
TOR’S QUEST

Book 1: The Guide

––––––––

Trudie Collins

Copyright © 2010 Trudie Collins

All rights reserved.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

The Guide (Tor's Quest, #1)

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Sign up for Trudie Collins's Mailing List

DEDICATION

––––––––
[image: image]


This book is dedicated to my husband, Pete, without whom this would never have been published.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

––––––––
[image: image]


Thank you to Babs, John, Julie, Terry and Wendy, for taking the time to proof read for me.

––––––––
[image: image]


Also a special thanks to Sheri Wilkinson and Jaidis Shaw from Juniper Grove and Nicki Markus.

[image: Book3 Map.JPG]

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 1



[image: image]


Dying is becoming rather inconvenient was his last thought as the sword was slowly pulled from his limp body, allowing him to slip to the ground.

His attacker, wiping the bloody sword on the immaculately tailored trousers of the still twitching corpse, grinned. He looked at his feet, then at the nearly new black leather boots on his victim, trying to decide if they were his size. He didn’t catch the slight movement out of the corner of his eye, nor hear the soft whistle the arrow emitted as it flew through the air. He didn’t feel his spinal cord sever as the arrow found its target. By the time he hit the floor he was already dead.

The archer rushed over, placing his hand on his murdered friend’s neck. Feeling no pulse, he let out a sigh. 

“Oh Patrick, not again,” he whispered. “When are you going to learn to take better care of your body?” He slowly stood up, muscles aching. It had been a long, strenuous, fight. He needed a warm, relaxing bath and a cold tankard of ale, but that wasn’t likely to happen any time soon. 

He turned around, hearing singing in the corridor behind him. The old man was still dancing and throwing a crystal ball into the air and catching it. They had won. He should have been happy, but all he could feel was regret. Was this much loss of life really worth it?

It was dark outside by the time he joined the others by the camp fire, unceremoniously dropping Patrick’s body behind him.

“I see Patrick didn’t make it again,” a gruff voice commented from the other side of the fire. “He’s going to be mad in the morning. That was his favourite shirt.”

“I told him not to wear it,” another voice responded.

A leg was pulled from one of the chickens roasting over the fire and handed to him. He ate hungrily, juices dripping into his beard, cursing as the hot meat burned his tongue. He broke some bread from a nearby loaf, not caring that it was stale. “I wish we had some butter,” he murmured. 

Looking around he noticed the old man, sitting by himself, under a tree. He was staring at the crystal ball. Tor could see his lips moving, but he was too far away to make out what he was saying. “I take it he has not figured it out yet,” he said, to nobody in particular. 

“No,” came the reply. “The last clue said something about elementary writing, whatever that means.”

“Elemental, not elementary.” Nobody had heard Ellen approach, but they all looked up upon hearing her soft voice. “It ended with ‘elemental writing will show you the way’.” 

Tor smiled. Was there anything Ellen didn’t remember? The frown across her pale face showed she was still thinking about the latest puzzle. “Are the others on their way?” Tor enquired. “This chicken is edible, but I could really do with one of Seth’s stews right now.”

“They should be here soon,” Ellen replied, her frown turning into a grin, which instantly fell from her face as her eyes drifted from Tor to the shape behind him. “Bloody hell Patrick,” she swore. “If you were not already dead I would murder you. That shirt was clean on this morning.” Not many people could make Ellen angry, but Patrick seemed to excel at it. “When you have all finished eating, could one of you undress him for me?” she asked. She leaned closer to the body. “I had better have his trousers as well,” she added, noticing the dark blood stains made visible by the firelight.

Less than an hour later, she was sitting by the fire, eyes closed, softly chanting, as though in a trance. The blood on the shirt in her lap slowly disappeared, as if it was being sucked away, and the tear caused by the sword became increasingly smaller until there was no trace of it left in the silk. When she had finished she neatly folded it and placed it on the already clean trousers.

“I still find it fascinating watching you work,” Tor said, the admiration he felt evident in his voice. A twig snapped behind him and he span around, sword in hand. His tense muscles relaxed as Seth stepped out from behind a tree, leading a donkey.

“What did I miss?” he asked, tying the donkey to the tree and helping its rider dismount. Once on the ground, the dwarf slowly made his way to the fire.

“Not much,” came the reply. “We got here just in time. Had to fight Gallad’s men to get in and I grabbed the last ball just before him.” Tor looked down at the ground, sadness creeping over his face. “Gallad is dead. He fell on his own sword as soon as he realised there were no balls left.” 

He lifted his head to stare at the fire, tears forming in his eyes. Gallad had been a good brother, though they had rarely spoken over the last few years. He had always loved court life and could never understand Tor’s need to be in the forest, away from people and court politics. Murmurs of sympathy crept around the camp as Bellak stomped over, throwing the ball on the ground in disgust.

“I do not get it,” the old man grumbled. “I have tried everything I can think of. Nothing changes this from being just a plain glass sphere. There are no words anywhere. I cannot break it open. Magic does not work. I have tried every spell I have ever heard of. I do not care how elemental the words are, they are of no use to me if I cannot see them.” He sat down, still frowning, and grabbed a piece of chicken.

Ellen had finished her work and moved closer to the warmth of the fire. Patrick’s body was now only partially clothed, but nobody took the trouble to cover it up. “Serves him right if he is cold when he awakes,” she muttered, when asked if she wanted a blanket fetched. 

She picked up the ball and started tossing it into the air, then catching it again, quietly repeating “elemental” over and over again. Suddenly she threw it into the fire. Everyone jumped back as sparks flew in all directions. 

“What the hell do you think you are doing you stupid girl?” Bellak cried, as he rushed to the fire to retrieve the ball. Muttering an incantation, he put his hand into the fire to remove the ball. He let out a yell, seeing words forming on the surface, dull and blurred, but slowly getting clearer. It was not long before everyone around the fire could read them.

From another world comes your guide

To show you where the clue doth hide

Over hill and under mountain

It lies inside the maiden’s fountain.

Across the desert you must seek 

The hidden way, from those so meek

Two must go into the heart

But only one can then depart

Soon the words faded and Bellak turned away, his old grey eyes falling on Ellen. “How did you know?” he whispered, a look of puzzlement on his face. 

Ellen shrugged. “Fire is one of the four elements so I thought it was worth a try.”

Anger instantly flashed across the old man’s eyes. “Worth a try,” he yelled. “Worth a try. You could have destroyed the ball, you idiot. You could have ruined everything for me. Never do that again,” he shouted, then stormed off into the night, all eyes following him. 

Silence descended on them, broken at last by Grimmel. “I think he meant thank you,” he said, taking Ellen’s hand. 

“Thanks,” she replied, covering the dwarf’s hand with her free one. “I have grown used to him. I know nothing means more to him than this quest right now,” she said sadly. 

A howl ripped through the still night, making more than one person jump, and a large grey wolf padded into the clearing. “Any sign of unwanted visitors?” Tor asked, and he was sure the wolf shook his head. Taking the remains of a chicken away from the fire, he threw it at the animal, who pounced on it as if he had not eaten in a week. “You are getting lazy,” Tor commented. “I thought you were supposed to catch your own food.”

The wolf raised his head, his face conveying exactly what he thought of that comment. Tor chuckled.

“So what is next?” Ellen asked, looking at each face in the small group. Their features were hard to make out in the dim light the fire provided, but it didn’t matter. She knew them all well enough to recognise them anyway. All she got were shrugs and mumbles.

“I guess we collect the rest, then head to Mama Rose’s. She is the expert on other worlds,” Grimmel volunteered. “Unless Bellak has a better suggestion.”

“And what do you suggest we do with him?” Ellen continued, glancing over her shoulder at Patrick’s lifeless body. “Leave him a note?”

Seth grinned. “We could not drag you away from here if we left him behind and you know it.” His brown eyes caught hers and he quickly looked away, thankful that the darkness hid the flush that he felt on his face. “We could always strap him to the back of the donkey if Grimmel does not mind walking for a while.”

By the time Bellak returned, the fire had been doused and everyone was packed up, ready to go. He offered no apology to Ellen for his outburst, but couldn’t bring himself to look at her. “Right,” he said, clapping his hands together. “Molly’s cottage, then on to Amdale.”

Molly’s cottage was actually a mansion on a nearby large estate. As they approached the main entrance, a butler appeared, ready to turn them away. When he realised who they were, his expression turned to one of distaste. “Wait here,” he said, before they got too close to him. “I will inform the Lady that you have returned.” Tor was sure he heard him mutter ‘unfortunately’ as he turned his back on them. 

Lady Molly was an attractive woman, her age lines emphasising her deep blue eyes rather than detracting from them. “Cousin,” she said, nodding her head formally to Tor. He barely had time to return the gesture before she picked up her skirts and ran to him, throwing her arms around his neck. “It is so good to see you.” She paused slightly before adding, “Alive.” Tor winced. She had lectured him enough when he had set out that morning about leaving the fighting to others, he didn’t need a repeat performance now. He gently removed her arms and placed them by her side. She instantly noticed the spark that was usually in his eyes was gone.

“How are your brothers?” she asked, knowing she would not like the answer. Tor ran his hand through his hair and took a deep breath.

“Five teams got there ahead of us, so I am guessing they are now on their way to the next clue. We did not see them so I have no idea how anyone is.” He paused, unsure if he should go on. Gallad had always been Molly’s favourite. “Gallad’s team arrived just before us and we could not avoid a fight. He hired some pretty ruthless men.” Was he trying to convince Molly that events were not his fault or himself? He pressed on. “I am sorry Molly.” His voice started to break, but he forced himself to continue. “He killed himself when he realised we had the last clue.”

Molly gasped, her face going deathly pale. Before Tor could say more, she turned and ran into the house. A short while later the butler returned. “Your horses are in the stable,” he sneered at them. “Her ladyship says to take them and go. The rest of your rabble are packing and will be ready shortly.” He turned and walked back into the house, slamming the door behind him.

——————————-∞——————————-

It was a quiet and subdued company that slowly left the estate. They all understood Molly’s need to be rid of them. In time she would forgive Tor, realising it was not his fault. Until then, they would do their best to avoid her.

They had only travelled a few leagues down the road when Seth, hearing a noise behind them, looked around. From the amount of dust being kicked into the air, someone was following them; fast. He called to Tor, who halted the party, and waited for the rider to catch up. When he saw who it was, he swore loudly.

“Dallan, what do you think you are doing? Your mother will kill me if she finds out you are following me.” 

The young man wore riding breeches and a loose fitting tunic, his curly blond hair bouncing in time with his horse’s canter. “Do not worry. I left her a note.” His smile made his handsome face almost look pretty, as his blue eyes met Tor’s, issuing a challenge.

Tor shook his head. “You left a note.” He sighed. “What did you say? Gone off to get myself killed with cousin Tor? Molly hates me already. I do not need her blaming me for spiriting away her only son, especially with the wedding coming up. Go home.” 

He started to turn his horse around, but Dallan grabbed his arm. “Actually I said I was running away and I would travel with you, if you would let me; if not, I would head out on my own. We both know mother does not hate you and she would be a lot happier knowing I was with you than on my own. Besides, she is so busy organizing my beloved twin sister’s upcoming marriage that she will not even notice I am gone.” A cheeky grin appeared on his face. “There is no way I am going to go through all of the associated tedium just so I can watch Dallen make the biggest mistake of her life. I am not going back, so it is up to you.” He raised an eyebrow, as though he had posed a question. 

“Alright,” Tor said, shaking his head again. “But you have to earn your keep.” He pointed to the donkey and the partially dressed body lying across it. “You are in charge of Patrick.” Raising his voice, he addressed everyone. “It looks like Dallan – you can call him Dal – will be joining us for a while.” He turned to Bellak and added, “He only just turned sixteen so no wine, ale or tobacco.”

“Why look at me?” Bellak asked innocently, winking at Dallan.

“Because I know you.” 

It was approaching noon the next day, the sun just reaching its peak, when Patrick awoke. Smell was always the first of his senses to return and he often wished it wasn’t. He lay still for what felt like hours, wondering what the horrible aroma assaulting his nostrils was. Eventually he started to feel the sun on the back of his neck, which often meant his sight had already returned, as touch was usually the third sense he regained. He carefully opened his eyes and saw the ground, not far away from his nose, slowly moving past. Looking left, then right, he could just make out what appeared to be two hoofed legs, covered in coarse grey fur. He tried to speak, but nothing came out. Speech always eluded him for a while after dying, though nobody had been able to explain why. He closed his eyes again. There wasn’t a lot else he could do and the gentle swaying motion was starting to make him feel sick. On the fifth attempt he found he was no longer mute.

“Would someone be so kind as to help me down from this ass please?”

Dal screamed. “I thought you were dead,” he stammered. 

“I was. Now, it appears, I have recovered. Please stop the mule from moving so I can slip off without getting stepped on.”

Once the ground had become stationary, Patrick eased himself off the donkey’s back, landing in a crumpled heap when his legs would not support his weight. “Bother. I always forget about that.”

Dal was in the process of helping him back onto the donkey when Seth appeared. “I wondered what was keeping you,” he said, trying hard not to laugh and almost succeeding. “Tor called lunch so they have stopped just around the next bend.”

He looked at Patrick. “I suppose you need water.”

“Unless some wine is available.”

Seth laughed again. “Have you any idea how ridiculous you look on that donkey?” he asked, handing over a water skin. “By the way, you may want to put on some clothes.” Patrick looked down at himself and groaned. 

Soon everyone was sitting down eating bread and cheese, washed down with ale. Ellen had put a spell on the leather container so it was still cool and refreshing. Dal was about to take a sip when it was wrenched out of his hand and replaced with a tin cup, full of water. “I said no ale,” Tor reminded him, though he was looking at Bellak.

“You cannot boss me around,” Dal yelled, getting to his feet. “I am old enough to do what I like. I would be married by now if I was a farmer.”

“Fine,” came the reply. “The next village is 10 leagues that way,” Tor said, pointing down the road. “Take care of yourself kid.” He leaned back against a tree and bit into his bread.

“What is that supposed to mean?” Dal asked, confused.

“Simple.” Tor sat forward, pointing at Dal with his bread as he spoke. “While you are with me, you follow my rules. If you are not happy with that then feel free to leave.”

Dal looked stunned. “You cannot be serious,” he stammered. “Mother would murder you if she found out I was no longer with you.”

Tor smiled. “You are the one that wrote a note saying you were running away. You are not my responsibility. So what is it going to be?”

Dal opened his mouth, then quickly closed it again. Everyone watched silently, waiting for his response. Eventually he threw the cup down and walked away, muttering. “Looks like I do not have much choice do I.” Ellen started to rise to follow him, but Tor waved her down.

“He will not go far,” he assured her. “He cannot survive out in the big world on his own and he knows it.”

There was no sign of Dal by the time they were all back on their horses and ready to move on, but he quickly appeared as they started to head off. “I am just staying with you until we get to the next village,” he said, sulkily.

Tor smiled. “Sure you are,” he said then gently kicked his horse, urging her into a gallop. He was almost over the hill before the rest of the party caught up to him.

The next ‘village’ turned out to be no more than half a dozen small cottages and an inn. There was still plenty of daylight left so they continued on, Dal still trailing behind. As the sun slowly slipped below the horizon, Ellen moved to the front of the pack, pulling her horse next to Tor’s. “We should look for somewhere to make camp soon,” she said, but Tor shook his head. Pointing to a hill in the distance, he asked if she could see the tree on the top. Ellen could just make out what appeared to be a large old oak.

“That marks the border between Southland province and Eastlakes province. Amdale is no more than an hour’s ride away.” 

It was dark by the time they arrived outside the only inn, the smell of freshly cooked food drifting temptingly from inside. All eyes turned to Bellak. “I say we eat first, then visit Mama Rose,” Grimmel said. “She prefers visitors to come at night anyway.”

Bellak grudgingly agreed and they all headed inside. Soon they were tucking into roasted pork, with plenty of vegetables. The gravy was a bit thin, but the bread was fresh and soaked it up well. When they had eaten their fill, discussion turned to their imminent visit to Mama Rose.

“Any volunteers?” Tor asked. Although Mama Rose had never harmed anyone, she was usually avoided. A man only went to her when he was in dire need and there was no alternative. Women visited more often, though apprehensively.

“We all go,” Ellen stated. “What we want her to do takes a lot of strength. She will need to take some from each of us. The more of us there are, the less likely it will be that one of us will die.”

Silence filled the room as everyone stared at her. “Die,” Seth said, in shock. “What do you mean die?”

Ellen looked around. Even Bellak seemed to have gone pale. “This is a very difficult spell,” she started to explain. “Mama Rose may be the only person still alive who knows it. Once started, it cannot be stopped before completion. If it is, the spell weaver will die instantly, as will everyone involved. Each step of the spell saps more and more energy. She will need to be constantly replacing her strength. She can channel it directly from us.” She paused, looking around again. “If she takes too much, you will not have the energy to keep breathing.”

After a moment, the sound of exhaling came from around the table, as if people suddenly realised they were holding their breath and had begun breathing again at the same time. For a while, nobody felt inclined to speak. Eventually Dal found his voice. “I do not suppose there is another way is there?”

Everyone looked intently at Ellen; they had all been wondering the same thing. It was Bellak who answered.

“Probably, but we do not have time to waste finding out. We need the next clue as soon as we can get it.” 

They all jumped when Tor suddenly clapped his hands together. “Well ladies and gentlemen,” he said, taking charge. “It is decision time. You can leave now and no-one will think the less of you, or you can come with me and risk death. You have all been of tremendous help to me and have risked a lot. For that I thank you. But this is a risk I cannot ask you to take. It has to be totally your decision.”

He looked at them in turn. Patrick nodded. “What have I got to lose?”

Tor nodded back. “Seth?”

Seth looked pale and it was a while before he answered. “When ma and pa died, you took me in, gave me a job, a roof over my head and 3 meals a day, well usually,” he said. “How can I let you down now?”

