brack sporting a set of throwing axes strapped to his back. The king stood behind them giving his last instructions, his jovial voice sounding a little forced to Lutex’s ear. Final farewells were said before the trio began to make their way down the corridor towards Lutex and Tubble. 
 
    “Tubble, you are going to have to follow them until you know where they are going and then come back for me when all is quiet,” Lutex muttered, unable to think of another solution. “I will just have to return to my room and wait for you.” 
 
    “Do you want Tubble to make you unseen too?” the cat asked curiously.  
 
    Lutex was stunned. “You can do this? You can make others invisible also,” he gasped.  
 
    “Not sure. Never tried. No one ever asked before. Could probably make one other the same as Tubble but not more than that,” Tubble finished offhandedly. Every moment the princess and the shard were coming closer. It was time to make a decision; however, neither staying nor going appealed, and in the end Lutex just had to make a choice and hope for the best. Taking a deep breath, Lutex decided to trust his friend.  
 
    “Okay, let's see if we can do this,” he said, smiling at the patiently waiting cat. 
 
    “You have to touch me. Easier if we are joined,” Tubble instructed, stretching as he stood.  
 
    Placing his hand gently on Tubble’s neck, Lutex squared his shoulders and, together, they took the first few, terrifying steps into the busy corridor. No one noticed. In fact, they were nearly mowed down by a busy footman carrying a tray and only just managed to jump out of the way at the last moment. Relief was like warm liquid running through his veins but the sight of Brack disappearing round the corner galvanised him into action once more. It wasn’t hard to follow the three. Even if they lost sight of them, they could hear the princess in full voice complaining bitterly. Lutex was surprised. His experience with royalty back in Feld had been quite different. Maybe this was a troll thing, he thought to himself. 
 
    Gradually the plush halls and staircases gave way to more functional corridors. Gone were the soft rugs, the tapestries and the paintings. Lighted torches replaced candles and even these were becoming more and more widely spaced apart. Eventually they reached a set of rough, narrow steps leading down into darkness. Jeveran produced three torches, lit them from the last wall light, and handed one each to the others.  
 
    Together they began to descend the steps, Brack bringing up the rear. 
 
    “Can you let Brack know we are here?” Lutex asked Tubble. 
 
    “He knows,” Tubble replied. “I told him way back there.” 
 
    “Oh! Um. Great, thanks,” Lutex answered, lost for words. This special cat was still full of surprises. 
 
    As they reached the bottom of the steps their torch light revealed a store room, crammed full of old furniture. They all stopped and Jeveran pulled out a crumpled piece of parchment, muttering and scanning the walls as if looking for something. The princess sighed dramatically and said something in a scathing tone before snatching the document from his hands. Lutex wanted to know what was being said and sidled up to Brack and tentatively touched his hand. To his credit, Brack didn’t jump too much in surprise.  
 
    “How is it that I cannot see you?” Brack thought quickly to Lutex.  
 
    “Tubble made me invisible too. Apparently he could do that. Who knew?” Lutex laughed. 
 
    “A cat of many talents!” Brack chuckled back. 
 
    “I think that if you hold the map the right way up you will be able to find the tunnel much more easily,” the princess’s plainly dismissive tone grated, making Lutex feel sorry for the polite courtier. 
 
    “Ah! There it is,” she cried pointing to a half concealed archway at the back of the room. It took a bit of manoeuvring to squeeze past the stacked furniture, but eventually they found themselves standing before the darkened archway, which appeared to be blocked with a large old wooden wardrobe. The princess immediately went to try and push it out of the way. 
 
    “Here, let me your highness. You should not be doing that,” Jeveran interceded, sounding shocked. Lutex cringed, knowing by the look on the princess’s face that this would not end well. 
 
    “Are you implying that I am incapable of moving a piece of furniture?” Lifen demanded, her hands once more on her hips, daring the man to agree.  
 
    “No, no, of course not your highness … I would never dare to suggest that you were incapable of anything,” the poor man stuttered, totally out of his depth.  
 
    “Good. See that you never do again,” the princess replied in her most officious voice as she once more applied herself to the offending wardrobe. It did not budge. She turned her back to it and pushed with her legs and still it did not move. There was a lot of muttering and sighing before she finally stood and glared at Jeveran as if it were all his fault.  
 
    “Well. Don’t just stand there gawping. Come and give me a hand.” Then, noticing Brack, she added, “You, whatever your name is, you can help as well.” Brack also cringed and Lutex sighed. So far, he did not think he liked this princess very much at all. 
 
    Together they managed to manoeuvre the solid piece of furniture far enough away from the wall for them to be able to squeeze behind. At first glance, the tunnel was well preserved, the floor bricked and the walls smooth. The air was slightly musty but on the whole not unpleasant. Jeveran led the way, torch held high. Lifen followed at his shoulder and Brack brought up the rear. Lutex and Tubble followed silently in their wake. At first the tunnel was reasonably level, although shortly it began to slope steeply downwards and the further in they went the more unkempt it became. The brick flooring disappeared to be replaced with packed dirt and here and there whole chunks of the ceiling had fallen, creating mounds of soft earth they had to negotiate around or, in some cases, clamber over. Lutex was surprised that the princess did not complain about this; instead she concentrated her criticism on Jeveran and occasionally Brack any time either of them offered to help. She was strongly independent and seemed to take it as a personal insult whenever anyone tried to lend her assistance. 
 
    There was no keeping track of time down here and it felt as if they had been descending for about half the night before the ground suddenly levelled out at the bottom of the hill. 
 
    “We must have reached the wall,” Brack observed silently to Lutex and his thoughts were proven correct when soon after they encountered a set of steep, narrow unkempt steps leading straight down.  
 
    “I think we are about to go beneath the moat now,” Jeveran observed as he began to descend the stair, bracing himself with one hand on the wall for balance. Slowly, step by cautious step they plunged deeper and deeper. A damp smell prevailed and the walls felt wet to the touch. The sound of dripping water echoed up the stair growing steadily louder. Each slippery step was becoming a challenge and Lutex’s thighs were burning and he found himself having to concentrate, so much so that he accidentally stumbled into Brack when the procession came to an abrupt halt.  
 
    Brack’s quick thinking once again saved the day as he pretended to trip. Cautiously Lutex peered through the adult’s legs to see why they had stopped, why there was no conversation. It only took one glimpse of torch light reflected off water, for him to fully understand. In front of them the steps ended but the tunnel continued to slope away, dropping down until it disappeared beneath the still, dark surface of the pooling water. Jeveran moved tentatively forward until his toes were touching the edge and held his torch high. There was a collective groan as the light revealed the tunnel roof continuing down until it too, eventually, dived beneath the surface.  
 
    All five stood staring at the scene before them, unable to quite believe that this was the end of any hope to get word out, stunned into inaction through indecision. The princess gave a satisfied sniff.  
 
    “Well, we can’t argue with this can we?” she said, pointing at the flooded tunnel with her hand. “We have to go back now. If we hurry there might still be time for me to actually be useful instead of slinking off leaving everyone else to face the hardships of war.” Lutex was amazed at how many digs at Jeveran she managed to get into this one statement. She was a true master of the putdown and poor Jeveran seemed to be always on the receiving end and for the life of him, Lutex could not understand why. Jeveran appeared to be nothing more than courteous, thoughtful and kind and Lutex could only assume that there was some sort of history between the two of them. 
 
    Shrugging his shoulders, he dismissed this conundrum and concentrated instead on the real problems at hand. Firstly, how was he going to persuade Lifen not to turn back, and secondly, how were they going to get past the flooded tunnel? 
 
    “Maybe the tunnel is only underwater for a short while. I could go and have a look to see if we could swim it,” Jeveran offered, not taking his eyes off the murky water blocking their way. 
 
    “Typical! Always wanting to be the hero, jumping in but never thinking things through first,” Lifen berated the poor man. “Let's say that miraculously you made it through to the other side, despite the dark and the cold, how would we know? Unless you risk coming all the way back to tell us, we would be forever wondering if you survived or died trying, which I might add is the more likely scenario of the two.” Not even pausing for breath she continued. “Even if by some miracle you do survive and manage to make it back, you realize that we will not be able to swim with our heavy weapons, we will also have to leave the torches behind and we will probably all die, freezing in our wet clothes,” she added before turning dramatically and beginning to retrace her steps. Jeveran had not moved but he did not argue with her logic either. As the princess drew further and further away, Lutex knew that his chance of succeeding to return to Feld was also disappearing. He had to intervene. With the princess leaving, his options had just run out. 
 
    It was time to reveal himself and appeal to the princess’s sense of duty. Racing silently up the steps, he and Tubble managed to slip past her and stop several steps above and at Lutex’s request they became visible. Lutex had to hand it to the princess, he had never heard anyone scream quite so loudly before in his life. The sound echoed up the tunnel, reverberating off the walls, as she took an involuntary step backwards, dropped her torch and fell, fortuitously, into the waiting arms of Brack who had been following close behind.  
 
    Jeveran had understood the whole situation in a split moment. The sudden appearance of a dreaded baby eater and a strange cat-like creature blocking their escape, the fact that Lifen was being restrained by Brack, someone he knew very little about, and an obviously distraught princess. Spurred into action, he yelled something that sounded like an order and then, throwing down his torch, he drew his sword and raced up the steps. Brack had the presence of mind to turn his back to the wall and use Lifen as his shield, holding the struggling princess with one hand and holding his torch in the other. Jeveran was still screaming something at Brack, waving the tip of his blade dangerously close to the princess’s face, trying desperately to reach Brack. The situation had dissolved into chaos and Lutex was at a loss how to save it. Somehow he had to calm the loyal courtier down so that he could talk to Lifen. He longed for a weapon to knock the angry troll out, although he doubted that he would be strong enough or tall enough to use it. It was then that a liberating thought struck him. He did have a weapon: he had his talent. He was so used to hiding it that it had taken him almost too long to think of it. There was no other way now, he had no choice.  
 
    Once more invisible, he silently slipped in behind Jeveran and summoned the energy from the world around him, the weight of the water in the moat above them and the energy from the earth below. He was totally unprepared for the strength of power that responded. It was too much, too strong to use on Jeveran, he would kill the troll. Slowing his breathing down, Lutex tried again, this time summoning a smaller portion. Standing on tiptoes, he lifted his trembling hand and lightly touched Jeveran’s wrist, projecting calm, peaceful, sleepy thoughts, persuading Jeveran’s raging mind to relax. The courtier fought every step of the way and Lutex was sweating and by the time the huge troll finally sighed, collapsed onto the step and closed his eyes breathing deeply. That was the easy part, Lutex thought ruefully to himself. 
 
    The princess was screaming abuse at Brack and Lutex could see that his friend was having extreme difficulty holding her with his one arm. The two dropped torches were sputtering on the ground and the one that Brack was holding aloft was creating crazy shadows as he fought to hold on to his squirming, hissing, biting captive. The princess had spirit. Lutex swallowed; it was up to him now. His first words were going to be so important, but what on earth but what was he going to say?  
 
    Tubble sensed his dilemma and offered a solution, using typical Tubble logic. “You don’t say. You show.” 
 
    Lutex knew immediately the cat was right. Still invisible, he gently touched the princess’s hand, opening himself up and guiding her into his mind. She fought, resisting frantically; however, he was patient, honest and totally open, allowing her to see all of him, to experience his whole being, to know his triumphs, his fears and his doubts, to understand the weight that had been place on his young shoulders and the struggle he was having baring it. He let her roam amongst his favourite, treasured memories of home, of Hexrick, of Tubble and his bond with Brack. At first she was shocked, unsure of what was happening to her, although it did not take long before she sensed that she was safe and that this was somehow important. Lutex left nothing hidden, no secret guarded, even his dislike of her treatment of Jeveran was left in plain sight. 
 
    She stopped struggling and slowly sank down to sit on the step, her eyes wide and her mouth shut in a firm, hard line of concentration as she navigated through this unknown territory. She was surprisingly respectful, not dwelling on upsetting or intensely private memories longer than needed yet she was thorough, even replaying Errin’s words several times before silently touching the gem that hung around her neck in wonder. Eventually, she withdrew and stared down at the boy and his cat, now visible, sitting next to her in the flickering torch light. There were tears in her eyes and her bottom lip was trembling slightly. 
 
    “We have to stop this Zail,” she whispered. “He has almost destroyed two worlds. So many useless deaths, so many more to come, if the Krax win.” She lifted her eyes and stared at Lutex. “I thought that staying and helping the people of Haktara was the right and noble thing to do but I can see now that my destiny is to come with you. We have to do all we can to stop this horror,” she finished, her focus straying to Jeveran’s still form on the step below her. “I didn’t mean to be so horrible to him, it was just my stupid, stupid way of getting back at my father.” She was sobbing now. “My father wanted me to marry Jeveran and I did not want to be told who I could or could not marry.” Lutex nodded, rubbing his thumb soothingly across her hand. 
 
    “He probably knows that. He seems to be the forgiving sort,” Lutex encouraged, smiling. Lifen let out a loud sob. 
 
    “It all seems so petty now. I mean, I may never even see my father again if I go with you to … to … Feld? Is it?” Lutex nodded again. “I never even said goodbye to him properly, I was so mad at him making me leave,” she cried, burying her face in her hands and giving in totally to her grief and self-recrimination.  
 
    Lutex slowly let himself relax a little and leaned his head back onto the rough tunnel wall behind him. The whole process had been exhausting but successful. Nothing but full disclosure would have made the princess leave her home, her people and her duties. It was a major victory, a challenge overcome although unfortunately, Lutex knew, as he sat staring at the flooded tunnel, this was just the beginning. The next problem was equally challenging and he had no idea how they were going to solve it.  
 
    As Brack quietly collected all their belongings and rekindled the torches, the princess wept, Jeveran slept and Lutex sat contemplating the obstacle blocking their way. Much had changed. He could now use his talent openly, the dilemma was how could he use it. ‘Come on, thick whit,’ he berated himself. He had been brought up around water, it had been part of his world most of his life, there must be a way around this. A boat would be of no use, maybe a closed in boat, yes, but how would he make one of those? There was no wood down here. He could make a long breathing tube … but once again, there were no materials to make it from, not to mention the fact that he had no idea how long it would need to be. 
 
    Scenes from home replayed in his mind, children jumping off the wharf and diving for shellfish. The image of his brother, disappearing into the depths, a trail of bubbles in his wake suddenly made him feel incredibly homesick. Tubble came and leaned up against him purring and as he absently patted the soft fur. A thought kept nagging at him, something to do with his last image, it was as if the answer to their problem was teasing him, sitting in plain sight, just out of reach. The bubbles! That was it! He sat bolt upright, laughing. Of course the one thing he did have down here was air. He could use that to make one huge bubble to breathe in, to take them all to the other side.  
 
    Quickly, he shared his idea with Brack and the princess. Both agreed, bravely, that it was worth trying, leaving him with one last issue: Jeveran.  
 
    “We can’t leave him behind. We need him to take the message to the army,” Lifen exclaimed. “We won’t have enough time to make a detour to the camp,” she reasoned. “He has to come with us. We are running out of days, aren't we?” She looked at Lutex daring him to deny it.  
 
    “Yes.” He nodded, unable to meet her eyes. 
 
    “I thought so. He will listen to me,” she announced, patting Lutex’s hand before going to sit next to the sleeping troll. Lutex was amazed how quickly the princess had taken control and he was not sure he entirely liked it. However, he could not deny that in her own way she was quite useful. 
 
    Quietly Lutex revived the troll, becoming invisible once more so as not to startle him too much. It took a few moments before he woke and when he did, it was with a start. Lifen was there with a reassuring hand and immediately he began to relax. Lutex could not understand what was being said and he tuned out the gentle, reassuring tone and instead, concentrate on working out exactly how his idea would work.  
 
    Several prototypes later, he was confident that he had a workable solution. Grabbing Brack’s hand, he was surprised to catch the troll’s thoughts unguarded. The young troll was staring at the princess in disbelief, incredulous that she was now being so nice to the man she had been tormenting the whole time they had known her. It was very obvious that Brack had quite a low opinion of Lifen; in fact, ‘spoiled brat’ seemed to sum up his thoughts quite well. Lutex shrugged. He couldn’t disagree, but unfortunately she had the shard, and therefore, they had no choice, she had to come with them. 
 
    Lifen turned to Brack, said something, and he relayed it to Lutex. “It is okay for you and Tubble to become visible again, the princess has explained everything.”  
 
    Lutex gulped. Lifen might think that she has the king’s man under control but he was not so sure that his sword was not just for show. Brack, sensing Lutex’s reservations, stood and drew his axes. “Stand behind me,” he ordered. “We will do this slowly.” Tubble let go their disguise and Jeveran jumped. The princess was talking very fast now, one hand on Jeveran’s arm, restraining him, but the troll was staring at Lutex, eyes blazing with hate. Lutex edged out from behind Brack’s protection and offered his hand. Several long, cajoling sentences from Lifen later he reluctantly reached out and made the connection and once again, Lutex opened up his life for inspection and once again, reason and truth won out. 
 
    This was all taking precious time and Lutex was keen to get going and now that everyone was on-board, it was the moment to see if his plan would work. 
 
    “I think I have an idea of how we can get through this water although I want to try it out first. Tell the others not to worry, I will be back shortly,” Lutex explained to Brack before he stood, calmed himself and began to summon the power once more. This time he created an enclosed sphere of force that rose from the floor to well above their heads, then cautiously he shuffled towards the water. The trick would be to allow his feet to move without letting in water. Excitingly, the first few steps proved promising. The tunnel floor was wet, yet no water leaked into his bubble. He continued deeper and deeper until he was totally submerged. It was pitch black and disorientating but he was dry and breathing.  
 
    Slowly, he turned and made his way back up the slope to the others. As his head cleared the water, he was greeted with the sight of the three amazed trolls, their mouths hanging open in astonishment. Tubble, of course, was not impressed and was instead busy watching insects dance in the torch light. There was still a lot of unknowns about this idea, such as, ‘how long could he sustain a bubble big enough to hold the five of them?’ and ‘how long would the air last?’ However, if he wanted them to come along, he didn’t feel it would be a good idea to voice all these uncertainties to the others at this point. Best they believe he was confident that it would work.  
 
    It still took a bit of convincing before the others reluctantly agreed and there was a lot of precious time spent carefully packing and discussing escape plans. Lutex was impatient, and although he knew he couldn’t rush them as it was their lives at stake here, he was aware that time was marching on and for all he knew these vital moments might be the difference between reaching the pickup point on time or being just too late.  
 
    Finally they were ready. As much as possible was stored within their waterproof packs, leaving the four of them standing, shivering, in their undergarments. The torches were put out as they would use up too much air in the bubble, and instead Lutex created a small ball of light held in his hand, illuminating them all, ignited by talent. There was no point in delaying their departure any longer, Lutex created the bubble around them and on his word they shuffled forward as one. It was a strange sensation, slowly sinking beneath the murky, dark waters, still breathing air and still dry. By the time they were fully submerged, the floor had begun to flatten out and Lutex surmised that they were now directly under the moat. He tried to remember just how wide it was but couldn’t.  
 
    Slowly but steadily they made their way forward. At one stage, a strange creature with large whiskers and no eyes flitted past, causing them all to jump, but it disappeared back into the darkness as quickly as it had appeared. All appreciation of time vanished. Their total concentration was trained on placing one foot in front of the other and trying to conserve as much air as possible. At last the ground began to slope upwards once more and with relief they knew that they were on the home stretch but Lutex could feel that the air was beginning to run out. His chest was becoming tight and it was getting harder and harder to breathe, harder and harder to concentrate on holding the bubble. All he could do was hope that the air would last until they broke the surface once more. 
 
    A short while later he knew that their luck was running out. Everyone was gasping and Lutex was feeling dizzy. It was time to make a sprint for it. All understood, and as one, on his command, they began the desperate race for the surface, but they did not make it. Disaster struck. It all happened at once. Lutex ran out of air, lost his grip on the power and the bubble disintegrated. Water swamped them and with the last vestiges of breath everyone kicked frantically for the surface. 
 
    Desperation gave them strength, although there was no way of knowing how far they had to go to reach precious air again. Lutex held onto his pack and kicked. His lungs were screaming and every instinct was telling him to breathe, just breathe. Imperceptibly a feeling of peace crept over him and unknowingly he surrendered to it. The last thing he remembered was the thought that at least he had died trying to do the right thing.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Thirty 
 
    Lutex’s peace was not to last. 
 
    It was rudely shattered as a large hand grasped his arm, hauled him upwards and threw him onto the hard ground, spluttering and gasping like a landed fish. His ears slowly cleared and he could hear the others coughing and vomiting close by. The haze fogging his brain began to lift, bringing the seriousness of the situation into sharp focus. He could not contact Tubble! They needed light. He had to see what was happening. Shakely he sat up, pushing his wet, dripping hair off his face and began to draw power once more. It was so much harder this time. The distraction of his worry for Tubble made it difficult to concentrate. Eventually a tiny spark began to glow in his hand. Holding it high, illuminating a small space around him, reflecting off the water just a hair's breadth away from his feet. The walls, roof and floor of the tunnel just swallowed the light and gave nothing back. 
 
    Glancing frantically about, he could only see two trolls. There was no sign of Tubble or Brack! Panic set in. Surely it had been too long for anyone to survive now. Panicking would not help, he reasoned as he forced himself to relax. Shaking he crawled over the two huddled figures, shining the light on their faces. Lifen and Jeveran blinked back shivering. Using the wall to help him stand, he lifted his small flickering light higher and stumbled towards the water, searching desperately for any sign of life, unsure of what he could do to help yet unable to stop looking. 
 
    The nothingness was complete. Apart from the two trolls gasping breath and the gentle lapping of the disturbed water, all was quiet, all was still. It was as if his two friends had just vanished into the depths, leaving no trace behind. It was his worst nightmare come to life. Two people he loved, killed because of a decision he had made. This was not their mission, they were just innocent bystanders caught up in his world. Slowly he sank to his knees, unable to stand, his legs giving way under the futility of it all. He bowed his head, fervently wishing that he could that he could swap places, that Brack and Tubble could be alive instead of him. 
 
    The explosion of noise and the tsunami of water threw him backwards, extinguishing his light but igniting his hope. Quickly he scrambled back to a sitting position and concentrated once more on illuminating the tunnel. A sob of relief escaped him as Brack rose to his feet clasping a bedraggled Tubble by the scruff of the neck. The cat was inert, unresponsive and joy turned to worry. Lutex rushed into the water up to his knees to help Brack bring the waterlogged cat to shore. Without thinking he lay Tubble on his side and gently tried to pump the water out of him before beginning to breathe for him just as he had seen Hexrick do.  
 
    “Come on, Tubble,” he called through their touch, through his breath. “Come on. Live! I need you. Please live.” It was no use. Tubble was not responding. Brack was still pumping the cats back legs into his body to try and expel any water, but it did not appear to be doing anything. Tubble was gone. All that was left was a lump of flesh covered in sodden fur. He seemed so small. Such a tiny body to have housed such a large spirit. Brack placed a sympathetic had on Lutex’s shoulder, hung his head and closed his eyes, conveying eloquently their shared anguish. An enormous sob began just under Lutex’s rib cage only to burst upwards and explode unheeded as the boy flung himself onto Tubble’s lifeless form.  
 
    “You can’t die. Please don’t leave me,” he screamed into the cat’s mind, accusing, demanding and lamenting all at once. “Please, please,” he wept unable to contain this overwhelming sense of loss tinged with guilt. Tubble would still be alive and happy in the mountains if it wasn’t for him, if he hadn’t decided that he was invincible and that his talent was strong enough to get them through the water. Tubble had believed in him and he had died because of it. Lutex could not let him go. Reaching for him, he drew the lifeless animal into his arms in a fierce, possessive hug, burying his face in the wet fur. “Tubble, please come back,” he whispered as his tears flowed. 
 
    The first convolution took Lutex completely by surprise, giving him no time to escape the flood of water that spewed from the cat’s mouth and nose. He didn’t care, he just hugged him tighter. Tubble was alive! Lutex found himself laughing and crying all at once, rocking back and forth on his knees, in delight, the sodden cat clasped tight in his arms.  
 
    “Let go! Need to be sick.” The thought was weak and without its usual air of certainty but to Lutex it was the most wonderful words he and Tubble had ever shared. Carefully Lutex placed him down on the ground. Unable to relinquish his touch, he left his hand on his friend's shoulder, feeling him shudder and shake as he rid himself of the water he had swallowed.  
 
    It wasn’t until the princess shifted uncomfortably, that Lutex's focus turned back to the others. With effort he used his talent to dry and then light the torches that Jeveran and the princess had miraculously held onto during their desperate swim for the surface. The heat wasn't much, although it took the edge off things. Everyone was wet, cold and miserable. Lifen was visibly shaking and her lips were blue but despite this, she took charge, and in no time they were all delving into their packs for dry clothes. Lutex sacrificed one of his shirts to towel off Tubble but couldn’t help but smile as the princess ordered everyone to turn and face away from each other as they changed. ‘Girls,’ he thought to himself. No matter the situation the rules of modesty and propriety had to be enforced.   
 
    Soon, amazed at the difference a few moments in time could make, Lutex sat in his dry clothes, eating a sugar bun that Jeveran had passed him, watching Tubble begin to slowly sit up, coughing and wheezing but definitely alive. Brack came and sat next to him and made contact. “Just proves that we should always make the most of what we have got while we have it, eh?” he commented, staring at Tubble, a sad smile on his lips. 
 
    “I always thought I did, but nothing prepares you for losing a friend,” Lutex though back, glancing up at Brack to make sure he understood that he was included in that category also. Brack nodded sagely, acknowledging the unsaid message. Once they had finished eating and repacked it was time to get moving. Lutex was concerned by how subdued the princess was. She even let Jeveran help her to her feet; it was so out of character and he hoped she was all right. Maybe everything had suddenly become much more real for her and she was having to come to terms with the fact that people might die during this adventure. Lutex shrugged. They would deal with it later, whatever it was. For now they had to get moving. Tubble tried to stand but his legs betrayed him, wobbling so much that he had to sit back down again and Brack gently scooped him up, passing his torch to Lutex, and the bedraggled party continued on its way up the gently sloping tunnel.  
 
    They were all subdued and there was little conversation, just the sound of their footfalls and their breathing. Lutex happily noticed that Tubble had gone to sleep in Brack’s embrace. The journey took on a trance-like quality, a world unto its own, a world apart. It was a long, steady climb back to the outside world, although fortunately, the tunnel seemed to be in better repair on this side of the moat.  
 
    Spider webs were the first indication that they might be nearing the end. Next came the hanging tree roots causing them to zigzag and duck their way past, and when their feet began to crunch on windblown leaves they knew that the entrance must be near and a glow up ahead confirmed it.  
 
    Dousing their torches, they made their way forward as quietly as they could and, rounding a sharp bend, they were greeted with day light diffused through the thick forest undergrowth that obscured the entrance. They had made it! The relief was palpable. Glancing around, Lutex received wide grins all round and he was taken back by the feeling of camaraderie he had for these trolls who he would have recently regarded as his enemy. Normally, Tubble would have gone first to see if it was safe for them to exit but the cat was clearly in no shape to be walking let alone spying. He was still falling in and out of sleep and was not taking any interest in the world around him at all. Lutex guessed that the reconnaissance job had fallen to him now as he was the smallest and, of course, had magic. 
 
    Cautiously, Lutex edged through the tangled growth concealing the tunnel. It was early evening, which meant that they had been travelling for half the night and nearly one whole day. No wonder he was exhausted. His last sleep had been nearly two days ago. He shook his head to clear it, blinking into the warm, late sunshine. As quickly as he could, he crept out of the darkened entrance and, sighting a likely tree, began to scale it hoping that it would give him a better view of his surroundings. Obviously they were still in the king’s hunting forest as it was full of life, untouched by axe or fire. Insects buzzed unhindered and small mammals skittered through the leaf litter. Lutex once again found it strange that there were no birds.  
 
    The tree he was sitting in was ancient and its sentience long buried but its muted murmurings gave Lutex an idea. Clambering down again he sought out a young sapling. Before touching it he centred himself. The last thing he wanted to do was become immersed in the intoxicating wonder and lose all track of time. Others were depending on him. Respectfully he reached out and touched the young tree. He had forgotten how amazing this joining was and it took all his willpower just to skim the surface and resist the urge to plunge into the welcoming depths. It did not take long to ascertain that no Krax had ever passed this way; it was climbing back to the real world that was the hard part.  
 
    With confidence now, he strode back to the tunnel where he found the three trolls huddled over Jeveran’s map, fingers tracing possible path but they all looked up expectantly as he entered. Making contact with Brack, Lutex conveyed the ‘all clear’ message.  
 
    “We are here,” the princess said pointing to a spot on the map and looking up at Lutex to include him. “We can go as far as here together but after that we will have to split up. Jeveran must go to the army camp here.” She moved her finger across the map towards a large circle at the edge. “And we have to continue on towards the mountains here.” This time her finger travelled a much longer route in the opposite direction to a point that was almost at the top of the map.  
 
    “How long do you think that we will take us?” Lutex asked anxiously. Without looking at Errin’s strokes he had no idea of how much time they had left, yet he could feel it in his bones, that it was disappearing fast. Jeveran stroked his chin in thought. 
 
    “If you really push it and don’t encounter any problems I think that you could make it in about three days,” he replied, sucking his teeth as his eyes scanned the map once more. “Four at the most.” He amended, this time sounding much more confidant. Looking thoughtful, he then added. “We should camp for the night. There is a cave somewhere? … there!” he proclaimed jabbing a spot some distance away. “It won’t take us long to reach it and, goodness knows, we could do with the rest,” he finished, yawning mightily. Brack and Lutex exchanged quizzical glances. No comebacks or putdowns from Lifen. Was the princess maturing or just too exhausted to care?  
 
    As quietly and unobtrusively as they could, they made their way to the cave and were pleasantly surprised by its size. It was immediately obvious that it was a well-used camp, as there was a fire pit complete with dry wood stacked nearby. The cave itself would have been impossible to find if you did not know where to look and if it had not been marked on the map, they would never have even known it was there. The king must keep it stocked just in case he needed it when hunting. It was hidden in a gully and the smoke hole for the fire was carefully engineered to dissipate the smoke away from the cave. 
 
    They threw down their packs on the sandy floor in relief. Tonight, they would be safe. Soon the fire was blazing, surrounded with their wet clothes, steaming on handy rocks. A billy was boiling and food was being passed around. If it wasn’t for the sad circumstances that had led them all here, it would have been quite fun: jokes were shared and the day’s adventures rehashed. After a while a companionable silence settled over them as each delved deep into their own thoughts. It was Jeveran who broke into them. 
 
    “How long do you think the princess will be away for?” he asked Lutex, hesitantly touching his hand in order to communicate. “I mean, do you think she will be back in time for next summer?” Lutex was caught completely off guard. He hadn’t ever thought about the possibility of her returning, but if Lifen survived he was sure Errin would be more than happy to send her back, if that was what she wanted. Jeveran could only have got the idea that she was returning from the princess. No wonder she was so accepting of the task set before her; in her mind this was an adventure not a life sentence. 
 
    Lutex knew that honesty was his only choice here, and so he gently explained that he had no idea of what trials lay ahead for Lifen but that the one thing he was sure of was that if she could, Errin would return her as soon as was possible. Jeveran seemed to be appeased, he gave Lutex a quick, grateful smile before returning his gaze to the fire once more. 
 
    Lutex sighed. So many lives caught up in this battle. His gaze came to rest on the slumbering Tubble and his heart quickened with worry. It was totally out of character for the energetic animal to be sleep for so long and he decided to try and use his talent to see if all was well with his friend, knowing that he would not be able to sleep himself unless he knew that he had done everything he could do to help. Closing his eyes, he gathered the power needed and carefully slipped into Tubble’s body. With relief, he discovered that, on the whole, the cat was well. There was a tiny bit of water still on his lungs, which Lutex pushed up and out, making Tubble cough, but apart form that he looked fine. Maybe that was the secret to healing yourself – plenty of rest. 
 
    Relieved, Lutex longed to lie down but there was just one more thing he needed to check. Opening his pack, grateful that the waterproofing had worked and everything inside was still dry, he extracted Errin’s parchment. Squinting at it in the dying firelight, he had trouble working out what he was seeing. He had expected to see four or five strokes left but there were seven, no six. This was really peculiar. There appeared to be absolutely no correlation between Feld days and days here. Sometimes two or three strokes would disappear in a single day and other times only one stroke would vanish over two or three days. This was no help. How could he predict when his time would run out? All he could do was to try and get to the pickup point as fast as possible. It wouldn't matter if he was early, but it would be disaster if they were late. 
 
    The sky was overcast but the threatening rain was holding off as they left the cave the next morning refreshed, warm and dry. This was a completely different party than the one that had staggered into the sanctuary the night before. Jeveran had pointed out that they would travel together for the first part of the morning until they reached the river, where he would turn to follow it downstream and they would continue on upstream. At first they were cautious, creeping along, but their progress was excruciatingly slow and eventually stealth became the victim of speed and as they travelled further and further away from Haktara and the likelihood of running into Krax scouts grew slimmer and slimmer, they inevitably became careless. 
 
    An arrow, suddenly sprouting from the tree just in front of Brack was a rude reality check. Training took over and all took cover. Brack slipped Tubble under a nearby bush and Jeveran stood in front of Lifen. Lutex also slipped away into the undergrowth. Another arrow narrowly missed his head as he ducked behind a large tree trunk. He had been spotted. Dropping to his stomach, he turned and scooted off in the opposite direction until he was hidden deep within a convenient bush.  
 
    Peering out, he watched anxiously as his friends fought for their lives. All three were now standing behind thick trunks as arrows continued to pin them down. Suddenly, a crashing of undergrowth off to one side exploded into a Krax in full leather armour, armed to the teeth, baring down inexorably on Brack who turned, both axes raised, and sidestepped just in time to avoid being impaled on a vicious looking short sword. Another Krax could be heard screaming a battle cry as it bore down on Jeveran and the princess. ‘Please, let there be only two,’ Lutex pleaded. Any more and they were in real trouble. The sounds of metal striking metal, grunts of pain and terrifying yells filled the forest. Lutex did not know where to look. 
 
    Brack was holding his own but he was slowly giving ground. He was defending well, although he was being pushed back towards a large slippery muddy puddle where it would be hard for him to keep his footing. He needed to attack. Maybe Lutex could help tip the balance. Kneeling down, he groped around until he found a fist-sized rock. Squeezing out from under the bush he stood and threw it with all his strength, adding just a touch of power to help it on its way. The rock flew true and with a sickening sound made contact with the Krax’s nose. Blood exploded across its face and for a split moment the sword was lowered. That was all the invitation Brack needed and he charged, twin axes flying.  
 
    The Krax was skilled and recovered quickly but now it was defending and Brack was attacking. Lutex turned searching for Jeveran and the princess, spotting them just in time to see the Krax slip past Jeveran’s defences and slice a long cut down his sword arm. Jeveran stumbled back a few steps. His adversary, sensing victory, moved closer in hot pursuit. Lutex gasped, then relaxed a little as he saw that this had all been a cunning plan of Jeveran’s to lure the Krax into overextending. He watched in awe as the troll smoothly swapped the sword from his injured side to his other hand and prepared to lunge. It would have been all over in an instant, it would have been a death blow to the Krax, but Lutex watched in horrified slow motion as Lifen, who plainly did not understand Jeveran’s plan, tried to come to his rescue. Moving up behind Jeveran, giving him no room to move, she sent her throwing knife tumbling towards the Krax. Unfortunately, all it did was cause the Krax to duck out of the line of Jeveran’s thrust and distract Jeveran enough that he never had time to block the upward thrust that pierced his heart and ended his life. It all happened so suddenly, in the blink of an eye. 
 
    A cry of pain caused Lutex to spin round once more to see Brack’s opponent fall to the ground, an axe protruding from his forehead. Already, another axe was in the air, winging itself, end over end towards Jeveran’s killer, now towering over the princess’s fallen body, sword held high, ready for the killing stroke. The axe connected with its head, not biting in, but the throw was hard enough to knock the scout to the ground. Lifen seized the moment, grabbed Jeveran’s sword and screaming, she lunged. She hit the Krax in the side of the neck and blood fountained out, coating the now hysterical princess, still holding the blade in her trembling hands, staring down at the two bodies before her.  
 
    Slowly she sank to her knees, her lax fingers releasing the weapon, letting it thud to the ground. Lutex knew in that moment, seeing the despair in her eyes, that she should never find out that her actions had cost Jeveran his life. She would be unable to live with that knowledge and it was a secret that he would take with him to his grave.  
 
    The violence of a moment ago was replaced with silent shock. No one moved. All were focusing on Jeveran’s sprawling body, his sightless eyes wide in surprise. As if sympathising with their grief, the heavens chose that moment to open up and the rain poured down, pattering through the leaves and bouncing off the forest floor. Their vision was now limited to the carnage surrounding them and puddles of crimson blood mixed with the rain pooling around the fallen. Brack broke the spell. Striding over to Lifen, he gripped her shoulders and stared into her eyes. She looked lost, desperate and fragile. The complete opposite of her normal demeanour. Lutex came to join them. 
 
    “I am so sorry, we have no time to bury Jeveran, although we do need to hide the bodies,” he said gently.  
 
    The princess gave a shuddering sob but nodded in agreement.  
 
    “He deserves a proper farewell by his loved ones but all we can do now is make sure that his death was worth something, that some good comes of his sacrifice.”[CL31] He reasoned. 
 
    Lifen wiped her eyes and, sniffing, looked down at Jeveran’s body once more and took in a huge breath before bending to pick up the fallen troll’s feet. 
 
    The morning was well advanced by the time they had cleared the battle ground, retrieved all their belongings and begun their trek once more. They had found a spot under a large, spreading tree to carefully place Jeveran as if he were at rest. Lifen had crossed his arms over his chest and in doing so had discovered a crumpled, blood stained parchment. Retrieving it she had tried to open it but it disintegrated in her hands.  
 
    “It’s the letter from my father asking for help,” she’d whispered, head bowed. “He had it in the pocket over his heart.” Into the stunned silence, the soft sound of her weeping could be heard. This presented a problem that none of them could process just now so instead they had given the princess a moment alone with Jeveran to say her last farewells to the man she had taken for granted for so long. Lutex felt sorry for her. This was a life lesson that she might never fully recover from. Together, Lutex and Brack had stood waiting for her under the relative shelter of an overhanging branch, Brack cleaning his axes before stowing them once more in their rightful place on his back. Tubble had wandered up looking decidedly bedraggled but much improved, even attempting to lick himself half-heartedly. Lutex had found that the reassurance his two friends offered gave him strength and the knowledge that together they would look out for each other, no matter what, warmed his battered heart.  
 
    The princess had finally emerged, her eyes red, her hair hanging in wet strings around her face. She had looked so lost and forlorn that Brack had taken sympathy on her and refocused everyone away from their past on onto their future. “Time to be moving. We need to get as far from here as we can. The last thing we need is for someone to come looking for their missing scouts,” he had reasoned, an air of authority creeping into his voice. And so here they were trudging onwards, each deep in their own thoughts.  
 
    It was reaching the river that finally forced them to stop. There was no getting away from it now: a decision had to be made, a discussion had and painful thoughts aired. Upstream or downstream? They all stood staring at the deep, slow flowing water in front of them, knowing that this was a pivotal point in their journey. 
 
    “Let's find some shelter and eat,” Brack suggested, making everyone realize just how hungry they were. At one time the river must have flooded, leaving a mound of twisted logs behind, providing a dryish shelter of sorts, and they gratefully scrambled under its protection. Once they were all eating, Lutex took out Errin’s parchment, relieved to see that they still had six more days left. He felt that it was up to him to open the dark box they had all placed their thoughts into and steadying himself, he ripped open the lid to let the light shine on their situation.  
 
    “As far as I can see, we have two options,” he began, searching the others faces for agreement. “Option one, the safest option, is to go straight to the mountains to ensure that we will be in time for Errin’s pick up. The downside of this option is that we will not be able to get help for Haktara.” No one said anything so he continued. “Option two is to go to the army camp first, advise them of the Krax’s threat and then head for the mountains. The trouble with this option is that the army authorities might not let the princess leave again and, even if they do, it is highly possible that we will not have enough days left to reach our pick up point. There are risks involved with both options,” he concluded.  
 
    All would have been simple if Brack could have gone to get help for Haktara; however, without the King’s letter he had no authority and would probably not be believed. Unfortunately their only hope of delivering their message to the army was the princess. Sitting with her back against a dirty log, her arms hugging her drawn up knees, Lifen did not look like a princess anymore. She had a haunted look in her eyes as, chewing her bottom lip, she tried to weigh all her options. Tubble had left them to go hunting, something that Lutex was both pleased and anxious about. 
 
    Brack was staring at nothing, absently tracing designs in the earth with the tip of his knife as he pondered the situation.  
 
    “You know,” he began at last, “I think that we really have no choice here.” He looked up, catching their attention. “It is simple really. The many outweigh the few. If we fail Errin we fail millions of worlds and too many people to ever count will suffer. On the scale of things, that is so much heavier than the lives of the people of one small city,” he finished, unable to meet Lifen’s astonished gaze. Lutex was inclined to agree but Lifen had not said anything yet and turning to her he raised an enquiring eyebrow. Slowly she began to rock back and forth as if she were going back and forth between decisions.  
 
    “I know, in my head, that that is the most sensible answer but in my heart I am certain that I have to at least try to do all I can to save my city and my people,” she murmured, throwing them both an apologetic look, then wincing she continued. “I owe it to Jeveran to try,” she finished, tears streaming down her cheeks. Sniffing she wiped her nose with the back of her hand before giving a lopsided smile and adding. “Sorry.”  
 
    Brack and Lutex could see that there was no point in arguing. She would go with or without them. Decision made, speed was now of the essence. 
 
    The rain eased as they tramped down river, the game trail making the going easy. According to the map they should make the army camp by nightfall if they continued at this pace. Lutex was pleased to see the princess had regained some of her assertiveness and purpose now as she strode out in front making it hard for him to keep up. Tubble was also looking much better and flitted on and off the trail happily exploring. Brack was the only one who appeared gloomy and Lutex could almost picture a small dark cloud sitting just above his head as he scowled at the world around him. 
 
    Lutex caught up with the large troll and touched his hand. 
 
    “Something troubling you?” he asked. 
 
    “I just don’t like it. We are risking so much to appease one girl’s conscience. If the two of you do not make it back in time to fight Zail our worlds will continue to struggle, our people will continue to die and we will never be able to rise above his destruction. Can’t she see that?”  
 
    “I know,” Lutex agreed. “But we are treading a very fine line here, and her desire to want to help everyone makes her good, noble even. We have time, a small window, and we can't ignore a chance of saving Haktara as well. I am not giving up hope just yet.” He finished trying to smile encouragingly up at his scowling friend.  
 
    “For everyone's sake, I pray you are right,” Brack sighed, resigned to his fate.  
 
    The skies gradually cleared and the ground began to dry. “We should be getting close now,” Brack announced, examining the map again. “Once we leave the forest we should be able to see the camp,” he concluded, folding up the parchment and stowing it in his breast pocket. Encouraged, they picked up the pace and, sure enough, between one foot fall and the next, the forest came to an abrupt end. It was as if a demarcation line had been drawn on the ground separating the trees on one side and lush grassland on the other. All four stopped just within the forest and stared out at the scene before them. It was the first time since they left the besieged city that they could see the sky clearly. Low, grey clouds hovered, kissing the tops of the distant hills, interspersed with patches of blue, here and there, through which beams of late sunlight lanced, highlighting random pockets of landscape. 
 
    Smoke could be seen rising lazily in the still air just beyond the low hill in front of them, indicating that they were getting close to their destination. They had made good time and with relief they strode forwards, the setting sun at their back, their elongated shadows dancing before them. The slope was slight, not even causing them to puff and in no time they were standing on the top surveying the sprawling camp below. 
 
    It was like nothing Lutex had ever seen or, indeed, imagined before. The name ‘camp’ was a complete misnomer. This was a permanent base, a town of sorts. There were clearly two parts to it: on one side there were long, barrack-like buildings interspersed with makeshift dwellings and haphazard lanes and on the other side there were neat, grid-like streets with spacious houses nestled within gardens and trees, surrounded by a high stone wall, with only one way in or out.  
 
    Lifen saw Lutex’s confused expression and offered an explanation. “The Telft, our warrior race, are different from us. They are violent and of low intelligence although they have immense strength. They just appeared about a hundred turns ago and since then they would come across our borders to rape, kill and destroy until eventually we would send our troops and dispatch them. We would always suffer great losses and the only reason we were able to beat them at all was because they never fought as an army. They always fought as individuals. Cooperation and sharing are not even words in their vocabulary.” She paused to gather her thoughts and then continued. “It was a very destructive period and it wasn’t until my grandfather’s time that a solution was found. We came to an agreement with the Telft. They agreed to fight for us, against our enemies and in return, we would house and feed them. This arrangement has worked well for many years now, as long as the Telft keep to their side of the camp.” She pointed to the disorganised jumble of huts. “And don’t cross the line to our side.” Here she indicated the tidy, walled town. 
 
    “But aren't the Telft tempted to just take what they can from your people or rebel against your officers?” Lutex asked, unable to believe that this simple arrangement would work. After all he had met some Telft and knew just how unpredictable and ferrule they could be.  
 
    “No, not really. They aren’t very smart, but even they figured out that free food and lodging is too good a deal to give up. It only took one or two uprisings before they realised that it was not a good idea to bite the hand that feeds them. They are free to live how they want and our only request is that they fight for us when we ask and, fortunately, fighting is something they really love to do.”  
 
    Lutex shuddered, remembering his first-hand experience of combat with those monsters. Tubble sat, scratched his chin with his back leg and yawned.  
 
    “See that building near the centre of the camp,” Lifen said, pointing to the organised side. “That is where the commanding officer is and that is my destination,” she announced, hitching her backpack up further onto her shoulder and preparing to go. It had already been decided that it would be best all round if she went alone; after all, a killer of babies would be hard to explain and it would be a good idea for Brack stay with Lutex, to protect him, but now that the crunch had come, it was strangely difficult for them all to part.  
 
    Brack took a step towards her, his arm outreached as if to waylay her and she waited, not quite sure if he was going to say anything or not. “I just wanted to wish you luck. I am sure you will have no problems but make sure you are as quick as you can be. It would be good if we could make a start for the mountains at first light tomorrow.”  
 
    His voice carried a hint of command and Lutex suddenly realised that in the short time he had known him, Brack had gained significant maturity. ‘Well, I suppose being terrified on a regular basis would do that to a person,’ he thought ruefully to himself.  
 
    The princess looked from one face to the other as if memorizing them. “Okay. I will try,” she replied, waved and turned. A few paces on she stopped as if something had just occurred to her. “If I have not returned by then, I will be having problems escaping again. The commander might want to keep me safe!” she said scathingly. “Could Tubble come and get me if that happens?” she pleaded. Both Brack and Lutex looked down at their friend sitting prettily beside them.   
 
    “Tubble help princess. Tubble like her. She smells nice,” the cat thought into Lutex’s mind. He relayed the cat’s answer to Brack who snorted before informing Lifen of Tubble’s decision, minus the last sentence. 
 
    “Great! Well, wish me luck!” she called, before striding purposefully down the hill on her lonely trek towards the camp.  
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    It was strange to be on her own again. Normally she couldn’t wait to get away and be by herself but now she felt empty, vulnerable …. Lonely? It was a novel thing for her to be treated as an equal, to be part of a team, a team that had been through a lot together and still had a lot to achieve. When Lutex had first shown her the world as it really was she had felt disorientated. Her very existence was in question. Nothing was at it seemed. It had been terrifying and exciting all at once. At last she was needed and important but with the sudden responsibility came the unexpected crushing self-doubt, something she had not anticipated or even thought about before and it had taken her a while to overcome it. She cringed now thinking of how self-absorbed she had been in comparison to the patient, trustworthy and understanding Jeveran. 
 
    A stab of pain lanced her heart at the thought of Jeveran’s death. A death clouded with her own guilt. Not only had she treated that innocent, well-meaning man with contempt and derision, something he had not deserved, she may also have been the reason he was dead. If he hadn’t tried to defend her, he might still be alive. She shook her head, trying to clear it of the suffocating remorse that was threatening to consume her. She had a mission to complete and she had to concentrate on that. She would deal with her feelings later when she had the luxury of time. 
 
    It was important to get her message through. She knew that Brack had disapproved of her selfishly coming here first and his approval was now important to her. Cautiously she examined this thought. Why would a lowly woodcutter’s opinion matter to her? Maybe it was because he was handsome, strong and honourable or if she was really honest with herself, maybe it was because, for once in her life, she had met someone who saw her as a person, a person with all her faults and weaknesses and for once she had to work hard to gain his respect, something she seemed to be failing to do at the moment. 
 
    She had never been attracted to any man before, and the strange fluttering she felt in her heart when he looked at her was a completely new experience. He made her heart quicken and her palms sweat. She could not control these reactions and she was not sure she liked it. “Stupid girl! Get your head together. This is no time to be love sick, you have a job to do,” she berated herself before lifting her head high, squaring her shoulders and focusing instead on the gates now looming near. 
 
    The two guards had been curiously watching her approach but neither of them had shown any sign of stopping her. She smiled up at them as she passed and both nodded back. ‘Time to play the princess card,’ she thought. “Would one of you please escort me to your commanding officer? I am Princess Lifen from Haktara and I have some urgent information that could mean life or death for the citizens of my city,” she stated using her best court voice.  
 
    “A princess, is it? Unfortunately Captain Rax doesn’t have time to talk to every princess who comes to the gate.” The guard smirked, sharing a conspiratorial glance with his companion. He was obviously enjoying his own wit and giving her a mocking bow, added. “Your Royal Highness, it is with regret that I must inform you to go and get stuffed,” he said in an outrageously pompous voice before exploding into laughter. With a huff, Lifen studiously ignored them as they continued to egg each other on with stupid one-liners and strode through the gates and on towards her destination, a tall building peeping through the trees ahead.  
 
    Although the guards had been idiots, their disbelief did cause her a little concern. What if no one believed her? How could she prove who she was? The letter had been destroyed and she had no form of identification on her at all. Still, she thought, I will cross that bridge when I come to it and as it turned out she needn't have worried.  
 
    “Lifen! As I live and breathe, is that you, girl?” The bellow proceeded a large officer waddling down the road towards her, his arms wide and a surprised grin on his round, sweaty face. It was her uncle Serax, her mother’s baby brother. “It is you!” he gasped, embracing her in a smothering bear hug that took her breath away. Then holding her at arm's length and examining her more closely, a look of concern came into his eyes. “What has happened to you, child?” The genuine note of caring in his voice caused the unthinkable to happen. The flood gates opened and Lifen was swamped with unbidden tears. She had been so strong and endured so much, yet this small act of compassion had undone her totally.  
 
    “Come, come, child. We will get you inside. You must be starving, eh?” he soothed, placing a protective arm around her shoulders and guiding her down the road towards his house. “Junea will be thrilled to see you,” he prattled on. “We were meaning to come and visit you last spring, but what with one thing and another we never made it.” He was her favourite uncle and he had always had a soft spot for her. 
 
    She allowed herself to be guided up the steps and through a set of ornate doors into a spacious living room filled with comfortable furniture bedecked with vases full of flowers. Aunty Junea, who was sitting reading in an oversized arm chair by the fire, jumped up with a most unladylike squeak and raced across the room as soon as she saw who her husband had brought home. 
 
    “Lifen, my dear, dear girl. You look more and more like your mother every day,” she murmured into Lifen’s hair as she engulfed her in a hug almost as smothering as her husband’s. “It is so good to see you. We had no idea you were coming. Come sit and I will call for some food. You look like you are starving. What would you like my dear?” 
 
    Lifen blinked under this bombardment, not sure which question to answer first. “Umm,” she answered eloquently. 
 
    Junea laughed. “Oh you poor dear. Come and sit,” she said, seating herself on the couch and patting the space next to her. She rang a tiny bell and ordered some food and drink from the servant who answered the summons. “Now, start at the beginning and let's find out if we can do something to take those tears away, hmm?” Lifen always remembered her aunt as a kind lady, even if a bit condescending, but at this moment she was a safe, comforting harbour in the maelstrom that her life had been tossing in.  
 
    “Please, you have to help,” Lifen began desperately looking from her aunt to her uncle and back again. “The Krax have invaded and are besieging Haktara. Jeveran and I escaped using the old tunnel but we ran into scouts and …” she stopped, looked down at her hands and swallowed. “And … Jeveran was killed.” She finished quietly into the shocked silence. “He died saving me.” She sat back and stared up at the ceiling, letting the tears flow. “So that I could get the help.” Lowering her gaze, she speared her uncle with it. “Please, don’t let his death be all for nothing.”  
 
    Junea instinctively reached out to grasp her husband's hand, a comforting touch, and with a single nod her uncle conveyed all the reassurance they needed. He would take care of everything now. Lifen had done all she could for Haktara. Touchingly, he kissed his wife’s hand and bowed to Lifen, stating that it would be best if she stayed here until Haktara was safe once more, before striding for the door. When the food arrived, Lifen discovered that she was ravenous and in no time only a few crumbs remained. Aunty Junea had been gently offering her condolences as she ate and now she suggested a bath and some rest and some clean clothes. Lifen could not refuse. She told herself that it was okay to take this time, that Lutex and Brack needed rest also if they were to be ready to make the long trek into the mountains tomorrow. She felt a bit guilty that she was going to have to sneak out of her uncle's place before first light, although she was just too tired to deal with that now and before she knew it she was bathed and climbing into a wonderfully soft bed. She was asleep before her aunt softly closed the bedroom door.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    Lutex and Brack had watched Lifen enter the camp and had retraced their steps to make camp within the forest’s welcoming embrace. Lighting a small fire in a hollow, they cooked some soup and ate the last of their stale bread, both hoping that Lifen would remember to bring some more supplies with her. Once their meal was done, they rolled themselves in their blankets and they too fell into an exhausted sleep.  
 
    Lutex was not sure what woke him although a quick glance at the stars showed him that sunrise was still a few hours away. He tried to get back to sleep, but he was restless and thoughts kept racing each other through his mind and, for some reason, he kept wanting to check Errin’s parchment again. Something was not right. Ever since he discovered that there was no relationship between Feld days and days here, he had a nasty, niggling feeling that would not go away. In the end it was useless, the only way he was going to get back to sleep was to check the parchment. 
 
    As quietly as he could, he removed it from his pack and crouched down by the fire's embers to read it. He knew that if there were any less than three days left they were in trouble. With shaking hands he unfolded the sheet. At first, he thought he had it back to front and he turned it over only to find this side blank as well. He stopped breathing. Squinting and holding the paper closer to his eyes he finally spotted a faint stroke at the bottom. One day left! How could that be? How had five days disappeared in a single night?  
 
    It was so unfair. They had overcome so many obstacles placed in their way, but at this last hurdle the bar had been raised to an impossible height and all possibility of success had been snatched from his grasp in a cruel and unimagined way. How could time between the two worlds be so inconsistent, so erratic? There was no logic to it. He sighed and tried to refocus. What had happened could not be undone, he was just going to have to deal with his new reality, his new life in which his failure would be a constant companion.  
 
    They had gambled and lost. He felt numb. Zail had won. He had always been one step ahead of them. How could they hope to win against someone who had so many pieces on the board to play with, to reposition in order to cover every eventuality? This was it then! Lutex would have to live forever in a world that hated and feared him, despising himself for letting Errin and the universe down. He let the parchment fall to the ground and hung his head in defeat. There were no tears just a vast emptiness, the total absence of hope.  
 
    Brack stirred and murmured in his sleep. Lutex watched him.. He was not going to take this news well. The young troll had found purpose on this adventure, a reason to keep fighting. How would he cope without that? Brack woke and reaching lazily for Lutex’s hand, asked.  
 
    “What is the matter? You look like death warmed up.”  
 
    “We have run out of time,” Lutex said, gesturing to the fallen parchment. He did not have enough energy to sugar coat the news. “We failed.” The voice in his mind lacked any depth or emotion.  
 
    Brack did not answer instead, he stared up at the stars clenching and unclenching his fist. 
 
    “So what now?” he asked so quietly that Lutex almost missed his thoughts. “I suppose it will be just business as usual, eh?” He sounded bitter, his communication growing louder and stronger with his anger. “We will just keep sending our fighters to be slaughtered on your world and the Krax will continue to slaughter us on our world. All to appease the twisted appetite of one evil man.” He was almost shouting now. Impatiently he sat up and buried his face in his hands. To his credit he did not blame Lifen. Something Brack had said was tickling Lutex’s brain but he could not seem to pin it down. What had he said? He had talked about sending their fighters to Feld. The cogs turned and the pegs fell into place with a resounding click. That was it! Of course! The portal! They could use the portal to return to Feld! Lutex jumped to his feet laughing. Wouldn’t that be rich, using Zail’s own device against him. Lutex had no idea how to use it or exactly where it was, yet now they had a goal to work towards. A possibility of a possibility.  
 
    Brack stared at the sandy haired boy as if he had suddenly gone insane; however, when Lutex explained his idea to him the grins on their faces became equally wide. “How are we going to do this?” Lutex asked more to himself than to Brack. “I suppose that we should wait for Lifen to return and see if she knows where the portal is or maybe,” he pondered. 
 
    “Maybe we should go and find her.” Brack thought that waiting would do his head in, and liked the idea of action so they quickly packed and made their way towards the camp.  
 
    The scene that greeted them bore little resemblance to the one the night before. Both sides of the camp were alight with moving torches, commanding voices could be heard issuing orders and the sound of wagon wheels groaning under heavy loads mixed with the bellowing of the oxen pulling them. There was a stream of light heading down the road, leading away from the camp, which was intermittently blocked by the hundreds of dark, marching bodies. The army was on the move. Lifen must have delivered her message and Lutex felt relief that at least some good would come of this night.  
 
    Out of nowhere, Tubble materialized beside them. “Many men making lots of noise. No good for hunting,” he grumbled.  
 
    Lutex absently scratched the cat behind his ear as he concentrated on the shard’s pull. Thankfully the princess was still in the camp, although things were moving fast and Lutex knew that they could not guarantee she would be there for long. Anything was possible. The most logical way for them all to enter the town would be for Tubble and Lutex to be invisible and walk in beside Brack. Tubble was happy to oblige, saying, “Fun to fool stupid ones.” 
 
    Urgency was tugging at Lutex and his agitation was rubbing off on the other two. Together they ran down the hill until they were just beyond the light of the torches. Tubble and Lutex vanished and Brack began to walk purposely towards the gate. With relief they passed through without so much as a sideways glance and using the shard’s pull Lutex directed them to a large dwelling down a side road.  
 
    “She's in there somewhere.” He stopped, staring up at the window directly above him on the second story. “I think she is in that room.” Just then, the front door opened, and a large man bustled out, gave a woman holding a shawl protectively about her shoulders a quick hug before marching down the path. The woman stood staring after him for a moment and Lutex saw his chance. Swiftly he and Tubble sped silently up the path, scooted behind the woman and into the house, bare moments before she gave a large sigh and retreated inside, closing the door softly behind her.  
 
    Not waiting to see what she would do next the boy and cat raced up the stairs until they found themselves outside a large closed door. Lutex could only just reach the handle on tip toes yet, in no time he had it open enough for them to be able to creep inside. There was no sign of the princess. A quick scan of the luxurious room proved it to be empty. She was close, though: Lutex could feel the shard almost in arm’s reach, but where? A small sound coming from behind the curtain gave him a clue. Silently, he crossed the thick warm rug and carefully peered behind the heavy drapes. Still no sign of the wayward princess. A draft helped to solve the puzzle and on closer examination he found the window open, a single hand clinging to the sill. Lifen was escaping. Instantly, he reached to grab the hand but, as luck would have it, she released her grip on the window sill and slipped out of his touch at the exact same instant. 
 
    Had the fleeting touch been enough to let her know he was there? A loud cursing and muttered expletives followed by a rustling in the tree beside the window told him that it had. Eventually the hand reappeared soon followed by the other and finally Lifen’s screwed up face lifted above the sill. It obviously took a lot of effort to climb back up. After much huffing and even more cursing Lifen managed to pull herself halfway in and then inelegantly slid face-first onto the carpet. She rolled over and came to sit next to Lutex, still slightly out of breath from her exertion.  
 
    “You could have timed that a bit better,” she thought to him, a smile taking out the sting.  
 
    “How was I to know you were going to get all acrobatic on me?” Lutex replied, teasing. 
 
    “So why are you here? What happened that you couldn’t wait for me to come to you?” Lifen asked in a more serious tone. Tubble had discovered the soft feather bedding and was padding contentedly, eyes almost closed and his rumbling purr could just be heard. Lutex watched him for a moment, amazed that the cat always made the best of any situation, while he tried to work out the least harmful way to explain his presence to the princess. The last thing he wanted was to make her feel guilty about choosing to come to seek help for her home. It was not her fault that they had run out of days.  
 
    “Brack and I had an idea that we think might work,” he began. “We were thinking that we don’t need to make a long, perilous journey back up to the mountains. Instead, we realized that we could use the portal to take us back to Feld,” he concluded, hoping that she would buy it.   
 
    Lifen sat for a long time mulling over this revelation before turning to look the boy in the eye. “We have run out of days, haven’t we?”  
 
    He could not lie to her, and staring at the floor, he nodded. 
 
    “This is on me. I have to live with this,” she murmured, squaring her shoulders as if taking up the weight of responsibility. 
 
    “No. There was no way we could have made it back up to the pickup point with the small amount of time we have been given. Time seems to run crazily between our two worlds and we were just plain unlucky, that’s all.” 
 
    Lifen sighed, stood up and reached down to help Lutex up. “Thank you,” she said. “I think I believe you.” She gave him a crooked smile before pulling herself together. “Okay, let’s do this thing. Where do we start?”  
 
    “Well, there is one small problem,” Lutex admitted. “We don’t actually know where the portal is.” 
 
    “Hmm. I wonder if aunt Junea knows,” Lifen mused, tapping her bottom lip with her forefinger. “Can’t hurt to ask, can it? Come on.” 
 
    Together, they traipsed back down the stairs, boy and cat invisible once more. The living room was aglow with warm lamps and the fire had been stoked back into life. Junea was sitting in her favourite chair, sipping a steaming cup and staring off into the distance. Lifen came in quietly and sat in the chair opposite without saying a word.  
 
    “You know, you would think I would get used to him going off to some battle or other,” her aunt began, still staring off at some remembered scene only she could see. “But still, every time, I feel empty when he leaves and worry constantly until he returns.” She took a tentative sip from her cup, looking up at Lifen over the rim. “But then, such is the lot of a soldier's wife,” she intoned as if it was a favourite phrase. Lifen stood, came to sit on the arm of her aunt's chair and placed a reassuring arm around her shoulders. They sat like that for so long that Lutex was beginning to become impatient; however, just when he was about to give her a prod, Lifen started up the conversation again. 
 
    “Will they use the portal to go to Haktara?” she asked innocently, knowing full well how ridiculous that question was. Junea placed her cup down gently and took both her niece's hands in hers. 
 
    “No, child; the portal is only used to send our troops into battle with that terrible race that takes our children.” She shuddered and the princess shuddered in sympathy.  
 
    “I do hope that it is not anywhere near here. I would hate to think of those disgusting creatures somewhere close.” Lutex thought that she was laying it on a bit thick yet he could see where she was going with it.  
 
    “Oh, no my dear, you are quite safe. The portal only operates in one direction, away from here. No one can come here from the other side, and besides, the portal itself is several moons’ march from here, so you are quite safe.”  
 
    Lutex’s heart sank. This was not the news they wanted to hear, although Lifen was not giving up just yet. “It seems a long march for our troops to make before they have to fight.” It was a risky statement as it was not the sort of thing a frightened girl would be asking but Junea did not seem to notice. 
 