Again Tor nodded. Each of the others slowly returned the nod, though some were visibly shaking. “So,” Tor said. “It is decided. Time to get going.” He looked at Dal, who was staring down at the table. “You wait for us here. Take a room. I have no idea how long we will be.”

As he turned to go, Dal looked up. “No.” He said it so quietly Tor almost pretended he hadn’t heard. He stopped and turned to face him again.

“You are not part of this and never have been,” he stated. 

“Me being there could make the difference between one of you living or dying,” Dal replied, looking up at him.

Tor was about to respond when Ellen put her hand on his arm. “He is right you know.” Tor looked down at her, then at Dal. He nodded his head once, reluctantly, then walked out of the inn. 

An hour later they found themselves sitting in a circle around a fire behind Mama Rose’s house, listening to her warnings about all that could go wrong. Mama Rose was a large, heavy set, woman with piercing green eyes that seemed to see what you were thinking whenever they fell on you. Nobody knew her exact age; she seemed to have always been around; lived in the same cottage all her life, some said. Her weather-worn face showed few wrinkles, though her hair was pure white. She spoke in a deep voice, her plump hands constantly moving. Eventually she stopped, expecting them to thank her for her time and leave. She was surprised when nobody moved.

“We know the dangers and are prepared to take the risk,” Bellak told her. “This is important.”

“Very well,” she replied. “I hope you all make it through this alive. I will put you all into a deep trance. Some of you may never come out of it.” She looked sternly at Bellak. “I need a name,” she told him. “I have to name the person you wish to bring across.” 

Just as Bellak was about to speak, she held up her hand, instantly silencing him. “No-one else must know the name.” Bellak leaned across and whispered into her ear. She nodded, then smiled. “And now for my price.”

Tor had been wondering when they were going to get to that part. There was always a price with Mama Rose, though it was seldom what you were expecting.

“I have a friend staying with me at the moment. I want you to take him with you. Make him part of your team. He has no friends and is in need of some company.”

Tor frowned. “What is the catch?” he asked. There was always a catch as well.

“He is a vampire.”

Tor heard a few gasps and was not certain if one had been his own. “No,” he said firmly.

“Then I will bid you goodnight,” Mama Rose said and started to rise.

“Wait,” Bellak called. “Tor, we need to do this. What harm can it be having another person join us?”

“He is not a person,” Tor started to say, but was interrupted by Mama Rose.

“He will not hurt you, or anyone in your party. He will not get in your way and may even be of some use.”

Tor was quiet for a while, looking at the ground, obviously deep in thought. “This goes against my better judgement,” he finally said, gruffly. “But it looks like I have no choice, do I? He can come.”

When they were all seated again, Mama Rose began to chant, while throwing different coloured powders into the fire. Their eyes began to get heavy and sleep soon took them. The chanting continued until the pots she had brought with her were nearly empty. She suddenly went quiet, picked up her final pot and threw the contents into the fire. The flames turned blue and she shouted a name before collapsing. 
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As she leaned over the rail, a single tear escaped from the corner of her eye, rolled down her cheek and fell into the waiting water below. The feeling of dampness on her face surprised her; she thought she would have run out of tears by now. It had been nearly a year since his car went off the bridge, disappearing into the darkness below, yet she still cried herself to sleep most nights.

She played with his ring on her finger. She missed him and probably always would. As usually happened when she was on the bridge, her mind wandered into the past.

The HR manager’s words rang again in her head. “Inter-company relationships are banned.” Obeying that rule had been easy to begin with. There was very little in the way of ‘eye candy’ in the entire firm. 

Then she met Dean and everything changed. He was everything she disliked in men, well, nearly everything. Tall, dark hair always perfectly trimmed, flawless skin tanned brown by the sun. Self-assurance oozed out of him. She knew he was in love with himself the minute she laid eyes on him. She especially hated the way his eyes seemed to burn into her whenever she passed him in the corridor. Not that she ever saw his eyes, of course, as his sunglasses never left his face. 

First impressions are not always correct, as she soon found out.

Every Friday, most of the employees headed to the nearest pub straight after work. Sam reluctantly went along that first week, feeling it would be rude to say no. She instantly regretted her decision. The place was packed. She lost track of the names and faces she was introduced to and eventually managed to make her way to a quiet corner. Placing her glass of red wine on the table, she sat on the bench seat, moving across to make room for others that were joining her.

Looking up, she found herself facing Dean. Her face dropped. It was going to be one of the worst nights of her life. 

As it turned out, Dean was pleasant company. He was polite and quite witty. He even came across as rather shy. They got on remarkably well, or they would have done if he had stopped staring at her, or had the decency to remove his sunglasses. Whenever she left the table, she felt his eyes following her.

By the end of the evening she was feeling uncomfortable. As a result, her reply was less than polite when he asked if they could get together the next night. Regret usually creeps up slowly; that evening was the exception. She felt numb as she watched him leave the room, escorted by a friend, his white stick tapping in front of him. 

Thankfully, he had given her a second chance, though it had taken a while. She made sure she joined in whenever group outings were organised, just in case Dean would be there. She didn’t throw herself at him exactly; she just made sure she was always close enough for him to know she was there. The more time she spent in his company, the more amazed she became by how little he let his blindness hold him back. He even took part in the ten pin bowling competition. And he beat her.

As luck would have it, she was within earshot when he mentioned that his flatmate was moving out, so he needed to find a replacement. She was still living with her parents so she quickly volunteered. Later, Dean had admitted that luck had nothing to do with it. He had purposely mentioned it in front of her, hoping she would take the bait.

Their friendship quickly turned to love and it wasn’t long before they were sharing a bedroom. Her bedroom turned into an office/library as they both loved reading. Sam would often read to Dean in the evenings, though he did have his own rather large collection of books in Braille. 

The only problem was the company rules. They had to keep their relationship secret from everyone, or they could both be fired. Even family could not find out. They often discussed one of them leaving, finding work somewhere else, but both were doing well and didn’t want to risk taking a backward step.

A smile touched her face as she thought back to the day he had asked her to marry him. How silly he had looked, down on one knee, staring up at her, ring box in hand. How did he always know exactly where she was standing? It had been the best day of her life. But only a few days later it was pushed into second place. She could still see the tear of joy that had trickled down his cheek when she told him the pregnancy test was positive. 

Their happiness only lasted a few weeks. Her entire life was destroyed that night, just under a year ago, when the car he was in went over a bridge into a river. This bridge. Why did she keep coming back here when it was so painful?

It had been a typical Monday morning; half the office late for work, the other half yawning. Dean had stayed at a friend’s house the night before and she had expected to see him in the cafeteria, where some of the workers usually met for coffee before starting the hard grind. It was strange that he did not show up, but she assumed he was just running late. It was nearly lunch time when the company-wide email arrived in her in-box. 

As she read it, she felt like a knife, made of ice, had been thrust into her stomach and was slowly being pulled downward. ‘We regret to inform you of the death of 2 much loved members of staff. Dean Matterson and Andrew Smith died last night when their car went off a bridge and into a river. They will be greatly missed’. 

It went on to describe each of their accomplishments since joining the company, but Sam couldn’t bring herself to read any more. She got up to run to the bathroom, then instantly sat down again when her legs would not support her weight. She wanted to cry, she wanted to scream, she wanted to be sick, but she could do none of those things. Nobody knew that she and Dean were more than just friends. Nobody would understand. Of course, everyone would have sympathy for her losing her flatmate, but nothing more. Somehow she made it through the rest of the day. As soon as she got into their apartment, her apartment now, she threw herself onto their bed and cried.

The next morning she was awoken by the doorbell. She was still in her clothes, having cried herself to sleep. It was Davey, the friend Dean was meant to have stayed the night with, come to see how she was. He hadn’t been driving, but had been in the car. He tried to explain to her what had happened, how an oncoming car had caused Andrew to suddenly veer to the right, how they all got thrown out of the car as it left the bridge, but she wasn’t listening; she didn’t want to know any details. The other car hadn’t even stopped.

After making her breakfast of toast and very sweet tea, and staying until she had eaten some of it, Davey left her alone. She didn’t make it into work for the rest of the week. It was the last time she had a day away from the office, except for weekends and public holidays, though she often worked those as well. Work kept her mind busy and the tears from falling, at least for a while. 

She shivered and pulled her coat tighter around her. Wiping tears away with the back of her hand, she turned and walked toward the town. Janet, her friend from high school, would be arriving soon. She had moved away when she went to university, but made the effort to visit a few times each year. Janet was the only one who knew the truth. It had been Janet who supported her at the funeral. It had been Janet who held her hand in the hospital when her grief had caused her to lose the baby; Dean’s baby. 

The memory of losing everything she loved took hold of her and she had to slow her breathing, trying to get herself under control again before she broke down. It was hard, but she managed it. Thinking of Janet helped. At least tonight wouldn’t be another night with a bottle of wine and a box of tissues. 

Okay, so she was wrong about the bottle of wine, but at least the tears were tears of laughter for a change. Janet always knew how to cheer her up. She had one of those bubbly personalities that were impossible to dislike. Emptying the rest of the bottle into her glass, Janet went into the kitchen, in search of another, her curly red hair bouncing with each step. 

Although not pretty in the traditional sense, her personality and figure made her a hit with men. She was single again, having dumped her latest conquest the night before, and it was telling Sam the reasons that had made them both laugh so much. For Janet, it was good to hear Sam laugh; it didn’t happen very often these days.

Taking a bottle from the kitchen table, she searched through draws, looking for a corkscrew. Trust Sam to buy the only bottle in the shop that wasn’t a screw top. Eventually she found it, hidden at the back of a drawer. Pulling the cork out slowly, it unexpectedly came free and her arm shot back, banging her elbow on the sink behind her. She swore loudly. Yelling to Sam that she was okay, she took the cork from the corkscrew, threw it in the bin and placed the corkscrew back in the drawer. She returned to the lounge to find Sam scraping the remains of the Chinese meal onto one of the plates, ready to carry it into the kitchen. After everything had been cleared away and the dishwasher stacked, ready to be put on in the morning, they both relaxed on the sofa, newly filled glasses in hand, Janet with her long, slim legs under her and Sam with hers stretched out.

They talked for hours about anything and everything; jobs, the latest Brad Pitt movie, the upcoming election. They were both watching the new series about an alien invasion and compared notes on how they thought it would end. It had barely reached ten o’clock when Janet noticed Sam’s eyes stray, yet again, to Dean’s picture on the wall.

“It’s time to move on, you know,” she said, softly. For a while Sam said nothing, refusing to turn away from the photo. Eventually she turned to look at Janet, all signs of laughter gone from her face.

“I know,” she replied, sighing. “I’m just not ready yet.”

“And you never will be if you continue to hold on to the past. He’s gone and he’s not coming back.” Sam gave her a stern look, but she continued anyway. “Is this what he would have wanted? You shutting yourself in here while life passes you by.” She looked around the room. Nothing had changed in the last 12 months. All of Dean’s things were where they had been left. His clothes still hung in the wardrobe. Sam had thrown a fit when Janet suggested packing them up and giving them to a charity shop. 

Sam shrugged her shoulders non-committedly and turned back to the photo once more. An uncomfortable silence filled the room. Not even Janet would understand that Sam couldn’t let go. The memories were still too strong. Besides, what did the future hold for her? She would never be able to find a man who could fill the emptiness Dean’s death had left her with.

“You need a vacation,” Janet said suddenly. “You haven’t had any time off in ages so you must have some leave due and I can take a few weeks off next month. Let’s hit the travel agents tomorrow and see what late deals are available.”

They spent the next hour discussing possible destinations. Do they go sightseeing, or head for a beach? USA, Asia or Europe? Janet found Holland appealing, well the men anyway, but was put off by the availability of drugs. Sam had always wanted to see the pyramids in Egypt. Paris, Rome, Vegas, Singapore, the list went on and on. They soon decided they were too tired to talk about it anymore and headed off to bed.

The next morning was bright and sunny. Sam was enjoying a cup of coffee when she heard Janet letting herself in with the spare key, having got up early to go for a jog. After breakfast and a shower, they hit the town. Shopping first, then holiday planning. By the time they got back to the apartment, they were each laden with half a dozen bags and had booked a week long safari in Africa. 

Sally, another high school friend, was turning 30 the next day, the first in the group of friends to do so. Attending the party was the reason Janet was visiting that weekend, one of the reasons anyway. When they were both dressed in their new outfits and shoes, they phoned for a taxi to take them to the station. It only took a half hour on the train, but there was quite a walk to Sally’s house once they left the station. It was a warm evening and neither were wearing high heels, so they didn’t mind the walk.

It was good catching up with old friends, even if most of them were now married, either with children, or due to give birth later in the year. They all went out for a meal, then some, those who didn’t need to get back to relieve babysitters, headed back to Sally’s house, where the alcohol began to flow. They began to reminisce about school days and past boyfriends and gossip about what had become of old enemies.

“Remember Debbie Johnson?” someone asked.

“The bitch who thought she was better than everyone,” came the reply from across the room.

“Yeah. She ended up marrying Kevin Phillips. God, he was gorgeous.” The whole room sighed simultaneously. Kevin had definitely been the best looking guy at high school, but it hadn’t gone to his head. He was down to earth, had time for everyone, no matter how popular or unpopular you were. How had he ended up being caught by such a self-centred, egotistical woman?

“Well,” the voice continued. “I read in the paper the other day that she’s just been arrested for attempted murder. Apparently he got fed up with her constantly cheating on him and packed his bags, ready to leave her. Before he could get out of the door, she attacked him. As he stumbled out into the front garden, she plunged a knife into his chest, just missing his heart. Loads of witnesses. Open and shut case the paper said. Kevin’s still in hospital, but is due to make a complete recovery.”

“If he needs looking after when he gets out, I volunteer.” Mary, though petite, could still make her voice heard across a crowded room. She had taken up nursing and was now running a ward at the local private hospital.

“You’re happily married, remember.”

“Is there such a thing?” Brenda asked. “I thought you were either happy, or married.” Since her divorce had come through, Brenda seemed to have found a new lease of life, or, as she often put it, ‘I now have a life’.

Sam sat back and listened as the conversation continued. It was amazing how different everyone’s lives were now; how little decisions they had made in the past had totally transformed their lives. Mary was just starting her married life, while Brenda had just ended hers, but both appeared happier than they had ever been. Looking around the room, she was glad to see that some things hadn’t changed. Sally had been heavily into the occult while at school and a lot of her old paraphernalia was still on display. The faint aroma of a recently burnt joss stick still hung in the air. The sheep’s skull had pride of place on a shelf. They had been 15 when they had found it in a nearby field and Sally took it back to her house and carefully washed all of the mud off it. Her mum had screamed the first time she saw it. The memory made Sam smile.

It wasn’t long before tarot cards appeared and Sally started to tell people their fortunes; not that anyone took it seriously, except Sally of course. She predicted that Mary would be having twin boys next year and Brenda would meet the man destined to be her second husband later that week. Predictably, Janet had lots of love and men in her future. Then it was Sam’s turn. After laying out the cards, Sally turned them over, one at a time.

“You are going on a long journey soon,” she said.

“Yeah. Africa, next month,” Sam replied, but Sally frowned. 

“No. It’s not that. This will be an even longer journey and very soon. Maybe even tomorrow.” More cards were turned over. “You will experience a great love on this journey, and also great loss. I see immense sorrow in your future, maybe even a death of someone close to you.” Then Sally smiled. “But not anyone you yet know.”

Sam didn’t believe in any form of fortune telling, never had, so why had the room suddenly gone very cold?

Sally put away the cards. “Coffee anyone?”

When they were all seated again, sipping their coffees, laced with brandy, the conversation turned once again to the occult. Sally had been given a Ouija board for her birthday from her brother. He had bought it from a little antique shop down a dark alley in London and claimed it was genuine.

“Let’s give it a try,” Janet said, excitedly. By now, everyone was a little bit drunk, some more than a little, so the suggestion went down well. Sally retrieved the board from her bedroom and placed it on the coffee table. They all seated themselves on the floor around the table, anticipation and excitement evident on their faces. 

There were only three words on the board, ‘no’, ‘yes’, and ‘goodbye’, and all the letters of the alphabet, in order. A strange triangular piece had been placed in the middle.

“Anyone ever done this before?” Sally asked. They all shook their heads. “Okay. It’s very simple. We all put our hands lightly on the planchette.” She pointed to the wooden triangle on casters, with a large hole in one end, before continuing. “Once the spirits have been summoned, we can ask questions and they answer by moving the planchette over the letters on the board, to spell out the answer.”

“Let’s hope they’re good spellers then,” Janet interrupted, and Mary, who had drunk more alcohol than she was used to, giggled. 

Sally gave them a disapproving look and continued. “There are just a couple of rules. Firstly, nobody moves the planchette. That’s the spirits’ job. Secondly, no-one is to leave the circle while we are still talking to the spirit. You can take your hands off, but don’t get up or move away. The circle traps them inside the Ouija board and breaking the circle allows them to escape.” 

Sam leaned toward Janet, who was sitting on her left and whispered, “Does she really know what she is doing?”

Janet shrugged. “It all sounds like bullshit to me,’’ she whispered back.

“This isn’t dangerous, is it?” Mary asked, suddenly moving her hands away from the board.

“It can be,” Sally replied, looking serious. “Spirits that escape often haunt one of the participants and eventually have to be banished, and sometimes you get through to something evil, but I have done this loads of times before and know how to get rid of any spirit we don’t like the sound of.” 

Mary did not look reassured, but reluctantly placed her hands back onto the table. Sally smiled. “Shall we begin?”

When all hands were on the planchette, she closed her eyes and began to call the spirits. Suddenly her eyes opened. “Who’s there?” she asked. Instantly the planchette began to move. It was definitely pushed from Sam’s left and she gave Janet a suspicious look, which was returned by an innocent smile; a little too innocent. The planchette stopped on the F before moving on to the R. After going to E then D, it stopped. FRED. 

“Good evening Fred,” Sally said formally. “How are you today?”

The planchette immediately moved again, spelling out DEAD.

Sally glared around the circle of faces before continuing. “Is there anything you want to say to us Fred?” The planchette moved to ‘yes’ and momentarily paused. It then swiftly moved to the letters G, E then T.

“Get,” Mary said, a little shakily. It continued moving, stopping on various letters and then pausing to indicate the end of a word. Mary took to speaking each word as it was spelled, which began to get annoying very quickly.

“Get Janet.” All eyes immediately swung toward her. 

“Get Janet another.” Sally started to frown. 

“Get Janet another drink.” At this Janet fell over laughing, making Mary scream as soon as she broke the circle. Sally stood up angrily.

“That’s not funny,” she yelled.

“Sorry,” said Janet, wiping tears out of her eyes. “I couldn’t resist.”

They all took the opportunity to refill their coffee cups and make use of the bathroom. Soon everyone was seated again, ready for another attempt to contact the dead, having been assured by Janet that she would not push the planchette again. Once all fingers were in position, Sally began to call the spirits again. For a while, nothing happened. Then the planchette began to vibrate. Everyone looked at Janet, who promptly took her hands away. The vibrating continued. When Janet had replaced her fingers, Sally asked, “Who’s there?”

Very slowly, the ‘spirit’ began to ‘speak’. This time there were no pauses between words so they had to work out for themselves where one word ended and the next began. 

Y O U D O N O T. 

It was on its way to N when Mary yelled out, “You do not.” This was followed by ‘need to know that’. The last letters were easily formed into words, but Mary called them out anyway. 

“You do not need to know that,” Sally repeated, frowning. “I’ve never heard that before. What should we call you then?” she asked, raising her voice slightly. “We can’t just call you spirit, can we?”

The planchette moved to ‘yes’. Still frowning, Sally continued. “Oh great spirit, do you have anything to say to us?” Leaning to her left she whispered, “It helps to be polite.”

The board replied ‘yes’ again. After a slight pause it moved toward the H.

H E L L O. “Hello,” Mary suddenly shouted out, making everyone jump. It spelled out ‘girls’ then stopped.

“Hello girls,” Mary, the self-elected spirit spokesperson said.

“Stop it,” Brenda snarled at her. “We can all spell.” Mary ignored her as the planchette continued to spell out words.

“Do you want togo,” she said. “What’s togo? Do you think it misspelt toga? Are we talking to a roman?”

“Idiot,” Janet snapped. “It’s to go, not togo. It’s still moving so shut up in case we miss a letter.”

When it finally stopped moving, it had spelled out ‘do you want to go on a journey’. Everyone was looking at each other, a little nervously. 

“No.” Sam was the first to pluck up the courage to speak. Immediately the spirit responded. 

‘What if I told you my name was Dean’. Going white, Sam looked at Janet, who shook her head, going almost as pale. 

“Is it?” Sam stammered. The planchette began to slowly spin, as though the ‘spirit’ was thinking. Eventually it moved to ‘no’ and both Sam and Janet let out audible sighs of relief, though Sam’s was tainted with a trace of disappointment.

“Who’s Dean?” Sally asked. Even she sounded a little frightened. Sam did not answer, ignoring the question. What was going on? Nobody in the room knew about Dean except Janet, and she would never bring him up in front of others. 

“How do you know about Dean?” she asked, looking at the board.

‘I know everything’ the reply spelled out.

“This isn’t funny,” Sam hissed, suddenly feeling very angry. 

She started to rise, causing Sally to shout “Stop. Don’t break the circle.” Sam slowly lowered herself back down. “Who’s moving it?” Sally asked, looking at each person in turn. They all shook their heads.

“Okay,” Sally continued, after taking a deep breath. “Let’s all slowly remove our fingers, but remember to stay in the circle. Maybe we should hold hands.”

They each withdrew their fingers and there was a collective sigh of relief when nothing happened, though they each gripped their neighbours’ hands tightly. A few seconds later Mary screamed as the planchette started to spin again.

“What do you want?” Sally asked, clearly on the verge of panic.

“I never knew Sally was such a good actress,” Janet whispered to Sam. “I wonder how she’s moving it.”

“I’m not,” Sally snapped back. Janet had spoken louder than she had intended. 

The ‘spirit’ began spelling again.

“I need your help,” Mary read out. “What, all of us?” she added.

It immediately went to ‘no’, before quickly spelling ‘just one’. It was now moving a lot faster than it had at the start, almost as if it was excited. 

“I think you need to end this,” Brenda told Sally, while looking at Mary, who was visibly shaking.

Before Sally could reply, Janet asked, “Who?”

The planchette went still and everyone looked up in surprise. The looks quickly turned to horror as the entire board began to slowly revolve, increasing in speed with each revolution. When it stopped they all heard soft chanting, coming from all around the room. 

“No,” Sally screamed in terror. The chanting stopped and a voice came from inside the board, loudly and clearly.

SAM

Sam tried to scream as intense pain filled her, but found herself unable to exhale. The last thing she heard before unconsciousness took her was the screams from her friends as she suddenly disappeared. 
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Chapter 3
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Sam awoke to find herself in the middle of a field, near a ring of people surrounding a fire, all of them seemingly in a trance. She was cold. As she moved closer to the fire, an old woman opened her eyes. Smiling at her, she handed her a wooden bowl filled with clear liquid.

“Drink,” she said, and Sam obeyed before she realised what she was doing. The liquid had a slightly bitter taste, but she felt warmth flow through her body as soon as she swallowed. Her muscles ached, as though she had just run a marathon, and her head was throbbing painfully. A few more mouthfuls reduced it to just a dull ache and her limbs seemed to be regaining strength.

“What is it?” she asked, in a small voice, looking at the old woman. Although she appeared to be old at first glance, now Sam was not so sure.

“Just a mixture of herbs that blend to make a good restorative,” she replied, still smiling. “Your journey took a lot of your strength, as well as ours.” She nodded toward the others in the circle, some of whom were showing signs of waking. 

A man with a beard was the first to open his eyes. Sam thought he was approaching middle age, but his facial hair may have been hiding a younger face. 

“As soon as they all wake, Bellak will do the introductions.” The woman spoke so smoothly, so reassuringly, that Sam didn’t feel frightened. She was in the middle of who knew where, with a bunch of strangers, and had no idea how she had gotten there; she should have been terrified. She looked suspiciously at the now empty bowl in her hands, then back at the woman, who nodded her head slightly.

“Yes,” she said, as though she had been reading Sam’s mind. “It also has a calming effect. If you had not drunk that, you would probably have run screaming into the woods by now.” She placed a plump hand on Sam’s knee. “I am Mama Rose, and you must be Sam.”

“How do you know my name?” Sam asked, surprised.

“I called you here.”

Sam wanted to lift her arm and hit her, but there was not yet enough strength in her, and she was not sure how dangerous that action might be. If Mama Rose had transported her here, who knew what else she was capable of? All she could do was ask, “Why?”

Mama Rose just continued smiling and nodded toward the people in the circle. “Only they can answer that question.” Suddenly she looked exceedingly pleased with herself. “I was not sure it was going to work. I guess I am better than even I thought I was.” The smug expression dropped from her face when an old man stomped over, his face red with anger.

“What is this?” he shouted at Mama Rose, pointing at Sam. “This....this....girl,” he managed to get out through the rage that gripped him, “is supposed to be a man.” He turned to face Sam. “Well girl,” he snarled. “What do we call you?”

“Samantha," she replied, standing up. ‘My friends call me Sam.” Acting braver than she felt, she continued. “You can call me Miss Riley.”

The old man snorted. “You, girl, have ruined everything. I asked for a big strong man and Mama Rose gives me you. What possible use could you be to me?” Before Sam had time to respond, they were interrupted by a desperate shout.

“Bellak,” a female voice called. “Dal has not come out of the trance. I think he is dead.”

Everyone who was able to stand ran toward a pretty lady holding a youth, his head in her lap, as she shook his shoulders. Sam got there first. Placing her head on his chest, listening for breathing, she felt at his neck for a pulse.

“There’s a faint pulse, but he’s not breathing. Does anyone know CPR?” 

Blank stares surrounded her. She might as well have been speaking a different language. Swearing softly to herself, she laid him flat and put her mouth on his. After sending two big breaths into his lungs, she felt for his pulse again. The heartbeat was still there, though no stronger than before. No need for chest compressions to restart his heart. She gave him two more lungfuls of air, then paused to feel his pulse again. It seemed a little stronger this time. As she went down to give him air a third time, he took a deep, gasping breath. As relief flooded through her, Sam collapsed on the ground beside him, her earlier fatigue returning. She listened to his slow, shallow breathing, letting unconsciousness slowly claim her.

When she awoke, she found herself in a warm bed, the sun just beginning to peek through the curtains. The blanket was pink. This couldn’t be Sally’s place; she hated pink. Sam looked up to see a man with a beard watching her, concern evident on his face. Where had she seen him before? Seeing she was awake, he walked closer and sat on the end of the bed.

“Hello Sam.” He had a warm friendly voice, edged with stress. “You must be hungry. I will have some food sent up. When you have eaten, if you feel up to it, come to the kitchen and meet everyone.” He grinned slightly. “I think we owe you an explanation.” With that, he got up and left the room, leaving Sam feeling very confused. Why did her head hurt so much? She hadn’t drunk that much wine last night had she?

Before long, there was a knock on the door and a young woman entered, carrying a tray laden with fresh bread, a bowl of delicious smelling broth and a cup of water. Smiling at Sam, she placed the tray on the table beside her.

“Mama Rose said you need to regain your strength. Eat all of this and you will be out of bed in no time.” Her voice was vaguely familiar, as was her face.

“Do I know you?” Sam asked, frowning.

The young woman returned the frown. “I am Ellen. Best wait to speak to Bellak, or Tor,” she replied, before quickly leaving the room. 

Realising she was ravenous, Sam quickly grabbed the tray and started eating. Something was wrong. Why couldn’t she think clearly? Where was she? Why wasn’t she scared? As she ate, no answers came. The bowl was empty before she was even aware she had been eating. She returned the tray to the table and climbed back into the bed, determined to puzzle out where she was, and why. The minute her head touched the pillow, her eyes closed and sleep took her.

When she awoke again, the sun was giving off an orange glow as it slipped from sight behind a nearby hill. Her head no longer hurt and her memory was beginning to return. She had been at Sally’s house, playing with a Ouija board. Then there was the camp fire and the circle of people, or was that just a dream? Maybe she drank too much and someone put her to bed, though she had no idea who, or where. And who was the girl with the food? Pulling back the covers, she was relieved to find she was still dressed in her black cotton trousers and blue, short sleeved blouse. 

Looking around the room, she spied her shoes in the corner, got out of bed and quickly slipped them on. Then she realised she needed to find a bathroom, urgently. A quick scan of the room showed only one door, but she had noticed a bedpan under the bed while she was putting on her shoes. She hadn’t used one of those since she last stayed at her grandmother’s old house, before she went to high school, but she was desperate enough to use one again now.

Having an empty bladder made her feel a lot better. “Right,” she said to herself. “First I need to find out where I am. The how and the why can come later.” The view from the window showed nothing familiar, so she strode over to the door. It creaked slightly as she opened it, but a quick look told her nobody was around to hear it. Cooking smells, and the sound of raised voices, were coming from the back of the cottage, so she decided to explore the front first.

The first room she entered was another bedroom, containing just a bed and a chair. No wardrobe. No mirror. No shelves. A number of neatly folded blankets were on the bed. Whoever lived here obviously lived alone, unless there were more bedrooms at the back. 

The only other room was the lounge. As soon as she entered, Sam felt there was something wrong, something missing. The room was nearly empty. While there was room for a sofa, only two chairs were present, neither of which looked very comfortable. A small wooden coffee table stood between them. She had been in the room a few minutes before she realised what was bothering her. There was nothing of the owner in the room. No photos of family or friends, no ornaments, no postcards sending holiday greetings. There wasn’t even a TV. If there had been magazines on the table, it could have been mistaken for a doctor’s waiting room. 

The solitary shelf contained a number of jars, each made from different colour glass. Curious, Sam crept closer, wondering if they were labelled. She didn’t hear the door slowly open behind her and almost screamed when a voice said, “How are you feeling?”

Spinning around, she found herself looking at a vaguely familiar old woman. Images flashed in her mind. “You were by the fire. You made me drink something.”

Mama Rose nodded, smiling. “Please, sit down child.” She pointed to one of the two chairs and took the other herself. “You must be full of questions.”

Questions were indeed spinning around her head, but none made it to her lips. Three times she tried to speak, only to find she was not sure what she wanted to say. “This is a dream, isn’t it?” she finally asked. 

Mama Rose shook her head. “There is no point in my answering that. Saying yes will not make it so and saying no does not mean you are not dreaming my response.” Placing her hands in her lap, she continued. “How about this? I tell you everything I know about what is happening and you can decide if you are going to wake up or not.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Sam replied, trying to get comfortable and failing.

“Where to begin?” Mama Rose said to herself. “Where to begin?”

“How about the beginning?”

Mama Rose let out a small laugh. “Finding the beginning is one of the problems.” She stood up and walked toward the door, then paused, appearing to change her mind about something, and sat down again. “You may remember my name is Mama Rose, well that is what most people call me anyway. I am a witch.” She stopped, waiting for Sam to react, and seemed a little disappointed when she didn’t. “Tor, he was the man in your room when you first awoke, is on a quest. You will meet him again shortly. It is probably best if he explains it himself. The latest clue said he needed a guide from another world, so he came to see me. I cast a spell and brought you here.”

Sam stared at her. “That tells me nothing. Where is here? Why me?” Something about what had just been said bothered her, but she pushed her apprehension aside to concentrate on getting answers.

“Ah. I can only answer the first of those two questions I am afraid. Here, is my cottage, but I guess that is not what you mean. You are just north of Amdale, in Southland province.” Sam frowned again. Those names meant nothing to her.

“What’s the nearest city?”

“See that hill over there?” Mama Rose asked, pointing out of the window. “The other side of that is the Great Highway. Follow that for long enough and you will hit Camal.”

That didn’t help. “Okay. Let’s go bigger. What country am I in?”

“Mercia,” came the reply. Suddenly Sam realised what was bothering her. 

“Wait a minute,” she almost shouted. “Did you say a guide from another world?” Mama Rose nodded, causing Sam to laugh. “Now I know I’m asleep.” Relief flooded through her. “Let’s turn to the second question. If you cast the spell, why cast it at me?” Now that she knew she was dreaming, the answer didn’t really matter, but she was curious about where the dream was going.

“It was not my doing,” Mama Rose said, slightly embarrassed. “I just called out the name Bellak gave me. I had no control over who was chosen.”

“Then let’s go see Bellak.” Sam stood up and strode out of the room. It was amazing how brave you could be in a dream.

“Wait,” Mama Rose shouted, getting up and chasing after her. “There is more you need to know first.”

Sam ignored her and opened a door at the other end of the house. Shock stilled her, taking all strength from her legs. She would have fallen if strong arms had not grabbed her waist. The owner of the arms placed her in a chair and she looked around, trying hard to breathe. She was in a kitchen, much larger than was usual for the size of the cottage, sitting at an equally large wooden table. Other than her own, another six of the dozen chairs surrounding it were occupied. A few more people stood, pouring over what appeared to be a large map, placed in the centre of the table. Most were now staring at her, silently. But it was not the people that had startled her, but what was sitting in the corner of the room. 

“Is that a wolf?” she managed to stammer, once her breathing had recommenced. At the word ‘wolf’ the large grey animal got up and slowly padded toward her. Sam drew herself back as far as the chair would allow. By the time the wolf reached her, she was visibly shaking. The scream that had been building in the back of her throat died as he gently laid his head in her lap and looked up at her with sorrowful eyes. With a still shaking hand, she stroked his fur while whispering, “Good doggy.”

This was clearly a mistake as the wolf took it as an invitation to join her on the chair. She suddenly found her legs being crushed by 2 big paws while a hot, wet tongue washed her face.

“Samson, get down,” a stern voice said, with authority. With obvious reluctance, the wolf returned to the floor and sulkily padded back to the corner, where he turned to look at Sam again.

“Sorry about that,” the voice continued, though in a much gentler tone. Sam looked up at its owner. He was a tall, well built, man with a beard and stern brown eyes. She had seen him before somewhere.

“You were in my room when I woke up.” It was a statement rather than a question. 

“Yes,” came the reply. “I am Tor. Let me take care of the introductions first, then explain why you are here.” He pointed to each person in the room in turn, going clockwise. 

The first was a young man, probably just past 20, with ginger hair and a slightly too large nose, which seemed to reduce in size when he smiled. He was called Seth and worked for Tor. He was an orphan and treated Tor as a cross between his father and his employer. Next to Seth was the largest man Sam had ever seen. He had to be well over 2 ½ meters tall and wide with it. He was standing, as none of the chairs were large enough to accommodate his oversized girth. He was leaning over the table and Sam was sure he would hit his head on the overhead beam if he straightened. Ban was a tayman, close cousins to the giants.

Next to Ban sat his exact opposite. The ‘lady’ was tiny. And blue. A thin, almost see-through dress clung to her slender body, not quite hiding the faint hint of blue in her skin. Her long hair, navy dark enough to be mistaken for black, trailed down her back. Her eyes shone like sapphires, changing hue slightly as she smiled a welcome to Sam. River, being a water sprite, was one of the long lived races so guessing her age was impossible. “Do not mention that water sprites are related to the elves, they tend to be a little touchy about that,” Tor whispered, leaning close to Sam, but not so close that only she could hear. River immediately threw him a furious look, making him chuckle.