    “I think there is a local gateway that they take to get to the main portal. It all sounds a bit strange to me and Serax has tried to explain it to me several times, but, you know, I am really not that interested and so I just nod and smile,” she confided in Lifen. This was more like it. Lutex and Lifen both sat up straighter.  
 
    “So you are telling me that there is a way to get to the portal from here?” Lifen’s voice sounded a little too excited for Lutex’s comfort and when Junea’s expression showed a mild surprise he squeezed Lifen’s hand in warning. “You don’t have to worry my dear, it is perfectly safe, our gateway also only goes one way. No one can come here using it,” her aunt reassured her and Lutex relaxed once more. The older woman had misinterpreted the princess’s excitement for fear.  
 
    “It must be well hidden. I did not see anything that looks like a portal or a gate when I came through the camp.” Lifen put on her best innocent air, hoping her line would catch an answer.  
 
    “Oh no, you wouldn’t have, it was created in our church. It needs faith to activate it,” Junea said, proud that she had remembered a specific fact.  
 
    “That is good; it puts my mind at ease,” Lifen said as she yawned and stretched. “I hope you don't mind if I return to my bed now, Aunt Junea. It has been a tiring few days for me and I am exhausted.” She bent and kissed the elderly woman on her forehead.  
 
    “Sleep well, child and I will see you in the morning,” Junea replied, patting Lifen’s hand and smiling. 
 
    Lutex could feel a jolt of guilt travel through the princess at the thought that she would not be saying a proper farewell to this kind woman but it was short lived and in no time they had returned to Lifen’s luxurious room, this time armed with vital information.  
 
    For the second time that night, the Princess of Haktara scrambled out the window, although now she was not alone. Alarmingly, the sky had a wash of lighter grey and they knew that dawn was not too far away. The meeting between Brack and Lifen was awkward to say the least. The young troll was still angry at her for putting her feelings and her family needs above the lives of everyone else and the princess understood this, blaming herself entirely for their present situation. At any other time, Lutex might have tried to smooth things out between the two, but today he did not have enough energy to waste. 
 
    Quickly, they explained all they had found out to Brack before following Lifen down the darkened road towards the steeple of the church in the distance. As the dawn crept over them, the camp continued to empty, everyone busy with the business of mobilizing an army. Supply wagons rolled past, men in heavy coats sitting hunched on the driving benches, oxen complaining, the air clouded with their breath. This would be the rear guard, as the bulk of the Telft and their commanding officers were long gone. No one paid any attention to a lady being escorted by a young guard and in an amazingly short, hassle-free time they were standing outside the church, staring up at its slender tower. 
 
    Lutex was fascinated. In all the time he had been on this world he had never thought about their belief systems. He knew that Zail had hijacked them and turned himself into a holy man but he had no idea what or whom they worshiped. He shrugged. A question for another time he thought, and so instead he asked, “So, how do we get inside?” 
 
    “No church is ever locked,” Lifen answered as she walked up the steps and pushed open one of the huge, red doors. They swung inwards, revealing a dark interior. Luck was with them, and the place was deserted. With echoing footfalls they made their way inside. It was impossible to see anything and when Brack knocked over a statue, barely catching it before it smashed onto the ground, the need for illumination became obvious. With a little effort Lutex conjured a small orb of light to sit in his hands and they resumed their search. 
 
    Logic would dictate that the portal would be in a place that was able to accommodate a whole troop of soldiers at one time, but the narrow aisles between the seats and ornate pillars would not facilitate this at all. It did not make sense. “Maybe there is another entrance,” Brack surmised, voicing what they were all thinking. Reluctantly, they retraced their steps and began to circumnavigate the building once more. Half way round, they finally found what they were looking for, a wide entrance leading to a large, empty hall. The place was deserted, but still, they were cautious as they crept towards the far end where they could just make out a tall, ominous black archway. They moved as a group in case of a sudden attack. None came.  
 
    It was almost too easy. Eventually they found themselves standing before the ornate wood-worked arch, the space within it like a milky, aged mirror. All stood and stared, uncertain what to do next.  
 
    “Perhaps you just walk through it?” Lifen offered.  
 
    Lutex picked up an old buckle lying on the floor beside him, possibly accidentally left behind by some Telft on his way to war, and threw it at the archway. The result was singularly unspectacular and disappointing. For one enticing moment it looked like it would pass through and the next it had rebounded as if it had hit a solid wall, clattering to the floor in front of them, echoing through the hall, sounding loud in the silence. Lutex tried using his talent yet it was useless. Absolutely nothing happened. 
 
    “I wonder if there are symbols to use or a word to say?” Brack mused, moving closer to one of the wooden arms of the arch. He never made it. With a crash, a side door burst open and a skeleton of a man, dressed in a sumptuous robe, a flaming torch held high in one hand and an earthenware jug in the other, burst into the hall. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this desecration? Who are you to defile the prophet’s sanctuary?” he screamed, spittle flying from his lips. All stood staring, stunned. He had appeared so suddenly that Lutex had no time to reach Tubble and become invisible. All he could do was revert to hanging his head and trying to look like an innocent child. For a moment, all movement stopped. They were a tableau of statues staring at each other, each waiting for the other to make the first move. The silence was shattered by a resounding thud as the earthenware jug hit the floor, slipping out of the lax fingers of the ancient troll as he registered the fact that one of the dreaded enemy was standing here within the hallowed hall of his church; in fact, it was standing right in front of him. 
 
    Lutex’s hope fell along with the jug: his ruse had not worked. He just stood there clinging to Brack’s hand.  
 
    “You! You shall not live! How dare you enter this holy place? How dare you show your filthy face anywhere that has been sanctified by the beloved prophet himself?” the shrivelled old troll shrieked. 
 
    Once, he would have been tall and broad but age had robbed him of his stature and now his flesh sagged on his bones. He was dressed in a long, white robe, edged with gold. Dark red stains around the hem marred its perfection and Lutex wondered if these were splashes from the fallen jug. A gold cap crowned his head from under which some of his straggly, grey hair had escaped. His eyes were pale but intense and Lutex was not sure if they were entirely sane. 
 
    The priest was shaking with emotion now, the torch he held aloft trembling, causing shadows to flicker erratically about the room. 
 
    “You shall not live! Your blood will be a sacrifice to his lordship and your life will be erased,” he spat with vitriol, slowly advancing, his eyes never leaving Lutex’s. No one moved, unsure of how this was going to play out.  
 
    “I will find out how you came here and put a stop to anymore of your kind ever fouling our air again,” he ranted, his chest swelling with the power of his righteousness as he came to tower over the small, tawny-haired boy, then, without warning, his hand shot forward to snatch Lutex’s throat. Lutex’s mind exploded. The contact was putrid, populated with nauseating images of vile deeds, overflowing with blood, misery and the sick delight that these things elicited. Lutex felt violently ill, tainted, soiled and would have pulled away if it were not for the fact that amongst all these repellent images there also resided the clue of how to activate the portal. The priest himself was obviously not prepared for the contact and stood with glazed eyes, breathing rapidly. Lutex knew he would never be able to wash away the horror of what he was experiencing, delving through the loathsome passages of this unclean mind. It took all his willpower to stay and resist the overwhelming urge to vomit. Just as he felt he could not remain there for a moment longer he hit gold. A memory of a meeting with Zail, or at least Lutex assumed it was him, probably in one of his many disguises, but there was no mistaking the cunning manipulation being employed as he blatantly used flattery and bribery to ensure that his will would be done. In this case he wanted the spreading of the false rumours and a steady stream of trolls to do battle in Feld. 
 
    Gritting his teeth, Lutex delved even deeper, following the memory and amazingly found himself witnessing the operation of the portal. His body convulsing, fighting the nausea, he seized all the information he could glean before trying to escape, but to his horror, he found himself caged. Zail must have set a trap within this unsuspecting troll’s mind, to be triggered if he was ever tampered with, and Lutex was much to unskilled and inexperienced to be able to evade it. His exit had been cut off and only an endless maze lay ahead of him. Absently he could still feel his body, feel the tears on his cheeks, the priest's hand tightening on his throat, but he had no control of it. He was unable to even pull away.  
 
    Sensing victory over his enemy the priest began to smile and thoughts of exactly how he would torture and kill his victim caused pleasure points within his mind to ignite. Lutex felt like a rabbit facing a fox, seeing his own death but unable to do a thing about it, until, in that instant, all went black and he was shunted unceremoniously back into his own mind and body. Apparently it was not his time to die just yet.  
 
    Blinking rapidly, he looked around to get his bearings and noticed the crumpled form of the priest at his feet, alive but unconscious, and an angry Brack towering over him, axe still held firm in his hand. With a shaky smile Lutex thanked his friend who in turn patted him on his shoulder in reassurance.  
 
    “Could see you were having a bit of trouble there but to be honest, I have wanted to hit him from the first moment I saw him,” he shivered. “He gives me the creeps.”  
 
    Lutex couldn't agree more. Quickly Lutex filled the others in on all he had learned, noting that it was time to get moving. So far they had been incredibly lucky that no one else had come to investigate; however, they couldn’t trust in luck forever.  
 
    “Naturally, Zail has set these gateways up to be activated with a blood sacrifice,” Lutex began. “There is a channel that forms the threshold of the archway. This needs to be filled with blood to complete the circle and activate the portal.” He informed them. They scrambled back to the arch and using the priest’s torch, located a shallow, narrow groove in the floor stretching across the base of the arch.  
 
    “This will hold a lot of blood,” the princess observed with disgust. “Does it have to be full to work?” she asked Lutex hesitantly. He could only nod in answer as visions he would never forget floated before him. Although he really did not want to examine these closely, there was something in them that caught his attention. 
 
    “The jug! He was carrying a jug full of blood,” he cried as he ran to retrieve it. Miraculously, the vessel had landed upright on its thick base and although a large amount of precious liquid had spilt it was still about three quarters full. Carefully he carried it to the archway and poured the thick, red brown blood slowly into the channel, making sure not to spill a drop. The blood spread right across the threshold, activating the portal with a crackling, sizzling sound that made the hair on the back of their necks stand on end. They had done it! They had activated the gateway. Wide grins split their faces as they shared this moment of triumph.  
 
    Lutex was elated until a thought suddenly ambushed him. This would be the last time they would all be together. Only he and Lifen needed to go further. This was where he would have to say goodbye to the troll and the cat that he had come to rely on, to trust with his life and most importantly call his friends. A hard lump appeared in his throat, making swallowing difficult. They were almost family now and the thought of never seeing them again hurt a lot.  
 
    “It will be alright. The portal should be safe; after all, Zail would want the Telft to arrive strong and ready to fight,” Brack reassured him, misunderstanding the reason for his sorrow. Lutex shook his head and sniffed. 
 
    “It’s not that … it’s just that I am going to miss you and Tubble so much. You have been so brave, so amazing and wonderful and ….” He couldn’t finish. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Brack asked, clearly confused. At exactly the same moment Tubble chimed in with, “Tubble not understand!” 
 
    “This is where we have to say goodbye,” Lutex whispered. “There is no coming back from here. If you come with us, you will not be able to return.” It hurt him so much to say these words but they had to be said.  
 
    Brack sat back on his heels and regarded the distraught boy in front of him. “Good try kid, but you can’t get rid of me that easily. I have to see how this thing ends,” he said looking very serious.  
 
    All Tubble said was, “Tubble come too.” And that was that.  
 
    Lutex threw himself at Brack and Tubble hugging them with all his might, unable to find the words that expressed how grateful he was.  
 
    “Um ... I hate to break up this love fest but I think we are in trouble,” Lifen interrupted sounding worried. Looking up it was clear that the portal had closed again. What had happened? Surely it would stay open for longer than that if they wanted to transport a whole troop of Telft at a time. A closer examination of the arch revealed a small trickle of blood draining out of the channel at one end. Lutex quickly put the pieces together. Of course there had to be a way to get rid of the blood when it was no longer needed. The last person to use the channel had obviously left the drain open and, as a consequence, they had now lost enough of their precious liquid to render the portal inactive again. Quickly Lutex closed the tap but the damage had been done. Somehow they were going to have to top it up themselves. 
 
    “We would do the world a favour if we used his blood,” Brack said pointing at the unconscious priest, voicing what they were all thinking. 
 
    “Yes,” Lifen replied. “But then that would make us as bad as he is, and I for one don’t think I could do it.” She would not look at anyone, instead, she studied the floor. 
 
    “Well, you might not be able to do it but I certainly can. If we have a chance to get to Errin in time we have to take it,” Brack reasoned, his voice raising, his tone self-righteous.  
 
    “No,” Lutex intervened, sighing in defeat. “She is right. We have to act honourably or Zail will have already won.”  
 
    Brack threw his axe down and stormed away, out of the halo of the torch light and for some moments they could hear him stomping around, muttering angrily. They left him to it.  
 
    “We are going to have to fill it ourselves, aren't we?” the princess asked rhetorically. “Brack needs both hands to fight and you do not have our blood,” she reasoned. “So that leaves me.” Lutex did not want to agree but he had no choice and reluctantly he watched as she drew her knife and in one quick movement draw it across her palm. It was obvious that it pained her but she bit her lip and squeezed her hand. Ever so slowly the channel began to fill once more.  
 
    Brack stomped back to them, huffing and puffing in protest. Tubble came and sat next to them, bored with the darkened hall and in silence they anxiously waited for the portal to open again. Lutex began to fidget. Waiting was hard and to distract himself he took out Errin’s parchment. To his relief there was still a stroke left. They had not let Errin down yet.  
 
    By the time the buzzing sound of the portal activating finally broke the silence, their nerves were in tatters. Every moment they had fully expected the door to open again and a troop of guards to march in on them. Instantly they jumped to their feet and stood in front of the shimmering gateway, the princess hastily wrapping her hand in a strip of material torn from one of her shirts. The archway was only just wide enough to accommodate two people at a time and it had been decided that an invisible Tubble and Brack should go first to secure the other side. Lutex and Lifen would follow after twenty breaths. 
 
    The realisation that they were all in immediate but unknown danger quickened their heartbeats but strengthened their bond. They were going to be separated here, and there was no guarantee that they would ever see each other alive again. Nervous smiles were shared, before Brack reached down to place his hand on Tubble’s ruff and the two of them disappeared. A slight shimmering in the portal’s sheen was the only indication that they had passed through. Lutex was concentrating on counting and so was pleasantly taken by surprise when Lifen’s hand found his. This was it then. It was literally a leap of faith, a step into the unknown. The fact that they were doing it together somehow made it more doable although he could still feel his heart hammering in his chest.  
 
    “Ready?” he asked, staring at the portal. 
 
    “No, but that won’t stop me,” Lifen replied.  
 
    Lutex reached down to pull the plug once more, and then together they stepped across the threshold.  
 
    The portal transport was absolutely nothing like limbo. This was short, sharp and painful. He was sure this would be how it would feel to be struck by lightning. Gasping like a landed fish he stumbled through the barrier and, unceremoniously fell to the ground, panting. It took him a moment to orientate and all the while he could hear the princess dry-retching beside him. Pushing past his discomfort, he forced himself to survey his surroundings. They were in a huge, high-ceilinged room. Small portals lined three of the walls and a huge archway dominated the fourth. It took up the whole wall and reached to the ceiling. Curiously, off to one side of it was a stone table. It caught Lutex’s eye as it looked really out of place here.  
 
    Tubble and Brack were standing in front of the large arch, staring down at the ground. Lutex gave a sigh of relief as he noted that there was not another soul around. They were completely alone. Gingerly he stood, shuffled over to Lifen and offered her a helping hand and together they slowly made their way across to their friends. 
 
    It only took a moment and no words were needed for them to understand the reason for the disappointment stamped on the big troll’s face. All four stood in shock, staring at the huge groove that ran across the threshold of the final portal. It was immense. It would take an entire life’s blood of a grown troll to fill. There was no way forward. It was so incredibly frustrating. Here they were, standing only one pace away from crossing into Feld but without the key they would never be able to take that final step. Feld was so tantalizingly close, but so impossibly far away, all at the same time. 
 
    Brack was the first to recover and without a word he drew his knife and marched over to the table. Now that Lutex was closer he could see that the table drained into the channel. It was like a meat slab at home. A slab used to bleed out slaughtered animals. This was a sacrificial altar where lives were lost in order for the portal to open. 
 
    “No!” Lutex screamed in his head as he suddenly understood what Brack intended to do but Tubble was quicker. A blur of fur launched at Brack’s chest and the two of them tumbled to the ground, the knife spinning noisily away across the stone floor. Lutex pounced on it and scooted backwards out of the troll’s reach. There was no way he was going to let Brack give his life for this. Zail was not going to take his friend from him. He had no idea how to solve this problem but he was definitely not going to let the troll make the ultimate sacrifice. 
 
    Brack was stubborn and honourable, a terrible combination in this situation and Lutex knew it would be nearly impossible to stop him once he had set his mind on something. Tubble was still sitting on Brack’s chest, growling at every move he made, unwilling to let the troll up and Lutex felt a huge surge of gratitude to the cat who had saved the day yet again.  
 
    A familiar buzzing sound snapped their attention back to their surroundings. An archway on the opposite side of the hall was shimmering and it could only mean one thing. A troop of Telft was on its way. Their only option was to hide. Frantically they scanned the room, searching for a suitable space and in the end they ran out of time as a foot pierced the portal. Scrambling backwards they bumped up against the stone table. There was a small crawl space beneath it which, Lutex discovered, led to an area large enough for two. Grabbing the princess and Brack he pulled them backwards, explaining that he and Tubble would become invisible.  
 
    They had not been a moment too soon as, a moment later, the hall was full of hulking Telft. The sudden noise and smell invaded their senses. There was no discipline, no order, just eager anticipation of the promised fighting to come. A single troll led the way and Lutex watched in disbelief as he calmly ordered one Telft to kill another. There was no hesitation, no questioning and a gleeful gleam in the killer's eye was really the only acknowledgment of the fact that he was asked to take another's life.  
 
    The deed was executed so quickly and with so little fuss that it took Lutex some time to understand that a death had occurred. It wasn’t until the body was lifted up onto the table above him that he knew what was happening. With a grunt, the unfortunate Telft’s veins were opened and the rich, iron smell of blood filled the air. There was a steady dripping sound as the table drained into the waiting channel. Lutex felt ill and fought his rebellious stomach, instead concentrating on staying out of the way of the huge Telft boots that were stomping passed him, a hair's breadth from his face. 
 
    In less time than he could've imagined, the trough filled and the portal sizzled into life. An excited muttering spun around the room and, as one, the Telft surged forward. Lutex watched them disappear in twos and threes until only the commanding troll was left standing in the empty chamber. The silence felt almost solid, a physical thing, and Lutex held his breath, watching in horror as the troll leant forward to remove the plug, allowing the blood to begin to seep away before he calmly followed the Telft through the arch to Feld. Without hesitation Lutex leapt up and replaced the stopper but it was too late: too much precious blood had been lost and the portal stuttered to a close. 
 
    Lifen and Brack crawled out from under the table and stood staring at the blank portal. The steady drip of the dead Telft’s blood had slowed but with any luck it would continue long enough to replenish the threshold. Lutex snuck a quick glance at the shrunken corpse and shuddered, morbidly wondering just how much blood a Telft body held. The sound of another portal being activated, brought his attention back to the hall. It was the gateway from their camp, the same one they had arrived through. The priest was through the portal and half way across the chamber before they had time to draw breath. Terrified that he had brought reinforcements, Brack raced back towards the portal, axes held high as Lutex and Lifen drew their knives and dropped into a defensive stance ready and waiting for the screaming whirlwind to come to them.  
 
    Unexpectedly, and without warning, he side stepped them both, bent down and pulled the plug on the archway to Feld before reaching forward, and in one frenzied motion, scooped out a huge handful of the precious fluid flowing there. Blood splattered the floor, the arch and the priest. The princess lunged, her knife striking harmlessly past his ribs and as Lutex watched, a claw-like hand shot forward to clasp about her neck and with the unbelievable strength of the insane, he lifted her completely off the ground at arm’s length. Tubble growled, his hackles raised, yet he could not get past the princess to attack. Lutex was also at a loss as to what to do. He watched Lifen struggle, her face turning from red to blue. Behind him he could hear the sound of axe on wood as Brack attempted to disable the arch. It was a terrible feeling knowing that you needed to act, quickly, but uncertain as to what that action might be. He took a step forwards, trying desperately to see a way to reach their nemesis past the struggling princess before it was too late. The priest was screaming, the veins on his neck standing out and his crazy, blood shot eyes bulging.  
 
    Lifen went limp and Lutex gathered a fireball in his hands, aimed and threw. The priest dodged and it flew wide. Quickly he gathered another but the distraction had been all the princess had needed and suddenly her knife appeared, protruding from the mad troll’s chest. His eyes went wide in surprise before he sank to the ground. Lifen fell, released from his deathly grip and she sat gasping and coughing on the floor. The entire episode had been so quick, a mere matter of heart beats. Lutex leapt up to replace the plug just as a resounding crash heralded Brack’s destruction of the archway.  
 
    Coming together again the four sat recovering and Lutex took the opportunity to take a quick look at Errin’s lines, noting with relief that a half a line remained. There was still hope. All they had to do was re- activate the portal.  
 
    “As I see it, we might as well use him now,” Brack said, kicking the inert body of the priest. “After all it would be the ultimate insult to him if we used his sorry carcass against Zail.”  
 
    Try as he might, Lutex could not disagree; after all, he was dead. It took both Brack and Lifen to lift what was left of the Telft off the table and replace it with the priest. Brack had to slit his throat as neither Lutex nor Lifen could bring themselves to do it. Lutex thought to himself that he would be very pleased if he never saw any blood ever again after this, although he suspected that his nightmares would be full of it for a long time to come. 
 
    The anticipation was excruciating. Brack could not sit still and so he set about destroying as many of the portals around the room as he could. Only two remained when the gateway to Feld sizzled back into operation. Lutex took a deep breath; he couldn't believe it, they were going to make it in time. He was going home and he was bringing the princess and the shard with him as well as the bonus of two valued friends. He just hoped with all his heart that they would not arrive into a wild magic storm but he kept that terrifying thought to himself. 
 
    Nervously, the four walked up to the arch, knowing that no matter what awaited them on the other side they had overcome tremendous odds just to reach this point, knowing that they could trust and rely on each other to face whatever was thrown at them and, as one, they stepped forward into the unknown.          
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    Elarick was enthralled. 
 
    The first indication that the clan was nearing the gathering was the sighting of scout yachts from other fleets skimming across the horizon. Excitement buzzed and everyone was at the railings staring forward, anticipation causing people to call exuberantly from boat to boat. Already there was a festive air and the children, sensing the mood, were running between the adults’ legs, squealing and laughing with delight. The twins’ first glimpse of the gathering took their breath away. There must have been at least ten clan flotillas all parked in a huge circle, their flag ships facing into the central empty space. It looked like an enormous wagon wheel laid out on the land below. The glint of sunlight off water caught their eyes and on closer inspection a large lake materialised a short distance away. Only two spokes of the wheel were empty and the girls presumed that one of these was their clan’s spot.  
 
    “Are we one of the last clans to arrive?” Ela asked Ralta, not taking her eyes off the spectacle below for a moment.  
 
    “Yes, this year we are. The hunt held us up; however, I think we are only a day or two behind the rest. Only one more clan to arrive, I think,” Ralta replied with a happy smile. “But we are here now!”  
 
    The strange thing was that they could feel that the shard was not below. It had been steadily drawing closer and closer yet it was still some distance off and the only conclusion they could make was that the shard bearer must belong to the missing clan. 
 
    Rhelin stood at the prow of the falcon in all her finery, as the fleet maneuvered itself into position and gently lowered itself to earth. Within moments, the ramps were down and the clan had disembarked, dispersing throughout the other parked flotillas around the circle. This was the one time during the circle when all the clans came together. There were many intra-clan marriages and this was the event where they could, once again, catch up with long-lost family members.  
 
    The central circle was huge, large enough, the girls guessed, to hold every person here. A large peat fire was laid out at the very centre, possibly as a focal point for the festivities to come. Each clan had something to trade and these wares were displayed on tables in front of their ships. Ralta and Bhan had shooed the girls off, telling them to go and have a good time but to be back before nightfall, and they had not needed to be told twice, racing off to explore immediately. Strolling past clan after clan the twins could not take their eyes off the incredible sight of so many magnificent ships all in one place. All were slightly different from each other but all were immaculately maintained and beautiful to behold. 
 
    All the sails with their heralds emblazoned on them were furled but every mother ship had a banner beautifully embroidered with their clan’s emblem, hung over the side. Most were birds although one or two were more abstract. One looked like a symbol depicting the wind, another the sun and one had a bow with a fitted arrow on it. The twins thought their falcon was the most beautiful. There were so many people, all with pale hair and violet eyes yet there were subtle differences in facial features and clothing that marked the different clans. Wandering around, the girls noticed that they were being stared at constantly. 
 
    “I suppose we stick out like dog's balls with our dark hair and all,” Ema quipped. They had forgotten that they were different because they had been so seamlessly accepted by their clan. Ela sighed with frustration and resignation as they made their way back home.  
 
    That evening, the fire in the centre was lit and everyone, dressed in their finest, made their way into the circle. Musicians had begun to play next to the fire, and glow globes, dancing in time, bobbed around the perimeter, banishing the shadows with their warm light. In no time the circle was full and the musicians finished their cheerful melody, replacing it with a series of ascending notes that made all turn and look to the very centre. 
 
    A woman stepped up onto a small platform and raised her arms and silence descended. Bhan informed the girls that she was this circle’s elected gathering leader.   
 
    “Welcome one and all to this circle’s gathering. Although we are still one clan short, I think that if there are no objections, we can still begin the festivities,” she called in a loud clear voice. A cheer erupted that quickly muted again when the speaker moved her hands in a damping down motion. “Tonight we dance and tomorrow we compete. Enjoy!” The cheer was twice a loud this time, almost drowning out the musicians who had launched into a joyous jig. Up until now, the fact that there was no alcohol on this world had not been noticeable but, for the first time, its absence struck the twins. These people did not know what they were missing and, if anything, they seemed to be having more fun without it.  
 
    Ela nudged Ema and indicated, with a nod of her head, a group of young adults their age talking over at the edge of the firelight. It looked as if a serious business was being discussed, piquing their curiosity, and as unobtrusively as they could they drifted towards the group until they were in range to eavesdrop on the conversation. It wasn't hard, these young people were very excited about tomorrow and were practically shouting their thoughts.  
 
    “Serves the bastard right if he is not here by tomorrow and they run the race without him. He is always bragging about how fast his boat is but, so far, it is all just hot air.” This statement from a boy with particularly bad acne was greeted with general agreement from the rest.  
 
    “I can’t prove it, but I am sure he cheats somehow, and even so, he still never manages to win.” This came from an attractive, slight-framed girl with pigtails. Her audience nodded in silent agreement. The twins were intrigued. Who was this person that everyone loved to hate? They crept closer. 
 
    “There you are!” Ralta’s voice and thoughts broke into their concentration. “I have been looking for you. There are several of my birth clan I would like you to meet.” It was no good, they would just have to wait until tomorrow to see who the conversation they had overheard was about. 
 
    The next day dawned fine, without a cloud in the sky and the twins wolfed down their breakfast and headed down to the lake as Ralta had said that the yacht races were to start there by mid-morning. Apparently there were several races, all for different ages. Obviously, the girls would not be competing at this gathering as they were still novices yet that did not stop them wanting to find out as much as they possibly could for next time. Ralta had asked them if they wanted to enter in the under-ten circle children’s race but they had declined. They were not sure if their pride could survive the blow of losing.  
 
    Several yachts were arriving, carrying complete families. Upon landing, picnic baskets, blankets and shade umbrellas were handed down and then the yachts were taken off to the starting line where they came to earth once more, this time in their designated starting positions. Young children were given their last instructions, hugs and encouraging back slaps from nervous parents. The girls were sitting on a slight rise that gave them an excellent view of the whole course and had just settled in when Ralta and Bhan came to join them.   
 
    “Pity the Cloud clan have not arrived yet. I hope they won't miss the whole day's festivities,” Ralta mused. Ela and Ema shared a knowing look.  
 
    “Somehow I don’t think they are too far away,” Ela whispered her thought to Ema. The shard’s pull was now almost unbearable and they kept scanning the horizon off towards the rising sun, expecting to see the missing flotilla coming into view at any moment. There would soon be no escaping the shard and the guilt that came with it. All in all, its imminent arrival had taken the shine off the morning; however, there was nothing the girls could do about it. At least when this gathering was over they would all go their separate ways again and they would not have to deal with this reminder of their failure until the next circle’s event.  
 
    The crowd hushed as a woman with a red flag stepped up onto a box. All the yachts were lined up and the children poised behind an unseen line in the grass, eyes intently fixed on her. The flag dropped and the children raced towards their craft, unfurled their sails, levitated, turned to catch the wind and, like pigeons released from their cages, flew eagerly off along the lake shore.  
 
    “The young ones only go to the first bay and back,” Ralta informed he twins. “The older children go a quarter of the way around the lake and back and the young adults and seniors race all the way round.” 
 
    The yachts grew smaller as they tacked off into the distance and people brought out their spyglasses in order to keep track of them. Commentaries on their progress was relayed until the word came that they had turned and were on their way back. Excitement built as the children came closer. It was possible to see individual faces now. The twins were rooting for Kaka, a small boy from the Falcon clan, and at the moment he appeared to be in the lead. The crowd started cheering and the tension mounted. It was going to be close. A girl from another clan was in hot pursuit.  
 
    Ema and Ela silently urged Kaka on, their whole concentration on the small boy flying towards the finish line. 
 
    “Look!” someone suddenly shouted, pointing, incomprehension strongly colouring their thoughts. All heads turned to see what was so important. At first Ela and Ema couldn’t see why everyone around them was so shocked. All they could see was a yacht making its way over the lake towards them but then they noticed its trajectory. It was aiming directly at the race finish line, it was flying fast and it was flying low. Every person in the crowd stared in disbelief. The twins held their breath like everyone else, not daring to take their eyes off the scene unfolding before them. Who was that fool?  
 
    The children, intent on their race, did not see the impending collision until someone screamed. Chaos erupted as the young racers desperately tried to avoid a crash. Yachts tipped, spilling their sailors onto the ground and, losing their means of levitation, the boats fell from the air to skid across the grass. Two yachts turned towards each other in the panic and collided mid-air. The thud could be heard even from where the twins stood. The speeding yacht, however, did not deviate from its course or even seem to acknowledge the carnage it had caused, instead it screamed across the course and vanished behind the parked ships. Ema and Ela stared at each other, their hearts sinking. There was absolutely no doubt in their mind that whoever had been in that yacht was the shard’s host. They had arrived, and they were trouble. 
 
    “Bloody Cloud clan, think they are a law unto themselves!” Ralta huffed as they ran towards the mess that the yacht had left in its wake. Children were crying and boats were being righted, but by some miracle, apart from a few bruises and scrapes, no one was badly injured and no craft was broken beyond repair. It was completely bewildering for the twins. What had the shard bearer been thinking? One thing was certain, there would be repercussions. No one could be so reckless and go unpunished.  
 
    By the time things had been set to rights again the rest of the Cloud clan had arrived, sedately floating across the lake and coming to rest in their designated space in the circle. One of the fathers whose child had been involved in the incident stomped angrily towards the race official. The twins could not hear what was being said but a lot of arm waving and angry pointing gave them a clue. Racing was postponed and the crowd returned to the ships to try and sort this mess out.  
 
    It was immediately obvious to the girls who the culprit was as they stepped off their yacht and joined the throng. He was standing, seemingly unconcerned, surrounded by a sea of angry faces and yelling voices. He was tall and rangy with the same blond hair and violet eyes as everyone else, dressed in flying leathers and his distinguishing feature was a large, ornate belt buckle. Ela started. She could not take her eyes off it. There was no doubt. There in front of her was the shard, gleaming softly in the morning light and unfortunately it had been worked into this horrible man’s buckle.  
 