The ‘man’ on River’s left was Oak, a tree sprite. He was a lot like River, except brown instead of blue. His long thin arms could easily be mistaken for small branches and his hair looked like it had a large number of small twigs in it. His dark brown eyes, combined with his frown, reflected his mood. He looked like a smile had never touched his face. A small grunt was all Sam got in the way of a greeting.

A young lady sat on the table, legs folded. She wore tight fitting trousers and a matching tunic. “Ria is our little thief.” Tor threw her an affectionate smile. She stuck her tongue out at him.

“Actually I am an acrobat,” she said, effortlessly raising and springing backward off the table, landing perfectly on both feet. “The fact that that helps me to get into supposedly highly secure places is irrelevant,” she added, with a cheeky grin on her face. She had the physique of an acrobat, long thin legs supporting a slim supple body. Her arms were thin yet obviously strong. She leapt into the air again, landing on the table in the same position she started in, without making a noise. Her long blonde hair, neatly tied back, fell across her shoulders. Within seconds it looked like she had not moved at all. 

Next came a face she recognised. “Ellen is a hearth witch. You could say she takes care of us. She cooks, cleans, mends and heals. I am not sure how far we would get without her.” 

When Ellen smiled, her whole face lit up. She had an inner beauty which, when combined with her classically pretty face, made her stunning, though she was obviously unaware of this fact. Her dark red hair was an almost perfect complement to her bright red eyes. She appeared no more then 20, though the wisdom in her face put her much older. 

“Hello again.” Her voice sounded almost musical.

“You brought me food,” Sam replied. “Thank you.”

“You are welcome. I hope it was alright. Mama Rose would not let me make anything else, saying it was the best thing to help you recover your strength quickly.”

Tor quickly moved on. “The dwarf on the table is Grimmel. Do not let his grim disposition fool you. He is not as sour as he makes himself out to be.”

“He is just like a teddy bear really, though not as cuddly.” The gentle smile Ellen flashed at him got a soft growl in return, but a smile was beginning to form under his beard.

The next chair was taken by a lady dressed in fine clothes. She must have been closer to fifty than forty, but age had enhanced rather than eroded her features and her slim body showed no sign of the middle age fattening that affected a lot of women. A much younger man stood beside her, his hand resting on her shoulder affectionately. He had the bearing of a soldier, though he carried no obvious weapons. They were introduced as Liselle and her husband, Torrick. 

Leaning on the table, between two chairs, stood Patrick de Cowen, Lord of Shelton Island. As usual, he looked immaculate, dressed entirely in black silk. Tor declined to mention that he ‘died’ on a regular basis. That was information that could wait until later.

The last seat was taken by an older man in a white robe. He had cloth wrapped around his eyes and had his head tilted slightly as he listened. His long grey hair reached almost to his waist, as did his beard.

“Don’t tell me,” Sam said, pointing at him. “His name is Gandalf and he is a wizard.”

At this, both Tor and the ‘wizard’ smiled. “No child,” came the soft reply. “I am no wizard, though I do have a talent that some think is magic. My name is Hurst.” He reached across the table with one hand, following the sound of her voice. “Take my hand child.” His voice was so soft and soothing that Sam willingly placed her hand in his. By the time she realised that Hurst may be dangerous, it was too late to withdraw it so she willed herself to stay calm, hoping she had not just made a mistake.

Looking toward Tor, Hurst continued speaking. “She is wary of us, but not frightened. She thinks this is a dream from which she will wake when the wine she drank too much of begins to wear off.” 

Sam screamed and pulled her hand back. “How do you know that,” she asked, temporarily forgetting that in dreams anything is possible.

“Sorry,” Hurst said gently. “I did not mean to startle you. By touching someone I am able to read their mind.” He lowered his head. “A talent I gained when I lost my sight,” he added ruefully, his hand reaching up to touch the bandage around his eyes. “I am the ‘blind man who can read’ that Tor had to find for one of the clues.”

“Clues? What clues?” This was the first Sam had heard about clues. Clues to what? Where was her imagination taking her now?

“I will explain about that later,” Tor said. “Let me finish the introductions first.” 

Standing at the head of the table was Bellak, looking very grumpy. “This is Bellak. He is the wizard of our team.”

“We’ve met,” Sam said, somewhat unpleasantly. “Apparently I am supposed to be a man.”

“Please accept my apologies if he has made you feel anything other than welcome. He takes some getting used to I am afraid. We need your help and he WILL be more agreeable from now on.” The WILL was obviously directed at Bellak, who just muttered under his breath and looked away.

Noticing he was not present, Sam enquired about the young man she had resuscitated. Dallan had made a complete recovery and was currently in the garden, reading a book, having been sent to get some fresh air. His relationship to Tor was quickly explained, as were the circumstances surrounding his presence with the group. They were all grateful, except Bellak, who could not bring himself to even speak to Sam, let alone thank her. Ellen seemed particularly interested in how CPR was done, but Tor insisted that details would have to wait until later.

“Now who is missing?” he asked, looking around. “Hawk is still in the basement. He will not appear until after the sun has gone down I am afraid. He has a problem with daylight. It is probably best to wait until you meet him before explaining further.” Most of the faces looked a little wary as soon as Hawk’s name was mentioned. Sam decided meeting him later rather than sooner was fine by her. What problem with daylight could he possibly have? “We do have another member of our party I would like to introduce you to sooner rather than later, though.” Almost as if bidden, a hand with three long fingers appeared from under the table, with what seemed to be a small black eye at the end of each digit, looking directly at Sam. “Ah there you are Modo. Please come out from under there.”

The strangest creature Sam had ever seen slowly unfurled from its hiding place. There was no hair on the scaly body, which was covered with only a loin cloth. One large black eye looked unblinking at her, from the middle of its forehead. As the creature crept closer it closed the eye and the six eyes on its fingertips all opened. Sam squeezed as far back into her chair as she could, trying to get away from the monster. Just as it came within reach, it dropped to the ground, on one knee, and lowered its head.

“I am very pleased to make your acquaintance mistress Sam,” it said in a rasping voice. “I am Modorian del Anvar, a vexen, from the wonderful island of Kileen. Please accept my humble service.”

Sam looked at Tor, unsure what to do. “Do not worry,” he said gently. “He always talks like that to ladies. The language he uses when none are around though is another matter. As you can probably see, a vexen’s unusual eye configuration makes them extremely useful. He can see around corners or over walls simply by raising his hand. An excellent way of seeing without being seen.” Tor suddenly realised that Sam had gone pale and looked like she was about to vomit. “What is wrong?” he asked in a concerned tone.

“Take me to her,” Hurst said. It almost sounded like a demand. He was quickly led to where Sam sat, looking as though she was about to lose consciousness. He gently laid his hands on her head. She made no move to resist, did not even acknowledge his presence. “She has suddenly gone very scared,” he announced. Slowly she took in a deep breath, much to Tor’s relief.

“This isn’t a dream, is it?” she asked, very quietly.

Hurst removed his hands from her head and placed them over hers, in her lap. “No my dear,” he whispered. “I am afraid this is very much real.”
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It took a long while for Sam to calm down enough to start talking properly again. Shock had set in as soon as she realised that she had no idea where she was, what she was doing there or how she was going to get home. She was surrounded by strangers, some of whom were not human and others who could obviously do magic. Real magic, not the sleight of hand and optical illusions that all of the magicians she had ever heard of practiced. 

She now found herself drinking a mug of strong tea that tasted faintly of orange, listening to a strange tale of how each person had joined the party. Tor did his best to explain everything, but was frequently interrupted by others, adding things he had missed or had deemed unimportant. Bellak was no longer around. He had politely been asked to leave after it became obvious that his muttered grumbles were causing a distraction rather than adding any value.

From what Sam could work out, after over an hour of listening and asking the occasional question, Tor was a Prince, of some place she had never heard of before. When his father, the king, had died suddenly the previous year, his advisor, a wizard named Albian, had called together all nine of his sons to discuss the succession. In that country, Sam had already forgotten what it was called, the eldest son did not automatically take over the throne. Each King decided how the next King was to be chosen. In the past, some kings had specified who they wanted to succeed them, others set challenges that tested bravery, skill or intelligence. The successor did not have to be a blood relative, but nearly always was. 

Which was why Sam now found herself in the middle of a quest, though she preferred to refer to it as a magical version of the television program ‘The Amazing Race’. Each brother had been given the first clue and was told to gather as many people as they wished to help them solve it, by any means necessary. The clue would lead them to the location of the next clue, which would lead them to the next clue, and so on. At each location there was one less vessel containing the next clue, meaning the last brother to arrive at the destination was ‘out of the race’ and could not be the next King. Hurst quoted the first clue.

Upon a quiet, distant shore

The seekers of truth study their lore.

They require a blind man who can read

Provide one if you wish to succeed.

Hurst, of course, was the ‘blind man who can read’. He had been friends with Tor for a long time, so was quickly sought out. Bellak happened to be visiting Hurst, studying him to see if his mind reading abilities could be copied, when Tor arrived and readily agreed to join in the expedition, much to the disgust of his wife. The others they gathered on the way, some joining because they matched a clue, the rest because their various abilities could be useful in the future. All had already proven themselves to be great assets, as well as friends.

River was the ‘water maiden’ in clue two, and Oak was the ‘moving tree’ from clue three. Clue two also said ‘search high and low for those you seek’, which Ban and Grimmel satisfied. Ria had been working with a travelling circus when she met the others. They had decided to stay for the night in the village where the circus had camped. The ringmaster had gotten drunk and broke into Ria’s caravan intending, as he put it, ‘to make a real woman out of her’. Tor happened to be walking past and, seeing what was happening, ran to her aid. As it turned out, it was the ringmaster he ended up saving. Ria already had her legs wrapped around his neck and was just about to break it by the time Tor made it through the broken door. It took a long time to persuade her that killing him was not a good option, as the Queen’s guards were staying in the local inn and would probably decide it was murder instead of self-defence. The ringmaster was unconscious by the time she eventually released her leg hold, though he was still breathing.

As well as an acrobat, Ria was an expert in unarmed combat. Having been brought up on the streets, she had quickly learned that nobody else would look after her, so she would have to fend for herself. She learned how to fight and to steal. Acrobatics came later, once she learned that her skills for getting into ‘impenetrable’ places could be put to a more legal use. That did not stop her occasionally going back to her previous trade, but now she only did it when she wanted to, not because she needed to.

Modo was discovered in a bar, not long after Ria joined them. He was playing cards with a group of men who were obviously too drunk to notice he was cheating. Whenever it was his turn to deal, he slightly opened the eye on one of his fingers, looking at the cards each man was dealt. As it was only possible to do this when he dealt, he was not winning enough hands to cause suspicion, though anyone watching could not fail to notice. Luckily only Tor was in the correct position and he just watched, fascinated. After the game, Tor bought him a drink and asked him to join them. Modo’s ‘seeing fingers’ had helped them out of many a difficult situation and had probably saved their lives on more than one occasion. 

Tor hesitated before explaining about Patrick, who had left the room to check on Dal. He had known him all of his life and still found it difficult to talk about his past. Patrick had served in Tor’s father’s court while Tor was growing up and they soon became friends.

Patrick had been born a little over 700 years ago, on an island called Shelton, which he became, and still was, the owner of. Patrick loved court life and it suited him well. He had the physique, the style and the manners. He could also talk to children and commoners with as much ease as he did the gentry. His downfall had been women. He liked them. A lot. And they liked him. Unfortunately they saw him as husband material, whereas he saw them as entertainment.

During the last few centuries he had been exiled from almost every country for getting involved with the wrong woman. Even the King’s new bride in one land. It seemed the harder they were to get, the more he persisted, enjoying the challenge. As he travelled from court to court, his reputation preceded him. Amazingly, this made women flock to him instead of avoid him. He left a trail of broken hearts in every kingdom he visited.

His fortunes changed when he seduced a witch. Had he known she was a witch, would he have still taken her to his bed? Probably. He enjoyed the conquest even more than the bedroom activities. She had asked him to stay with her and he refused, politely of course, so she cursed him. 

“He can never die,” Tor said, a touch of sadness in his voice. “He can be killed, but always revives within a few days, as soon as his body has healed itself.”

Sam was confused. “What’s so bad about that? A lot of people want to live forever.”

Tor shook his head. “Only those who do not understand what it means. He has no family left. He can never have his own family as he could not bear to watch his children grow old and die. Just think how many friends he has seen die while he stays forever young? He never lets himself get close to anyone anymore. During the first hundred years he tried to kill himself, but nothing worked. He put a sword through his heart, drank poison, drowned himself. Each time he awoke to find his body fully healed. Now he seems not to care about himself at all.”

“Do not misunderstand me,” Tor added quickly. “He always looks immaculate. I am sure he spends more time bathing and perfuming his body than most women. He is always clean shaven, with just enough oil in his hair to keep it in place without it looking overdone. And as for his clothes, you will never see him in anything other than the best silk. But he takes risks. When in a fight, he goes only for the attack, never defending himself properly. I think he keeps hoping that eventually he will receive a fatal blow that really will end his life.”

“Why doesn’t he just have someone cut his head off?” Sam asked. “Surely he’ll be dead then.”

“Do not be so callous,” Ellen snapped. “He would live on, head and body separated until they are put together again and can mend.”

Sam shivered. The thought of being alive as just a head made her want to vomit. Being able to see and hear but not move would be sheer torture.

A chuckle came from beside her. Seth smiled at her. “One thing that Tor forgot to mention,” he said, gesturing toward the other woman. “Ellen is in love with him.”

“No I am not,” Ellen huffed and stomped off, indignantly.

“I do not know why she keeps denying it,” Seth continued, grinning. “Why else would she take such good care of him? She cooks, she cleans, she mends his clothes. No woman fusses over a man like that unless she is either paid to do it or is in love.”

“Do not be so sure you know everything about women young Seth,” Liselle said, a slight smile on her face.

Tor quickly continued the story. They were now down to only six teams, six brothers. He explained about finding the latest clue, about beating his brother to it and having to watch him die. They had been studying a map of all known kingdoms, when Sam had barged into the kitchen, trying to think of anywhere that ‘the maiden’s fountain’ could be. There were a number of deserts, ranging from the small Kinda desert in the west, which could be crossed in a day, to the Loden desert in the north, which takes at least 2 weeks. Nobody had ever heard of the fountain though. 

“So who are the good guys and who are the bad guys?” Sam asked.

Tor was confused. “While I like some of my brothers more than others and I may not like some of the things they do, I would never describe any of them as ‘bad guys’. What exactly is it you want to know?”

“In all of the books, and all films, it’s always the good guys who win,” Sam explained. “So I just wanted to know if I was going to be on the winning team, or if I should be on the lookout for swapping at some point.”

“Sorry to disappoint you, girl,” Torrick snarled, “But this is no book. There are no good or bad guys, just a few brothers trying to outwit each other.”

Sam shrugged, ignoring the menace in his voice. “So why exactly am I here?” Sam asked. “I know nothing about your deserts or any fountains.”

“Each clue so far has required us to find someone and take them to the next location. The holders of the next clue decide if the ones we bring with us meet the requirements or not. So far we have been lucky and have not been turned away, but I heard a rumour that one of my brothers did not satisfy the ‘blind man who can read’ sufficiently and was sent away to find another one. You my dear,” he continued, taking her hand, “are the guide from another world.”

“Actually no, she is not,” Bellak’s gruff voice sounded as he strode into the room. “Technically she is from another time, not another world.”

Everyone just stared at him, Seth with his mouth open.

“As a scholar I studied ancient history. Thousands of years ago, the land was very different. We are currently standing in what used to be Europe. Germany, I think.” He went on to explain about how a new kind of weapon was developed to replace nuclear. There had been a fire at one of the manufacturing plants in Africa. The resulting explosion had destroyed half the continent and a toxic cloud had made its way around the world. The chemical rain it created killed all it touched and poisoned the water and the land. Over half of the world’s population had been destroyed within a month. Governments broke down, countries’ economies fell apart. There were mass food shortages everywhere. Two hundred years later all sign of manmade technology was gone and the people were back to being peasants, living off the land. Power stations had eventually stopped working and without electricity, most things became useless. 

Slowly the people stopped dying as the cloud thinned. Instead, some were transformed into monsters. All of the strange creatures, Modo included, descended from those contaminated. Eventually the only good side effect of the poisoning became apparent; magic, real magic. 

“That was all nearly two thousand years ago. Today there is still no technology, not like there was back in the twenty fourth century. Scholars have books, preserved by magic, from that time, but it was decided not to try to follow that path again.” 

Bellak stopped talking. Everyone stared at him, silently. Some of them had studied history, but only going back a few hundred years. Patrick, of course, could remember further back, but he never talked about it. None had ever heard this tale before and were stunned.

Sam remained quiet, taking it all in. Hearing that she was in the future was a shock, but to hear the disasters that had befallen the Earth was mind numbing. What made it worse was realising that, if ever she made it back to her own time, she would know the disaster that would happen in the future but be unable to do anything to prevent it. 

“Why can I understand you?” Sam finally asked. “If that amount of time has gone then surely language must have changed.

“Each race has its own language,” Tor replied. “But a common language was also developed. That is what we are all speaking now. But I see your point.” He turned to look at Bellak. “How does she know what we are saying?”

Bellak grimaced, obviously reluctant to answer the question. After grumbling a bit he explained. It was a side effect of the spell that had dragged Sam through time. She now had the ability to understand and communicate with everyone. Every race. Including animals.

Sam did not seem convinced. “So I can talk to the birds and the fish can I?” she asked sarcastically. 

“Yes. Why not try it?”

Sam took that as a challenge and got up. Finding her way to the garden she looked around for wild life. She saw a rabbit close to a hedge and carefully edged close to it. 

“Hi,” she said, quietly. She did not want to startle it. 

For a while it just stared at her. “Hello,” it eventually said, a little nervously. “Would you mind telling me if the fiend is around?”

“What fiend?”

“The big grey one with teeth and claws that ate my cousin.” Sam was actually holding a conversation with a rabbit. Realising that it was talking about the wolf, she assured the timid animal that it had gone off hunting in the woods and would not be back for a few hours. Relief showed on the rabbit’s face. It politely thanked her, then called out. Suddenly other rabbits appeared, obviously its family, and headed toward the vegetable patch.

Sam was about to warn it that Mama Rose would probably be upset with them if they ate her carrots, but was side tracked by a sudden high pitched voice.

“She can hear us, she can hear us,” it said, very quickly. Looking up, Sam saw a number of small birds heading toward her. They flew circles over her head, all calling out at the same time.

“Stop it,” she laughed. “How can I hear what you are saying when you are all talking at once?” At that, they went quiet. One landed on her shoulder and introduced himself and his flock.

When she had heard enough about flying and eggs and nests, she made her way back toward the cottage, where a small crowd had gathered to watch her, once they realised Bellak had been telling the truth. 

Seth grinned at her. “You are going to be quite useful,” he said. “No more need for hunting. If we get hungry we just get you to ask the nearest animal to climb into the pot for us.”

Sam punched him hard on the arm. She was pleased to see she was not the only one unimpressed with his comment as Ria’s hand slapped the back of his head in almost perfect co-ordination.

“Ow. I was just joking. What did bunny have to say anyway?”

“He was asking about the wolf. Seems he doesn’t want to be anyone’s dinner.”

Modo held out his arm. “May I escort the lady back into the kitchen, where food is almost ready?”

Sam took the proffered arm in hers and started toward the door. “It really is true,” Tor said, as she passed.

Sam paused. Now what was he talking about? She turned to face him, raising an eyebrow in question.

“Modo just spoke in the language of his people and you did not even realise it,” he told her. “You are going to be very useful,” he added, a smile beginning to appear on his face.

They ate their meal in shifts, as there were too many to fit around the table, then retired to the garden, where they took turns explaining a little more about the land and its people to an eagerly attentive Sam. She, in turn, let them know about life in the twenty first century. They could not seem to grasp the concept of television, computers, cars or anything electrical, it seemed. The ladies seemed particularly interested in the houses having hot running water. 

Although there was royalty in each land, it was the local Lords who really ruled their own provinces. They were supposed to obey the laws laid down by their King, or Queen, but in most countries royal soldiers rarely strayed far from the capital, so the Lords mainly governed as they saw fit. Most did it well, striving to improve life for the people who lived on their land, but there were those who thought only of increasing their own wealth. Slavery was returning, though it was still illegal in most countries. Fighting between provinces was also on the increase, leading to numerous small wars. Prisoners of war often became slaves. The only way to gain their freedom was for their owner to sign release papers, which rarely happened. If a female slave gave birth, the child automatically became the property of the mother’s owner. The owner had to give permission for a slave to marry. Basically they were property instead of people. The only good point was that the owner had to provide them with food, clothing and somewhere to live, so in some ways their life was better than some of the poorer peasants. Unfortunately, not all Lords made sure slaves in their province were treated properly.

“That sucks,” Sam commented. “Why doesn’t anyone enforce law and order? These Lords have no right to treat people like animals.”

Tor sighed. He agreed with Sam’s sentiments. “Kings like my father do. He regularly left his castle to visit his lands, making sure he spent time with the local villagers whenever he could. If a Lord was breaking any laws or exceeding his authority, it was dealt with. Sometimes by execution. Unfortunately not all rulers care as much as my father did. Queen Tibia, of Auxland, for example, relies too heavily on her advisors. She has no idea what is really going on in her land and would be horrified if she found out. A few heads would roll if she ever got the courage to go among her people and actually talk to them.”

Sam could hear the frustration in his voice. “That is one of the reasons you are in this ‘race’, isn’t it?” It was not really a question. “You cannot bear to see the same thing happen to your people and you don’t trust your brothers to do a good job as ruler.”

Tor smirked. “Not all of them, no. Petro, for example. While I love him as a brother, he is too interested in gambling and partying and the company of women to be a good ruler. Maybe when he grows up a bit, if, I should say, he will probably make a good king, but not yet. His heart is in the right place, but he is not ready to settle down and take the responsibility.”

At that moment, Bellak appeared, carrying a map. He still seemed angry. Maybe that was how he always looked. Sam would ask Ellen later, when nobody else was around to hear. He threw the map down in frustration. “Nothing,” he spat. “Absolutely nothing on here about a fountain.” He looked up. “Nice to see you all working so hard at solving the clue,” he said venomously.

Tor did not react to his anger. “We are letting Sam know a little more about our lands and what is happening. You can hardly expect her to agree to help us without knowing what she is getting herself into.”

Bellak snorted. “She has no choice. We brought her here so she has to go where we go.”

“Screw you,” Sam replied indignantly. “You really are a horrid man aren’t you? You drag me into the middle of god knows where, without so much as a by your leave and then expect me to just do whatever you say. You are just plain evil.” She swung around to stare accusingly at Torrick. “You were wrong, you know,” she snarled. “There are good guys and bad guys on your little quest. And I am beginning to think I need to start looking for the good guys.”

She stomped into the house, wanting to punch something, but everything in sight would either break or hurt her hand too much.

“Wait Sam,” Tor called, racing after her. “Do not listen to Bellak. Nobody is going to make you do anything you do not want to. The truth is, we need you. Even if we manage to find the fountain in the next clue, it is pointless unless we can take you there. Please come with us.”

Sam felt her anger slowly subsiding. This strange man standing before her had done nothing to harm her and did not deserve having her anger taken out on him. She was beginning to feel like she could trust him.

“Alright,” she made herself say. “You keep that bastard out there away from me and I will come with you. He is not to even look at me, let alone talk to me.”

Tor nodded. “That sounds reasonable.”

“So,” Sam continued. “I help you get the next clue then you send me home. Deal?”

A look of genuine regret crossed Tor’s face. “Sorry Sam. I cannot do that. I do not know anyone who can send you back. You are stuck here.”
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Sam felt numb. She had not said a word to anyone since learning that she was trapped. True, she did not really have anything to go back to, but that was not the point. She had friends there. She knew how things worked. Here she had absolutely nothing, not even a flushing toilet by the looks of things. She did not know where anything was or who to trust. The people in the cottage were the only ones from her current time and location that she had spoken to and, though they sounded sincere, they could be lying to her about everything.

Everyone else was soon packed and ready to leave. Most of their belongings were stacked on a small wagon pulled by a donkey, driven by Seth. Grimmel, the dwarf, sat beside him. The rest were on horses; ponies in the case of River and Oak. Torrick led a spare horse toward Sam. It was a small grey, slightly too large to be called a pony, but obviously still young.

“Have you ridden before, my Lady?” Torrick asked. 

Sam thought back to her school days. When she had been fifteen her parents had taken her on a week-long horse riding holiday. It had been fun and she thought that she had been quite good at it, but had not ridden since.

“A little,” she replied. “I’m sure I won’t fall off, if that’s what you’re worried about.” Then she noticed something missing. “Where’s the saddle?”

Torrick looked questioningly at Bellak, who gave a dry laugh. “It is a seat made of leather,” he informed him. “Where Sam comes from, they tie them to the horse’s back. It keeps them in place. They also attach something like a small harness so they can control where the horse goes.” Then he grinned. “This is going to be interesting.”

Torrick looked back at Sam. She shrugged. “So I guess I ride bare back and hold on to the mane. I steer with my knees?”

Torrick nodded. He then bent down and cupping his hands to support Sam’s foot, helped her onto the horse. Bellak looked disappointed that she didn’t fall straight off. 

Once she was comfortably settled, Torrick leaned closer and whispered to her. “Sorry about snapping at you earlier. I cannot begin to imagine how you must feel, being dragged from your home and forced to join us. Please forgive me.”

Sam smiled. “No problem,” she replied and a look of relief crossed Torrick’s face. She leant forward and whispered to her horse.

“Hi,” she said, nervously. “What’s your name?”

“Dapple,” the horse replied, a little warily, trying to turn her head to look at Sam without making her fall off. “Well that is what these humans call me anyway. My real name is Thresnine. It means ‘runs with the wind’. I hope to live up to that name someday.”

Sam patted her neck. “I’m sure you will, Thresnine. I am called Sam. Samantha really, but everyone calls me Sam. Can I please ask a favour from you?” It was amazing how easily she had accepted that she could talk to animals and could do it almost without thinking, though it did take a little concentration to hear the reply without hearing the other animal conversations going on around her. 

“Of course. I have heard tales about humans who could talk to horses, but never thought I would get to meet one.”

“The pleasure is all mine.” Sam really meant it. To be able to actually converse with animals gave her more joy than she could ever put into words. As a young girl she had often pretended she was able to talk to her pet dog. Now it had become a reality. “I haven’t ridden for a while and never bare back. Could you go easy on me do you think?” She was glad Bellak was out of ear shot.

“With pleasure,” the horse assured her, though Sam was sure she heard a touch of amusement in the reply.

As they headed off, Sam asked Thresnine to move closer to Ellen. Though still uneasy about being with total strangers, Sam felt more comfortable talking to Ellen then any of the others. Looking at the other women, she was glad she was wearing trousers. The rest, apart from Ria, wore long riding skirts, which rose to above their knees as they straddled the horses. Underneath, so as not to show any flesh, they wore long frilly pantaloons, like ladies used to wear in the 19th century. Sam vowed never to resort to putting on a pair. She would rather expose her bare legs to every male in sight than dress like that. 

“So where are we heading off to?”

Ellen looked at her, smiling. “We are going to Amenia. It is a southern province of Emvale. Vada, the capital, has a huge library. Bellak is hoping to find some mention of the fountain we are looking for in there.” 

Sam just nodded. Why she had bothered to ask, she had no idea. The names meant nothing to her. They might as well have been heading to never-never land. It was then that she noticed the strange rectangular box in the back of the wagon.

“That looks like a coffin,” she said, nodding her head toward it. Ellen’s demeanour instantly changed from a confident young woman to a nervous girl.

“It is.” She did not seem to be happy about the change of topic. “That is the newest member of our team, apart from you of course. He is Lord Haldon Hawkwing, better known as Hawk. I do not really know very much about him I am afraid.”

“Why is he in a coffin?”

Ellen hesitated before answering, trying to find alternative phrasing. Failing, she blurted out, “He is a vampire.”

“Oh,” Sam said, not really sure what her reaction should be. Ellen looked uncomfortable about having him near, but after what Sam had seen so far, a vampire seemed not too bad. Then she remembered what vampires eat. “Do you mean a real vampire? The blood sucking kind?”

Ellen just nodded.

“Oh,” Sam said again. “Is he dangerous?” She had lowered her voice, without realising, just in case he was able to hear.

“Mama Rose says not. She assured us that he will only drink animal blood. I still do not like the thought of him being so close when we are all asleep though. None of us do. He will wake up as soon as the sun goes down, so you can be introduced to him then, if you wish.”

Sam pretended to think about it. “I think I will pass on that, if it’s alright by you.” One thing still puzzled her. “If nobody wants him around, why is he here?”

Again Ellen hesitated before responding. “Mama Rose said he had to be allowed to join the team or she would not help with the spell that brought you to us,” she said, a little guiltily.

“So the only reason he is here is because of me?” Ellen nodded. “Great,” Sam sighed. “No wonder Bellak hates me.”

“Bellak does not hate you,” Ellen quickly replied. “He is just disappointed that you are not male. He was hoping for a skilled fighter, I think. We have had some problems on our journey with brigands and at one point we got caught in the middle of a province war. And, of course, there is fighting between the teams if they ever meet up. For some reason this quest has brought out the worst in a lot of those involved.” She sighed, unhappily. “I think it was meant to bring out the best, to get the brothers to work well with others to accomplish the goal, but that is not how it has turned out unfortunately. Tor saw one of his brothers kill himself when he got beaten to the last clue.”

Sam shivered. Now what had she gotten herself into? Last night, while being told about the quest and the history of the lands, there had been no mention of fighting or killing, had there? 

A few hours later, Sam approached Ellen again. Leaning close, she spoke quietly so only Ellen could hear, she hoped. “How long until we get to civilisation?” she asked.

Ellen frowned. “It will be a few days yet. Tor is trying to avoid the smaller villages as a band this size tends to worry them. Once we hit the North Road, it will be about a week’s ride to Vada. Why?”

Sam looked distressed. “I need to pee,” she said, going red with embarrassment.

Ellen continued to look puzzled, then suddenly broke into a laugh, realising what Sam had said. “Sorry Sam,” she said when she was able to speak again. “I forgot that life is very different for you. Here, when you are travelling, you take a break every few hours to, err, do your business behind a nearby tree.”

Sam was horrified. She had been camping before and had had to do that, but she had been a teenager then. Now she was a grown woman and grown women always used a bathroom. Almost as if he had heard her, Tor’s voice rang out, calling for a half hour break to water the horses. While the men led the animals down to a nearby stream to quench their thirst, the women headed toward the trees. 

“You come back here,” Tor yelled out, seeing the wolf following the women. He put his head down and slinked back. “Bad boy, Samson,” Tor continued when the wolf was by his side. “You know the ladies like their privacy. Remember what happened last time?” The wolf lay on the ground, put his paws over his muzzle and closed his eyes.

“What happened last time?” Sam asked Liselle, who happened to be close to her. Liselle smiled.

“Samson followed Ria into the woods, a little worried that she was going off by herself. He was only trying to protect her, we think. She did not hear him behind her, and when his cold nose touched her bare behind, she screamed, swung around and drew her knife in one movement and almost stabbed him. If he was not so fast on his feet, he would definitely still be limping. He bolted out of the woods, tail between his legs. It was two days before he even came close enough for anyone to see him. When he did eventually show up again, first Tor, then Ria took him aside and gave him a good talking to.” She laughed, pleasantly. “I do not think I have ever seen a wolf look so forlorn. It was almost as if he had understood every word that was said.”

Half an hour later, they were all back on the horses and ready to move on. Just before the light started to fade, they came across a clearing, not far from a river, and Tor said they would camp there for the night. It was large enough for them all to sleep comfortably, while still being easy to defend. As soon as the sun disappeared from view, the lid of the coffin slid off, making Sam jump.

An arm appeared, covered in red satin. The hand at the end was pale and ended in the longest fingernails Sam had ever seen. The hand gripped the edge of the coffin and pulled the body up. From the side, he appeared to be a normal, middle aged man; his long black hair hid his face sufficiently for the pale, almost white, skin not to be visible.

“I see Hawk is awake,” Seth said, causing the vampire to turn around. Seeing his face almost made Sam shudder. His eyes were pure black and he stared at her with such intensity it felt like he was seeing down into her soul. His thin lips were such a pale shade of blue they reminded Sam of her grandfather, when she had seen him for the last time, laid out just before his funeral. Hawk smiled at her, showing teeth so white he should have been in a toothpaste commercial. Sam looked carefully, but could not see the sharp pointed canines she was expecting.

Leaping neatly out of the coffin, Hawk stretched, pushed his black cloak over his shoulder and walked over to her. Bowing deeply, he formally introduced himself. “I am Lord Haldon Hawkwing, at your service,” he said as he straightened up. He gently took Sam’s hand and lightly kissed the back of it.

“Hi,” Sam replied, trying to keep the shake out of her voice. A vampire had just kissed her hand. How long before he went for her throat?

Almost as if he had read her mind, Hawk continued speaking. “Do not be afraid. I only ever drink animal blood, or that of my enemies, except in dire circumstances.” He looked around and appeared to sniff the air. “Speaking of which, it is time for breakfast.” He suddenly leapt into the air and flew out of sight.

Sam was stunned. “He can fly?” she stammered in disbelief.

“I guess we forgot to mention that bit,” came the reply.

A short time later, Hawk landed in the middle of the campsite, carrying a couple of rabbits. Handing them to Seth, he informed him that, although all of the blood was now gone, they were perfectly safe to eat and would make a good stew. Looking at Tor, who nodded, Seth took them gratefully and began to skin them. Hawk took off again, to hunt for some more. He soon returned with another three. His skin was no longer as pale; he could almost pass for human, and a touch of pink now showed on his lips. He smiled at Sam again and she tried to smile back, but failed. “Please forgive me,” he said softly, “but I must change my clothes as I have slept in these all day.” He went over to his coffin, took out a back pack that was stored in the bottom, and walked into the woods. 

Sam had been so busy watching him that she jumped when Seth spoke to her, asking her to get some of the carrots from the wagon and clean them. After washing them in the river, she was handed a knife to chop them with. Seth already had the rabbits chopped and browning in a large pot over a small fire and was adding small amounts from a number of different jars spread out in front of him. Leaning closer, Sam realised they must be different herbs and spices. The smell coming from the cooking pot was wonderful. Water was soon added, followed by the chopped carrots. A horse whinnied from where they had been posted for the night, making Sam smile. Seth looked up at her, raising an eyebrow.

“She said a few carrots would be a good supper,” she informed him, answering the unspoken question. Taking the ends she had removed from the carrots, she wandered over to the horses. Torrick was there, rubbing each one down with a rough blanket and checking their feet. As he finished with one, he took a handful of oats out of the bag he had slung over his shoulder and went on to the next. Though he could not be classed as fat, he was definitely heading that way, and his clothes stretched almost to breaking point, as though the weight had been gained but no new clothes brought. If he had been a woman, he would have been called plump, but probably not to his face. 

“Hi,” Sam said, a little nervously. Although Torrick had apologised to her, she was still unsure of his feelings toward her. She sighed with relief when he grinned at her in welcome. “Thresnine said she wanted some carrots, so I have brought the ends for the horses, if that’s okay?”

“Of course it is. But who is Thresnine?”

“Sorry, I forgot you call her Dapple. Her real name is Thresnine, so that is what I call her.”

Torrick grinned again. “I guess being able to talk to animals has a few advantages. I would be most grateful if you would find out what the rest call themselves. Continuing to address them by the name given to them by their owner rather than by their real names seems wrong somehow. Almost like treating them as pets.” 