    How could this piece of work be the shard bearer? Didn’t Errin say that shard went where it would find joy and happiness? The little Ela had seen of this man was enough to make her sure that these were not words most people would associate with him. He stood there, totally ignoring the accusations being thrown at him, instead looking around as if searching for someone. Ema and Ela crept closer and focused on his thoughts. On the surface he was concentrating on being staunch. He had been tweaking an adaption he had installed in his racing yacht and had not noticed that he was on course to collide with the race finish. He only looked up once he had passed. He appeared to not care and did not see what the fuss was all about. So some kids took a tumble. Didn’t everyone when they were learning? It was part of the whole experience wasn’t it? Besides, it was not like it was important. It was only a kids’ race after all, and a heat at that. He could see that to get out of this stupid situation, he would have to placate some angry parents but he knew this would not be a problem. He was confident he could talk himself out of anything. Besides, if the worst came to the worst he had his mother, the Cloud clan’s leader, to call on.  
 
    “Look, I am really sorry,” he began, trying to look as contrite as he could. “My yacht had a broken pulley,” he lied. “And I couldn't control her for a moment. I was fixing it when I must have flown over the race. I am sure we could we can run the race again and I will personally give the winner a chance to fly my beauty to the end of the lake and back.” He smiled, patting his impressively sleek racing yacht as if this promise was the most exciting gift anyone could wish for. The twins instantly hated him. What an arrogant arse. Just as well they didn’t have to talk to him, let alone try and take him back to Feld. Feld was better off without him. 
 
    “Who is that bastard?” Ela asked Ralta. 
 
    Sighing heavily, she replied, “His name is Pritt and he is the only child of Sepen, who is the leader of the Cloud clan. His father was killed by a rogue storm when he was very young and his brother died two circles ago. Since then Pritt has been the object of Sepen’s devotion. He can do no wrong in her eyes, and she is a powerful woman in charge of a powerful clan. People that cross her have a strange way of finding trouble,” Ralta finished ominously, as they drifted away from the slightly more mollified crowd. 
 
    The rest of the day was full of races and archery competitions and by the evening the under ten and under fifteen circle age group champions had been crowned. Tomorrow was the young adults’ events. As the sun set the centre circle began to fill once more. It was a joyous occasion full of good food, music, dancing and smiling faces, the trouble from the morning forgiven if not entirely forgotten. The gathering was obviously the highlight of the circle for these people and the girls felt glad that they had arrived in time to be part of it.  
 
    It was interesting to be an observer, and they watched clans intermingle, catching up with family and here and there a romance or two could be seen blossoming. Ela and Ema found it hugely amusing to listen in on these new couples’ thoughts. Ela couldn’t suppress a giggle as she mind read the thoughts of a poor boy who was fervently hoping that his embarrassing erection would not be noticed by the beautiful girl he was talking to.   
 
    “Must be hard to be a guy,” Ema quipped causing Ela to lose it completely, giggling uncontrollably as they stumbled away.  
 
    Sobering up once more, they decided to go and see if they could take a peek at Mr Jerkoff’s thoughts. This was the name they had bestowed on the shard’s host. Scanning the crowd they spied him sitting on a table in front of his clan’s flag ship, his home they presumed, legs swinging, hands gesturing as he talked to a captivated audience of young men and women.  
 
    “I feel really bad about today and if I could take it back I would but it was just one of those terrible coincidences. Although,” he paused here to make eye contact with his audience. “I hope that Kaka’s ride in my beauty made up for it in some small way,” he concluded, smiling condescendingly at the surrounding faces.  
 
    “I heard that you shot two birds with one arrow,” a young man asked. To their surprise, the girls picked up from the questioner’s mind that he had been set up by Mr Jerkoff to ask this at a pre-arranged signal.  
 
    “Living up to his name, I see,” Ela joked. 
 
    “Yes, I did. It was one of those strangely fluky things,” Pritt answered, settling in to tell the tale. “I knew as soon as the arrow left the bow that it was a good shot but I never, in my wildest dreams, expected it to take out two birds.” There was a gasp of wonder and possibly disbelief from those gathered. “No, it’s true,” he assured them. “Ask anyone from our clan if you don’t believe me but when the young ones found my arrow it had pierced two birds right through their hearts.” His audience was wide eyed with wonder; however, the girls could see behind his words and knew that he had rigged the whole thing, capturing a couple of birds early in the morning before everyone was awake and threading them onto his arrow to be dropped over the side of his yacht when the hunt was in full swing.  
 
    The girls also stared in wide-eyed wonder at his unabashed audacity. There was no hint of guilt at all; in fact, he was proud that he was clever enough to fool everyone. Mr Jerkoff deserved a thumping and the twins were just the ones to give it to him. Ema stepped forward, looking so young, so innocent and so very impressed that Ela found it hard not to burst into giggles all over again. Then, projecting to all, she let him have it. 
 
    “I can’t wait until the archery competition. It will be amazing watching someone so talented. You are a real inspiration to us all,” she gushed, smiling with ridiculous admiration up at the arrogant arsehole. His chest seemed to swell and he sat up a little straighter.  
 
    “Tell you what. Why don’t I give you a private lesson tomorrow? I am sure I can teach you some interesting things.” Both girls shuddered as they read his real intent. He was so sure of himself. He had no doubt that Ema would be so overcome by his charms that she would throw herself at him. Ema forced herself to smile shyly and simper, something she did surprisingly well for someone with so little practice, Ela thought.  
 
    “I am sure you could,” Ema replied, turning to leave, steering Ela before her. Once they were out of his sight they both collapsed into a fit of laughter.  
 
    “I think it might be an idea if I challenge him to a little archery competition sometime, don’t you? Ema thought. “What could be better than seeing him have his arse whipped by a girl?”   
 
    “Having his arse whipped by two girls,” they answered in unison. 
 
    Their glee was rudely interrupted by a low murmur of unrest from a multitude of voices punctuated by several warning calls and, looking up, the girls saw the cause. A large family boat was skimming low over the crowd, eventually coming in to land near the fire, scattering people like leaves in an autumn breeze. Angry shouts were hurled as the yacht came to rest and those aboard, the girls thought they were the Westwind clan judging by their sail, jumped down and stormed towards the Gathering’s leader’s ship. They were all dressed in ceremonial robes but the expressions on their faces and the way they marched so purposely towards their destination made the girls think that this was not a planned event. 
 
    Those gathered let them through but not without a lot of angry questions, which all went unanswered. There was no distracting the grim, determined group, and soon they reached their goal. The leader of the Westwind clan, a stout woman with a mop of blond curls, stopped before the leader’s flagship, placed her hands on her hips, puffed out her ample chest, and, thrusting her chin defiantly forward, took a deep breath and shouted, “The Westwind call a council meeting.” 
 
    Ripples of shock swirled outwards through the bystanders. Such a thing was unheard of. The girls were confused. No matter how many thoughts they tapped into the only thing they could pick up was concerned surprise. Ela spied Ralta off to one side and made her way towards her. Maybe she could answer their questions. It took a bit on manoeuvring and they had only just reached her when the gathering leader appeared at the bow of her ship, also dressed in ceremonial robes.  
 
    “You can only call a council meeting for life or death reasons. What have you deemed to be so important?” It sounded like a formal reply to the girls, a protocol that had to be followed.  
 
    The Westwind clan shuffled closer together as if seeking support, yet their demeanour was still staunch. “As you know, it was the Westwind’s circle to harvest our branches,” the leader began. “When we arrived at the grove the trees bore scars of recent harvesting.” The crowd gasped. “Four branches had already been taken.” Cries of disbelief and protest erupted from the onlookers.  
 
    The gathering leader looked stunned for a moment before she managed to collect herself and proclaim. “So be it. A council meeting is called for noon tomorrow. All clan leaders please bring your travel books,” she ordered, looking visibly shaken before she turned and left the bow. 
 
    Ela and Ema were still lost, suddenly feeling like the outsiders they were. They had begun to think that that they were beginning to belong and understand this way of life, but this whole situation was mind-blowingly surreal. How could someone sawing a few branches be such a crime? Ela turned to Ralta questioningly.  
 
    Ralta, pale and tired, gave the girls and a sad smile that fleetingly eased her look of pain. Drawing them close, placing an arm protectively around each of their shoulders, she guided them to a quiet spot. “You both fit in so well that often I forget you do not know our story,” she began. “Long ago, our world was covered in huge forests. We could have our pick of trees to build our ships; however, as the storms grew more and more ferocious the forests began to disappear, until today there is only one grove left. It is situated in a deep, protected river gorge, not far from here, and, in fact, that is one of the main reasons we hold the gathering here. Our boats need wood for repairs but we do not want to kill the last remaining trees. So every year one clan is allowed to harvest two branches. This year it was the Westwind clan’s turn, and it had been a huge shock for them to discover that someone had already been to the glen before them. To take more than two branches is unthinkable, to take four branches when it was not your turn puts our whole way of life in jeopardy,” she finished, shuddering as if the very thought of it was too traumatic to think about.  
 
    The girls felt ill. The boats were everything to the clans. They were not just homes, without them, they would not be able to pursue the birds and keep ahead of the winter storms. They would perish within a circle. Ralta’s strained, shocked expression was repeated on every face.  
 
    Ela thought she understood, but she had one more question. “What are the ‘travel books’ and why did the leader want to see them?” she asked. Ralta, who was waving at Bhan, trying to get his attention, stopped to give Ela a quizzical look.  
 
    “Pardon?” she asked as if not sure what Ela was asking. 
 
    “What do the travel books have to do with the missing branches?” Ela rephrased her question.  
 
    “Oh! I see what you mean now,” Ralta exclaimed, her puzzled look evaporating. “Every clan keeps a careful, detailed log of exactly where they have travelled, what they encountered and when they were there. It is a way of learning how to live in a changing world. No clan would ever think of entering false information, so if a clan was near the grove before the gathering it would be recorded in their log.”  
 
    It was the girls turn to look stunned. Did that mean that their arrival had also been recorded? Ela felt the ground shift beneath her and the blood drain from her face. Glancing at Ema she could see that she was not feeling much better.  
 
    “You mean to say that there will be precise records of where and when you found us as well? Ela squeaked, not sure what answer she wanted. 
 
    “Yes, of course!” Ralta replied looking puzzled once more, before making her way over to Bhan. And with those three little words, the twins’ whole reality shifted. Before they heard them, they had resigned themselves to living the rest of their lives as part of the Falcon clan with no possibility of ever completing their task; however, now they had a choice and there was a decision to be made. Should they stay and condemn thousands of worlds to live under the influence of evil or should they try to complete their mission, return to Feld, leave behind the only place that had really felt like home and leave Ralta and Bhan childless once more.  
 
    All at once, they knew that their childhood was over and that, now, they needed to make some hard adult decisions.  
 
    “Shit in a bucket!” Ema blurted to Ela. “This is just dandy! How many Feld days have we been here? I haven’t bothered to look. What if there is a chance that we might be able to get back in time? How are we going to persuade that dick head shard bearer to come back with us?” 
 
    Ela sat down dejectedly and put her head in her hands. Ema followed suit. “I knew it was too good to last!” she sighed.  
 
    Ema nodded, staring at the trampled grass. “It’s strange, but even thinking about some evil guy spoiling this place makes me feel as if he is here watching us now.”  
 
    “Yeah. I feel it too!” Ela said slowly as she sat up straight and began to look around. “Sort of like he is just over there.” she continued, pointing off to one side to a space between two clan enclaves.  
 
    Ema nodded, a questioning expression creasing her brow. “There is definitely something creepy over there. Kind of like a bad smell or something.” 
 
    Almost against their will, they stood and began to make their way towards the spot. 
 
    The closer they edged, the more intense the feeling of wrongness became. Peering round a group of people huddled together, talking in hushed tones, they caught a fleeting glimpse of something impossible. Fighting for breath, they both ducked back into cover. There was absolutely no doubt: standing here in the middle of this innocent world was Zail himself. Their knees buckled. Suddenly there were no more choices to be made, their decision had been made for them. They had no option but to complete their task and bring the shard and its host back to Errin.  
 
    Just standing was difficult but taking courage from each other they peered around the bodies blocking their view once more, carefully avoiding any eye contact with the enemy. He looked so normal, almost handsome. Probably a chosen disguise, Ela thought. He was dressed in dark brown hunting clothes with leather, knee-high boots. His curly blond hair was cut short, just above his ears and he was clean shaven. Nothing remarkable, nothing to turn your head, except for the dark, toxic aura that swirled all about him, reaching high into the sky and sending tendrils out to touch anyone close. Errin had an aura also. Hers was green, lush and vibrant but this was choking and destructive.  
 
    The twins had no idea of his power. Could he tell they were there, that they were not from this world? Why was he here? Was it their manipulation of time that alerted him? They had so many unanswered questions, but the one thing they did know was that nothing good would come from his presence here.  
 
    Ela tapped Ema on the arm to get her attention and then ducking back into cover she grabbed her twin’s face and stared eye to eye to create a very narrow communication line.  
 
    “We have to find out what he is doing here, but we have to be very careful. If we come from different directions to confuse him and use our lightest touch we might be able to pick up some of his thoughts but we can't let him look into our minds. He will see everything,” Ela thought, then pulling out her dagger she continued. “If the worst happens we have save the others; we have to be prepared to die rather than let him find out about Errin.”  
 
    Ema agreed, sniffing back a sob. Giving each other a desperate hug, they wiped away their tears and walked off in different directions. How quickly this day had turned from one full of fun to one of terror. 
 
    Using others to shield them, they began to cast feather-light scans across his aura. He twitched, looking in Ela’s direction for a moment. She froze her mind, thinking furiously of breakfast and thankfully, his gaze continued on past her. The relief made her feel ill. The light touch she had managed to place revealed a world of hate, revenge, and anger so intense that it crushed her mind. He was strong, so strong. How were they ever going to escape him? Their only hope lay in remaining unnoticed. 
 
    Finally, the twins reunited behind Ralta and Bhan’s boat and fell into each other's arms. They were both shaking, each revelling in the solid warmth and familiarity of the other. When they finally compared notes they realized that it was bad but not as bad as it could have been. The overwhelming sensation they had felt from him was one of utter disdain for the people gathered here. He had no idea about the girls, who they were or where they were from. He was only on this world to search for a powerful talent that he had felt emanating from here. Normally he wouldn't bother with such a small backwater world like this. There was not enough people to hurt, not a big enough buzz to be gained; however, he could not ignore the surge of power he had felt. He had decided that since he was here, at gathering time, he might as well make the most of it and cause as much heartache and tension as he could and, who knows, it might even flush out the talented one.  
 
    He had cut the branches and placed them in an innocent clan’s hold. When discovered, and he would make sure they would be discovered as he had altered their travel book as well, the inevitable resulting conflict would give him a nice little pick me up.  
 
    The girls shuddered. It was obvious he was only here because they had been so careless and had used too much power to correct their mistake. It was all their fault and somehow they had to fix it, yet what could they do? The girls sat staring at each other helplessly. They couldn’t risk being found and they couldn’t let his cruel trick play out. The fallout from it would be immensely destructive for the whole gathering. At the very least, an innocent clan would be banished to live out their existence alone in the vastness. At the worst it could start a war. 
 
    They had gleaned enough information from him to know he had left the branches in the Soaringwing clan’s flag ship’s storage hold.  
 
    “We could burn their boat and the branches and then then there would be no evidence to incriminate the clan,” Ela mused, but they both immediately rejected this idea as the loss of a boat would be even worse than any other option.  
 
    “Nooo, but I think you might be onto something there,” Ema began. “What say we start the fire, contain it, let it burn the branches and then put it out before it does any serious damage?” It was an idea, a place to start, although both girls could sense that it was a complicated plan and complicated plans meant that there was a lot to go wrong.  
 
    The gathering’s jovial mood had shifted. Clans stood in small knots, talking in low voices, glancing nervously around, surreptitiously observing. An air of suspicion and tension had replaced the happy, carnival atmosphere of earlier. It was amazing how much damage Zail could inflict in such a short time. The girls needed time and quiet to think and the best place was the sanctuary of their room. Somehow they had to prevent an unsuspecting clan from becoming his victim. Ralta and Bhan were already aboard, sitting at the table, drinking steaming cups off Kan, talking quietly with identical worried expressions sculpting their faces.  
 
    “Ah! There you are!” Ralta exclaimed, rising to give them each a quick hug. “I was just going to go looking for you. We were just thinking that it would be best if you stay in tonight. The mood out there has turned ugly and I don’t want anyone to start pointing fingers in your direction just because you are different.” 
 
    Tears threatened and a lump formed in Ela’s throat with the realization that soon she and Ema were going to have to leave, betray Ralta’s trust, and spurn her love. Both girls fiercely hugged her back, making the most of their dwindling time left together. 
 
    “I can’t even think straight,” Ela[CL32] sighed as she sank down into her bed, lay back and stared at the wooden ceiling above her. “Too many things are swirling around in my head. I can’t believe that just this morning we were looking forward to a fun day of racing and now we have to try and figure out how to prevent this horrible man from turning the gathering into a war zone, not to mention we also have to work out a way to do it without using our talent.”  
 
    Ema, also lying on her bed, hands behind her head, gave a rueful laugh. “And if we do manage to succeed to do that, the next thing we need to do is to try and retrace our steps back to the place we arrived, dragging Mr ‘big breeches’ willingly along for the ride, and we don’t even know how many days we have left to achieve all this in.” 
 
    “Well, that is one problem we can solve,” Ela announced, sitting up and reaching for her pack. After rummaging around for a few moments she eventually retrieved the crumpled parchment and made an attempt to straighten it out on the hard floor. Two dark heads bowed over it, giving it their full attention. 
 
    “Four days left!” Ema gasped. “I was sure there would be more. I must have lost track of time.”  
 
    “We are not sure how the time runs here in relation to Feld,” Ela cautioned. “We may have less than four or this world’s days left.” They stared at the parchment in disbelief, both knowing that no matter how you looked at it, they were running out of time. 
 
    Slowly they sat back on the edge of their beds facing each other, each mirroring the other, with elbows on knees and chins cupped in their hands.  
 
    “This is getting us nowhere,” Ema sighed. “We need to attack this one problem at a time.”  
 
    “Okay,” Ela began. “So, the first thing we have to do is stop the council from seeing the false entry in the Soaringwing’s travel log.” 
 
    “No,” Ela disagreed. “The first thing we need to do is to find out where this logbook is kept and then to gain access to it.” She corrected then added a thought. “I wonder if each ship keeps the log in the same place?” 
 
    The girls looked at each other as the same thought occurred to them. Ralta and Bhan will know. Together they wandered, nonchalantly back into the kitchen, made themselves a hot drink and sat down at the table with their benefactors. Casually, as if it were of little importance, Ela began to talk about the day, all the time leading up to the council meeting at noon the next day.  
 
    “So every clan leader will attend the meeting with their log book?” she asked. Ralta and Bhan both nodded. “And there is no getting out of it?” They both shook their heads this time.  
 
    “Why would you not go?” Ralta asked confused.” It would only cast suspicions if someone did not attend.” 
 
    “You know,” Ela thought as innocently as she could, “I have never seen our log book. Where is it kept and who keeps it updated?” 
 
    “It is the duty of all clan leaders to make the entries every day, so our book is kept in Rhelin’s cabin on the flag ship,” Ralta answered. 
 
    “Can anyone look at it or is it out of bounds?” It was Ema’s turn to ask a question. 
 
    “It is there for all to see,” Bhan chimed in. “But, to be honest, there is not a great deal of interest in it day to day. We mainly use it when we are plotting our next journey to see where we went last circle, what was good, what was dangerous and where the birds were plentiful.” 
 
    The twins finished their drinks, rinsed their cups and turned to go back to bed. It was then that Ela spied the empty fire coal bucket and an idea blossomed. 
 
    “We can’t sleep really, with all that is going on,” she said, picking up the bucket. “Would you like us to get some more coals for the morning?”  
 
    “No, no don't worry. It can wait until morning. It is dark outside now and most people will be in bed,” Ralta said, waving her hand in dismissal. 
 
    “Really, we don’t mind,” Ela pushed. “It will only take a moment.” 
 
    Ralta and Bhan had learned very early on in their relationship with the girls that it was easier to let them do what they wanted than to argue with them and, besides, the end result was always the same. The twins still did exactly what they wanted to do anyway.  
 
    “Okay, then, if you really want to,” Bhan agreed, admitting defeat. “Ralta and I are off to bed now so we will see you in the morning,” he finished as the twins called goodnight and slipped out into the night.  
 
    If they had known that this would be the last time they would see those caring, compassionate faces they might have been undone. As it was, they were concentrating on the problems ahead, facing the future with trepidation and a small tingle of excitement and they barely even acknowledged Bhan’s parting words. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    The night was dark.  
 
    The moon and the stars were playing peekaboo behind the scurrying clouds and a breeze swirled in eddies amongst the parked boats, flapping banners, rattling pulleys and humming through the rigging, all sounds that were now a familiar part of the girls’ new life. It was important not to draw attention to themselves and so they put on a brave face of normality, strolling unconcerned, the bucket swinging in Ela’s tightly clenched fist. Hiding in plain sight, Fenrick had called it. 
 
    I didn't take long to reach the Soaringwing clan’s flag ship as they were parked only three clans away, but as they drew closer they noticed someone walking the upper deck. The twins ducked back into the deeper shadow of a nearby hull and watched. This wasn’t good. There was no way they could sneak on board without the person seeing them. They would just have to wait until this annoying person went to bed. The twins were not good at waiting and both began to fidget as the night ticked on and the moon swung inexorably towards the horizon. It had become quite chilly. The girls were blowing steam now and it must have been the cold that eventually made their night prowler decide to turn in. Carefully the girls crept forward. The flagship was huge and its hull was like satin; these boats slipped through the air with very little resistance. The only way to get aboard was the lowered ramp, which meant that there was only one way on and one way off.  
 
    Using all their stalking skills, they crept up the gang plank, knees bent, eyes scanning the darkness, teasing each step with their toes first before committing to any step. There was no going back now. If they were caught here, there was no excuse. It seemed so strange. The world around them was so normal, totally unaware of the battle the twins were engaged in, yet if they were caught everyone's worlds would fall apart. So much was riding on their young shoulders.  
 
    Thankfully the flagships were all very similar in their layout and it did not take them long to reach the leader’s cabin and soon they found themselves standing outside an ornate door listening, identical grins splitting both their faces as a loud, rhythmic snoring sound greeted them. Luck was on their side. No ship or boat in the clan used locks, there simply was no need. Trust was implicit. They all survived together or perished together and all possessions ultimately belonged to the clan. Carefully, Ela turned the handle, tiny increment by tiny increment. The mechanism was well oiled and rotated smoothly yet when she came to push the door open it began to creak ominously. Once again, a slow and steady technique was needed and by the time they had a gap big enough to creep through, they had not made any sound louder than the constant snoring of the room’s occupant.  
 
    A dim glow lamp was positioned on the bedside table, giving just enough light to see the layout of the cabin and any obstacles in their path. The shelves were lined with bric-a-brac, mementoes of the clan leader’s life, and the room had a warm, lived-in feel. Moving immediately to the desk in the corner, they saw what they had come for, sitting on the top. It was a beautifully bound tome with gold embossed writing on the spine. The girls had no idea what the writing said but they didn’t need to. Gingerly they opened it up at the page marked with a silk ribbon. Beautiful penmanship had made immaculate entries in straight columns down the page. Both Ela and Ema studied them closely, looking for and clue that they had been altered in any way, but there was nothing. They were just about to turn back a page when the occupant of the bed suddenly sat bolt upright and turned towards them. They froze. There was nowhere to hide. 
 
    “Eggs again!” the clan leader exclaimed, looking past the girls at the ceiling. Then turning back towards the wall, she settled down once more quietly mumbling until her breathing became deeper and eventually the reassuring snoring began again. Both girls had forgotten to breath. “A sleep talker,” Ela sighed with relief. With slightly shaking hands they returned to the logbook and holding the page as if it were as delicate as eggshell they turned back one page. Immediately the alteration was glaringly obvious. It wasn’t the actual entry but the shimmering of magic that gave it away. Ela squinted at it. The whole thing was crudely done. No effort was made to hide it and there was no finesse involved. She supposed that in a world where talent was so limited there was no need to make anything too elaborate. No one would ever notice it. 
 
    Ema was also examining it carefully. “You know, I think it is so simple that if we pull this bit here the whole lot will unravel,” she thought quietly to Ela, who agreed. “It would only take a whisper of talent, no more than a clan member levitating a boat. Surely he wouldn’t notice that?” Holding hands, sharing their power silently, Ema tweaked the spell. It was a true joy to see the dark smudge of corruption evaporate off the page and the girls turned to each other, eyes sparkling, grinning like crazy.  
 
    One job done, one to go. Silently they closed the book again and crept out of the cabin, quietly shutting the door behind them. The hour was very late now, the corridors empty, and it only took the twins a short time to reach the store room in the hold. Mercifully, the action of opening the door activated the glow lamps within. Quietly shutting the door once more the twins stood and scanned the huge room. It was almost identical to their flagship. Boxes were stacked in neat lines with aisles between them for easy access. Everything looked as it should. There was no sign of branches or, indeed, anything out of the ordinary. Splitting up, they took an aisle each. Time passed, and still they hadn’t found what they were looking for. Maybe he hadn’t managed to bring the branches here yet? Doubt crept into the girls’ minds. Perhaps he was going to prepare the incriminating evidence tomorrow, at the last moment? They were just about to give up when Ema noticed some blankets tucked around something long and round.  
 
    Gingerly she moved closer and lifted a corner of the cloth. Sucking in a lungful of air, she sat back on her heels as a tingle shot through her hands and she could sense his stench. The branches were here but they were so much bigger than they had imagined. Getting rid of them was not going to be easy. Ela came and sat next to her, silently contemplating the problem. 
 
    A creak of a floor board sent a shock wave through them, but his voice turned them to ice. 
 
    “Ahhh … Set a trap and you never know what you might catch.” His voice was as vile as his thoughts. The twins froze, their hearts sinking, their stomachs clenching. Of course they would be able to understand him. He would have made sure of that. 
 
    “I knew that there was someone with more talent than usual on this backwater of a forsaken world, I just needed to entice them to come forward, but I never expected something so wonderful and as juicy as nubile twin girls. How delicious,” he gushed, stepping out of the darkness at the back of the hold into the dim light of the glow lamp. His eyes were devouring them, one side of his mouth turned up in a revolting sneer.  
 
    “Now, neither of you lovely young ladies look like a native to me. I wonder where you have come from.” He paused for effect. “And why you are here,” he drawled, placing a finger on one cheek and tilting his head towards it in a mock thoughtful pose. Both girls were mesmerized and could not take their eyes off him. They were watching their own death coming for them, and there was absolutely nothing they could do to prevent it.  
 
    “Not talking?” he asked, lifting an eyebrow. “Never mind. I just love delving into people's minds. It is always so interesting to see their dirty little secrets. It’s just a shame that it either leaves the person dead or insane. I prefer insane myself, so much more fun.” He laughed humourlessly, moving one step closer to the terrified girls. The only thought that managed to surface into Ela’s mind was surprise. This was definitely not the death she had pictured for herself. 
 
    “Come now, my pretties, no need to be bashful. I want to hear all about you. I am sure that what you have to say will be absolutely fascinating,” he drawled, reaching out a hand towards them, breaking Ema from her trance and spurring her into action. Grasping Ela’s hand, she shot across an idea, hoping that he would not be able to intercept their narrow twin communication and, as one, they imagined the cold and the dark of limbo and then imagined themselves floating within it, unsure if they would ever be able to escape it once they were there, not quite trusting their ability to bring themselves back to the real world. It was a plan borne of desperation. 
 
    Slowly they spun in the emptiness, each totally alone with their fears, hating the nothingness but dreading Zail more. The feeling of falling was the first indication that they had been released from limbo, next came the breath-taking shock as they plunged deep into icy, dark water. It was pitch black and there was no way to tell which way was up. Ema panicked and kicked out violently only to connect with her twin. Ela grabbed her wrist and screamed into her mind. They had to calm down. Panicking would only make their situation worse.  
 
    In the split moment they’d had to choose a destination, they had decided to transport themselves to the lake, hoping he would not be able to follow them through limbo. It was the only place they could think of where he would not think to look, but it was dark, cold and totally disorientating until, mercifully, the moon broke free from its obscuring clouds, illuminating the surface just long enough to give the girls their bearings. Their lungs were burning by the time they finally broke the surface to take in deep gulps of fresh, night air. Breathing had never felt so wonderful before. For a long moment they lay on their backs, recovering, staring up at the night sky, just breathing.  
 
    It appeared they had escaped, for now. There was no sign of Zail but both were under no illusion that he didn’t know who they were now, and they knew it was only a matter of time before he found them again. As soon as they got back to dry land they were going to have to do some serious thinking and planning. It was easy to spot the gathering, as even at this time of night the glow of the banked central fire peeped between the dark hulls. Slowly they began to swim in towards it. A few strokes on they banged into a floating branch and Ema squealed in delight.  
 
    “It worked! I can’t believe it! Ha. Take that, snothead!”  
 
    “What worked?” Ela asked, treading water, her brain working overtime. “Is this what I think it is?” she asked incredulously, clutching onto the branch to take a rest.  
 
    Ema grasped onto it also, a smug smile playing on her lips. “Well, I thought that if we were going to disappear, we might as well take the branches with us.” 
 
    Ela grinned. “Hope that puts a spoke in his wheels,” she said, imagining a frustrated Zail, stomping about furiously. After a small rest they left the branch once more and slowly made their way to shore.  
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    ‘Such a tasty titbit!’ Zail thought, licking his lips. He was going to enjoy this. He had struck gold. After all this time he had finally smelt a whiff of her and somehow, these two delightful mouthfuls were the key. His trap had caught a much larger fish than he had expected and he was not going to waste this unexpected bounty. He’d had only a brief glimpse within their minds before they had disappeared into limbo but it had been enough to reassure him that they knew of, and had met with, his nemesis. If his luck held, and he gave them enough space, they would lead him straight into her waiting arms. He chuckled with delight, anticipating the anguish this would cause them all. The dark-haired girls would not have gone far and he was certain that he would probably find them before the day was done. All he had to do was wait and see where they led. Tedious as this was, he was sure that there would be several delightful ways to entertain himself with these people while he waited. It was always so easy to create hatred and fear.  
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Ema and Ela sat huddled under the tarpaulin of the shard guy’s yacht, waiting for dawn. They had chosen this boat because it was all on its own, far enough from the gathering’s circle that they would not be noticed. They were cold and shivering, but the enclosed space was slowly warming up with their body heat. It was time to make plans. Yesterday morning it seemed as if their life had direction, a clear path to follow, an easily imagined journey. Today everything was unknown and in turmoil. Gone was the prospect of stability, a new sensation they were just becoming to appreciate, and in its place they had been thrown into a world of unfathomable possibilities and terrors. They needed a map to guide them through all this. 
 
    Too afraid to talk out loud again, they were communicating through their own twin bond, the touch adding reassurance. I was the safest form of communication they knew. 
 
    “Somehow we have to get to the pickup point at the right time, with the shard and its obnoxious bearer,” Ela recapped. “And to do that we need to know exactly where we arrived, a boat to get us there, some way to navigate and, of course, coerce our pet idiot to come with us,” She listed, counting off each point with her fingers.  
 
    “And we have to do all this without Zail finding us again,” Ema amended. Said like that, it sounded hopeless and both girls sat and stared at the bottom of the boat for a long time, letting it all wash over them.  
 
    As the sun rose the chance of being discovered increased, which forced them to make some hard decisions. 
 
    “We are going to have to tell Ralta and Bhan, I think,” Ema opened. “They need to know and, besides, they might be able to help us. We need to contact them, somehow.”  
 
    Ela was thinking about how they could do this when a truly frightening thought occurred to her. “We can’t!” she cried “We can’t involve them. They will be the first place he will look.” Images of Zail rummaging through Ralta and Bhan’s minds was enough to make them both feel ill, but the realization that they would have been handing him vital information about Errin via these innocent people shook them to their bones. They would have served her and Feld up on a plate. Once again, they had been going to act before thinking, although fortunately, this time they stopped themselves just in time. Maybe they were learning some lessons after all. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Ema moaned. “We need our backpacks and to know how to get to the pickup point,” she reasoned, then succumbing to the inevitable she added. “We are going to have to talk to Mr Dickwad, aren’t we?” She sighed. “Someone, somewhere, really hates us, don't they.” 
 