“Sure,” Sam replied. Torrick obviously had a great deal of respect for horses, as she herself did. Any animal capable of breaking your neck by throwing you off its back deserved some respect. 

After rubbing down and feeding the rest of the horses, they returned to the centre of the camp, where the stew was almost ready. A number of wooden bowls and spoons had been retrieved from the wagon, along with a loaf of bread and some butter. Ellen was slicing the loaf and slapped Tor’s hand when he tried to take a piece. “You wait your turn like everyone else,” she snapped, though her mouth curled up slightly at the sides, showing she was not really angry. 

Sam looked around and noticed River and Oak sitting by themselves, as far away from the others as they could get, while still being inside the circle of light cast by the fire. “Why are they over there by themselves?” she asked, nodding her head in their direction.

It was Tor who responded. “Sprites do not eat meat. The smell of it cooking makes them nauseous so they eat their leaves and berries as far away from us as they can. They will return once the meal is done. By the way,” he added, as an afterthought. “Make the most of the meal tonight. The butter will probably run out tomorrow and the remaining bread will get harder each day. We will not be passing through any villages before we reach Vada so we cannot resupply. You will be sick of eating dried beef with hard bread and cheese for each meal before long.” He looked up at Hawk, who was sitting opposite, talking quietly to Bellak. “Though it looks like having a vampire with us will be quite useful,” he continued. “If he can keep us supplied with fresh meat, this journey will be much more pleasant than I was expecting.” 

It was not long before Seth announced that the stew was ready and everyone leapt up, forming an orderly line next to the fire. There was enough for everyone to have a full bowl and a couple of slices of bread, thickly buttered, with apples for dessert. The stew tasted wonderful. Sam had tried rabbit before, but it had not tasted anywhere near as good. Seth was obviously an accomplished cook and before the meal was over, Sam had him promising to give her a few lessons. The wine had been kept cool by a spell and complemented the food well. 

When the meal was over, a volunteer was chosen to take everything to the river and wash up. During the quest, a sort of routine had formed itself whenever a camp was set up. Seth cooked, often with assistance from one of the women, Torrick took care of the horses, Oak and River took care of their nutritional needs and everyone else had to take turn in cleaning up, except Hurst of course. The rule seemed to be ‘those who cook do not clean’, which suited Sam fine. She vowed to make sure she did something to help with each meal. Anything was better than cleaning dishes, especially with cold water.

As the night began to draw in, Sam found herself sitting next to Hawk and curiosity overcame her fears. “So where are your fangs?” she asked. She suddenly realised how rude that must have sounded and her fear returned, but Hawk just laughed. 

“They only appear when I feed,” he replied. “I take it you have never talked to a vampire before.” 

Sam shook her head. He seemed so normal. If she had not seen him when he emerged from his coffin, she would never have believed he was not just another man. “Where, or should I say when, I come from, vampires are just a myth; monsters in films and books, no offence.”

“None taken. Many people see us as monsters. They forget that we were once human, just like them, before being attacked by a vampire. If a vampire drinks blood from your body, but leaves you alive, you become one of the undead, doomed forever to live off the blood of others. I try to avoid biting humans, but make sure they are well and truly dead if ever drawing human blood is my only option. I would not wish my fate on my worst enemy.”

“So how did you become a vampire?” Sam pressed on, feeling more relaxed as the conversation continued.

“Ah, the delightful Lady Stephanie. She was gorgeous. Everyone wanted to be with her. She attended all the parties, dancing with everyone, though eventually I made her mine, at least for a while. Nobody realised that she only ever left the house at night. Her parents knew she had been attacked, but managed to hide the secret well. She took lovers, though not very often. When they started to pester her about going out to lunch instead of a late dinner, she killed them. Her parents covered it all up of course, hid the bodies in bushes by the side of the road and had someone leave in the carriage pretending to be her latest conquest. Somehow they always made it look like bandits had attacked the carriage.

“People were beginning to grow suspicious, though. I should have listened to the rumours, but whenever I was warned that all of her lovers ended up dead, I just took it as jealousy. One night, after we had been seeing each other for a few months, she told me she loved me. Unfortunately, I had grown to love her too and told her so. She said there was only one way we could be together and then bit me, drinking just enough blood to turn me into a vampire without killing me. I was livid when she confessed what she had done. I flew into a dreadful rage and walked out on her.”

Hawk was looking at the ground as he recounted his past, and when he looked up, Sam saw tears were forming in his eyes. “I went back to see her the next night, to apologise and ask her to marry me, but the butler would not let me in. My reaction had upset her so much she had walked out into the sunlight that morning, killing herself.” He smiled a little ruefully. “The sad thing is, if she had told me what she was before taking my blood, I would have let her turn me into this...this thing, and we would have been really happy together. I guess she just did not trust me enough.” 

“I am so sorry.” Sam found herself warming toward Hawk. He was not a monster at all, just an ordinary man that something dreadful had happened to. “Is it true that garlic keeps vampires away?” she asked, hoping to take his mind off his loss a little.

“No.” Hawk seemed to have no qualms about talking about what he was, even though he appeared to hate himself. Others who were relaxing by the fire edged closer; the conversation had obviously sparked a lot of interest. “I have never heard anyone connect garlic to vampires before. What made you ask that?”

Before Sam could reply, Bellak interrupted. “It is what gets written in the books from where she is from. A lot of the ‘monsters’, as she would call them, from here are just fiction, figments of someone’s imagination to her.” Sam did not like the way he said her with such disgust, but swallowed what she was about to say, deciding he was not worth bothering about. Bellak continued, explaining that over the last few centuries, a number of people from her history had appeared there. Many wizards had investigated, but none have discovered how. Current thinking was that they were falling through some sort of hole in time and then automatically getting sucked back. From what Bellak had heard from those who arrived later, most of them became writers when they got back to their own time and wrote about the creatures they saw in this world, pretending to have dreamed them up all by themselves, making up rubbish about them when they had not bothered to find out the truth. He spat on the ground and glared at Sam, as though it was her fault. Not that she cared. He had said something that she liked the sound of.

“Did you say that they were sucked back to their own time, almost as if the universe knew they did not belong and set things straight by itself?” Excitement began to build inside her. “This can happen to me? I can go home?”

Bellak seemed almost pleased when he replied. “You were brought here by a spell rather than through a rip in time. It will not work for you.” With that he stood up, turned his back on her and walked off into the nearby trees.

Sam stared at his departing back, the sinking feeling in her stomach slowly spreading to her legs. Being given hope and having it ripped away was worse than never having it in the first place. He said all of that just to build her up then drag her down again, she was sure. 

Seeing how distressed she was, Ellen started people talking again by asking Sam what else myth and folklore said about the various creatures that were supposedly not real. Sam went on to explain about stakes through the heart and crosses for vampires, silver bullets for werewolves, centaurs, dragons, unicorns, Pegasus and other Greek, Roman and Norse mythology. Hawk, in turn, filled her in on the truth about some things. Sunlight was the only way to kill a vampire. It burnt, like real flame, which was why he slept in a coffin all day. He could survive without it, as long as he was in the shade, but preferred the coffin as it totally sealed out the light. Putting a stake through a vampire’s heart wasn’t a good idea as it would annoy it and you would probably end up dead, or worse. Crosses had no effect at all. Ellen explained about werewolves. When in wolf form, they cannot be killed, but when in human form they are as vulnerable as any human and anything that would kill a man would kill a werewolf. Someone bitten by a werewolf would become one, though the death of a werewolf would cause all of its victims to revert back to being human. In some respects, death was a cure. Nobody around the campfire had heard of anything to do with most of historic mythologies, but flying horses, unicorns, centaurs and dragons existed in the current time, though Sam was disappointed to find out that they were just vicious animals with no intelligence, killing for fun as well as for food. Ogres also existed, though they were not the mindless beasts fiction portrayed. Patrick was even friends with a band who lived on his island. 

As the fire died down, the night began to get cooler and sleep started to overcome Sam. Everyone tried to find a soft piece of ground to sleep on and wrapped themselves in their blankets. Hawk would keep watch all night with the men taking two hour rotations to join him. After an hour of tossing and turning, failing to get comfortable, Sam got up and sat beside Hawk. He had developed animal-like hearing so heard her approaching, but did not acknowledge her presence until she was close enough for him to avoid the need to talk above a whisper.

“You are not used to sleeping outside.” Sam was not sure if it was a question or a statement, but she shook her head anyway. Despite the dark, Hawk saw her head move. Night vision was another gift a vampire possessed. “Why not use my coffin. It is quite comfortable and I have no need of it until the sun appears.”

Sam was not sure she liked the thought of sleeping in a coffin, but anything was better than sleeping on the ground. It felt like every muscle in her body ached, especially her legs, and a good night’s sleep might ease them a bit. Spending all day on a horse strained muscles she didn’t even know she had. Thanking Hawk for his kind offer, she climbed onto the wagon and slipped into the coffin. He was right. It was surprisingly comfortable. It even had a pillow. She pulled her blanket over her and was soon asleep. She did not stir when, a few hours later, Hawk checked on her. The blanket had slipped off one shoulder, so he gently pulled it up again and tucked it under her, like a parent taking care of a child. Surprisingly, she did not wake when Samson decided she needed extra warmth and jumped into the coffin with her. She just rolled away slightly as he settled down next to her and laid his head on her legs.

She did not, however, appreciate being woken up just before dawn by a tail hitting her in the face. Sitting up, she growled at him. “Go get yourself some breakfast,” she snapped. “You’re a wolf, go hunting.”

Samson also sat up, but did not stop wagging his tail. “Why? Humans have nice meat for breakfast, why should I find my own?”

Sam growled again. “You are the laziest wolf I have ever met.” She neglected to mention that he was the only wolf she had ever met. The sun was beginning to appear so she quickly got out of the coffin. Minutes later Hawk appeared and leapt in. As he closed the lid over himself she was sure she heard him mutter something about dog hairs.

Following a quick breakfast, they packed up and started out again. After an uneventful morning, they stopped for lunch before getting back onto the horses. Sam found herself riding beside Seth and she moved closer so she could talk to him.

“So what is the story with Patrick?” she asked. “I have been wearing these clothes for a few days and I am beginning to look like a tramp, but he is always immaculate. How does he do it?”

Seth looked her up and down. “You have a good point,” he said. “When we stop for the night, we will have to see if anyone has any spare clothes that will fit you so you can give yours a quick wash. As for Patrick, he cares more about his appearance than he does his life. And he has Ellen, of course. He must have a dozen different silk shirts in his pack and almost as many trousers, not to mention the number of different boots he has stored in the wagon. Each night he hands them over to Ellen to clean and mend, which she always does, with a smile.”

“I wondered why she was singing to a bundle of clothes last night. She uses magic, doesn’t she?”

“Of course,” Seth replied. “She has offered to clean all of our clothes, but most of us prefer to scrub them in lakes and rivers whenever we get the chance. I find it quite relaxing and it gives me something to do while I bathe. I wonder how long it will take Hawk to figure out his clothes are being cleaned for him.”

While Seth was talking, a dark shadow passed over the company. Sam looked up and was surprised to see that there were no clouds in the sky. She was about to ask Seth what had caused the shadow when she heard Tor calling out.

“Everyone find cover. Now. There is a dragon above us and it looks hungry.” 
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Chapter 6
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While everyone dug their heels into their horses’ flanks and steered them toward the nearest trees, Sam remained stationary, too eager to see a real life dragon to be concerned about any danger. Seth had managed to drive the wagon through a narrow gap in the trees by the time the dragon flew overhead again. Looking up, Sam could just make out the long tail before it disappeared from sight. Within seconds it was back, slowly spiralling downward.

“Sam,” came a shout from the undergrowth. “Get over here before it sees you. Horse and rider make a nice lunch for a dragon.” When Sam didn’t react, the voice continued. “They sometimes like to cook their food first, if you get my meaning.”

Sam gently patted Thresnine’s neck. The horse did not appear to be worried. “You don’t seem afraid. Should I run and hide?” she asked.

Thresnine pondered the question for a while and eventually replied, “That is up to you. Horses never hide from dragons. If it is our fate to be eaten, so be it, but we will not run to provide sport for them and we are too proud to hide.”

“Then we both stay.” Sam watched the dragon’s slow descent, mesmerised. It was burnt orange in colour, with huge, muscular legs and three toes on each foot, ending in long sharp black claws. It could easily pick Sam up with just one foot and one slash of a claw would kill her instantly. It flew with its long neck stretched out in front and bellowed a challenge at her as it passed overhead, fire coming from its gaping mouth. When the stream of fire ended, the mouth stayed open, exposing huge fangs. The tail was almost as long as its entire body and it moved it slightly to turn itself around. By the time it landed in the road, not far ahead, it had turned around to face her, its large black eyes staring intensely. Sam slid off Thresnine’s back and slowly walked forward.

“Stay here,” she whispered as she passed the horse’s ear, ignoring the ‘what does that little idiot think she is doing now?’ comment Bellak yelled out from where he hid in the trees to her left. Moving closer to the magnificent beast, she realised that she was beginning to shake, but from excitement, not fear. She was approaching the most wondrous creature she had ever laid eyes on. It was magnificent. The dragon’s eyes never left her.

When she was close enough, it spoke. “Why do you not run and hide, little one?”

Sam stopped, stunned. It had spoken words. It had not made animal noises that she could understand; it had actually spoken words to her.

“Should I?”

“We shall see.” The reply did not fill her with confidence, but she continued to edge closer anyway. Soon she was close enough to feel the dragon’s hot breath on her skin. As she held out her hand, the dragon lowered its head, allowing her to reach its muzzle. She gently rubbed the bridge of its nose, a tear running down her cheek.

“Why do you cry, little one?” the dragon asked.

“You’re beautiful,” were the only words Sam could say. She was stroking a dragon! At that moment she didn’t care if she got eaten, it would have been worth it. The dragon suddenly pulled away from her, stretching its neck into the air to its full length. Sam jumped back in surprise, then realised it was posing. It was showing off the lighter orange scales that ran down its throat.

“Do you really think so little one?” Sam could only nod her head. “In that case I think I will not eat you. At least not yet.” It looked like it was smiling.

“What do I call you?” Sam asked. The head came down lower again and it stared straight through Sam’s eyes and into her mind, or at least that was how it felt.

“I am Salabine, daughter of Fenfire and Hebcale, granddaughter of Karten, Pallow, Dramkin and Yossor.” She sounded proud as she recited her family.

“I am Samantha, daughter of Frank and Amy, granddaughter of Fanny, Bill, John and Phyllis. You can call me Sam.”

“I am pleased to make your acquaintance Sam, but I think ‘little one’ suits you better.” The dragon then yawned and lay down on the ground, wrapping her wings around her. “Forgive me, but it has been a long journey for me so far. Do you mind if I lay while we talk?”

“Of course not.”

They talked for what felt like hours, while the rest of the group remained hidden. Sam told Salabine all about her world and how she came to be with the others and Salabine told her all about her own life. She had never spoken to a human before. Usually they ran and hid whenever they saw her, which upset her greatly. She had only ever eaten a human once and vowed never to do so again. She didn’t like the taste. 

Sam was shocked when she noticed the sun beginning to set. “I need to sleep soon,” Salabine informed her. “Tell the others in your party that they can come out now. If you make camp here, I will light a fire for you and we can continue our conversation in the morning.”

“Sure,” Sam replied, getting up. Her legs had gone stiff from sitting in one position and she limped slightly for the first few steps. As she approached the trees, she called out for Bellak, who immediately demanded to know what was going on. Sam explained about dragons not being the stupid beasts she had been told about. Instead they were highly intelligent animals that could communicate with humans, if humans ever gave them the chance that was. Bellak was amazed, as was everyone else who heard what Sam had said. Stunned faces looked at her from all directions.

“She asked to see you,” Sam told Bellak. Giving her a self-satisfied grin, he left the relative safety of the trees and confidently strode toward the dragon. When he was half way there, Sam called out. “She said she was hungry and wants someone for dinner.” Salabine heard this and grinned, showing her fangs, which she licked with her long red tongue. During their talk, Sam had discovered that the dragon had a great sense of humour.

Bellak stopped abruptly. Slowly turning to glare at her, she saw he had gone very pale. Barely able to suppress a laugh, she turned her back on him and let the others know it was safe to stop hiding. They slowly revealed themselves, though the looks on their faces showed that they were nervous. Even Tor looked worried. The only person who wasn’t was Dal, who went running out of the trees, heading straight for Salabine, his eyes bright with excitement. 

“I have never met a dragon before,” he called, dodging past Tor’s outstretched arm, which tried to grab him as he dashed past.

“Don’t worry,” Sam assured him. “Salabine is friendly. She doesn’t eat people, though judging by the way Bellak is approaching her, she has yet to inform him of that.”

Dal skidded to a halt, narrowly avoiding running into one of Salabine’s legs. He was just in time to hear the dragon addressing Bellak.

“Little one has told me about you,” she said, licking her lips. “She does not like you. You are not nice to her. I like her so make sure you are courteous to her within my hearing or I will take it as a personal insult.” She flashed her long white fangs at him before adding, “You really do not want to upset me. Now go find some firewood so I may light the fire for you.” 

Bellak took the thinly veiled threat remarkably calmly. “We do not need you. We can look after ourselves.”

“Really!” Salabine sounded surprised. Suddenly she raised her front left leg, bringing it down swiftly on top of Bellak, sending him falling backward and pinning him to the ground. “I think not,” she added, before releasing him. He quickly picked himself up and ran back into the woods. Salabine looked down at Dal and chuckled. “That was fun.”

Dal just stared at her in wonder. “You can laugh!” he eventually managed to say.

“Of course,” she replied. “Can you not?”