    “Ironic, really,” Ela chimed in. “The only person who can save us is the one person we would most like to avoid. He is selfish, arrogant and refuses to listen to others, [CL33]a real piece of work, and I have no idea how we are going to talk him into being a responsible human being,” she concluded, sounding exasperated.  
 
    “It is not looking good and it is a huge risk, but we have to try,” Ema cautioned. “Without him, the whole thing falls over.” 
 
    Hiding in his boat had been unplanned, a choice made of circumstance, but now it had turned out to be a very lucky choice, indeed. All they had to do was sit tight and let the shard bearer come to them. As the day progressed their shelter began to heat up. It became almost unbearably stifling under the cover, so much so that Ela risked discovery by loosening a strap to provide a vent. They were hot, thirsty and hungry but most of all they were bone weary tired and although they fought it valiantly, inevitably they fell victim to sleep’s siren call and, unable to resist any longer, curled up together in the bottom of the yacht sound asleep. 
 
    Voices woke them, startling them, jolting them into complete focus. Luckily the people talking kept walking right on by. The last thing the girls wanted was to be discovered by others. The fewer who knew about them the better. Daring to peek through the vent she had made, Ela scanned the area. Groups of people were making their way past their hiding place, carrying blankets and picnic baskets, laughing and joking; it must be almost race time, Ela concluded. It felt like another world. Another lifetime. There was still no sign of the yacht’s owner and with luck he would be a late riser.  
 
    Soon the crowds had passed and all was quiet once more. Ela and Ema allowed themselves a small moment of relief. One less problem to contend with, although they still had the small issue of how to convince the shard bearer to play nice. Their small reprieve was not to last long as Ela spied Pritt’s long legs striding purposefully in their direction. This was it! Make or break time! The one thing that they had decided on was that they needed to act fast. They did not want him to have a chance to call attention to them or to escape, so as soon as his hand came into contact with the tarpaulin Ela grasped him and sent a stunning mind bolt through their touch knowing that this would not be detectable by Zail. Fear had given her strength and he collapsed to the ground without a whimper. 
 
    Cautiously the girls opened the tarp along the side and leaned out and, with an enormous effort, dragged his inert body inside and re-tied the cover. Panting, they sat staring at their victim, amazed at how well the whole operation had gone. Asleep he looked quite different. Without the arrogant swagger and superior sneer he was actually quite good looking and surprisingly young. The twins could see now that he was probably not much older than they were.  
 
    There was no backing out now and to ensure that he did not make any noise Ema rigged a gag using a ripped off sleeve from her top[CL34]. Hesitantly, they took a hand each, shared a tentative, reassuring smile and brought their one and only hope back to the world. His first reaction was one of panic, ripping his hands away from them and trying to sit upright. Ema wagged a finger at him and shook her head before Ela zapped him once more. They repeated this exercise one more time until he finally got the message and sat still. The girls would never admit it but they quite enjoyed this part of the exercise. 
 
    He sat there looking sullen, unable to make a noise and plainly wary of the twins’ next move. \ 
 
    Ela reached out towards him again and, satisfyingly, he flinched away. “We will not hurt you as long as you sit still and listen to what we have to say,” she said through the tight communication of touch. He just stared blankly back at her. “I know you can hear me. Don’t play dumb,” she berated him.  
 
    He shifted uncomfortably before answering begrudgingly. “What do you want?”  
 
    “We only want you to listen,” Ema said. “Believe me, if there was any other way to do this we would have gladly taken it. You are the last person we want to have to deal with,” she admitted. He could feel her scorn and dislike through their connection and winced. This was not turning out to be a good day for him.  
 
    “What we are about to reveal to you will put all our lives in danger,” Ela continued. “We are trusting you with information that can save or doom whole worlds. This is important and as much as we don’t want to, we are forced to have to trust you with it.” She paused, staring intently into his eyes. “You understand?” His eyes darted from one twin’s face to the other in confusion. 
 
    “No! I certainly do not understand,” he exploded. “What in the vastness are you to playing at? Just leave me alone and GET OUT OF MY BLOODY BOAT!” he screamed into their minds. Again Ela zapped him and again he collapsed.  
 
    “Well, this is going well!” she thought sarcastically. “Next time we wake him we just blast him with our memories. He has had a chance to be treated with respect and he blew it. Time to get serious.” These words gave them courage, a sense of determination and permission to tackle him head on. Together they woke him, kidnapped his consciousness and forced him to travel through their memories. Fortunately he was unprepared and unable to fight back and so instead he surrendered. He saw their lives, experienced their adventures and received Errin’s message. 
 
    After initially balking, he gradually began to take charge of the direction his mind was taking and several times he would go back to replay an event or a conversation. He was particularly interested in horses and trees. He was surprised at their courage and marvelled in their adventures but he was not at all interested in their plight. He brushed over Errin’s words and dismissed the threat of Zail. They meant nothing to him. It was someone else's fight, not his. The girls kept their last encounter with Zail from him as they did not want to incriminate the Soaringwing clan in any way and instead revealed how he was hunting them. This also made very little impact. Once again, it was not his problem. 
 
    Exhausted, they released him, uncertain if they had made any progress or not. He sat staring at them, eyes wide, for quite some time before touching Ela’s hand.  
 
    “I respect you guys now; you have had some seriously impressive experiences. I can help you find out the coordinates of your arrival, retrieve your back packs and maybe tell Ralta and Bhan that you are all right, but that is as far as I will go. This has nothing to do with me. Just because I inherited my brother's belt buckle, does not mean that I have to give up my life here for some far off cause. You can have the damned thing, if you want it. I don’t need it,” he finished, reaching for his buckle. The girls had been staring at him in disbelief. How could anyone be so callous, so selfish? 
 
    “Look,” he sighed. “I can hide you in our store room until you can work out a way to escape but that is the best I can do,” he concluded, shrugging his shoulders. They had tried, they had used every tool at their disposal and still they had failed. Disheartened, they had no choice but to take what he had offered and regroup. At least they were grateful the he was going to help rather than expose them. They could sense that he was honest enough and that he was not thinking of betrayal.  
 
    “Okay,” Ela agreed, defeated and as an afterthought she added. “Thank you.” No point in making things worse. “Just make sure you don't tell Ralta and Bhan anything other than that we are all right.”  
 
    In reply he just gave them a withering look before sitting up and gathering himself once more. “You stay here and I will get you some disguises so that I can sneak you on board,” he ordered. Ema untied his gag and watched numbly as he massaged his face. Unexpectedly, he then undid his belt buckle and handed it to Ela. “Here, I hope this helps,” he said and to their surprise they could tell that he actually meant it. Quietly he slipped out from under the cover and was gone. Ela stared down at the shard in her hands in disbelief. She knew in her heart of hearts that it would not be much use without its bearer but maybe, just maybe, it would be better than nothing. 
 
    In no time Pritt returned with two cloaks, complete with hoods, and together they made their way back to the Cloud clan’s flag ship. No one was around, all were down by the lake at the races. It was almost too easy. The storage hold of this ship was very similar to their own and all knew that the least used items were kept in the bow, which was where Pritt led them. He created a space by moving one or two things and then left to go and get them some food, a bucket and some blankets. He seemed to be enjoying this sneaking about. Who would have thought!  
 
    “Now, if you ladies will excuse me, I have a race to win,” he announced before leaving them alone once more in the dark. The twins were deflated. What had they really achieved? They had a temporary hiding place and the shard but that was all. Once they had their packs and their arrival coordinates they knew that they would have to steal a yacht and run for their lives. 
 
    “He’s such an arse!” Ema thought in disgust, staring at the shard in her hands. 
 
    “Yep, never met a bigger one,” Ela replied, giggling. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
    Pritt ran. 
 
    Those freaking girls had made him late for his race. He had spent all circle modifying his yacht until he was satisfied that it would be unbeatable, and he was not going to miss his chance for victory. He was panting by the time he reached his pride and joy, uncovered her, raised her sail and leapt aboard. In one swift movement, he levitated and turned towards the lake. Oddly, she felt sluggish but the sight of all his competitors, sitting on the starting line immediately changed his focus and quickly, he piloted his yacht into her appointed slot, jumped overboard and raced back behind the starting line.  
 
    Glancing at the others gathered there, he could see a mixture of expressions, ranging from disappointed to annoyed. He was used to that and paid them no heed, instead he concentrated on the race ahead. It was only a single circuit of the lake; however, there was a strong wind blowing directly down the lake, meaning that half the race would involve tactical tacking into it and the other half would be running, fast before it. His modifications had created a yacht that was superbly fast in both of these conditions although, in giving her speed, he had sacrificed stability. He was going to have to be very vigilant in these strong winds.  
 
    Silence fell as the starter climbed the makeshift platform and raised the pennant. Pritt held his breath, every muscle in his body taunt. The pennant fell and he exploded off the line to be one of the first to reach their craft. With well-rehearsed moves, he made ready and spun her off the mark and away into her first tack, noticing excitedly that he was in the lead. As he prepared for his second tack, that feeling of wrongness returned. His yacht wasn’t responding in her usual way. She felt slow and cumbersome to his touch. Usually he only had to think of an action and almost inevitably she acted. Now he was struggling to make her react to his coxing. Actions that would not even have made him breathe heavier were now causing him to pant and sweat. A change had occurred. He was not sure when or how but he was convinced that it had something to do with those blasted girls. Had they sabotaged his yacht?  
 
    He had no time to contemplate this further as the most important thing, right now, was to win this race. A quick scan of the other contestants proved that he was still in the lead, if only by half a boat length. Some of the others were on a different tack yet he could tell that they were losing ground.  
 
    By the time he reached the end of the lake and turned to run with the wind, he was exhausted. He had not had to work this hard at anything for a long time. He had been anticipating that the downward leg would give him a rest as, normally, his yacht quivered with delight in such conditions, but today it was different. Today she bucked and tossed as if she was fighting the wind not being swept along with it. It took all his control to prevent her from capsizing and throwing him to the ground. The sweat was pouring off him, making his hands slippery on the ropes. His breath was coming in short, sharp, gasps, his muscles were quivering under the strain, and to make matters worse, the others were gaining on him. 
 
    Gritting his teeth, he pulled the sail in one more notch, bracing with his legs. He was not going to lose this time. Winning here today meant too much to him. It was more than pride at stake here. Winning this race would be his way of proving to himself, and the clan, that he was worthy, that he was important. It was a way of erasing all his self-doubt and self-loathing. He desperately hoped that it would be his redemption as well. 
 
    A slight shift in the wind gave him the opportunity to change tack and extend his lead, enabling him to cut off two of his closest rivals, causing them to have to take evasive action, making them to fall further behind. He permitted himself a small smile as he watched them scramble.  
 
    It was a long run up the lake, and by the time the yachts had reached the top he had been passed by his arch rival, Srell, a girl from the Falcon clan. Turning back into the wind towards the finish line, Pritt was one whole boat length behind, the sight of Srell’s sail up ahead taunting him. Once more the tacking took its toll and Pritt was gasping with each new set but agonisingly slowly he was gaining on her. They were now on opposite tacks and with each cross they came closer and closer to colliding.  
 
    The finish line was looming and Pritt knew that the next cross would decide the winner and loser of the race. It was imperative that he pass in front of Srell, to make her have to slow or back track to avoid a collision. Willing his yacht forward he lay low to the deck, scanning the land below for any tell-tale puff of wind to give him an advantage. Spying a patch of flattened grass, he veered towards it and with a serge his beauty leapt forward, giving him a boost. Would it be enough? Seeing Srell’s craft changed tack he followed suit. The two of them were now racing straight towards each other. It was impossible to tell who would cross first, it looked very much like they were on exactly the same trajectory.  
 
    It was now a game of nerves. Who would break first? He could see Srell’s face set in determination, eyes glued to his yacht’s bow, judging the distance. Pritt was willing to sacrifice his craft and his life for this win and it must have shown on his face. Srell nervously flicked him a glance. Her eyes narrowed, uncertainty fleetingly reflected there, only to be replaced by a look of pure panic as the two yachts continued to hurtle towards each other. In the last possible moment, self-preservation took control and Srell dipped out of Pritt’s way. The two craft passed within a hair's breadth of one another, so close that Pritt could hear Srell’s sharp intake of breath. Quickly tacking on top of her, Pritt raced towards the finish line. Srell was close behind and gaining.  
 
    As they drew closer to the finish, he could hear the crowd cheering, see the flags waving and his anxiety grew as Srell grew closer and closer. Pritt’s hands were raw and his legs were like jelly, buckling under the strain, but still he kept his sail taught, promising himself that he only had to endure it for a few more moments. A huge cheer erupted from the crowd as Srell surged forward; however, her run had come too late and Pritt slipped across the line a mere bow length before her. He collapsed, exhausted. Slowly, he brought his yacht round and lowered it to the ground, parking her off to one side. A large group, full of excited faces, immediately surrounded him. The realisation that he had actually won, crept through his being and with it, came the all its accompanying implications.  
 
    From the moment he had learned of his elder brother’s death, he had never felt worthy. He was everyone's second choice. His older brother, Habol had been everything he was not. A leader, generous, brave and kind, and his death had had such a devastating impact on the clan that it was still making waves today. Pritt’s pain had been amplified by the fact that he blamed himself entirely for his brother’s death. He was meant to have collected the water that morning, not Habol. Instead he had been too lazy and too selfish. He had made up some stupid excuse and his brother had gone to the lake, taken a drink of the toxic water and died a painful death. 
 
    From that moment on, Pritt had felt unworthy and the more praise his bereaved mother bestowed on her remaining son’s shoulders, the more unworthy he felt. The only way he had found to deal with this debilitating emotion was to shut it down, bury it and pretend that he was everything his mother wanted him to be: bold, brave and a winner. He would rather be perceived as an obnoxious blowhard than the pathetic no-hoper he really was. Today he had proven to the world that he could be a winner, yet more importantly, he had proven it to himself. Maybe he could now start to believe his own gullshit, and put the past behind him. 
 
    The crowd surged forward, grinning and chatting excitedly, patting him on the back, and for a brief moment he felt whole, alive and proud. No one could ever take this away from him. He had achieved this himself although, strangely, it had been a much harder battle than he had expected. The next race was lining up. It was the last race of the day, the seniors, and he did not want to miss it. Laughing and joking, he and his friends wandered up to a good vantage point and sat passing around refreshments. A dark eyed girl from the Wayland clan he had noticed earlier came and sat down close, throwing him shy glances full of promise from beneath her long lashes. He grinned at her in anticipation of the night to come.  
 
    The chatter quieted, indicating the imminent start and all eyes turned towards the line-up. The pennant dropped and the race was on. They were fast, and before long the gaggle of yachts were reduced to small specks, buzzing about at the far end of the lake. Pritt’s attention drifted, and he scoured the crowd, searching for his mother. It was odd that she had not come to congratulate him; however, she was a busy woman and this problem with the stolen branches would be taking up her time. He could not see her amongst those gathered, although he did spy Ralta and on an impulse decided to do something worthy. He would fulfil his promise to the twins. 
 
    What a crazy thing that all was! He still was not sure if that whole experience with them had been an amazing dream or strange reality. He had been excited about other worlds but when they had asked for his help, all his old anxieties and inadequacies had bubbled up to the surface. There was no way he was going to set himself up for more failure. Better not to try than to build up people’s hopes and expectations only to, inevitably, let them down again. He examined this now in light of his win and wondered if he should at least try. An awful lot seemed to be at stake. It was such a huge commitment for him to have to make and he was just not ready for it yet. At least he could help the girls out and get the coordinates and backpacks for them. 
 
    Explaining that he would be back soon, he wandered in Ralta and Bhan’s direction. Slipping between the milling bodies, he lost sight of them for a moment but when he located them again they were not alone. A tall, vaguely familiar man had their full attention. There was something about the man that made Pritt’s skin crawl, something that made him stop in his tracks, and in that moment of hesitation the man looked up, scanning the crowd and Pritt’s memory finally provided a name: Zail. 
 
    He had only seen this man in the twins’ minds, but there was no mistaking him. Pritt bowed his head to hide his face, as the gaze passed over him. His knees felt week and a sickening feeling of dread settled in his stomach with the understanding that he could have jeopardised everything. If Zail had seen him talking to the twins’ adopted parents, Pritt would have become the new target of his interest and he was pretty sure that there would have been no way to prevent this man from gaining any information that he might want.  
 
    He needed to be clever about this. Surreptitiously he watched as Zail held Ralta and Bhan entranced, scouring their minds for any information about the girls. What would he find? Pritt asked himself. Surely Ralta and Bhan did not know the true story. To them the girls were just unfortunate children who had found themselves lost in the vastness. The only thing they could provide would be the location of the twins’ arrival point on this world. It was a vital piece of information, but standing alone, it might not be that useful. It was clear now that he should not underestimate this man. Pritt had nearly stumbled into his grasp, and it was only a stroke of luck that had saved them all.  
 
    Making his way back to his friends, he watched as the race came to the end. No drama this time. The Gull clan led from start to finish. It was time to go home and clean up for tonight.  
 
    “Ha! Here he is! The champion,” his mother exclaimed, walking towards him through the thinning crowd. “I knew you would do it. I kept telling everyone that Pritt will win this circle, make my words. And look, you have proven me right yet again,” she finished, embracing him in one of her overpowering motherly hugs. He cringed. The euphoria of the win was beginning to wear off. Was it that he felt that he was letting the twins down? Blast them, he thought; it was so unfair. He finally had a chance to feel good about himself, and along they come to undermine it, asking the impossible. There was no way anyone would give up their clan to go into the vastness and the unknown, so why do I feel so guilty? His mother smiled at him fondly. “See you at the prize giving tonight,” she called, before she left to go and talk to someone else who had grabbed her attention.  
 
    He was covered in sweat, physically drained and badly in need of a wash and a nap; however, before doing that, he wanted to square things away with the girls. It took him a while to find them as they had moved to a new location in the hold. Once located, it didn’t take long to fill them in about Zail. It was hard to be the bearer of bad news, and he felt sorry for them as their faces reflected the hopelessness of their situation. They should have known Zail would be one step ahead of them. Of course he would find out where they had arrived.  
 
    “The one thing he doesn’t know,” Ela began, “is when Errin will pick us up. We are going to have to ensure we arrive at the rendezvous at the very last moment so that he will not have a chance to catch us before we vanish,” she reasoned. Ema agreed. 
 
    Pritt felt sorry for them. “I will go and get the coordinate information and your back packs tonight when everyone is celebrating,” he offered, not knowing what else to say.  
 
    The girls just nodded. All three sat silently for a moment, each deep in their own thoughts until Ela sat up straight, sighed and looked at Pritt. “There is one thing that is bothering me,” she admitted. “It is all very well finding out where we arrived, but how do we find our way back there?” 
 
    Pritt was totally confused by this question. Surely they knew how to use a compass. He began to review the images they had shared with him that morning and, to his surprise, he could find nothing about using a compass at all. It looked as if they might never even have seen one before. This was unbelievable to him as every clan child knew how to operate one almost before they could sail.  
 
    “Wait!” he ordered. “I can show you.” For a moment he ferreted in a large box nearby that held toys and tools for young ones. “There has to be one in here somewhere,” he muttered to himself, dislodging various objects. “Ahaaa! Here we go,” he exclaimed triumphantly, holding up his treasure, looking at it with fresh eyes. It was a sphere with three, independent, rotating layers. The solid coloured inner one represented the ground and the outer two were clear with a single golden line circumnavigating them. One line encompassed the equator and the other the poles. Numbers were etched along the entire length, standing out at right angles to the lines, and you simply held the ball in your hand and the lines would rotate until they crossed, showing you exactly where you were. It was a marvel of his world that he had never stopped to appreciate before.  
 
    The girls were fascinated, examining the new object with curiosity. 
 
    “So, how do you use it to find the place you want to go?” Ela asked, a slight frown of concentration creasing her brow.  
 
    “Every location has two coordinates, one across and one along. The place you arrived at will be noted as two numbers. The lines on the compass will rotate as you move.” Pritt explained. “You can tell if you are moving in the right direction or not by the numbers either increasing or decreasing.” The twin’s eyes lit up and they began walking about the hold, staring at the compass. 
 
    “It won’t change for a few steps.” Pritt laughed. “You have to travel some distance for it to register,” he explained.  
 
    “Oh,” Ema sounded disappointed. 
 
    “Look, I have to go now. I will be back as soon as I have your things.” The thought of a wash and some sleep were enticing him on, but strangely, he did not feel as exhausted as he had before coming down to see the girls. Saying goodbye, he headed back up top, noticing the bone-weary tiredness and aching limbs returning with each step he took away from the twins. On a whim he turned and retraced his steps. There was no mistaking it, the closer he came to the now curious girls, the better he felt. He could not understand it. What was it about them that took away his aches and pains? They would definitely not be using their talent so close to Zail.  
 
    Ela raised an enquiring eyebrow as he returned. 
 
    “The weirdest thing,” he began, not quite sure how to phrase the question. “Somehow I feel less tired when I am near you guys.” It was a statement and a question all in one.  
 
    Ela laughed. “It is not because you are near us, you idiot, it is because you are near your shard. It acts as a sort of talent amplifier.”  
 
    He blinked, processing this vital information, understanding, now, why he had had such a struggle during the race. The blood drained from his face as the full force of all the implications of living without his shard sank in. Once the shard left, his life would never be the same again. Was he prepared for that? He had no idea. “Oh,” was all he could manage and it was a very small ‘Oh’ at that. As he made his way up top once more, he could feel his energy drain away with every step. This situation was becoming more and more disturbing, he thought, as he returned to his comfortable life to examine his new uncomfortable reality.  
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Zail was frustrated and bored. 
 
    He couldn't believe that the twins had simply vanished. How had they kept their thoughts from him? It was a long time since he had been thwarted and he had forgotten how annoying it was. He would have very happily eliminated the whole stinking gathering, and only the chance that these two girls might finally lead him to his long sought enemy stayed his hand, yet this whole situation was becoming very tedious. This place and these people were making him nauseous and the only bright spot had been that, fortunately, it had taken him very little time to track down the stupid couple that had taken the bloody girls in and scour their minds. He still couldn't believe how naive they were. They had swallowed every lie the twins had fed them.  
 
    With the information the couple had provided, it was an easy thing to board their boat, find the girls’ possessions and place a simple, undetectable tracking spell upon them. Finding his enemies’ parchment had sent a tingling shock through his heart. This was the first real, tangible evidence that she was alive and that he was closing in on her. Unfortunately he could not break her locking spell and as a consequence he was unable to read what was written there, yet he was sure it would be just some inane platitude anyway, and dismissed it. 
 
    The one thing he was certain of though was that she was using a returning spell for the girls; he could smell it, and this meant that they would have to get back to their arrival point for her to be able to retrieve them. What was she playing at? What had she sent the girls here to do, and why did she need them to return to her? A tantalising puzzle to be sure, one he was confident he would solve soon. It was just a simple matter of accessing the clan’s log book to find the exact location he needed.  
 
    Once he had accomplished this small task, there was no reason for him to stay in this forsaken place a moment longer and all that was left to do now was to place an alarm spell at the designated rendezvous. This would have a dual purpose. Firstly it would alert him when the twins arrived and secondly it would take them precious time to destroy, time for him to focus his attention on their tracking spell and to prepare to follow it. He permitted himself a small smile, thinking of how it would all play out, and he had to admit that it was quite exquisite really, using ‘Her’ own prodigies as the instrument of her betrayal. 
 
    He had done all he could here and a strange trickle of power from a world without magic … what was it called now? ... Earth, yes that was it, had piqued his interest, yet before he left he couldn’t resist wiping the disgusting smiles from the faces of those gathered here. Poisoning the lake would do that nicely. It was an easy method, and it had worked well in the past. 
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    Pritt felt refreshed. 
 
    The crowd had gathered. There was music and food, laughter and dancing. It was a perfect night. Not a single cloud obscured the bright canopy of stars above nor was there a breath of wind to tug at the tightly furled sails. Everyone was relaxed, enjoying their time together. The winners celebrating and the losers commiserating. All the tensions of the past few days had evaporated, it was time to make the most of their time together, for in a few short days they would have to part ways once more, each clan to follow their own set course.  
 
    Pritt was glad that there had been no further ramifications from Zail’s failed attempt to disrupt the gathering, and he knew he had the girls to thank for that. With the lack of evidence of any kind, the only conclusion the gathering could make about the whole situation was that a rogue clan must have stolen the wood. As a consequence, traps were set to prevent it happening again.  
 
    Pritt wandered through the excited crowd, wondering why he felt so flat. This should have been the happiest night of his life. Tonight he would receive the golden sail trophy for the fastest youth, one of the most coveted trophies, a goal that he had been striving towards for as long as he could remember. Everywhere he turned, smiling faces greeted him so why did he feel as if he had just lost everything? Maybe it was the loss of the shard that was taking the shine off things he thought, briefly toying with the idea of asking for it back. 
 
    ‘This is stupid,’ he thought, trying to pull himself out of his funk. ‘You won’t get another night like this for a long time, so stop moping and make the most of it.’ He shook himself to reset his focus, pushed the shard, the twins and Zail to the back of his mind, and threw himself wholeheartedly into the celebrations. As the night wore on, the singing grew more raucous and the dancing wilder. The prize giving ceremony came and went, Pritt relishing his moment of glory and lapping up the clan’s admiration. A pair of familiar, dark eyes had caught his attention as he was descending the awards platform and in no time he found himself dancing, closely, with the girl who owned them. She felt amazing in his arms and for a short while she was all he wanted to think about. She was warm, soft and irresistible. The way she fitted into his body sent shivers through him, and the signals he was getting were all pointing to a very exciting conclusion.  
 
    “Did you enjoy the racing today?” he began, almost having to shout in her ear as the music was so loud. She nodded and smiled up at him invitingly. “Would you like to take a ride in my winning yacht?” he asked, daringly. Once again she nodded and smiled. His heart was racing at the thought of what was about to happen. Grabbing her hand he began to lead the way through the jostling pack of dancing bodies toward his pride and joy, only to came face to face with Ralta, annoyingly, reminding him of his promise to get the girls’ things. She looked so upset, asking everyone she saw if they had seen the girls, and he felt rotten. She deserved to know that the twins were all right; however, he couldn’t risk making contact with her. He had to let them know, anonymously, somehow. 
 
    Blast those girls. Even when he was not with them they had a way of causing him a huge amount of grief.  
 
    “Look, there is something I have to do,” he shouted in the girl's ear. “I will be back in a few moments. I will come and find you when I am finished. Can you wait for me?” he pleaded. This time her nod was not quite as enthusiastic and her smile a little forced and he knew he was running out of chances.  
 
    Not wanting to attract attention, he casually strolled towards the Falcon clan’s moorings. He was surprised at how easy it was to board their flagship, enter their leader’s cabin, get what he needed and leave. No one questioned him, basically because there was no one around to do so. This made him even more certain that Zail would have no trouble doing exactly the same thing, and he would now have exactly the same information. 
 
    Next he found Ralta and Bhan’s boat and once again met with no resistance. It made him realise what an easy target for Zail they all would be. Quickly he packed the girls’ things, hesitating at the bows but eventually deciding to leave them behind; after all, he reasoned, they belonged to Ralta and Bhan well before they belonged to the twins. Fuelled by the image of Ralta’s sad face he left a short note. 
 
    ‘Can’t explain, but have to leave. We love you both and hope to see you again someday.’  
 
    He smiled ruefully as he reread his handiwork. ‘Getting sentimental in your old age?’ he questioned himself. It was time to go. Zig-zagging his way through the joyous people with the girls’ packs over one shoulder, he dared to think that everything might just turn out okay.  
 
    An anguished cry from the night shattered that hope. As one, the crowd turned towards it. Pritt, squinting into the darkness, could just make out a figure of a man carrying a child in his arms. As he staggered up from the lake towards the light Pritt could see that it was Hilit from the Wind clan. Eventually he came close enough for them to be able to make out his words. They were words from Pritt’s own nightmare, words that made his blood freeze. 
 
    “Someone help me! Someone save her. I don’t know what to do! I don’t know what is wrong with her,” Hilit cried in despair. “She drank some water from the lake and now she is fitting and frothing. I think she has been poisoned!” he sobbed. 
 
    Pritt could not believe what he was hearing. This was impossible. How could the lake suddenly become poisoned? Searching for answers presented him with the only one that made sense; the only explanation that fitted was Zail. A horrific thought followed. Zail must have poisoned his brother also! In that split moment of time Pritt’s world changed. No longer could he dismiss Zail as someone else's problem. It was highly likely that this man had killed his brother and ruined his life. This was now personal and it was time to fight back, it was time to find the girls. He was on their side now, and a plan of attack needed to be made. 
 
    Climbing down the ladder to the hold, his thoughts were focused on revenge and it took him a few heartbeats to register that it was dark down here. Reaching for the glow lamp, he activated it and wandered down towards the girls hiding place.  
 
    “I have your things and we need to …” 
 
    He never finished. A loud crack and a sharp pain in his skull were the last things he knew before his legs gave way and his vision faded into darkness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
    The twins stared down at Pritt’s sprawling body with concern.  
 
    “Didn’t think I hit him that hard,” Ela murmured, a hint of concern in her thoughts. 
 
    “You would think that he had a thicker skull, wouldn't you!” Ema agreed. “He is still breathing,” she confirmed, placing a hand on his chest. “I am sure he’ll be fine. Best get going while he is still out to it.”  
 
    Their day in hiding had been long and boring and to pass the time they had begun to examine the treasures in the hold. It had been when they found the long wheelbarrow-like contraption, used to bring the birds aboard, that the idea of kidnapping Pritt had formulated and a plan had come into fruition. If they could knock him out, tie him up and lift him onto the cart they might be able to get him to his yacht under the cover of night. There were a lot of ifs and maybes in this plan, but, to the girls, it was worth a try. Errin needed him and his shard.  
 
    They had found everything they needed: rope, a gag and even an old tarpaulin. and then they had waited, reminiscing about their time on this world, making them sad to be leaving. They had been showed unconditional love and in return they had learned loyalty. Thinking back to their life in Feld, they could see clearly now that their parents had also loved them yet that they had been too young and selfish to understand that love did not stifle you; instead, if you were mature enough to embrace it, it set you free. This revelation caused them both to feel guilty and a little homesick. It was not their parent’s fault that they lived uninteresting lives.  
 
    Pritt stirred and groaned, his eyes flew open and he tensed, then assessing his hopeless situation, he gave another long groan and relaxed into defeat.  
 
    “Thought we might take you back with us as a souvenir,” Ela quipped, a cheeky smile playing on her lips and her eyes dancing.  
 
    “Look, you don’t have to do this,” he pleaded, hoping that they would listen. “I have had a change of heart.” 
 
    “Oh, really. Do tell,” Ema scoffed, hands on hips, sounding extremely sceptical.  
 
    “Why don’t you just take a look?” he replied, knowing that they would see all his dark, long-kept secrets but too weary to fight anymore.  
 
    “Alright, don’t mind if we do,” Ela was quick to seize the opportunity. To his surprise they were gentle and considerate. They enjoyed the race and were actually excited that he won. They were very grateful for the note he left for Ralta and Bhan and felt sorry for him when they learned about his brother. Slowly their attitude towards him altered until, amazingly, he even detected a small hint of respect creeping into their thoughts. Ironic, really; who would have thought that exposing his shame would lessen its hold on him. 
 
    Ela sat back, running a hand through her dark hair. “Whew! You have had one hell of an eventful day, haven’t you? Well, I suppose we can trust you now,” she said, reaching forwards to cut his bonds and release his gag.  
 
    Ema had gone to their packs and was searching for Errin’s parchment. Finally locating it she brought it over to the light. “Looks like we have three Feld days left,” she stated, staring at the lines. “Not quite sure how that relates to days here, but the good news is that we still have time. All we need now is to know where we are going, and that is where you come in,” she concluded, looking pointedly at Pritt. He had sat up and was rubbing his wrists, a wince of pain on his face.  
 
    “I have it all up here,” he said, tapping his head. “But I seriously think we should get going. The council will be holding a meeting to talk about the poisoned lake, and I am pretty sure the decision will be to call an end to the Gathering. We need to be away before they start getting ready to leave.” He could not hide his unease and sense of urgency and it became infectious.   
 
    “Okay, let’s go,” Ema said, picking up her pack as Ela reached down a hand to help Pritt to his feet. 
 
    “There are a few personal things I need to get first,” he said, brushing the dust off his pants. Both girls were quick to nod. He was amazed at how much they trusted him now, the real him, not the false face he had always presented to the world. It was a new and pleasant sensation; however, there was no time to dwell on it.  
 
    Ema came to stand in front of him and without a word handed him his belt and shard and as his hand touched it, a surge of power swept through his soul. It was part of him. They belonged together, two halves now joined to make him whole again. How could he have ever imagined that he would have survived without it, he wondered? What an idiot! 
 
    “Thank you.” These were the only words he could muster as the powerful emotion robbed him of all others. Embarrassed, turned and fled out of the hold. Racing topside, he went straight to his cabin, retrieved his bow and a fist full of arrows, his jacket and helmet and his favourite pair of boots. With a mixture of excitement and sorrow, he took one last look at the only home he had ever known. Spying the blanket his mother had made for him nearly unmanned him again. His leaving would break her heart. He was all she had left. Both her husband and her first born were dead. The right thing to do would be to let her know that he was alright and that he might even come back one day. Quickly he scribbled a note and placed it in an obvious position on top of the blanket. The wrench it caused him to close the door on this part of his life was as unexpected as it was painful and he had to use all his willpower to do it.  
 
    By the time he reached his yacht, the twins had completed making her ready to fly and he leapt aboard. With a beautiful, familiar surge of power that he knew now came from the shard, the yacht rose and in one swift motion, swept off into the night.   
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    Zail paused. 
 
    Standing, shin deep in the pure white snow, surrounded by a ring of dark standing stones, he felt the tracking spell on the twins’ distant world move. He had arrived too late to this world to catch the talent user here. The small echo of the power used was still discernible, but nothing else. It felt old and tired, only briefly blazing into existence. This was another dead end but these little, insignificant clues were all accumulating, and they were all pointing to the fact that ‘She’ was on the move, and now, he thought delightedly, he had the means to find her before she could make the first strike. 
 
    He permitted himself a small smile. It was really too wonderful, using that witch’s own people to lead him straight to her. What do they call it on this world? Oh yes, the Judas factor, he recalled. He had fond memories of Judas. ‘One of my more inspired manipulations,’ he mused. Who could have predicted the amount of scrumptious pain and agony that move would create. Sometimes it was the little things that bore the biggest rewards.  
 
    He had no way of knowing when the twins would be recalled back to Her and so he had set the trap carefully, ensuring he would be alerted when the girls left their world, and all he had to do then was to follow the tracking spell and let it lead him straight to that bitch. He had not been idle during her absence, scouring the worlds for better and more devastating ways to kill, and he now had weapons he could deploy that she would have no defence against. Salivating in anticipation, he could almost taste the victory now. 
 
    He would thank the girls personally for all their help in leading him to her, before he executed them excruciatingly slowly. 
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    Ema shivered. 
 
    It was a beautiful sunrise. All three were freezing, huddled in the speeding yacht, although the beauty of the first rays of light lancing across the rolling hills and gentle valleys, creating stark shadows and contrasts, took their minds off their discomfort for a moment. Pritt’s yacht was fast and he sure knew how to make it fly. If it weren't for the fact that they were fleeing from and racing towards trouble, the girls would have been excited. As it was, they were both itching to have a turn; however, Pritt’s face, staring stonily ahead as he sat in the stern, told them that this was not the time to ask. Ela held the compass, checking it frequently. Disappointedly it did not seem to move much and both the girls understood that, because they were having to tack into the wind, their progress would be slow. By noon they were all exhausted and the decision was made to drop down into a sheltered valley for a rest and a bite of lunch. 
 
    “A picnic,” Ela joked. 
 
    Ema took out the parchment and to her relief saw that they still had two and a quarter days left. Obviously time travelled a little faster here than on Feld, but not by much. Pritt had been very quiet, and the twins had respected his silence, knowing that he was giving up everything to come with them. Both of them sincerely hoped it would be worth his sacrifice. They still thought he was a jerk, but he was their jerk now, and as a result he seemed less obnoxious. The urgency of the mission tugged at them all incessantly and it wasn’t long before they were airborne again. The yacht sped over the ground below yet because the view never changed, just a constant procession of grass covered, gentle mounds and dips, there was no sense of distance travelled. 
 
    The twins began to feel drowsy, with Ela eventually giving into sleep, resting her head on Ema’s shoulder, and it wasn’t long before Ema also succumbed. Pritt watched them with envy, thinking of his brother. He had wasted the short time they had had together, treating him as more of a rival than a friend and he regretted it now. He had made bad choices most of his life, they had come back to haunt him and he hoped his choice to help Errin would be different. 
 
    By evening he was completely wiped out; flying with the shard once more in his possession was a joy although even it could not take away all the exertion needed. He was going to have to land for the night. Swooping low, he began to search for a suitable landing site.  
 
    “I don't think we can stop,” Ela said, staring at the compass. “Ema and I can fly through the night. We promise not to damage your pride and joy.” She chuckled after seeing the look of horror on his face. “We will only go slowly and we will be extra, super careful,” she pleaded. He gave in. There was no point arguing, and if he was honest with himself, he was really just too tired to bother. They dotted down for a moment to swap seats and to have a quick bite to eat. Pritt was nervous. He had seen the girls sail before and knew in his head that they were good sailors; however, his heart was finding it hard to let them take control of his prized possession. Anxiously, he sat on the edge of his seat, biting back instructions as they flawlessly levitated, turned into the wind, and accelerating to an exhilarating speed.  
 
    ‘Only go slow, my arse!’ he thought, begrudgingly admitting that they were brilliant sailors. It was time to get some sleep and let them do their thing.  
 
    By morning they had made good progress and had covered a lot of ground. He estimated that they should arrive at the designated coordinates by that evening. Fully rested, Pritt took over again and the girls curled up to sleep under a blanket in the bottom of the boat.  
 
    Ema woke before her sister and came to sit close to Pritt, scanning the horizon.  
 
    “What is that?” she asked curiously, pointing. Pritt squinted, holding his hand out in front to block out the glare and what he saw made his whole body tense instantly. How could he have missed that? A dark storm cloud smudged a long line, low across the sky. Every clan member’s worst nightmare was to be caught out in the open in a storm. The big boats could weather all but the most severe storm but a small yacht would not stand a chance. They were ferocious and deadly, and every clan deployed long range scouts to ensure that any storm was spotted early enough for the fleet to either batten down or take evasive action. Fleets caught in the worst storms did not survive. 
 
    Their only hope of escape was to fly across the storm front and try and get to the edge before it arrived. It would be folly to try and run before it. Banking, Pritt set course, calling on every bit of skill and power he possessed. Ema had woken Ela and together they came to sit near him, a wash of unexpected energy flowing from them adding strength to his fight. He would never have dreamed that his little yacht could move so fast. They were almost going faster than the wind. How was that possible? 
 
    Nervously, all three watched the clouds billow and grow, piling up and tumbling over each other. By noon these had grown so high that they blocked out the sun and still it raced onwards, gobbling up the distance between them. Their craft was now a tiny dot, speeding across an angry, black background. 
 
    Ela blinked, scared that she was just deluding herself, yet finally she had to admit to herself, that they were getting closer to the edge of the storm. The clouds were changing from black to grey to white and she even caught a glimpse of a small pocket of blue sky peeping through every now and then. It was still going to be tight and all three found that they were holding their breath, knuckles white and eyes glued to their escape and salvation. Hardly daring to acknowledge it, in case it slipped away, Ela saw the edge of the storm draw closer and closer and a small kernel of optimism was born, but the storm had other ideas. It had not finished with them just yet. 
 
    A fierce forerunner of wind flicked them sideways, tipping them onto an impossible angle and sending them spinning into a downwards spiral. The revolving sky and ground made Ela ill as she clung on for dear life, trying to gain control, trying to stop their death plunge. Into the turmoil, she could sense Ema and, strangely, Pritt. Without even forming any sort of plan or intention, the three of them joined into one mind and acted as a single body. It was really a weird and crazy thing to happen but it was working. Together they slowly gained control. It was now a race between gravity and their strength of power.  
 
    Ela closed her eyes to shut out the vision of a hillside speeding towards them. Instead she concentrated on levitating with all her heart. A sinking feeling in her stomach told her that the yacht had finally responded and was now heading upwards again, but would it be in time? Her eyes shot open on their own volition just as the ground, a mere handbreadth beneath them, skimmed by at an impossible rate. She would not be surprised if their yacht had left a long furrow in the grassy hill top as they passed. Righted once more, they turned towards the beckoning blue sky and giving every last drop of effort, they sped towards it. Like a cork popping out of a bottle, their tiny vessel exploded out of the cloud and into the sunshine. They were shattered and the yacht was worse for wear, but they were alive.  
 
    There was no time for celebration. They had to get as far from the storm as possible. Holding the compass, Ela could see that with a slight course adjustment they could achieve this as well as being able to keep moving towards their destination. For once the gods had been kind. 
 
    After what felt like an entire circle they stopped for refreshments, to relieve themselves and to stretch tired muscles. Ema squinted at Errin’s parchment, noticing that they still had a day in hand, although they were starting to cut it fine now. Once more they dragged their tired bodies back on board, each of them running on their last reserves, doggedly going through the motions. In silence, they watched the sun creep towards the horizon, finally disappearing to leave behind a pale halo, which slowly morphed into indigo and then into darkness. Pale pinpricks of light appeared as if by magic, first one then another until the sky was alight with their glow.  
 
    Ema was nodding in her seat when Ela’s sharp elbow poked her in the ribs, waking her.  
 
    “I think we are nearly there,” Ela said, sounding surprised. Ema took the compass in disbelief and her heart skipped a beat. Unbelievably, it was true. Excitedly, the twins broke the news to Pritt, startling him from his concentration.  
 
    “I think we should approach with caution,” Ema suggested. She had a very bad feeling in her gut about the fact that Zail knew their destination, and she did not want to fall foul of any nasty surprise he may have left for them.  
 
    “We need to get a good look at exactly what is waiting for us,” Pritt agreed. “Maybe we should do a bit of reconnaissance before we come into land.” The girls could see the sense in that, and slowly they circumnavigated the innocent-looking hilltop where they had first arrived, a lifetime ago. The moonlight was enough to show that there was absolutely nothing about the hill that marked it out as different from millions of its compatriots, and they bravely decided to land in the valley beside it. 
 
    Ema used a glow lamp to check Errin’s parchment, noticing that they had only half a stroke left. She guessed that this would disappear completely sometime around sunrise. Slowly they crept up the hill, the wind at their backs, blowing their hair before them, all their senses on full alert, searching for anything that looked out of place or felt wrong, any sign of Zail. Ema was the first to reach the top and what she sensed before her, made her stop in her tracks. There was no doubt. He had been here, and he had left a trap. It wasn't even hidden or even that subtle. 
 
    It was obvious that he thought so little of their abilities that he had not thought that he needed to conceal his work. Ela joined her, and both the girls stood staring at the twisted monstrosity before them. It smelt of him and oozed darkness. Pritt was puffing by the time he caught up to the twins. 
 
    “What's that?” he asked in disgust.  
 
    “You can see it?” Ela asked, surprised.  
 
    “Yes, it sort of floats in and out of focus but it smells real bad,” he said, wrinkling his nose in revulsion. 
 
    “What are we going to do about it?” Ema interrupted. 
 
    “I wonder what it is set to do?” Pritt mused, moving closer to the darkness.  
 
    “I am fairly sure it is designed to kill us!” Ema snorted. “What else!”  
 
    “Well, perhaps it is made to immobilize us until he arrives so that he can get the information he wants from our minds,” Pritt reasoned. Ela shuddered, knowing that this was most definitely a possibility. 
 
    “You know, I think he has underestimated us again,” Ela began. “Do you sense those threads leading away from the trap, down the hill?” Both Pritt and Ema nodded. “I think that those are trip lines. We are lucky that they are spaced so far apart that we didn’t stumble upon one earlier, but I think that we could use one of them to trigger the trap using a small amount of talent from the safety of the yacht. The question is, would that destroy the trap or would it just reset?” she pondered. 
 
    “Well, there is only one way to find out,” Pritt exclaimed, turning and retracing his steps down the hill back to the boat.  
 
    “I wonder how far away we need to be, to be safe when we trigger it?” Ema asked, as they sat hovering a hilltop away, glaring at the trap.  
 
    “It is a fine line between being near enough to trigger it, and far enough away not to be caught,” Pritt surmised. “I think we should go as far away as we can.” 
 
    Pritt edged the craft backwards until the girls’ touch on the lines grew too tenuous and then slowly moved forward once more until it became certain again. The twins hesitated, reluctant to pull the trigger. 
 
    “This is it, girls; time is running out and we have everything to gain and everything to lose,” Pritt said summarising their plight. 
 
    “Encouraging! Really encouraging!” Ema replied. “And don’t think that you can get away without helping,” she chided, reaching out her hand towards him. Joining forces, as one, the three focused on the target before them, sending a lance of power towards the closest trip line. 
 
    They were totally unprepared for the blast that followed, lighting up the sky. The accompanying shock wave of heat seared their exposed skin and the air vanished, making it impossible to fill their lungs. Gasping, they crumpled, falling into unconsciousness, blacking out completely.  
 
    Pritt was the first to recover and, sucking in lungful’s of air, he reached over to the girls and shook them awake. Together they sat gulping air and blinking. Pritt carefully peered over the side to find the world exactly as it had been when they first arrived. There was no destruction, no burnt grass, no sign of any cataclysmic explosion. The only difference was that there was also no sign of the evil, dark mass of the trap. 
 
    Pritt had never had a three-way hug before and he decided that he quite liked it, even if it did not last long. Landing in the valley, he vaulted over the side onto the grass. Suddenly a heart wrenching thought struck him: this might be the last time he would touch his pride and joy; indeed, it might even be the last time he sailed. Shaking this disturbing thought, physically from his mind, he gave his yacht one last, loving caress before racing to join the twins up the hill. These two had been forced to come to a new world and they had made the most of it. If two little girls could do it, so could he. He chuckled at his own sarcasm.  
 
    “Best to be ready to fight when we arrive,” Ela warned. “There is no knowing what will be waiting for us on the other side.” 
 
    “Great! Now you tell me,” he said, smiling at Ela as he absently grabbed his bow and placed a fist full of arrows in his belt. She smiled back at him for a moment before a thought obviously occurred to her. 
 
    “Oh, and by the way, limbo is …” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
    Errin yawned. 
 
    It had been a restless night; the spectre of the day to follow had her wound up so tightly that it had been impossible to relax. Every nerve ending, every thought process was tingling with apprehension. The night had seemed interminable. One part of her did not want it to end as she was afraid of what the day would bring, and yet another part just wanted to get it over and done with. 
 
    Eventually, the sun had peeked over the horizon, banishing the night, and morning had arrived. Errin stretched and silently welcomed the light, wondering, morbidly, if this would be the last dawn she would ever see. It was sobering to think that when the sun set again on this day, the universe’s fate would be forever changed. The question was, would it be for the better or the worse? Thousands of years of planning had come down to this single day. 
 
    Narrowing her eyes against the glare, she scanned the slowly waking camp, watching as routine morning chores were completed by people still shaking off the spell of sleep, listening to the clatter of pots and pans and the quiet murmur of conversation. The dawn chorus in the nearby forest was in full swing as spring had finally taken a toe hold on winter. Wild flowers and lush grass now replaced snow and mud, and the trees were covered in a light green fuzz of early leaf bud. Slowly, the days were warming up. 
 
    It seemed so wrong to be leaving all this beauty, to willingly go out to face death. It was going to take all her courage to leave this behind, and knowing that she had no choice at all did not make it any easier. Last night she had called a final council. Everyone knew their roles and responsibilities but she had felt it was important to go over them one last time. There were so many ifs and maybes, so many doubts and options, all of which needed to be understood and planned for. Today the time for planning was over, it was now time for action.  
 
    Today the seekers returned. 
 
    Errin’s internal clock was counting down to that pivotal moment and she had to ensure that she was there to greet them, to protect them. Taking a big lung full of fresh air, she tried to pull herself together. It would not do to appear uncertain or weak. Today she was leading her followers into battle, and she needed to be decisive and courageous, someone they could believe in and trust.  
 
    She shook herself, returning to the present, and immediately the smell of bacon made her mouth water and her stomach growl. Looking around for the source of the delicious aroma, she spotted Dissan beckoning her to join him. 
 
    “Nothing like a hearty breakfast before a hard day's ride,” he called as she made her way towards him. 
 
    “Mmmm, smells so good!” she replied, licking her lips. A plate of bacon, eggs and sausage was thrust in her direction and she took it gratefully. A makeshift table had been set up nearby, which was already occupied with people she loved. Hexrick was tucking into his breakfast as if it was going to escape if he gave it a chance; Fenrick sat beside him, tapping the table rhythmically and staring off into the distance with unfocused eyes; Surrin was sharing her breakfast with Riana who, although much bigger now, had still not managed to grow into her large paws; and Anssan hovered attentively over a pale but smiling Hezrill. They were all here, all willing to risk their lives for a greater cause, and Errin’s heart nearly broke from the overwhelming sadness of it all. 
 
    “Move over. Give the lady some room,” Dissan called jokingly as they headed to the table. A lot of good natured complaining followed as everyone scrunched up to make room for him and Errin. 
 
    “Good day for it,” Fenrick quipped with a grin, nodding a welcome to Errin. Eyes sparkled and smiles were shared. These were quality people and no more needed to be said about the mission. Instead, the conversation drifted towards the speculation on how much Hexrick could actually eat and expressing sympathy for his poor, suffering horse. Needless to say, Hexrick did not stop eating to defend himself. It was a wonderfully leisurely breakfast but even so, it still had to end eventually, and soon it was time to saddle up and say good bye. 
 
    Errin, Dissan and Hezrill, accompanied by a large troop of knights and a guardian, were to head out into the wilderness. Anssan, Surrin and a troop of knights were sent to protect the boundary and its guardians to the east, and Hexrick and Fenrick, along with the rest of the knights, were sent to protect the west. The order was given, and everyone mounted. For a short distance, all three factions walked their horses towards the boundary together, Anssan and Hezrill riding side by side, hands touching. The abrupt end of the trees marked the spot where they had to go their separate ways and with loud calls of good luck and poignant farewells, the troops divided. Errin came to ride next to Hezrill, quietly giving her strength as she watched Anssan ride away. She hated having to separate them; however, she needed Hezrill’s talent today and Anssan’s strength and knowledge was needed elsewhere.  
 
    Errin was deep in thought, rerunning all her plans for the day in her head when she felt the most peculiar sensation. It felt as if one of her shards of power was suddenly close. There was a tugging and a sense of connectedness coming from the waste land, beyond the boundary. She sat up, thoroughly perplexed. It was still much too early for the recall.  
 
    “Nerves getting the better of you, eh!” she laughed at herself, yet still the feeling persisted. There was absolutely nothing she could do about it now, but the worry of it ate away at her. So many things could go wrong today and she had hoped that she had anticipated most of them, but this ‘call,’ this ‘pull’ was totally unexpected and therefore alarming. Had Zail found one of her shards? Was he lying in wait? She shook her head to get rid of that distressing idea. ‘You have a job to do. Focus,’ she berated herself before returning her concentration to the day at hand. 
 
    As always, leaving the safety of the boundary behind made everyone nervous; however, the sun shone down from a pale blue, cloudless sky and the lush grass their horses plodded through was full of wildflowers, a sure sign that there had not been a wild magic storm for a while, and a gentle breeze wafted their delicate scent to the riders. It was impossible to feel threatened in such surroundings and soon the group’s natural high spirits returned.  
 
    The morning wore on, the sun rising higher and higher, shortening the shadows and warming the air. Brows were wiped of sweat and water bottles handed around. It was a quiet world out here, devoid of animal life: they were the only things moving on the flat, featureless landscape, and the silence slowly sank into her bones and stilled her racing mind.  
 
    About halfway to their destination, one of Dissan’s scouts was spotted riding furiously towards them. Immediately Dissan called a halt, and they all moved into a well-rehearsed defence position. The prince rode out to meet the rider, their horses standing nose to tail, side by side, one fresh and the other panting and lathered in sweat. Everyone watched anxiously as the scout gestured several times off towards the north east. It was a worry to all concerned that this was also the direction that their goal lay. A solemn Dissan returned and Errin’s heart sank, her worst fears realized. She knew it had all been too good to last.  
 
    “Fritsrill has spotted a large troop of trolls heading our way,” the prince explained “It looks as if they are coming straight towards us and we won’t be able to avoid them. As yet they haven't seen us, so we have the element of surprise.” He paused, his hand scrubbing through his hair. “I think that we need to take the fight to them and draw them away from you and your destination,” he finished, turning the last statement into a question for Errin.  
 
    She tugged at her ear as she thought. “I agree. I only need a couple of men and of course the spare horses for our heroes when they return, but you should take the rest. I also think Hezrill would be useful for you in this situation. Take Lofssan only as back up. Leave him far enough away that Hezrill can use her talent on the trolls,” she directed.  
 
    Dissan gave a curt nod before standing in his stirrups and issuing the necessary orders. “Farewell, my lady,” he said, saluting Errin, his face solemn and his eyes full of concern.  
 
    She smiled back at him, making impatient shooing motions with her hands. “Of you go and stop being so dramatic,” she called, hoping that he would not notice the slight catch in her voice. In a flurry of movement, Dissan’s people pressed their horses into a gallop and sped away, leaving behind a trail of trampled grass and an intense silence in their wake. Errin watched them go, allowing herself an indulgent moment before she turned to face her own challenge, and with a heavy sigh, she put all that nonsense behind her.  
 
    She smiled weakly at the four brave knights that had volunteered to accompany her. It would not have been easy for them to watch the only guardian ride away knowing that they were now totally at the mercy of any wild magic storm that might come their way; however, she was still grateful for their company.  
 
    By noon, if Errin squinted, she could just make out the ruin on the mound, her final destination. At this steady pace they would be there in plenty of time before the retraction spell activated. There had been no sign of Dissan or the trolls, and although she was relieved that they had been lured away she couldn’t help but worry for her friends. 
 
    With all her heart, she hoped that every one of her seekers had survived, but it was Turrin who she most longed to see. Her arms ached to hold his small frame once more. Of all the millions of beings she had known, he would always be the one most dear to her, the child she never bore, a companion of the heart. It had been one of the most soul destroying moments in her long life when she realized that she was going to have to send him alone, to ask the impossible of him and even worse, to be unable to offer any advice, guidance or help of any kind.  
 
    “Are you all right, ma’am?” the knight riding beside her asked, his face a mask of concern.  
 
    “Yes. Yes. Sorry. I was just thinking,” she apologised, feeling guilty for causing any worry. It was time to put the ‘unflappable person in charge’ face on. Time to be in control: she could not risk more self-indulgent ‘What if’ moments. Adjusting her seat in the saddle, she twisted to be able to get a better idea of the surrounding landscape, and to her surprise, she saw that they were nearly at their destination. The small hill rose before her, crowned with the ruined ring of some ancient castle. This place was important. It was from here that the seekers had departed twenty-two long days ago, and if all went according to plan, it was there that they would return to. This was it! The time for action had finally arrived. They all dismounted and carefully led their horses up the hill: best to have them rested in case they were needed for a quick getaway.  
 
    Without a word the four knights took up defensive positions at the crumbling wall as Errin moved towards the centre of the ring to wait. It would not be long now and her nerves were on a knife edge. She imagined this must be like standing at the start of an important race. There is nothing more you can do to prepare and you have no idea of what the outcome will be; all you want to do is get on with it.  
 
    Finding herself a large stone, she sat and watched the shadow of another plinth slowly creep towards her feet. In the silence, she could not help but notice the tug of the strange shard move, and strangely it was moving towards the boundary. This was a relief in a way. If it had been Zail, at least he would be far away from her when the others returned.  
 
    ‘Concentrate!’ she berated herself. ‘Stop letting your mind wander.’ Focusing on the empty circle in front of her, she thought that she felt a slight buzzing, an electrifying of the air. Her whole body reacted to the increase in static energy and she found it hard to breathe. When the hairs on her arms stood up and her scalp crawled, she knew that the penultimate moment in history had finally arrived. Hugging herself, she watched, rocking back and forth in anticipation, until, with a crack that split the sky and sent shock waves rippling out in all directions, two bodies appeared before her.  
 
    Blinking furiously to clear her vision, she eventually made out the figure of Myssan, crouching, holding the prone body of a young woman in his arms. He seemed to be in some sort of shock, stunned, intently staring down at the woman’s face. To Errin, the impact of one of her shards materializing almost overtook the joy she felt at having Myssan safely home again. She had forgotten how glorious it felt to have power, how rich it made your life. She would not be able to reach her full strength until all of the shards, or more specifically, the power contained within them, had been physically returned to her; however, for the moment, just having one so close gave her an amazing boost.  
 
    Slowly she stood on shaking legs, yet before she could take a step, another deafening roar split the air and to her utter amazement, a huge silver dragon appeared overhead, swooping down towards her at terrifying speed. Shrinking back in an unthinking reflex, she was nearly flattened as a third blast exploded just behind the silver dragon and a huge black demon appeared, diving straight towards Myssan and the girl, claws extended before it. Instinctively, she summoned her power but before she could release it, Myssan raised his arm and shot a sizzling blaze at the impending threat. The shaft of light struck the black beast in the chest and punched a tree trunk-sized hole through its body, pushing it off course and causing it to crash into the ground a mere arm's length away from her. It’s forward momentum carried its inert body scudding across the grass until it collided with the outer wall, where it slammed to a stop, dislodging several large stones, which fell to the ground all around it.  
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Myssan’s instinct to protect Eva had taken over and, almost without conscious thought, he had summoned the easy-to-access wealth of power here in Feld and aimed it at the looming black dragon. He was shaken by the force of his anger and the strength of his talent. He had never intended to take a life and was sickened by the sight of the crumpled body lying up against the wall. Moments ago it had been a living ball of furious energy and now it was just a lifeless, empty carcass. A small movement from Eva, still clasped in his arms, brought his attention screaming back, and staring down at her pale face he concentrated all his awareness on her, willing her to move again. As he watched, a miniscule flicker of her long eyelashes sent a searing, electric shock through his heart and a split moment later he found himself being studiously regarded by those beautiful, deep, dark eyes.  
 
    “Hello, you,” she whispered into his mind. “So I’m guessing that I am not dead then?”  
 
    Choking back tears of relief and joy, all Myssan could do was nod. Gingerly, she tried to stand, and to his amazement she then managed a step or two. The prince hovered nervously, as close to her as he dared without hindering, but she was fine and soon he found himself grinning like a crazy man as she even tried a few dance steps before launching herself at him. Totally unprepared for this onslaught, he collapsed, sending them both to the ground where they lay laughing and crying all at the same time. It was the seriousness of their situation and Errin’s tentative throat clearing that eventually brought them to their feet once more, still holding hands and looking a little sheepish. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Errin was shaken, stunned and pleased all at once. It was wonderful to see the prince in love but how had he become so powerful? What had just happened? Sweeping the area for clues she spotted the big silver dragon making a lazy turn back towards her. Should she be concerned? Was it friend or foe? Her answer came in the magnificent wash of power that emanated from the creature. The silver dragon was a shard’s host, but who was its seeker? Her question was to go unanswered as at that exact moment, another ear splitting blast rocked the hilltop, depositing the dishevelled looking twins and a tall, fair-haired man with violet eyes who was staring frantically about himself in bewilderment. Another shard bearer, supplying yet another boost to her growing power. 
 
    She could hardly believe that three shards had returned, just one more to come, and stupidly she dared to hope. She should have known better. Hope had a very nasty way of deceiving you into thinking that you might succeed, and He had a way of crushing it.  
 
    She knew the moment He arrived. His putrid aura smothered everything, making her gag. Her immediate reaction was to gather as much power as she could, even though she knew that she was still incomplete. She would be no match for his strength fuelled by millions of suffering souls over thousands of turns, and his victory was a certainty. She was just too weak to confront him. The only thing she could do now was to face him with dignity.   
 
    He stood behind Ema and Ela smirking. It was obvious from the glee on his face that he had summed up the situation in an instant and knew without a doubt that Errin was powerless against him. To him, her diminished aura would have been plain to see. Errin squared her shoulders as a strange calm washed over her. It was the calm that came when you resigned yourself to your fate, accepting the end and understanding that there is nothing you can do to prevent it.  
 
    Ela and Ema, however, were of a different opinion. They still had the invincibility of youth on their side and they were not going to die without a fight. Rounding on Zail, they threw everything they had at him and sizzling bolts of talent haloed his body and sparked off the air around him with an electrifying force. It had absolutely no effect. He stood within it laughing until, becoming bored with it all, he nonchalantly pointed at Ema, who just happened to be closest. A rope of fire extruded from his fingers, wrapped itself several times around her body and lifted her up off the ground, leaving her twisting and screaming in the air before him.  
 
    Ela reached towards her tortured sister but was beaten back by the heat. Casually immobilising everyone, Zail took a moment to savour the exquisite pain of suffering twins, something quite unique and wonderfully amplified when the twins concerned possessed talent. Unable to move let alone retaliate, all they could do was watch in agony as Ema continued to suffer.  
 
    Zail threw back his head and laughed with delight. 
 
    “I would like to thank you girls for helping me find ‘the witch’. If you hadn’t led me to her through your reckless use of talent and a tragic attempt at trying to save the clans, I would still be searching. You have done me a great service, and I would like to thank you with a quick death.” He paused as if contemplating this idea. “But, you know, I just can’t bring myself to do it. You both provide such luscious fun,” he chortled, enjoying himself immensely. 
 
    Although Ela could not move, the horror of this revelation could be plainly seen in her eyes. 
 
    A flicker of movement caught Errin’s attention, and with a start, she saw that it was the silver dragon with Turrin on its back, rising above the outer wall, directly behind Zail. Her heart beat faster. The joy of seeing Turrin was countered by the fear she felt for the boy. She had forgotten that Turrin’s talent was undetectable. Zail would not know that he was there. Still, the boy would be no match for the wizard and the outcome was inevitable. Errin could not move, but every fibre in her being was screaming for Turrin to flee, to fly fast and far, to escape. As usual he did not obey. Instead, the magnificent beast dove, head-first straight towards their enemy. A net of power shot forward from Turrin’s extended hand, covering Zail for a blink of an eye before the dragon’s gaping maw closed on the wizard’s torso. Zail’s grip on his captives loosened for a few heartbeats whilst he dangled from the dragon’s jaws as it soared skyward.  
 
    Those on the ground stared in disbelief, willing the dragon on, applauding its bravery, all the while knowing, deep down, that it did not stand a chance. Zail did not disappoint. With a flick of his hand he shredded the dragon's wings, forced open its jaw and floated free, to hang in the air and watch as both dragon and boy spiralled down towards the earth.  
 
    Errin, Myssan and Ela, realising that they were free, joined as one and created a protective sphere about themselves. It was a pathetic thing, only big enough to cover the six of them, yet it proved to be just enough to hold Zail’s attempts at breaching it at bay for now. For fun, Zail decided to use leverage on them instead and casually floated down to land next to Turrin’s limp body. Picking him up by the hair, he forced him to wake. Errin cringed as she noticed the odd angle Turrin’s leg bent at and the blood pouring from his head. The boy blinked at his tormenter in confusion.  
 
    Errin felt absolutely helpless. To try and save him she would have to let go of their protection. The knowledge that all she would achieve if she did this would be more deaths did not make her dilemma any less heart-breaking. She could only watch Turrin die a slow and excruciating death. She would not look away, she would witness his life and his death. The boy was brave and, forcing his head up, he stared defiantly straight into Zail’s eyes. Errin cringed. He was not going to give up; instead, she watched incredulously as the boy’s small hand reached out to touch the vile wizard.  
 