Dal continued to chat with Salabine while everyone else set up camp, unloading the cooking utensils from the wagon and removing most of the bigger stones from where they were going to sleep. Hurst was led up to Salabine and she allowed him to gently touch her all over, once she realised that this was the only way he could actually know what she looked like. With Sam’s help, Torrick checked that none of the horses were worried about being so close to a dragon, though he need not have bothered. Horses were only concerned about their ‘flying brothers’, as they referred to them, when they had a human on their back. Soon Bellak returned with, much to everyone’s surprise, an armful of firewood. 

Seth laid the fire then Salabine lit it, making sure the flame went as close as possible to Bellak without actually touching him. He glared at her and she promptly laid her head on her front legs and went to sleep with a smug smile on her face.

Hawk awoke and went hunting. Within an hour they had birds roasting on a spit over the fire and vegetables frying in a pan. During the meal they talked about dragons and how amazed they were that Salabine was friendly. 

“It will probably eat us all while we sleep,” Bellak grumbled. Everyone ignored him.

“I saw a dragon once,” Torrick said suddenly. “It was during a battle between my Lord’s men and those of a neighbouring Lord. A number of us were knights, in full armour. The dragon came from nowhere, breathing fire, burning everything in sight. Many men died that day, ours and theirs. The knights were roasted alive. It is not something I want to see again anytime soon. It did end the battle though, with both Lords deciding it was better to fight a common enemy than each other. Not that they managed to find the dragon again.” While he was talking, Liselle had placed her hand over his and he had unconsciously taken hold of it. She leant over and gently kissed his forehead before removing her hand and grabbing Sam and some of the dirty plates. Reluctantly, Sam picked up the rest and they headed off to the river to clean them. Seth brought over the cooking utensils and gave strict instructions on how to clean them using the sand on the riverbed.

While they worked, Sam asked Liselle about how she and Torrick met, and how their marriage survived despite the age difference. Liselle laughed at the comment and proceeded to tell Sam about her past.

At the age of twelve, she had been kidnapped by slavers and sold to a Lord as a pleasure slave. He already owned a number of them and they took her under their wing, teaching her all she needed to know about the new trade that had been forced upon her. She was a fast learner and soon got a reputation for being one of best. She was sold often, for a higher price each time.

About twenty years previous, her owner had lost her in a card game to the local Lord. Rumour had it that this Lord preferred sex with men rather than women and that he allowed his wife to take many lovers, both to keep her satisfied and to give him the heirs he desired. As a result, he had no use for a pleasure slave, especially one who was no longer young. He leant her out most evenings to his friends and a number of men sought him out for business ventures just so they got to spend an evening with her. Except on the Sabbath, of course. Even her owner respected the Sabbath.

The night following the Sabbath she was awarded as a prize to whichever soldier, or group of soldiers, had pleased her Lord the most. Those were the days she hated most. At least her owner’s friends and associates knew they could not harm her, whereas the soldiers were told to do whatever they liked. Sometimes there were up to five at once. They made her feel like a piece of meat rather than a human being. She had been trained to entice a man, then give him pleasure while all he had to do was lay there. Most of the soldiers, however, liked her to be held, or preferably tied, down. Either flat on her back, or taken roughly from behind without even removing her clothing, she was more like just a hole used to provide a quick thrill than a skilled artisan who could provide immense pleasure for hours. Still, it was their loss, not hers.

Some of them, however, got a thrill from causing her pain instead of screwing her. Some days healers had to be called, others she could not entertain men again for a few nights. Liselle shivered as she told that part of her tale.

Then, a few years ago, a new group of soldiers arrived, Torrick among them. From the moment he first saw her walking past the training yard, he could not take his eyes off her. Though still a striking woman for her age, she could no longer be called beautiful, but he claimed she had a glow about her that had him transfixed. After learning that she was a pleasure slave, and was given as a reward for good work, he trained hard, learning quickly. It wasn’t long before he was besting his instructors in both the sword and lance. He was rapidly promoted and taught military tactics. Eventually his Lord heard about his abilities and gave Liselle to him for a night.

Liselle smiled as she recalled their first night together. She had been dreading it as two nights previous she had been with the Lord’s cousin, who enjoyed inflicting pain, and she was still very tender in the places a pleasure slave used most. Torrick had rented a room at a local inn for them, which was unusual. Most of the soldiers took her to their barracks and kicked the rest of the squad out for a few hours, or let them join in. The room contained only a large bed, a table with two chairs and a small chest. Someone had lit candles, making it almost romantic. Torrick told her to take all of her clothes off, sit on the bed and open her legs.

So much for foreplay. Having done as she was instructed, she watched him go to the chest and take out a pot. He knelt by the bed and spread her legs a little further apart. Taking a deep breath and preparing for the pain that was sure to come, Liselle was surprised when he very gently rubbed some of the contents of the pot onto her, inside and out. It was cool and soothing, and had a pleasant numbing effect. He explained that his mother was a healer and he had asked her to make the balm. By the morning she should be totally healed and pain free.

He then applied some to her breasts, where the bite marks were still evident, especially around her left nipple. He thoroughly checked every part of her naked body, covering every scratch and bruise with the healing balm. She felt wonderful. When he was satisfied that he had attended to all of her wounds, he went back to the chest, replacing the pot and pulling out a dress he had purchased for her. It was of plain grey wool, designed to be worn with a belt, which he also withdrew from the chest. Liselle cried when she saw it. It was not sexy. It was not revealing. It was not made of silk and lace. It was just warm and comfortable. She had never worn anything like it since becoming a slave. Everything she owned was designed to reveal as much of her flesh as possible. In the winter her skin turned blue from cold but she was never permitted to cover herself up.

When she was dressed, Torrick ordered a meal to be sent to the room and they ate it quietly. Torrick was shy and Liselle was still too stunned at her treatment to say anything, so they ate in silence. She had never been allowed to eat while working before. If the man she had been assigned to entertain for the evening wished to eat, she was forced to sit on the bed and watch. Sometimes she even had to feed them, but she was never allowed to have any herself. Slaves ate in the kitchen, never with their betters, and she was not always given enough notice to grab a meal before needing to be ready to go with whoever her Lord had organised.

Sometimes she went days without food. Once, when she was a lot younger, she was so hungry she had asked if she could have some food. The Lord she had been with had grinned viciously. He turned his chair slightly, grabbed her by the hair and forced her to her knees in front of him. Telling her he had something for her to eat, he forced his penis into her mouth and moved her head backward and forward, choking her as it repeatedly slid down her throat. He continued to move her head with one hand, while he casually ate his meal with the other. When her mouth eventually filled with semen, he told her to swallow it, then laughingly asked her if she enjoyed her meal. She never made the mistake of asking for food ever again.

By the time their meal was complete, both of them had begun to relax a little and talking came easier. Torrick ordered another bottle of wine and soon they were laughing together as though they had known each other for years. Liselle was beginning to relax for the first time since becoming a pleasure slave and it came as a shock to her when Torrick undressed and ordered her to do the same. Inexplicably, she became a little nervous. She quickly slipped in bed, pulling the covers around her. He had already seen her naked body, but for some reason she could not explain, she wanted to cover it up, to hide the signs of violence that covered it. Torrick locked the door, blew out the candles then joined her in the bed, where Liselle waited nervously for whatever punishment she was about to endure. Life had taught her that anyone who treated you well had an ulterior motive, and she suspected she was about to find out what Torrick’s was.

However, he simply took her in his arms, using his body heat to warm her, gently kissed her on the forehead and went to sleep. Liselle lay awake for a while, just looking at him, though not able to make out any of his features in the dark. A tear trickled down her cheek as she realised she was not unhappy to be spending the night with this man. She closed her eyes, cuddled up closer to him and went to sleep.

The next morning he purchased breakfast for them both, before taking her back to the manor. He escorted her to the room she shared with two of the slaves who worked in the kitchen and handed her the dress, belt and healing balm before running off to join the other soldiers in the training yard. 

From then on, Torrick trained harder than ever and got Liselle for the night at least once a month. She found herself looking forward to the Sabbath for reasons other than getting a night off. The next night, she might be with Torrick again. Of course, this was not always the case, but the nights she spent with him made her forget the horrors of the nights she had to endure being handled by other men. 

An unfortunate side effect of being treated so well was that she began to resent what she was and what she was forced to do. She had always hated it, but now she felt disgusted at herself. She mentioned it to Torrick one evening, wondering how he could bear to spend time with her when she was nothing but a whore. He gently took her hand in his, looked her in the eye and solemnly explained to her the difference between a pleasure slave and a whore, how having no say in what you had to do had no effect on the person you actually were. In some people’s eyes, she was just another dirty whore, but that was on the outside and those people would never see the kind, caring, gentle person she was on the inside. He also made her a promise. Somehow he was going to get her away from it all, so she could find out for herself what a wonderful person she really was.

That night she gave herself to him; not as a pleasure slave, but as a woman. It was the most wonderful experience she had ever had. For the first time while being with a man, she climaxed. As her mouth went over his body, she wanted to taste him, wanted to feel his caress, wanted to feel him inside her, to give herself to him, and for once her scream was of pleasure not pain. She was so caught up in the enjoyment that she forgot she had not drunk the tonic she usually drank each morning to prevent pregnancy. She had stopped drinking it when she was due to be with Torrick as she hated the taste and, until that night, would not have had need of it anyway.

The next time Torrick ‘won’ her, he did not take her to an inn. Instead, he took her to his mother’s house. She owned and ran a small farm in the neighbouring province. He did not tell Liselle where they were going, as she would have refused to go. After all, no man in his right mind took a pleasure slave home to introduce to his family. Not only did Torrick do this, but they already knew all about her. His father had died when he was young and his mother had brought him and his three younger sisters up on her own, making her a firm but warm hearted woman; one who took no nonsense from anyone. She also had a gentle side, which she displayed easily around her family. From the minute Liselle walked through the door, she was treated as a distant member of the family.

The whole family knew what she was; the youngest kept asking about her clothes and whether she could borrow them when she got older, openly ignoring her mother’s disapproving frown, but they never made her feel uncomfortable about it. It brought back memories of being with her own family when she was young; memories she thought she had forgotten. Liselle was wearing the wool dress, the first of many things that Torrick had bought for her, and a matching shawl that his mother had knitted. Winter was coming on and the nights were starting to get cold, so she was grateful for the warmth her clothing provided. 

It was a few weeks later that she was violently ill as soon as she was awake. And again the next morning. And again the one after that. She quickly did some calculations and realised that her ‘bleeding time’, as the pleasure slaves referred to it, was overdue. Panic set in. The baby was Torrick’s, it had to be, and knowing that made her want to have the child more than she had ever wanted anything in her life. She told one of the other slaves, Ella, who immediately understood her problem. She was due to be with the soldiers again that night, not Torrick unfortunately, and they handled her so roughly the baby would be at risk. Ella told the Clerk of the House, who was in charge of all aspects of the household, including the slaves, that Liselle was sick and would not be able to work that night. He did not ask what was wrong, or if she needed a healer, he just instructed her to tell Liselle that she would have to ‘service’ the soldiers the next night, then sent her away to get on with her work. The next night Ella said Liselle was still sick.

The following morning, the Clerk walked into her room as she was vomiting and guessed what the problem was. He dragged her roughly by the arm to the dining room and forced her to admit her pregnancy to her Lord, in front of all of his family. The Lord was livid. He shouted. He paced. He gesticulated. He slapped her round the face. He was about to punch her in the stomach when his wife stopped him, concern on her face. Liselle may just be a pleasure slave, but she was still a woman with child and the Lady would not allow anyone in that condition harmed, not when she could stop it. 

She was dragged down to the practice yard, where those soldiers who were not on patrol were testing their fighting skills on one another, under the watchful eyes of their instructors. They were immediately called to attention and told of her condition.

“Which one of you whoring sons of bitches is responsible?” he shouted. “Who did not drink their potion before screwing her?” Men also had a tonic they could take to prevent pregnancy. Every man who could afford it took it every day, unless they were trying to father a child, as healers had the ability to prove paternity and a man was financially responsible for his offspring, even if the mother was a slave or a whore. Soldiers were usually provided with a daily supply as part of their pay, though some sold it on to give them more coins for alcohol and gambling.

If any soldier stepped forward, admitting to being the father, they would be immediately dismissed from service and forced to marry. The man, and Liselle of course, would be given 24 hours to get out of the Lord’s province or face execution. By allowing the pregnancy to happen, both of them had disobeyed orders and had the choice between exile or death. Of course, if no man claimed paternity, a healer would be called and the father revealed. The man then would have no option. Not admitting paternity was considered a crime worse than murder and he would be immediately hanged from the nearest tree.

Upon hearing the news, Torrick stepped forward and proudly announced that the child was his. Liselle was stunned. The man was throwing away his career for her and without contacting a healer, he could not be certain that he really was the father. The Lord and all of the other soldiers were shocked. Torrick was a man who never forgot anything and never made mistakes, but here he was openly admitting to disobeying an order.

Without saying another word to anyone, he took Liselle by the hand, went down on one knee and asked her to marry him. He did not give her chance to say anything before ordering the Clerk of the House to call for a priest. They were married within the hour and left as soon as they were able. The Clerk signed the necessary papers that handed ownership of Liselle over to Torrick, who promptly signed the paper in the correct place to free her.

The Master of Arms paid Torrick the wages he was owed and wished him well. The Lord, however, almost prevented them from leaving. Liselle had brought a lot of business his way and he did not want to let go of his asset without a fight, but his wife intervened again, pointing out that he was Lord only due to their marriage, whereas she had been born a Lady and, as such, could divorce him and leave him penniless. The Lord backed down, but vowed to get even with them if he ever got the chance. 

They went to his mother’s house, where they spent a few years helping to run the farm. The whole family struggled without Torrick’s wages, most of which he had sent home each week, but having two extra pairs of hands helping around the farm slowly turned it from a source of food and additional funds to support them to a profitable family business.

By the time Torrick and Liselle left to join Tor on his quest, the farm had expanded enough to employ a couple of the local men permanently and some of the local lads part time, when they were not at school. Liselle gave birth to a healthy baby boy, whom they named Frederick, after Torrick’s father. A year later she gave him some siblings, twin girls named Hokien, after Liselle’s mother, and Layla, after Torrick’s. All three had been left behind when Torrick had decided to join Tor. He was a trained soldier and the urge to get away from the farm became too great. His younger sister, who had gotten married and was with child, had insisted that looking after 3 young children would be good practice for her. Torrick’s mother and other sisters were happy to help out, so Liselle decided to accompany him.

Having told her story, Liselle went quiet for a while, lost in her own thoughts and memories. Sam did not say anything. She was too shocked by what had happened to Liselle to really know what to say. She had no problem talking about her past, but it was obvious that parts of it still hurt her greatly.

They carried the cleaned dishes back to the camp and Sam noticed that Liselle went immediately to Torrick and settled down next to him. The slight smile on her face as she took his hand in hers showed how much she loved him and the way he tenderly kissed her forehead demonstrated that the feelings were mutual.

Night had fallen. Dal was asleep with his head resting on Salabine’s tail. It almost looked as though he was trying to pin her to the ground to prevent her from flying away before he woke in the morning. Sam just hoped that the dragon realised he was there and didn’t roll over in the night, squashing him. Hawk had flown off while the rest were eating. To stretch his legs he had said, though Sam could not work out how he could possibly use his legs while flying. When he returned he offered his coffin to Sam again, which she gratefully accepted. Just prior to closing her eyes, she heard movement by the fire and, looking over, saw Bellak staring up at the sky, an unhappy frown on his face.

“I am going for a walk,” he announced, though if anyone else heard, they offered no reply. “Come on Samson,” he said to the wolf, who dutifully leapt to his feet and trotted into the trees after the wizard. If anyone found this behaviour strange, they did not show it, but Sam puzzled over it for a while before eventually closing her eyes and drifting off to sleep.
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The next morning, Salabine was still with them. She awoke with a yawn, stretching out her wings. Dal was sent sprawling as she slowly stood up, but was not hurt. Picking himself up, he looked at her and grinned. 

“Good morning, o great one,” he said, a little insolently.

Salabine snorted at him, the sudden rush of air sending him to the ground again, but she, too, smiled. Announcing that she was hungry but would find them on the road later, she took off into the air and gracefully glided out of sight.

Bellak and Samson strode into the campsite, just as everyone was ready to leave. Both looked worn out, as though neither had slept at all. Sam wondered what was going on and why nobody else seemed curious. She asked Ellen about it and was told that the pair of them just went off together sometimes. Nobody had asked Bellak about it, but Ellen was sure that they would all be interested if Sam plucked up the courage to ask. Sam declined. She was curious, but not enough to force herself to spend any amount of time talking to him if she didn’t have to.

Bellak mounted his horse and the wolf, having jumped into the back of the wagon, laid his head in his paws and started snoring. Seth glanced back at him, shaking his head in disgust, before calling for the donkey to move forward. Like the horses being ridden, the donkey pulling the wagon had no reigns. Seth simply called out instructions and the animal immediately obeyed. So much for stubborn mules, Sam thought.

She stretched her stiff legs before asking Thresnine to follow. Although her muscles ached painfully by the end of the day still, it seemed to be lessening. Hopefully by the time they arrived at their destination, her body would have become accustomed to riding and would no longer cause any discomfort. Her posterior, however, was another matter. She had ridden a bike for the first time in years a few months previously and her rear had been tender for days afterward. At least on the bike she had a saddle. Riding bareback was ten times worse. She felt severely bruised, though had not had the opportunity to try to see if she actually was. Thresnine, of course, was mortified when she had overheard Sam’s whispered complaints and blamed herself. It took most of the morning for Sam to convince the poor animal that it was not her fault and that there was nothing she could do to make the journey more comfortable. It would just take a little time for Sam to harden up a bit. Sometimes being able to talk to animals was not an advantage. 