    What happened next defied belief. One moment Turrin and Zail were in front of her, large as life, and the next they blinked out of existence. Where had they gone? What could Zail have in mind that was even worse that killing Turrin in front of her? Whatever had just occurred, it had given them a small reprieve and they would be fools not to take it. They had run out of time for the fourth shard to arrive and Errin knew that she could wait no longer, it was more important to honour Turrin’s sacrifice. She would mourn Lutex later, if she lived. Quickly they gathered up Ema’s unconscious, burnt and battered body, understanding that the fact she still lived was a miracle. It was gut wrenching to have to leave the large dragon behind. It was impossible to take it with them. It was barely breathing and Errin knew in her heart that it was dying, the only thing she could do for it was give it peaceful slumber.  
 
    “Your bravery will not be forgotten. Sleep well, dear friend,” she whispered as she touched its beautiful head before standing and running back to her mount. Mounting as quickly as possible, they raced down the hill towards the boundary and safety. ‘This is becoming something of a habit,’ Errin thought to herself as she urged her poor horse on.  
 
    Head down and body low across her horse, she clung tight and concentrated on keeping up with the others. Myssan had the beautiful young lady he had brought back cradled in front of him and one of the knights had Ema cocooned in a protective blanket. Ela rode with the long-limbed male shard bearer behind her. He was totally uncoordinated and Errin sympathised with him, knowing that if he survived this day, he was going to be black and blue all over.  
 
    “Trolls!” Myssan called.  
 
    Errin groaned. “For goodness sake!” she exclaimed in exasperation. Just what they didn’t need. Looking up she spotted a line of trolls spread across their path, effectively cutting them off from the boundary and worse, the brutes were running straight towards them and the gap between them was closing at an alarming rate. Errin quickly searched to see if there was any sign of Dissan and Hezrill but she could not see them, and her heart sank. They must have been defeated. The number of friends lost this day was mounting. 
 
    Ordering everyone to stop, she addressed them. “We need to punch through them, I think,” she began. “If we form groups around myself, Myssan and Ela we might be able to use enough protective talent to get through them. But a warning,” she held up her hand, “a lot of magic has been used today and I am fearful that a storm might be brewing. So please try and use as little as possible,” she begged. She really did not need this right now.  
 
    They formed into three groups and began walking their horses towards the line of menacing trolls. Each wizard tried to judge how much energy to use, each nervously eyeing the threat before them, each acutely aware of the greater threat from behind. 
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    Turrin had been expecting the dark and the cold, and yet it still took his breath away. The roar of the rushing water was like a physical force and the damp air immediately coated him in a fine spray. Incredibly, he had brought them both to Syran’s world, to the top of the underground waterfall. Turrin was quite surprised that he had managed this, considering his condition, and concluded that it was only because of the unlimited power on Feld.  
 
    Zail’s hand was still clamped on his hair, but the grip had loosened in the transfer and with a quick jerk and thrust he managed to free himself. With a lunge he pushed his attacker hard in the chest. Zail, who was frantically trying to work out exactly what had happened, was taken totally by surprise, and took a step backwards to catch himself. Too late, he understood that there was nothing but air behind him as he began to topple backwards to be instantly engulfed by the turbulent waters. Turrin did not wait to see the outcome. He was positive that Zail would not fall to his death; nevertheless, he hopped that he would be disorientated long enough for Errin and the others to make their escape and for him to be able to slip away to safety. He was drained, exhausted and in pain and the safest place for him right now was Yonla’s cave, although he cringed at the thought of having to tell her about Syran. With a sinking heart, he understood that he would never be able to return to Feld. There was just not enough power in this world for him to be able to jump that far. This was his home now, and with a sigh, he closed his eyes, imagined the green dragon’s cave, and jumped. 
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    Zail was falling with the water. He was in a dark, noisy void with no idea of where he was or how he had got there. He had never encountered anything like this before. He had not sensed any talent in the boy and yet he had managed to transport them both to another world, judging by the lack of detectable magic. With a small hand motion, he stopped his descent, moved out of the water and began to float upwards. He needed to get out of here, and was truly annoyed that he could not make a quick return to deal to the bitch. It was all about moving from one known place to another, and with no knowledge of where he was, he did not know which direction to move in. 
 
    How had that slip of a boy had managed to transport them both to a different world, instantly? A shadow of envy slipped across his heart. The only way Zail could travel from world to world was by using the star map in his head and even then it was not instantaneous, he still had to travel through limbo. For a child to have such talent and for that talent to be undetectable sounded alarm bells. When this was all over, he was going to have to deal with the boy personally. 
 
    Casting a light, he examined his surroundings and quickly saw the escape route as well as the staggering magnitude of the waterfall plunging to unknown depths beside him. ‘Impressive,’ he thought, grudgingly acknowledging Turrin’s achievement. Frustratingly, his escape was further hampered by a rock fall, probably caused by that nuisance boy, and when he finally stepped out into the sunshine, he vowed to return and destroy this whole stinking world. The boy’s actions had cost him precious time, time he was positive She would have used wisely. She might even have reached the cursed boundary by now! There was no telling how days ran on this world compared to Feld. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    The closer the trolls came, the faster Errin’s heart beat. They were an unruly lot, loping steadily towards her. There was no formation at all. They were almost like a group of large school children let out of class at the end of the day. The closer they came the more menacing they looked. They were truly ugly and their appearance did not improve with close scrutiny. All three wizards had now summoned their protective shields to cover their groups but still it was an unnerving experience having these huge beasts charging directly at you.  
 
    “Steady,” Errin called. “Don’t attack unless they do. Save your energy. Zail will not be far away,” she warned. She could see both Myssan and Ela looked nervous and she didn’t blame them one little bit as her own palms were slippery with sweat on her reins. Steeling herself for the impact, she resisted the urge to close her eyes. The first troll sidestepped around her to pass by harmlessly, causing her to blink several times to make sure of what she was seeing.  
 
    For the next few moments, her people sat as if they were in a bubble, untouched by the swiftly flowing river of large troll bodies. It was an assault of the senses, a blur of motion, a crescendo of deep, resonating voices and the clanging of weapons, a wash of foul odours that violated their senses. The ground shook as they passed and they even blocked the sunlight. Strangely, every now and then, Errin felt a small static discharge skim across her shield, as if it were being touched by talent. She shook her head to dispel the unwanted image of trolls with power. 
 
    Bursting out the other side of the tide of bodies, Errin was breathless but relieved, until she glanced up and saw that it was not over yet. In the distance she saw three, no four, figures running hard towards them. It was as if they were trying to keep up with the trolls but had fallen behind. On closer inspection, they were an odd group, ranging in height from tall to very short and, Errin blinked in disbelief, was that a large cat running beside them? All at once a ray of sunlight caught the tawny, unruly thatch of hair on the smallest runner and Errin gave an involuntary cry of excitement.  
 
    “Lutex! Oh, my word!” She sat stunned, refusing to believe her own eyes, but as he came closer the fact that it was him could not be denied. In a heartbeat, she found herself on the ground and running frantically towards the miracle child before her, the crushing feeling of guilt she had been carrying ever since his failure to return vanishing to be replaced instead with all-encompassing joy. The boy stood no chance, no resistance could have withstood Errin’s embrace. Everyone else looked on in disbelief, even the two trolls standing quietly next to Lutex. Errin did not want to let go and they stood locked in a tight hug for several delicious moments, Lutex deep within her circling arms, his hair tickling her chin, his skinny arms around her waist. In a day of tension, this was an experience to cherish.  
 
    “Hello, Errin,” Lutex’s quiet, gentle voice found its way into her mind. She stopped breathing, grasped his shoulders and searched those assured, amused eyes.  
 
    “You talk now!” she gasped, stating the obvious. Then pulling him back into her fierce embrace once more, she murmured, “I thought I had lost you. I thought I would never see you again.”  
 
    “We came through Zail’s portal,” Lutex grinned up at her, the mischievousness of this act twinkling in his dark eyes. “Sorry to have caused you any worry,” he added in response to Errin’s tears. All she could do was shake her head in amazed disbelief.  
 
    “This is Princess Lifen, she has the shard,” he introduced the young female troll, touching her hand to communicate. “And this is Brack, a hero and a friend.” Lutex smiled warmly up at the large troll standing protectively next to the princess. Errin was welcoming them both when she felt her legs being rubbed by the large tabby cat-like creature. 
 
    “I am Tubble. Lutex is right. You are good people. I help you now. Make you unseen,” the cat spoke assertively into her thoughts. Errin’s jaw dropped as her hand lowered to touch the soft coat. She had no idea what it had just said but at least it was on her side. How had this small child managed to find the shard and its bearer in a land populated by trolls? How had he convinced lifelong enemies to help? This was a story for Fenrick, and she could not wait to hear it told, but right now she needed other, more urgent answers.  
 
    “Why did those trolls let us pass?” she asked, pointing at the retreating backs.  
 
    “It is a long story,” Lutex began. “But the short version is that the princess asked them to fight Zail instead of Feld.” The princess looked surprised at that, then frowning, she stepped forward to clasp Errin’s hand. 
 
    “He is too modest,” she chided. “He and Hezrill were the ones who gave the Telft their shields.” 
 
    Errin turned her questioning gaze back to Lutex.  
 
    He hesitated for a moment before he relented and began to explain.  
 
    “Well, when Hezrill and Dissan arrived, Lifen had already persuaded the trolls that they had been fighting the wrong enemy, but, you know the Telft, that is what the fighting trolls are called, they were itching for a scrap. Hezrill decided to help them, a little, by providing them with shields that would help protect them from Zail,” he concluded, shrugging his shoulders. This information explained a few things to Errin. One, why she had felt talent emanating from the trolls, and two that Hezrill and Dissan were alive, although she wondered where they were. Lutex read her mind. 
 
    “Dissan thought that you might need help, and so he and Hezrill rode to the rendezvous point. We came up from the boundary in case you had already left.” It was such a seesaw day for Errin. One moment her hopes were boosted up to impossible heights and the next they were dashed down again. Dissan and Hezrill were alive although they were most certainly riding into danger. Zail was sure to return and find them and they were no match for his strength.  
 
    Lutex’s gaze had moved to scan Errin’s companions, sitting quietly on their mounts. 
 
    “Where is Turrin?” he asked, worry sounding loud and clear in his thoughts. All Errin could do was shake her head and look down. She could not face the reality of losing him just now. That was set aside as something to visit if she ever had the luxury of time again.  
 
    A loud scream and an explosive shock wave pulled everyone's attention back to the Telft, all turning in unison just in time to see a large body cartwheeling through the air before landing with a thump back amongst its peers. 
 
    Zail had arrived. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
    Zail was seething. 
 
    By the time he eventually made it back to the place where that accursed boy had snatched him from, it was deserted; all that was left was the stinking carcass of that dragon thing, festering on the ground. Giving it a vicious kick in frustration, he levitated and flew towards the boundary. There were no prizes given for guessing which way that bitch had gone. He just hoped he would catch her in time. He had no doubt that he could destroy that feeble barrier if he put his mind to it, but it would be a long a tedious task and besides the wild magic storms gave him the heebie-jeebies. No, it was best to get her whilst she was vulnerable and, licking his lips in anticipation, he sped onwards. 
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    Dissan and Hezrill had slipped quietly up the hill making their way past the ruined walls, keeping to the shadows. They had left the knights and the guardian a few leagues back, concealed in a gully, just in case Errin was still using her talent. It had been fortunate that they had been hidden behind the wall when Zail arrived, stormed about and that flew off cursing. Hezrill shuddered. She had heard so many stories about this vile man but to see his revolting aura made her feel physically sick. Dissan had immediately reached for his sword and only her restraining hand had caused him to pause.  
 
    Peering cautiously round the wall into the circle, they could see that it was empty now, not a soul in sight. There was no way of knowing if all had gone well or not. The only good thing was that there were no dead bodies, although there was a couple of odd shaped mounds off to one side. Cautiously they crept along the wall until they came even with the curious object. It had once been a large black animal of some kind but now it was mangled beyond recognition and very dead. The next object was similar yet somehow very different. For a long time both of them just stood staring down at the beautiful creature before them. Once it would have been magnificent but now, in death, it was shattered and torn. Hezrill could not resist the urge to touch it and hesitantly reached out her hand towards the fading iridescent scales on its head. There was still warmth in its body. Gently, she probed its life source and, amazingly, she felt that there was a spark. It was spluttering and near extinction but it was there.  
 
    During her long, slow recovery she had found that a good way to distract herself from her injuries was to watch and learn healing from Errin. She had been fascinated, discovering that she had an aptitude for it. There had been plenty of opportunities to practice, as the knights would regularly come back from a skirmish with the trolls with some injury or other. In the end, Errin had given her cases and she was proud that she had needed to ask for advice less and less. Now, using these skills, she did a quick diagnostic run down of the beast before her and instantly knew exactly what she needed to do to save it. Normally, behind the boundary, she had had to guess and then let nature take its course, but here, today, she had her talent; she could see inside the body and mind, find the problem and heal it all very quickly.  
 
    “What are you doing? Dissan whispered, glancing nervously about. “We have to go.”  
 
    “It’s alive and I think I can save it,” Hezrill answered quietly.  
 
    Dissan shook his head in denial. “We have to find Errin. We don’t know what this thing is or why it is here. For all we know it might be one of Zail’s creatures.” He bent down to look into her eyes. 
 
    “I can feel the goodness in it,” Hezrill replied, her hands still resting on its head. “It has a …” she searched for the words, “a sort of glow about it,” she finished lamely. 
 
    Dissan was well out of his depth here but he had learned over time to trust in those with talent. If Hezrill sensed that this stunning beast was worth saving, he was not going to stop her trying. Besides, he thought to himself, if she could indeed heal it, it would make a very useful weapon in their arsenal. Nodding his head in agreement, he went to stand guard. This day was turning out to be very strange. Friendly trolls and now a dragon. He wondered what would be next.  
 
    “Right then, my beauty, where do I start?[CL35]” Hezrill asked rhetorically as she carefully examined its injuries. It was bleeding internally, it had lost a lot of blood from its torn wings, and several bones were broken, yet the thing that worried her the most was that it had suffered a blow to the head and there was a small amount of swelling in its brain. Someone, probably Errin, had put a sleeping spell on it and for that, she was grateful. Healing these injuries would be painful for the patient. Closing her eyes she began. It was exhilarating to be able to use her talent and to see the injuries heal in moments rather than weeks. She had felt confident about the bones and cuts and even the internal injuries; however, she felt a little out of her depth with the brain injury and so left it until last. She sat back on her heels, taking some deep breaths to steady her nerves as she surveyed her handiwork, before diving back in.  
 
    Gone were the tattered and broken things at its side; instead two glorious, fully formed wings were folded neatly there. Its silver colour was intensified, its scales almost too vibrant to look at, and it was breathing deeply and steadily once more. Now for the hard part, she thought.  
 
    “Storm!” Dissan called, tapping her on the shoulder. She looked up in terror. “Polrick has just given the signal for a storm and they are riding this way.” The relief that a guardian would soon be there to protect them was tempered by the fact that she was so close to healing the beast. Why had she left the most serious injury until last? There was no guarantee that it would survive long enough for the storm to pass and the guardian to leave once more; nevertheless, there was nothing she could do about it now. The storm was small, moving fast and it was a desperate race between it and the guardian. Dissan could see that the storm was going to win and, grabbing Hezrill, he yelled that they needed to ride. She knew it was the sensible thing to do, yet somehow her heart would not let her leave the creature. 
 
    “There is no point in you both dying,” he yelled as she hesitated. “Think of Anssan,” he pleaded. Anssan’s face swam before her eyes and she knew he was right.  
 
    “Let me try just one last thing, it will only take a moment. You go, I will be right behind you,” she begged. Anything to do with the brain needed to be done with precision, careful forethought and plenty of time; however, she did not have the luxury of any of these things. The only thing she was certain of was that this strange animal would die without her aid and that she could not live with herself if she did not at least try to save it.  
 
    Closing her eyes once more to help her block out the world and concentrate on her target, she quickly but carefully closed the wound, simply transported the surrounding fluid out into the air to evaporate, healed the injury in an instant with a touch of talent and, after taking a deep reassuring breath, she took off the sleeping spell. 
 
    Swirling, luminous eyes sprang open and she found herself the object of their scrutiny. Her hands were still resting on its forehead allowing it to share thoughts. 
 
    “Turrin? Where is Turrin?” he demanded, sounding upset. Hezrill was at a loss to answer and instead projected the need to flee the coming storm, allowing her mounting terror to bleed through and showing the need to hurry. Hesitantly, he spread his wings, stretching them out in wonder, understanding immediately what she had done for him. Rising up, he stood, staring off towards the storm, giving Hezrill her first real understanding of his size and majesty. 
 
    “You may ride if you wish,” he said, lowering one shoulder. Hezrill gulped. It was a very kind offer, yet she was not sure if she was brave enough to take it up.  
 
    “What is happening?” Dissan asked nervously eyeing the beast and hopping from one foot to the other, uncertain about exactly what to do.  
 
    “He has offered us a ride,” Hezrill answered, conveying her own nervousness in this simple statement. 
 
    “Really?” Dissan’s voice razed an octave, sounding incredulous. “Look, you go and I will take the horses,” he replied, before turning and racing off back down the hill, leaving her with only one option. She knew he was being sensible, as someone had to save the horses.  
 
    “It is alright, little one,” the dragon reassured her. “Turrin only fell off once.” [CL36]This did not help and mounting the large foreleg was one of the most nerve-racking things she had ever done. “Hold on to my scales,” he instructed as he spread its newly healed wings. It only took two or three huge sweeps for the beast to launch itself into the air. Hezrill squeaked and clung on for dear life, yet after a few moments she realized that she was not going to fall and dared a small peek at the ground. The sight took her breath away. She could see for ever and the knights galloping towards her looked like toy soldiers. Gracefully the dragon glided down to soar over them, lazily circling to keep pace above. Nervous faces turned upwards, and she waved down at them in reassurance. From her vantage point, she could see Dissan riding frantically towards the knights and safety. She watched helplessly as the drama played out below her. Would Dissan make it to the safety of the guardian before the storm overtook them? Had her actions damned him? It was impossible to judge. She held her breath as the gap between the two narrowed at a snail's pace. Both the knights and Dissan seemed to be crawling whilst the storm was flying. It was time to go lower and she could watch no longer.  
 
    The dragon elegantly descended to fly beside the skittish horses and in that instant the storm slammed into their protective bubble. Hezrill peered forward, seeking any sign of Dissan, subconsciously holding her breath. Had he made it in time? Unexpectedly the knights began to slow until they eventually come to a halt. The horses danced nervously as the dragon finally landed next to them. Looking around at the faces that surrounded her, it was impossible to tell if they had reached Dissan in time or not. These were hardened men, not given to showing emotion, and it wasn’t until she saw his tall fair head making its way towards her that she knew he was safe.  
 
    The storm was furious and fast, passing overhead to race across the hill and out away from the boundary at a pace faster than the wind could blow. However, in the short time it had howled overhead, Hezrill and Syran had explored each other's minds, viewed each other's experiences and felt each other's hopes and fears. Knowing Syran was a shard’s host changed everything. Suddenly it became imperative to take him to Errin. The thought of another flight, this time longer and probably higher, made her feel a little queasy, but also, she had to admit, a little excited.  
 
    Dissan now stood below, hands on hips, gazing up at her. 
 
    “Enjoying the view?” he asked, a wry smile on his lips.  
 
    “Dissan, I would like to introduce Syran. Syran is one of Errin’s shard bearers and a friend of Turrin.”  
 
    Dissan bowed. “A pleasure to meet you,” he intoned formally, grinning up at the huge shimmering dragon before him. Hezrill passed on his comments and the big silver lowered his head to stare directly into Dissan’s eyes. It was slightly unnerving and he had to force himself not to take a step backwards.  
 
    “I am here to bring my shard of power to a woman named Errin,” Syran said through Hezrill. “Time has been lost and I need to find her and Turrin now. Hezrill will guide me,” he concluded.  
 
    Dissan looked shocked. “But... but…”  
 
    Hezrill looked down at the prince below her in sympathy. “I’ll be all right,” she said, trying to reassure herself as much as the prince. “He says that he will not let me fall and that he has practiced quite a lot with Turrin.”  
 
    Dissan laughed. “Has he now? Well, I can see that all that remains is to wish you good luck and good speed,” he said, stepping away to allow Syran to spread his glorious wings. Hezrill couldn’t help herself, and another squeak escaped her as Syran jumped into the air. By the time she had regained her composure again, Dissan and his men were so far below that they looked like mice in a field. 
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    “Stupid bastards!” Zail thought, looking down at the line of trolls running in the wrong direction. “Can’t they even get one simple instruction right?” He sighed in exasperation. The order had always been ‘attack the boundary, run towards the trees and fight anyone you see.’ How difficult was that to understand? The Telft had been a useful, if somewhat blunt, weapon, but now he needed a little more precision. He knew he should just let them go and continue to pursue the witch but his anger got the better of him. He needed to shout at someone, kill a few as a lesson to the other stupid fucks. Landing in front of the advancing line of dimwits, he searched for anyone who looked like they were in charge. They all looked the same. 
 
    In frustration, he raised his arms and ordered them to stop in a voice amplified with talent in both volume and coercion. Nothing happened. His blood pressure was rising and he clenched his fists at his side, breathing loudly through his nose until he simply lost all control and blasted one of the forerunners, flinging him high into the air. Satisfying as that felt, it had no effect. The trolls were still running towards him; indeed, it appeared that he was their target now. Was it a worship thing, he wondered? Would they fall to the ground before him? He was curious but not concerned until a Telft loomed above him, its face twisted with rage and its axe raised. 
 
    Casually he sent a blast its way, only to receive another surprise. The troll was shielded and Zail’s energy only danced across the protective barrier and disappeared harmlessly into the ground. The troll kept coming. Zail shook his head in bafflement, forced to take evasive action. Truly furious now, he released a blast of pure energy across the entire troop. It was enough to incinerate anything it touched. About half of the trolls vanished into a cloud of ash but the shields held for the rest. Zail did not have time for this. Every moment wasted meant the She was getting closer to that cursed boundary. He would just have to deal with these arseholes later. 
 
    Excruciating pain hit him. Looking down, he was surprised to see an arrow had punctured his left thigh. Stupidly he had not thought it necessary to raise a shield. His vision swam as he fought to stay conscious, panicking with the understanding that if he were to black out he would be easy prey for these monsters. Another arrow sped towards him; however, this time he managed to incinerate it before it reached him. Feeling nauseous, he belatedly erected a shield and rose into the air. Annoying as these trolls were, they were not his priority.  
 
    It very quickly became apparent that he was not going to get far until he fixed his leg. The pain was making him weak and draining his energy. Coming back down to the ground behind the line of Telft, he began to concentrate all his talent towards healing his wound, a process that would only take a moment, albeit a very painful one. What he hadn’t counted on was the trolls turning and rushing towards him once more. This was becoming beyond annoying. He did not want to have to contend with these crazy bastards when he finally encountered his real enemy. Somehow they had to be stopped. 
 
    With a wince of pain, he drew out the arrow and sealed the puncture with a wave of his hand before standing to face the oncoming threat. It was time to use one of his favourite methods of disposal. Smiling, he watched in delight as the ground opened up beneath the raging trolls, swallowing them whole as if they had never even existed.  
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Errin concentrated.  
 
    If anyone was watching, they would have wondered exactly what was happening. It would have looked extremely odd, all of them touching one large tabby cat-like creature in their midst, all walking as fast as they could. Lutex had explained Tubble’s extraordinary skill to make them invisible, which was now amplified here on Feld, and he had also explained that for it to work, they all needed to be in contact with the cat. The beauty of it all was that Tubble’s talent was undetectable, so Zail would not be able to sense it. Such was their faith in Lutex and Tubble that they had turned their back on Zail and his clash with the trolls and were now making slow but steady progress toward the boundary. Every league they travelled gave Errin more hope. 
 
    They had not expected the Telft to hold Zail up for long; however, the terrifying sounds that carried surprisingly well across the treeless plain told them that he had more of a fight on his hands than they would have imagined. A particularly loud percussion caused Myssan to turn, and in doing so, a large silver bird caught his attention, its wings catching the sunlight. Alarmingly, it appeared as if it were making its way towards them. Its flight path would pass off to one side of Zail’s battle yet there was no doubt that it was going to fly directly over their heads. Squinting against the sun, he kept track of it and issued a warning. As one, the group stopped and, hands raised to shield their eyes, they looked to the sky. 
 
    “You know, I think that is the silver dragon.” Errin whispered in disbelief. “Yes! Oh my word, it is! And I think that Hezrill is riding it!” she breathed, her mind racing. Somehow they needed to let the dragon see them without showing themselves to Zail. It was impossible. It would be a miracle if Zail failed to spot a large, shining dragon flying this close. Still, she would never give up believing in hope and the strange mind meld they were experiencing through their touch provided a possible solution.  
 
    Pritt, who was very glad to be off that damned four-legged beast, was staring back at the conflict. His eyes, used to scanning vast horizons, were able to see detail much clearer than anyone else, making it easy for him to discern if Zail was looking in their direction or not. It was good to be able to help. So far he had felt like a spare part, something you needed to take along just in case, but something that was just extra weight until needed. It was going to take a lot of coordination but it was worth trying. 
 
    Pritt watched carefully, nervously nibbling his lower lip, as the dragon flew closer and the wizard fought. Zail was out of sight for a moment, hidden behind a circle of Telft and the dragon was close enough to be able to see them. The closer it came, the faster it seemed to be travelling, their window of opportunity was very small. Steeling himself, he was just about to give the ‘all clear’ when Zail popped up out of the melee and flew over the top of the trolls to land directly behind them. He appeared to be in pain but he was staring straight towards them. Their chance had gone.  
 
    Pritt gritted his teeth and kept staring at the man who was the cause of so much misery throughout the universe, wanting desperately to punch an arrow through his worthless carcass. Annoyingly, Zail seemed quite unconcerned about his situation. Pritt saw the trolls turn before Zail did, and realised immediately that this might be their second chance. Warning everyone to be ready, he willed Zail to look back at his attackers.  
 
    “Now!’ he cried. “Now’s our chance.” Immediately Tubble released his hold and they became visible once more, just as the dragon was about to fly past them. As one, they waved frantically, trying desperately to get its attention. Anxious eyes followed the glistening creature. A huge concussive thud shook the ground, snapping their attention back to Zail and the Telft just in time to witness the very ground open up and swallow the entire troop. Mouths open, they tried to grasp the enormity of what they had just witnessed. Both Lifen and Brack let out identical cries of anguish as they watched the last Telft vanish. 
 
    “Watch out!” Tubble called. He had been staring in the opposite direction to everyone else and quickly projected an image of the incoming dragon bearing down on them. The silver dropped like a stone to land with a backwash of wings and a resounding thump next to Lutex. Almost automatically and totally without fear, the small boy reached out and touched its tail to incorporate it and Hezrill in Tubble’s disappearing trick.  
 
    As he was coming into land, Syran had thought that the small boy might have been Turrin, which made his heart soar and although bitterly disappointed to find out the truth, he felt a strange affinity for this ruffle-haired child. Bending his head low he gave him a companionable huff, making the boy’s hair sit flat for a moment before it sprang back to its normal, spiky mess. Lutex was fascinated by the beautiful animal. He had never in his wildest dreams imagined that any living creature could be so perfect, so mesmerizing.  
 
    Errin, however, was experiencing her own delight. Her whole body was now thrumming. Astoundingly, at long last and against incredible odds, she was in touch with all four shards of power. With the dragon's unexpected arrival the chance to become whole once more sent shivers up and down her spine. There was no time to waste, no time to marvel at what the fates had provided. No time for explanations or preparations. She had to make the most of it, and she had to be quick and crude.  
 
    She knew that her brutality would be painful, and that it would cause her a certain amount of guilt down the track, yet she thought she could live with that easier than with failing them completely. They had all sacrificed too much for that. Quickly she asked Pritt, Syran, Lifen and Eva if they were willing to hand over their shards’ energy to her. It was vital that the shard bearers willingly gave up their power or she would be hit with a backlash that would kill them all. One by one they nodded and came to stand beside her, each touching her outstretched hands. Swallowing nervously, she prepared herself. 
 
    The task before her was beyond difficult. It would need every drop of concentration, skill and luck she could muster. The transfer had to happen simultaneously, in exactly the same slice of time, or everything would crumble into dust. It was like building and archway of stone: it is vital to have each piece in place before you can lock them together with the final keystone.  
 
    The energy of all four shards surged through every pore, every cell in her body and mind. It was almost too much power to hold onto, to be able to direct. She had been living in a powerless vacuum for so long that she was now struggling to resist being overwhelmed. Clenching her teeth, she concentrated on the four glowing beacons that were her shards, testing, judging, checking their release triggers. It was a dangerous time. She had to turn her focus inwards, become oblivious to the world around her and she had to have impeccable timing, just one micro moment out and all her hard-won shard’s energy would escape into the ether and her arch of power would collapse. 
 
    She was terrified, and her hands were shaking.  
 
    ‘Pull it together! This is your show. Time to prove your worth!’ she chided herself before she squared her shoulders and reached out to trigger the release of the vast well of trapped power surrounding her. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
    Dissan and his men rode like the wind. The urgency of the situation pressed them forward. Somewhere before them, Errin was fighting for her life and she needed every possible advantage she could get. They were under no illusion that they would be able to beat Zail, yet they might be able to provide a small distraction if needed. Besides, it was not in their nature to shy away from a fight even if they were up against overwhelming odds.  
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Zail surveyed his handiwork with satisfaction.  
 
    The only evidence left of the Telft was a few mounds of dirt here and there and some broken ground. He grinned, inordinately pleased with his achievement. A line of small dots on the horizon caught his attention and squinting, he peered forward trying to discern if this new development was a threat or not. Quickly, he came to the conclusion that whoever they were, they were travelling slowly, easy to outdistance and he dismissed them as insignificant. He had more important problems to solve. 
 
    Strangely, he could feel the witch but, somehow, he could not see her. Closing his eyes, he could sense a faint whiff or power off to the east. Swinging back and forth, he pinpointed her location and with a satisfied smile, he rose into the air once more and flew towards her, relying on his senses rather than his sight. This invisibility shield would be a useful tool and he considered torturing the spell out of her before he extinguished her life source forever. The idea of this caused him to shiver in delight. 
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    Myssan was torn between anxiously watching Eva’s pain-creased face as Errin drew the power from her shard and the ominous approach of Zail. Somehow the wizard had seen them, and now he was only a few leagues away, and closing fast. Myssan had no idea how long Errin needed to complete her transfer but he knew that if she did not achieve it before the wizard arrived, all would be lost. Quickly he gathered Lutex and Ela to create a protective shield, knowing it would not last very long. All they could do was hope that it would give Errin a little more time, but it was just a stalling tactic really.  
 
    Glancing nervously at the five brave people standing in the centre of the circle, all inwardly focused, all totally unaware of what was happening around them, Myssan found himself pleading silently for Errin to hurry. A league away, Zail released a blast that impacted their shield with brutal force, spreading across it like lightning. It was so violent that it knocked all three wizards to the ground. Miraculously they managed to hold their shield’s integrity. Slowly, they clambered to their feet again, all reeling in the realization that Zail had not known their exact position and as a result his blast had missed it’s mark. They had just been hit by a glancing blow, which unfortunately, had highlighted their location, lighting their shield up like fireworks, pinpointing exactly where they were.  
 
    Numbly, they watched the wizard’s approach. He appeared to be in no hurry. He was probably savouring the moment, Myssan thought morbidly. Eva’s sigh grabbed his heart and it almost broke his concentration when he saw her sink to the ground. Pritt and Lifen also collapsed, Brack rushing to Lifen’s aid, but the dragon stayed upright, albeit swaying dangerously. Something had changed. He was not sure what it was until a wash of glowing energy surged over him. Raising his eyes from the concerning sight of Eva’s prone body, he was blinded by Errin’s aura. She was whole once more, returned to her former glory, and he gasped at her magnificence.  
 
    Her first act was to heal Ema, banishing the ugly burns that crisscrossed her body and healing her internal injuries with a wave of her hand. Ela squealed in delight, grasping her twin’s hand, her face split with the widest grin Myssan had ever seen. Errin was more than he had expected, more than he could have ever imagined, but would she be enough to defeat the evil bearing down on them? It was out of his hands now, as his talent was but a speck compared to Errin’s and she would not be needing him anymore. His main concern at this moment was Eva. She had only just regained her health. It had been such a short space of time, most of which had been spent running in terror. It was so unfair, and if anything had happened to her he wondered if he would be able to forgive Errin. His mind understood about the greater good but his heart did not. Eva was all, his reason to live, and he did not want to face the world without her. Carefully he knelt down beside her, pleading to the universe to let her live. Gently he took her small perfect hand in his. It was warm. His head bowed with the relief and tears flowed unheeded. He should have known better. Errin would never knowingly take a life.  
 
    “Something wrong?” Eva asked, giving his hand a squeeze.  
 
    “No. I just…” he stammered, until, giving up on trying to say how he felt, he drew her into his arms and held her tight.  
 
    “Um, I still don’t think we have time for this right now!” Eva’s concerned thought broke through his euphoria as the ugly world about him came crashing in. It was time to flee. 
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    Zail knew the instant She regained her powers, understanding immediately that he had lost his advantage. She was strong and cunning, but she still had one glaring weakness, her insane concern for others, and it was always a pleasure to use this against her. For some strange reason she surrounded herself with worthless peasants and today was no exception. All he had to do was to isolate one or two of her belly-crawling sociopaths and threaten them. It had worked in the past and he was sure it would work today. He scoffed at her weakness. He himself had never put himself in such a position of vulnerability. He had never let anyone be important to him. Her concern for others would be the only reason she was still running away from him, towards the boundary.  
 
    Assessing the situation, he saw that she had placed a strong shield about herself and her companions. He chuckled. He had the perfect foil for that. The stronger the shield the more successful this trick became. Floating nonchalantly towards her retreating back, pinpointing the exact spot where her shield touched the ground, he activated the spell. Nothing happened for a while and the anticipation was exquisite. Here they were, still thinking that they were evading him, but in reality they were running towards their deaths. 
 
    He smirked as the first sign that his magic was taking effect. The horses were slowing, their sides heaving as they gasped for air. Next the dragon landed heavily, unable to fly again. The witch turned to glare at him, her eyes calculating. It was scrumptious. She was caught. If she let go of her shield, her people were without protection. Keep it and they would all run out of air. He had stumbled across this little inconsequential spell on some forsaken world and stored it away for future use and now it had proved its worth. It was simple really. He had just set up a siphon spell to pump out the air from inside her shield, and all he had to do was watch and with delight. He settled back down to earth to enjoy the show. 
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    Errin gasped for air. How had he done this? She reviewed her choices and did not like any of them. Watching his gloating face only made her seethe more. If she let her protective barrier go she was certain he would target the others. Somehow she had to give them enough time to erect their own shield as soon as hers collapsed. She needed to distract Zail. Breathing was becoming more and more difficult and it was getting harder and harder to focus.  
 
    A small hand slipped into hers, accompanied by a thought. 
 
    “We could use his own trick against him if we wanted to,” Lutex’s thoughts filled her mind. “Except I think it is better to give than take. Why don’t we fill his shield, rather than empty it?”  
 
    Errin was confused. “I don't really know how he is doing this to us, and I don’t know how to access his shield,” she replied, a note of desperation in her thoughts. 
 
    “Well, the way I see it is that he has used the join where the shields sit on the ground to pump our air out. We can do the same to him, except we could fill his shield with water? We would have to push it up from underneath, all at once, so he doesn't get a chance to move. It shouldn’t be too tricky, and it would give us the distraction we need.”  
 
    Errin kissed the small boy's head before communicating the plan to the others. The air was getting very thin. Time was running out. For Errin’s plan to work, they needed to be coordinated, there was no room for error. “Ready?” she asked, panting. Everyone nodded. “Right, then. Let’s do this!”  
 
    All in the same split moment, Errin let down her shield, allowing everyone to take in a precious lungful of air, pushed all the water she had accumulated beneath Zail upwards, immediately filling his bubble of protection and Myssan, Lutex, the twins and Hezrill hastily erected another shield. Zail had been poised to attack Errin’s weak companions as soon as her barrier dropped and was totally unprepared for the sudden inrush of water that flooded his shield in a heartbeat. He gasped, sucking in a lungful of water. Choking, he banished his shield and shot upward, hoping that she would not be expecting that, but as it turned out, he needn't have worried because instead of attacking she had fled.  
 
    His quarry was getting dangerously close to their goal now. He could even make out individual trees demarcating the edge of the wastelands. A movement caught his eye. Small groups of riders were converging on his position. They were coming from every point of the compass and the line of riders he had noticed earlier was completing the circle. He snorted in derision. This was just extra icing on the cake. Once he had finished with her he would love nothing better than to have some leisurely fun with these riders. He salivated as he pictured one of his favourite games, which involved taking over the person's body but not their mind, and making them attack and kill their own comrades. It always was so satisfying to see the horror and distress this caused. Something to look forward to, he thought, before dismissing them once more and turning his concentration back to his original target. It was time to stop playing with his prey and deliver the killing blow. 
 
    Drifting down lower, he concentrated on summoning his talent. The spell he was about to use took strength and energy but it was so worth it. Carefully he examined it, making sure that there were no weak points, making sure she could not escape. All was perfect and with a smile of pure malice he cast his net of power to fall over her shield, completely covering it, completely sealing them off from the outside world. It was transparent to allow him to witness every moment of their suffering. Slowly, evenly, he began to tighten the net, causing her shield to shrink, to compress the air trapped inside. It was such a luscious moment when she first understood her peril and he settled in to enjoy every excruciating moment of it.  
 
    Errin stopped running. The pressure was building. Already it was getting difficult to breathe, to expand the lungs against the tightening band across her chest. It felt as if her head was being crushed in a vice and that her eyes were going to pop. It had taken her a while to work out exactly what he had done and how to combat it. Her shield was the only thing keeping his net from crushing them completely but she was finding it more and more difficult to push outwards against his spell. Even with all her recovered power she was not strong enough to hold him back. It was taking everything she had just to slow it down. She stood panting, eyes closed, concentrating, blocking out the world, but she was not alone in this and quietly the other wizards came to lend their strength. Invigorated, she pushed back against his might with renewed vigour only to find that they were still not strong enough. The end was inevitable.  
 
    He was just too powerful. Some small part of her took a step outside her body to conduct its own little narrative. ‘So this is how it ends?’ it postulated. ‘Evil has won.’ It broke her heart that she had led so many good people to this death. He was going to win, although she was going to do everything in her power to make him work very hard for it. The pressure was almost unbearable now. Syran’s wings were crumpling against his body and their horses were all panting in short sharp breaths, unable to expand their lungs any further. Lacking the energy to stand, everyone was sitting on the ground. All knew that this fight was futile, but none would give in.  
 
    Lutex was the first to slip into unconsciousness; for a tiny slice of time their bond was broken, and the net closed in again before Myssan grasped her free hand. This was unbearable. Next to succumb was Hezrill and Ema was not far behind. With each loss the net tightened. Syran collapsed in an ungainly heap followed shortly by the horses. Errin could feel the blood vessels in her eyes bursting and her vision blurred. Ela was sobbing. It was no good. She was simply not strong enough. It was time to end this suffering now. She had gambled everything on being able to stand up to him, on having enough power to at least save her companions but her gamble had failed and she and the universe had lost. 
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    Zail could sense victory. His net was closing faster now as her resistance faded. Floating to earth he strode up to the net, wanting to savour every exploding head, every collapsed ribcage in vivid detail. The end was so close, any moment now it would be all over. He could hardly believe it. All those thousands of turns worrying about her and now, now he would be free of her forever. His ears picked up the sound of hoof beats drawing closer and he quickly erected a small shield, not want anything to distract him from this glorious spectacle before him.  
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    Errin’s reaction to the approaching horsemen was quite different. To her, they represented a trickle of hope. Through her blurred vision, she could just make out Anssan charging in from the east, and the lumbering form of Hexrick from the west. Maybe, just maybe, they would make it in time? She just needed to hold out for a few more moments. She was shaking now, dredging up every scrap of power just to hold on until the riders arrived. It was excruciating. They seemed to be travelling much too slow. She would never last. Clenching her teeth and her fists, she continued to struggle. She owed it to these brave people who had sacrificed everything for her cause to hold on for just a few more heartbeats.   
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    Zail cried out in confusion. 
 
    What had just happened? Between one breath and the next, his power had evaporated. Desperately, he tried to summon it again, searching for the slightest vestige, but it had simply vanished. His collapsing net had also vaporised, leaving its occupants gasping but alive and recovering quickly. He had never been bereft of his power before, and feeling vulnerable and unprotected, he nervously surveyed the circle of horsemen charging towards him. Understanding hit him like a sledge hammer. These were not all knights; those accursed blockers must be riding with them, and he was surrounded. The only bright spot was that Errin’s power would have been taken also. Cursing his stupidity he knew that he had to act decisively and fast if he was going to escape. They thought they had him. Let them be careless. Hanging his head, he held up his hands in surrender. 
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    Massaging her head Errin sat up, taking in great gulps wonderful air, stunned that they were all still alive. She was as helpless as Zail now and would just have to put up with the pain – it was a small price to pay. Zail was standing submissively, surrounded by riders. No one had dared get close to him yet and he stood alone. Dissan nudged his sweat-lathered horse forwards and, sword drawn, he approached the dark figure. Errin noticed that somehow Zail looked so much smaller without his power, as if losing it had caused him to shrink.  
 
    Dissan came to a stop before the wizard, glaring down at him in disgust.  
 
    “I wish I could run you through here and now, but our code of honour prevents me doing so, yet rest assured, you will be made to pay for your crimes,” Dissan spat, his body rigid with anger. Zail lowered his arms and mumbled something, making Dissan lean closer to hear.  
 
    “No!” Errin screamed, but she was too late. The wizard grabbed Dissan’s arm and used it to haul himself up onto the horse behind him, and with unbelievable strength he snatched the prince's sword and brought it up to Dissan’s throat. The prince was powerless, the edge of his own sword cutting a thin line across his neck. It had all happened in the blink of an eye, and had been so unexpected that everyone just stared, stunned. Surrin had muffled her short scream, covering her mouth with her hands, her wide, frantic eyes showing her fear.  
 
    Zail stared wildly about, looking for an escape route. Now that he had an important hostage, it was a simple matter of riding back into the wild lands, away from those blasted blockers, until he could once again source his power.  
 
    “If any one comes near me this man will die!” he threatened. 
 
    Errin knew that Dissan was dead either way. Zail would never let him live. It was one thing to understand this, but quite another to be the one to cause the prince’s death. No one wanted to make the first move. Zail’s grin was unbearable; it held pure malus at seeing the helplessness and indecision in the eyes of the people surrounding him.  
 
    Errin felt rather than saw movement behind her, turning just in time to see Ela dash off in one direction and Pritt stand, raise his bow and let an arrow fly. She watched its path in morbid fascination, unable to look away as it sped straight towards Dissan’s heart.  
 
    Had the boy summed up the situation and come to the same conclusion? Even so, she could not believe he could be so cold and calculating. The arrow connected with a thud, throwing the prince backwards, his head snapping back to connect loudly with Zail’s shoulder before he slumped to the ground, leaving Zail without a shield. Instantly, the wizard flattened himself on the horse’s back to provide as small of a target as possible and prepared to ride. A stray rider-less horse galloped towards him on an intercept course. Zail dismissed it, focusing instead on finding a weak point in the circle where he could punch through and break free. The animal veered towards him and he turned to avoid it. It was then that Errin noticed a foot peeping above the empty saddle.  
 
    “Ela!” she breathed. “No child. Please don’t,” she whispered. Ema came to stand next to her, all her concentration focused on her twin. 
 
    Zail still had Dissan’s sword and Errin knew never to underestimate him but she also knew that he had never come up against this twin out for revenge. Unable to breathe, Errin watched as Ela rose into the saddle, a long lance balanced in her grip. Zail sat up to face this new threat, and with a single fluid motion and a triumphant scream, Ela thrust the lance straight through Zail’s heart. He died instantly. A wild cheer erupted as he toppled from his horse to thud unceremoniously in a crumpled mess onto the turf below, an expression of surprise plastered on his face. 
 
    It was over, but at what cost? Errin raced towards Dissan’s fallen body in the vain hope that he still lived. Pritt had done what was necessary, but she was certain that the people of Feld would never find it in their hearts to forgive him if Dissan was dead. Reaching his prone body, she felt for any sign of life, and to her amazement he opened his eyes and winked at her, a cheeky grin playing on his lips.  
 
    “What….? I don’t understand,” Errin stammered, impatiently dashing the tears from her eyes, her mind confused but her heart singing. As an answer, Dissan plucked the arrow from his jerkin. There was no tip on it – it was only a blunt practice arrow. The force of it had been enough to knock him down but apart from a pretty impressive bruise he was going to be just fine. Errin’s tears of relief and joy spilled unheeded now as she gathered the prince in a smothering embrace. It was over. It was finally over. It would take many turns for her to really understand that Zail would never, ever terrorise anyone again and she knew that from now on her work would be cut out righting his wrongs, but for the moment, all she wanted to do was be with her loved ones. She put the crippling sadness of losing Turrin off to one side, and gave into the wave of celebration that was engulfing everyone in sight. 
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    Riding towards the boundary, Hexrick was content. It felt good to have Lutex’s small frame sitting back up on Tilda with him again, although he now had the added bonus of a large tabby cat-like creature prowling along on one side and two imposing trolls on the other. That boy had a way of collecting the oddest companions. It had been a joyous reunion, the burden of worry he had been carrying ever since the boy left, miraculously lifted, and he felt himself grinning constantly. What an outcome. No one dared hope that Errin’s audacious plan would work.  
 
    He had understood the principle of luring Zail as close to the boundary as possible and then surrounding him with guardians to render him powerless, but the fact that it had actually worked had yet to sink in properly. He had been in charge of the gathering of guardians on the East flank and Anssan and Surrin had taken charge of the West. There had been a lot of practice and organising, using the guardian's far talk in the final phase, and it had been touch and go. If they acted too quickly Zail would escape and too late and Errin might have died. He sobered a little, reflecting that it had all nearly fallen apart anyway, as no one had understood that, even without his powers, he should not have been underestimated. Thank goodness for Ela and that bloke they brought back with them. Lutex touched his hand.  
 
    “It is nice to be home,” he said wistfully. Hexrick was having trouble getting used to the fact that the boy communicated through thought now but was consoled by the fact that Lutex’s perceptiveness about people's feelings and fears had not changed one little bit. 
 
    Despite the fact that they were protected from the wild magic storms and that there would be no more troll invasions thanks to Brack’s destruction of the portal, everyone was anxious to return to the protection of the boundary. There were stories to be told and reunions to be had. It was time to celebrate properly. Looking around at his friends and companions Hexrick’s heart nearly burst with pride. These people had overcome tremendous odds to banish the evil that was Zail. Each and every one of them was a hero, although that was not why they had prevailed. They had won because they all understood that they were not alone, that others depended on them and that they were not afraid to depend on others. It was this bond of family, of companionship and honour that had ultimately made the difference.   
 
    He ruffled Lutex’s hair, noticing that it had grown longer and even more unruly in the past twenty-two days. He had always known this small child was extraordinary, but looking at the two trolls he had to admit that he may have not given him enough credit. It was unbelievable to him that Lutex had overcome hatred and prejudice to be able to persuade these arch enemies to aid their cause. Hexrick snorted at himself, totally bemused by it all, yet knowing if anyone could do it, it would be Lutex.   
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    Fenrick brought his horse up next to Errin’s. He looked a little older to her, as if this adventure had taken its toll on him, but he was as cheerful as always and the twinkle in his eye told her that he was already composing the ballad of their triumph.  
 
    “Well, old girl, you did it. Didn’t doubt you for a moment, but you could have made it a bit easier on those watching. Not sure if my old heart could take much more of that,” he sighed dramatically, clutching his chest.  
 
    “Only, you have to admit that it did give you a good story. Didn’t want you to have to work too hard to have invent one,” she added considerately.  
 
    Fenrick snorted before turning serious. “Good to have you all back safe and sound.” Then, as if he couldn’t help himself he added. “All I ask is that you don’t ask me to escort the twins back home. I am sure they will have learned all sorts of new tricks to torture and old man with.”  
 
    Errin laughed. Fenrick always had a way of making her smile. 
 
    It was a tired but elated troop that finally rode into camp just as the sun was beginning to sink below the horizon. Food and sleep were the number one priority for tonight. Tomorrow, they would celebrate. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
      
 
    The next morning was brisk, a light frost promising a clear sky day ahead, enticing people to stay tucked up warm in their bedrolls for longer than usual. Eventually, though, they began to straggle out, bleary-eyed, in search of breakfast. Slowly the makeshift table near the cooking fire began to fill with plates brimming with bacon, eggs and little savoury sausages, which were consumed with gusto. The conversation was light, idle banter. Somehow everyone's experiences still loomed too large in their minds to be able to share them as yet. Besides, it was such an enjoyable, pleasant thing to be able to talk about inconsequential things for a change.  
 
    The only ones missing were Errin and Syran. They had left before first light to try and find Turrin. No one wanted to talk about this either, scared they might jinx their mission somehow, although everyone was thinking about them. Pritt was the first to spot the silver dragon gliding in low, appearing out of the sun. A chorus of voices immediately demanded to know if he carried one or two passengers.  
 
    “Not sure yet,” Pritt replied through Ema, squinting into the glare. “I can only see Errin at the moment.” Raising his hand to block out the sun, he peered up at the soaring animal, its iridescent scales scattering the light, dazzling his eyes, making it impossible to see. It wasn’t until the dragon banked, to circle in for landing that he glimpsed the small passenger behind Errin. “She’s got him!” he cried in delight, his fist punching the air. He had never met Turrin but he knew how much the small boy meant to the people around this table. The final piece was in place. The resulting cheer was deafening. Everyone stood, waved joyously before racing towards Syran, Errin and Turrin as they touched lightly down into a nearby field full of wildflowers.  
 
    Immediately, they were surrounded and Turrin, lifted onto Hexrick’s shoulders, was paraded back to camp. Errin and Syran following behind, both happily watching as the bemused boy was slapped on the back and applauded. Finally she could allow herself a smile, finally all was right with the universe. She only had one more painful duty left to do. She needed to apologize to the twins. She was dreading it because she was not certain if they would ever forgive her for what she had done to them; however, she had had no choice in the matter. It would be best to get this last, unpleasant duty over with before it began to fester in her mind. Rip the bandage off so to speak.   
 
    Once back at camp, she took a deep breath and asked the girls if she could have a private word with them in her tent. The girls had identical curious expressions on their faces as they entered. They sat where Errin indicated and patiently waited for her to begin. Strangely, this quiet acceptance only made it harder for her, they had grown in so many ways, sadly, probably as a result of some very hard lessons that she was to blame for. Looking down at her clasped hands in her lap, she began. 
 
    “I have such trepidation in telling you the whole truth behind my battle preparations.” She paused and swallowed. “To me, the ultimate outcome was to destroy Zail forever and so I set in motion a plan to lure him to Feld, to bring him as close to the boundary as possible, at a time of my choosing, so I could spring the guardians’ trap.” She paused to let the twins digest this. “To do this, I had to place enticing bait out where he would notice it.” The twins looked at her intently, frowning. “I knew that all of my seekers had talent but I placed the most hope on you two.” She gave them what she hoped was a reassuring smile before continuing. “I am so sorry I used you, put you in such a dangerous position. I had faith that if anyone could survive him, it would be you two,” This statement caused the twins to sit up, their backs ramrod straight with anger. “I had to make him think that it was his idea to come here and nothing but your raw talent would have attracted him. If I had told you my plan, he would have discovered it immediately. The only way this would work was if you were completely innocent.” She faltered to a stop, her voice cracking. “Without you, he would still be alive. You were the key to this plan, and none of this would have been possible if he hadn't found you and followed you,” she finished, staring at the girls, silently pleading for their forgiveness.  
 
    She had no way of anticipating how they would react. She understood that they had been feeling guilty about leading Zail to her, but would knowing that this was Errin’s plan all along take the guilt away or replace it with anger? Both girls sat quietly, mulling over this new information carefully. Errin did not dare move. It was impossible to understand what these amazing girls had been through, although Errin hoped that they would forgive her someday. There was a significant pause, causing Errin’s nerves to squeal, but at last the girls sat back as if they had come to a decision, Ela speaking for them both. 
 
    “He was an arse and he deserved to die,” was all she said, yet that one, short, succinct statement held the sweetest words Errin had ever heard and she found herself leaning forward to embrace the wayward twins, her heart brimming with gratitude.  
 
    There were just one or two small things that still needed to be cleared up, and to this end she called a council meeting that morning, in the meadow to accommodate Syran. As the sun reached its zenith and started to slide down back towards the horizon once more, people began to straggle into the grassy field, each carrying something to sit on, a blanket, a rug or a chair. Eventually the circle was complete and as Errin surveyed the glowing faces she could not help but compare it to the last council meeting where the faces were sombre and the air thick with tension. The hum of chatter and their easy camaraderie warmed her heart. These people were exceptional, brave and humble, and she surveyed them with pride.  
 
    “Today we rejoice,” she began, and was greeted by a resounding cheer. “Today we live in a universe without Zail’s evil influence and that is all because of you.” Her eyes swept the large gathering, taking in the familiar, beloved faces. “Each and every one of you believed in yourselves and you put your faith in me, and for that I thank you from the bottom of my heart.” She bestowed them with a radiant smile coming to rest on Dissan sitting next to Surrin, Riana asleep between them “Would you like to say a few words?” she asked.  
 
    He nodded and clambered to his feet. Standing, he suddenly looked a little nervous and had to clear his throat before beginning. “As Errin has said, this is an astounding victory for Feld and it has been brought about by the bravery and selflessness of many, both on this world and others. I am positive that my father would like to thank you all in person, and so I have had the idea of holding a victory ceremony in Errin and Turrin’s village as it is halfway between here and Hope.” He paused and let the excited chatter fall into expectant silence once more. “Syran and Turrin have kindly agreed to fetch the king and we should all reach Upper Hull at about the same time,” he concluded before promptly sitting back down again.  
 
    Errin stood once more. “I am so relieved to say that, now, without Zail to contend with, I am able to return those brave shard bearers to their homes.” There was a smattering of surprised mutterings and she added quickly. “You don’t have to go immediately but when you are ready, all you have to do is let me know.”  
 
    This did not seem to appease Myssan who looked decidedly worried. “Do they have to return?” he began, before adding in a rush. “Only it’s that I have just asked Eva to marry me.” He paused, taking in a deep breath. “And she has said yes!” he finished in a rush sounding totally amazed and surprised and turning a very vibrant shade of red.  
 
    “No, of course not. She can stay here for as long as she wants,” Errin managed to get in before the delighted uproar drowned her out and that was the end of the council meeting and the celebrations began in earnest.  
 
    Over the next few hours Errin quietly talked to each seeker and shard bearer and asked them what their wishes were. Syran wanted to return home, when he was no longer needed in Feld, saying that he had someone special waiting for him but asking if Turrin could come and visit now and then. Errin was sure the boy would leap at the chance and assured the dragon she would do everything she could to make that happen. Princess Lifen and Brack also preferred to return, as they had unfinished business to attend to. Errin asked if there was anything that she could do to help, causing both trolls to gape at her in surprise before they gratefully accepted. Tubble, on the other hand, opted to stay with Lutex wherever he went. Lutex, of course, wanted to go home to Safehaven and his family and Hexrick offered to escort him and Tubble there. Pritt wished to stay on in Feld, explaining that it would be a new beginning for him and that here, he could finally be himself. Dissan, overhearing that Pritt would like to stay, asked if he would like to become one of his knights, admitting that he could do with such an exceptionally talented archer. Pritt accepted on the spot before Dissan jokingly added, “Saving the life of a prince is in the job description, so you have already proved your worth.” 
 
    The twins, being as unpredictable as usual, decided to go back to Ontilla, as they felt needed there, assuring Errin that they would explain it all to their real parents before they left, begging pathetically for Syran to take them there and back. Errin suggested that they ask Syran himself as it was not up to her and watched in amusement as the usually fearless girls, nervously approached the dragon. She was sure he would consent, as he had admitted to her that he was loving flying over all this new and exciting territory.   
 
    Hezrill wished to go home because she had a wedding to attend, and explained that Anssan had agreed to accompany her on the journey. Errin gave a secret little smile, knowing that Anssan was absolutely terrified of what her father was going to say when he learned that his daughter had nearly died, although she knew that he was more anxious about the fact that he was then going to ask for Hezrill’s hand in marriage. Errin wished that she could be a fly on the wall for that one. There was no doubt of the outcome. Hezrill loved this angular man with all her heart and her father was besotted with his middle daughter. He would never deny her anything, but that would not stop him making Anssan work hard for the privilege. Finally, Errin could relax and enjoy the party that went on deep into the night, causing many to be nursing sore heads the next morning as they disbanded the camp and prepared to ride for Upper Hull. 
 
    Word that there would be no more trolls attacking the boundary had travelled fast and the ride to Upper Hull rapidly turned into a festival, with every village they passed through coming out to cheer them on. The days were fresh but sunny and the road passable. Errin sat on her long-suffering, patient horse, plodding onwards, watching the procession of riders before her with motherly affection. She missed Turrin, who had flown with Syran to fetch Salassan, yet she knew he would not be gone for long. She was so grateful that the boy had survived. She had missed him terribly and had almost been overcome with relief when she had found him safe and well in Yonla’s cave.  
 
    A few days later, she could sense that they were getting close to her village. The hills and valleys looked familiar and suddenly, she felt quite homesick and could not wait to be back in her own little cottage again. Her old bones longed for her comfortable bed and warm hearth. She would even be happy to see Thad again. A loud voice, hailing the procession, let them know that the village of Upper Hull was just around the corner. She was home.  
 
    The welcome was overwhelming. Orassan smothering Hezrill against her ample bosom in delight and Rarrin, still limping badly, grinning from ear to ear. Already preparations had been made for the evening, campsites made ready and a huge bonfire gathered. Trestle tables lined the village green and food and drink was arriving as they watched. Sometime later, excited calls and a forest of pointing arms heralded Syran’s arrival as he landed on the road just outside the village. Errin arrived in time to see Salassan clamber down before a small figure with a mass of blond curls jumped lithely to the ground beside him.  
 
    Making her way through the crowds to welcome the king and his daughter, Errin spotted Werrin racing up to stand next to Turrin. Turrin grinned at his friend before formally introducing Tilli. “May I have the pleasure of introducing her royal highness, the Princess Tillissan,” he spouted importantly. Errin suppressed a smile as Tilli regally extended her hand and looked haughtily down her nose at a bewildered Werrin who was passing through an amazing array of shades from bright red through to pure white.   
 
    “A, a...a... pleasure,” he stammered doing a little jig, uncertain whether he should be bowing or kneeling. Turrin and Tilli held it together for an admirably long time before they burst into a fit of giggles and put him out of his misery. 
 
    “If you like you can call me Tilli,” the princess managed to say once her laughter had subsided.  
 
    Werrin shot a glance at Turrin before he gave a small chuckle. “You know, you did once promised me that you would bring me back a princess. Glad to see you keep your word.”  
 
    As the sun set, the bonfire was lit, the food served and then the formal part of the evening commenced. Salassan, in all his finery, stood and held centre stage, thanking everyone by name, listing their brave deeds and bestowing gifts upon them. He also formally announced Myssan and Eva’s engagement, explaining that he was overjoyed that his youngest son had found someone so special. Many tankards of Errin’s mead were raised in toasts and then the most anticipated part of the evening commenced as Fenrick grabbed his lute and began to play. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He settled in and waited for silence, his pure notes cutting through the excited chatter. 
 
    “Tonight I am going to tell you a love story.” A few of the younger boys groaned in disappointed but the more experienced among the crowd just smiled and settled in for what they knew would be an unforgettable night.  
 
    Fenrick’s lute trilled and he continued. “It is a true story about bravery, selflessness and honour and it is a tale that reminds us all that we can overcome any adversity, any hardship, any evil, if only we truly believe in the most powerful force in the universe…...love.” 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    [CL1]I am really relating to this character! 
 
  
 
   
    [CL2]This term seems like it isn’t period-appropriate. It’s very 20th century. 
 
  
 
   
    [CL3]Typo or intentional alternate spelling? 
 
  
 
   
    [CL4]Although it looks ‘wrong’, it is correct to leave the quote mark off the end of a paragraph when the quote continues onto the next paragraph. You still include the ‘opening’ quote on the next paragraph. 
 
  
 
   
    [CL5]This is the best place for Turrin to first think about the possibility of meeting the king. 
 
  
 
   
    [CL6]This bit made me laugh out loud. 
 
  
 
   
    [CL7]I keep forgetting that this is the prince. Maybe he needs to be ‘Prince Dissan’ each time? 
 
  
 
   
    [CL8]I feel like this is a skill he’d already have, unless he is very young? 
 
  
 
   
    [CL9]Beautiful description! 
 
  
 
   
    [CL10]Only about a week? Perhaps “what felt like long ago”? 
 
  
 
   
    [CL11]Dozed? 
 
  
 
   
    [CL12]I keep reading this as Upper Hutt 
 
  
 
   
    [CL13]This name would be pronounced exactly the same as Fenrick’s. I don’t think that’s such a good idea. 
 
  
 
   
    [CL14]Only because you wrote ‘moss covered’ just above 
 
  
 
   
    [CL15]Perhaps some worry about salt water corrosion? 
 
  
 
   
    [CL16]Great way to end a chapter! 
 
  
 
   
    [CL17]You said ‘Lord Chamberlain’ above. Which is correct? 
 
  
 
   
    [CL18]Or some other way of describing the action? A verb was missing here. 
 
  
 
   
    [CL19]Ick. But nice chapter ending! 
 
  
 
   
    [CL20]I’m a bit confused in the following sequence. The fact that Turrin saw someone in the ruins made me think that’s where the trolls were, but then they start riding away from the trolls, towards the hill, on which the ruins are? Something seems missing or unclear. 
 
  
 
   
    [CL21]Jigged? 
 
  
 
   
    [CL22]I love these seeds! They’re fascinating! 
 
  
 
   
    [CL23]Is this a good alternative? Immanence didn’t sound like the right word. 
 
  
 
   
    [CL24]Would this have been Lutex’s assessment? You could work her attractiveness into one of Brack’s thoughts or actions. 
 
  
 
   
    [CL25]Do they wave goodbye to Rhelin, or to everyone still there? 
 
  
 
   
    [CL26]This part would have more impact if Ferna was introduced earlier. Perhaps at the feast the first night they arrived? 
 
  
 
   
    [CL27]I’ve added a few breaks like this where it seems you’ve jumped between Myssan and Eva’s heads. 
 
  
 
   
    [CL28]Ye? 
 
  
 
   
    [CL29]The spring equinox is about 20–21 March in the Northern Hemisphere. The 8th of May seems to be the spring festival of St Michael (hence the name of the ley line). Also, since you have snow in the story, May really doesn’t make sense.  
 
  
 
   
    [CL30]As someone who has lived in both England and in Japan in an area with 3 months of snow a year, I chuckled too. 
 
  
 
   
    [CL31]It’s hard to tell, but I have broken the paragraphs on the assumption that Brack said this. This sort of confusion is why it is best to keep each person’s words and actions in separate paragraphs. 
 
  
 
   
    [CL32]Following the conversation below, I think this was supposed to be Ela talking? 
 
  
 
   
    [CL33]I’m loving how they don’t yet realise that this is what they were until very recently. 
 
  
 
   
    [CL34]Her whole top? Or a strip of fabric torn off it? 
 
  
 
   
    [CL35]I’d just like to say that I’m very glad to see Hezrill still has an important role to play. 
 
  
 
   
    [CL36]You made me laugh in a café with this. 
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