After a quick lunch they continued their journey. Sam was getting sick of eating just bread and cheese, which was already hard, for a midday meal. She found herself dreaming of a burger and fries. She asked Thresnine to draw alongside the wagon and described what a burger was to Seth, wondering if he would be able to make one sometime, providing they were able to buy the ingredients.

He confirmed that they should be able to get all that was needed next time they purchased supplies, but found the combination hilarious. Mixing beef, bacon, lettuce, tomato, cheese and fried onion then putting it all between two slices of bread did not appeal. He said it sounded awful. Grimmel, who was sitting next to him, agreed and dwarfs had a reputation for eating almost anything. The mayonnaise and ketchup were an issue, but Sam was sure she could find something to substitute if she was given the opportunity to see what was available. 

Half way through the afternoon, Tor called for a short break and everyone dismounted. Seth unhitched the donkey and took him to get a drink from the nearby stream. He shortly ran back, excited, and had an animated conversation with Tor, who frowned before finally nodding his head and calling out that they would be camping there for the night. Seth had found fish in the river and wanted to spend the afternoon catching enough for supper. 

There was a clearing just through the trees which was big enough for a camp and, from the sounds the water was making, there was a waterfall nearby. As soon as Tor mentioned this, the women stopped complaining about the delay and, grabbing towels and clean clothes, headed off to find the waterfall. Sam hurried after them, not sure what the fuss was all about.

Liselle laughed when Sam asked, throwing a spare towel at her.

“You have obviously never bathed in a waterfall.”

It took Sam a moment to realise what she meant. “A natural shower,” she almost shouted in glee.

Heading upstream, they soon found the source of the noise. It was one of the most beautiful waterfalls Sam had ever seen. They quickly stripped off all of their clothes and dived into the water. The sudden cold took Sam’s breath away and she swore out loud as soon as she was able. She was half way through apologising for her language when she realised that the others hadn’t understood what she had said. Some words obviously didn’t translate properly from English, something she was quite glad about.

Standing under the waterfall was wonderful. The dirt and grime of being in the same clothes for so many days was soon washed away. When everyone was clean, the dirty clothes were dragged into the river and scrubbed. Sam described a washing machine and just got blank stares in return. Maybe the difference between washing in a river and having a machine do it for you was just too big a gap for them to imagine. 

It was while they were hanging their clothes in the trees to dry that she realised she was the only one with nothing dry to change into. Walking back to the camp in just a towel was all well and good, but then what was she going to do? She could hardly change back into her wet things. Ellen saved her. She had brought a spare dress, being of a similar size and build to Sam. When they returned to the camp, the men headed off, minus Dal and Seth, who had gone fishing. Salabine had returned while the women had been bathing, so there was no need to set a guard. Even Samson seemed to like the thought of taking a shower, bounding ahead with his tail wagging wildly and his tongue flopping out of the side of his mouth. 

The men soon returned, bringing the ladies’ wet clothing as well as their own. They tied a line between two trees and hung them all out, then Salabine blew hot air over them until they were dry. 

‘Great,” Sam exclaimed. ‘We have the honour of having a dragon among us and you lot treat her like a living tumble dryer.” She then had to explain what a tumble drier was, which the dragon found very amusing, her laughter rumbling around the clearing. 

The sun was beginning to set by the time Seth and Dal appeared, carrying enough fish between them to feed everyone in camp for the next two days. Dal was beaming. “I caught some of them,” he yelled in glee. “And I helped clean them.”

Ellen gratefully took the fish, placing some of them in a pan over the fire, with a little oil and herbs, to gently fry, setting the rest aside for salting later. The salt would preserve them until the next day, when they would make a nice fish soup. Tor set about preparing vegetables to go with them. Sam found this surprising for some reason. Tor did not seem the type of man who would be happy in the kitchen, though he was good with a knife. When she commented, he explained that he had trained with the rangers when he was younger so he knew how to look after himself when away from civilization. If fact, he felt much more at home surrounded by trees than he did in the palace he grew up in, though he still called it home.

“Right Dal,” Seth piped up. “Time we got ourselves clean. We seem to be the only ones who still smell.” He sniffed his hands. “I hate the smell of fish guts.” 

Dal looked horrified. “No...it is...alright,” he stammered. “I will get cleaned up when you have finished.”

Tor laughed. “He is probably still at the age where he prefers to undress alone. Go ahead Seth. He will be fine on his own in the river.”

Seth shrugged, gathered a towel and a spare set of clothes from the wagon and headed off.

Hawk awoke just as the food was ready and flew off, looking for his own meal. He returned with the bodies of two rabbits, drained of blood of course, and threw them into the air. Salabine caught them and gratefully swallowed without chewing.

“Nothing like an appetiser before dinner,” she said. Having smelt the fish cooking, she had declined the offer to share their food and flew off to look for live prey. Fish appealed to her so she got directions from Seth and soon returned, grinning broadly.

There were two ways for dragons to fish, she explained. By flying low over a river, they can let their bottom jaw slide through the water, catching any fish that were swimming near the surface. The other way, what she called the lazy way, was for a dragon to totally submerge itself into the water and lay on the bottom with its mouth open. Dragons can hold their breath for a very long time and fish are stupid. It does not take them long to think that the body of the dragon is just another rock and the mouth is a cave, so they swim in. All the dragon has to do is close its mouth and swallow. Whole schools sometimes go in, providing an entire meal with just one snap of the jaws.

The risk, however, was falling asleep. Some dragons; she emphasised the fact that she was not talking about herself; had been known to drown when they fell asleep in deep water and tried to breathe. Usually, when this happened, the unfortunate animal could make it to the surface in time, but sometimes the water was just too deep. 

“I guess when that happens, the dragon ends up feeding the fish,” Seth commented, grinning. Salabine did not find this amusing and glared at him, until he felt uncomfortable enough to apologize for his lack of sensitivity. 

Nobody felt much like sleeping, so they sat around the camp fire talking. Sam asked about Vada, toward which they were heading, and everyone, even Bellak, joined in telling all they knew. Vada was the largest city in Emvale, which was not surprising as it was the capital city of the country as well as the capital of the Amenian province.

Emvale was ruled by King Allias and his much younger wife, Queen Hetta. Hetta was Allias’ second wife, his first having died nearly twenty years previous. Complications arose during the birth of their fourth child, resulting in the death of both mother and son. Allias had been inconsolable for many years, allowing his advisors to run the country while he concentrated on his three children, spending as much time with them as he could and making sure they all got the best education money could buy. Educating his daughter to that extent was a rarity among nobles, and especially royalty, with most fathers concentrating on their sons.

He had only taken another woman as his wife to seal an alliance with the neighbouring province of Jundel, the Duke of which was trying to claim independence from Emvale. Hetta was the Duke’s niece. It had worked well, however. They seemed genuinely fond of each other. She had even talked him into making his eldest son steward, with a view to taking over the crown in a few years time.

There was, however, trouble with the neighbouring country of Kinfen. For generations the two countries had been unfriendly toward each other, though not openly hostile. That all changed the previous year when Allias’ daughter went missing, supposedly just over the Kinfen side of the border, but the Kinfens denied all knowledge. The last anyone in the group had heard, Allias was close to declaring war on Kinfen, though that news was a few weeks old, so war may have already broken out. How this would affect them getting access to the library, nobody knew.

“We’re walking into a war zone?” Sam asked, shocked. “Isn’t that kind of dangerous?”

“We are hoping to avoid it, if possible,” Tor reassured her. “When we get closer, we can assess the situation.”

“Speak for yourself,” Bellak interrupted. “I am getting to that library no matter what. Sometimes you all seem to have no interest in solving the next clue. If you are all too scared, why not frack off now.” He looked around at everyone, fiercely.

Sam leaned over to Seth, who was sitting next to her. “Frack?”

He grinned. “It is a swear word, commonly used here.”

“I’ll have to remember that. That way I can swear without imagining my grandmother rolling over in her grave and threatening to wash my mouth out with soap and water.”

Seth openly laughed at the comment, and was awarded a vicious glare from Bellak. “Is that what you used to get threatened with? Here the children are told that the skelk will cut out their tongues in the night.” He then had to go on to explain what a skelk was.

Though supposedly a mythical creature, nobody was certain that it was not based on some kind of monster that existed somewhere. Numerous people claimed to have seen one, though most of these were the same people who claimed to have seen a number of things including ghosts and corpses walking. Most ‘sightings’ came from far north Kinfen, near the mountains. Due to the height, the air is thinner there, which the majority believe it to be the cause of the hallucinations.

A skelk was described slightly differently at every alleged sighting, but they all had some common features. Tall and thin with totally black skin, they had long manes of black hair running down their backs. They walk on two legs, like man. Their long thin arms almost drag on the ground as they walk and their fingers, ending in sharp nails, looked like very slim knife blades. These they supposedly used to slice out the tongues of children and eat them as a midnight feast.

The worst part was the eyes. Every description ever written, or passed on by word of mouth, always described the eyes. They were murky yellow in colour, but when you looked into them you could almost feel your soul being pulled away from your body. Grown men started to whimper when describing the eyes.

“That is enough Seth,” Ellen snapped. “There are no children here for you to scare with your silly stories.”

“Actually, they may not be so silly,” Tor commented, moving closer to the fire. “I have been to far north Kinfen a number of times and spoken to some of those who claim to have seen a skelk. Though I very much doubt that they eat children’s tongues, many villagers who live close to the mountains live in fear, but as Seth said, it could well be just the thinness of the air affecting their brains.”

Sam considered explaining about lack of oxygen the higher up a mountain you went, which affects the brain in a number of ways, but she didn’t think anyone would really understand. They probably did not even know what oxygen was. She thought about the skelk, wondering if it could be real, and shivered.

Seth noticed. “You look cold,” he said and before she had time to explain that the shiver had nothing to do with the temperature, he was already half way to the wagon. When he returned he was carrying a large bottle.

“This is something I brew myself,” he explained, removing the stopper and handing her the bottle. Sam sniffed it. It reminded her of brandy. Putting it up to her lips, she was about to take a mouthful when Seth yelled out. “Stop. You are supposed to take just a sip.”

Sam did this and instantly regretted it. It felt like she was swallowing liquid fire. It burned its way down her throat, leaving her coughing violently. By the time she had finished, tears were rolling down her face and she found she could not talk. She did, however, feel a lot warmer.

“Not ready for that I guess.” Then Seth looked slyly at Salabine and grinned wickedly. He got up and casually sauntered over to the dragon, who had been listening to the conversation with interest.

“Do dragons only drink water, or are you up for trying something a little stronger?” he asked, offering the bottle. 

Salabine had seen the effect the drink had on Sam, but just smiled down at Seth. “I prefer ale, but will give anything a try.” With that she took the bottle in her claws and proceeded, much to Seth’s horror, to pour the entire contents down her throat. “Not bad,” she said, her voice slightly strained, as she handed back the empty container. Nobody heard Seth’s mumbled comments about it being his only bottle as they were drowned out by Salabine belching loudly. Fire flamed over the camp, making everyone dive to the ground for cover. The poor dragon was mortified and, when she had apologised numerous times, she slunk off into the trees in embarrassment.

Shortly a sound could be heard, coming from the direction that she has set off in. “Is she singing?” Ellen asked, incredulously.

“She is drunk. Serves her right for drinking so much. She was only supposed to take a mouthful. I hope she has a hangover in the morning.” 

Seth was not at all amused when it was pointed out to him that she had only taken a mouthful. Her mouth was large enough to fit five times the amount, without removing the contents from the bottle first. 

For a while they all sat in silence, listening to Salabine singing. It was a beautiful sound. Sam looked around at her companions then sighed. “If you had told me a month ago that I would be spending an evening sitting around a camp fire with a dwarf, a knight, a pleasure slave, an acrobat, a witch, a vampire, a Prince turned woodsman and his servant, a giant, a blind man, a wizard, two sprites, a kid, a walking corpse, a wolf and a creature the likes of which only exists in fantasy novels, no offence, while listening to a drunk dragon sing, I would have said you were crazy. Just before coming here I was told I would be going on a journey. Looks like Sally got that right.”

Suddenly the sound stopped and the silence was broken by a thud, like something hitting the ground, followed by a noise so loud the ground was actually shaking. Samson put his paws over his ears.

“I do not bloody believe it,” Seth exclaimed. “Now she is bloody well snoring. How is anyone supposed to get any sleep with that noise in the background?” Grabbing his fishing gear from where he had placed it in the back of the wagon, he stomped off, muttering. Dal leapt up and ran after him. 

They returned in the morning, with enough fish for breakfast. The fire had died down during the night, so Salabine relit it for them, before bidding them a fond farewell and flying off to find her own food. She was muttering about her head hurting, much to Seth’s pleasure. Samson lay by the fire, pretending to sleep, though everyone noticed him eying the cooking fish whenever he thought nobody was looking. He was not very impressed when Ellen informed him that there was only just enough to go around so he had to find his own food. He looked at her with such a mournful expression on his face that Sam almost gave up her own breakfast for him. 

“No,” Ellen told him. “You never show any gratitude; you leave your hair all over my clothes and you slobber all over me. Go catch your own meal for once, you lazy mongrel.” The wolf slunk slowly away, toward the river. “And take another bath while you are at it,” she yelled after him.

They were just finishing breakfast when Samson bounded into the campsite, dripping wet. He ran up to Ellen and shook himself, sending water flying in all directions, mostly over her. Screaming, she threw her empty bowl at him, just missing as he danced out of its way. It almost sounded like he laughed.

“That will teach you to not show a wild animal the respect he is due,” Tor told her, grinning. 

“That mutt is no more a wild animal than you or I are,” she replied sternly. “If I get my hands on him we will be having a nice meat stew tonight.”

“He was only playing.” Tor reached out his arm to place it comfortingly around her shoulders, yelling out as she smacked the back of his hand with her spoon.

“Looks like you had better apologise to the lady, Samson.” The wolf looked at Tor, barked once then ran dancing off into the woods. Ellen sat on the ground with her legs crossed and started to sing gently. Her dress began to glow slightly and Sam could see the water actually rising from it. Within minutes her clothes were dry and clean again.

“She wouldn’t really hurt Samson would she?” Sam asked Seth, who had just walked up.

“Let me put it this way. The last time she threatened to cook someone, Patrick stayed away from the camp for a few days, deciding not to take the risk. She only wanted to boil certain parts of his anatomy from what I recall.”

The next few days were uneventful. They ate the remaining fish for breakfast, bread and cheese for lunch and whatever game Hawk managed to capture was either roasted or turned into stew in the evenings. They ran out of vegetables, so River and Oak found some wild roots, which turned out to be surprisingly tasty. They looked a little like parsnips, but tasted far better, both fried and in the stew. Salabine returned each evening and left again the next morning. Hawk continued to sleep all day and keep watch at night. They spent many hours talking around the fire after the sun had set and Sam learned a lot about the people she was travelling with and about the way of life in general in the strange world she was now a part of. 

During the journey, Tor had been teaching Seth how to track and the lessons continued while everyone else made camp. It was still just light enough and they were back in plenty of time to help prepare the food. Dal went with them, though Sam was not sure why, as he seemed to take no interest in the lessons. Maybe it was just an excuse to get away from the others for a while, or perhaps he just thought he could avoid work. He came back the first night grumbling that Tor had made him put his hand in animal droppings, as the temperature could indicate how long they had been on the ground and, therefore, how close the animal may be. The second night, however, he came back very excited, shouting and yelling as he ran into the camp.

“We saw a stag. We saw a stag. He was pure white with the largest antlers you can ever imagine. He looked straight at me and I am sure he nodded, before turning away. He was beautiful.”

Tor followed him, with Seth trailing behind. “The lesson went well. It would have gone better if this young fool had not scared the poor animal away by showing himself. We had been tracking it for at least half an hour. Would be tracking it still if we had left Dal behind.” He turned to Seth. “You are becoming a pretty good tracker. You should be ready to start lessons in hunting soon.”

Dal looked crestfallen. “Hunting,” he said, incredulously. “Here I am describing one of the most magnificent beasts I have ever seen. Present company excepted of course,” he quickly added, spotting Salabine watching him out of the corner of his eye. “And you talk about hunting. You amaze me.” 

Gently placing his hands on Dal’s shoulders, Tor explained. “What do you think we would be eating if Hawk was not with us to provide meat each day and if Seth did not manage to catch all those fish? When travelling you have to be able to take care of yourself and that includes finding your own food. While River and Oak are happy eating fruit and nuts, you and I need our meat and unfortunately, that is all that a beautiful creature like that stag is when you are hungry.” Cuffing him gently round the head he added, “Now grow up.” Dal pouted. This was not a good look for a boy who was in the process of becoming a man, but Sam decided not to point this out to him. He was, after all, still a teenager and she remembered how sulky teenagers were back home. They were probably no different here.

The next day, when they stopped for lunch, Salabine honoured them with a surprise visit. Landing gracefully, she walked over to Sam to say goodbye. They were as close to civilisation as Salabine was prepared to go, but she promised to keep an eye on the group from afar and all they had to do was call her and she would answer. They were all sad to see her go; she had changed everyone’s opinions of dragons. They no longer saw them as the savage monsters that most people believed them to be, but as intelligent creatures with as many varied personalities as humans. While some attacked farms and stole cattle, others were calm and gentle and would never dream of harming a human; just the same as one man would beat and rob you while another would treat your wounds.

A little later, as they rode out of a clump of trees, Tor called a halt. “You see that hill over there,” he said, pointing ahead of him. “Once we are past that, you will see Vada.”

Unconsciously, they all quickened their pace slightly. Sam could not speak for the rest, but a hot bath was calling to her; at least she hoped the city had such things as a bath and hot water. As they crested the hill, the city appeared. It was much larger than Sam had been expecting and was surrounded by a huge wall. The South gate could clearly be seen, currently standing open. Tor had already explained that there was an identical gate on the other side. These were the only ways into the city. History had shown that the walls were impenetrable and the gates had been reinforced by magic. Only a few spires, belonging to the palace as Sam later found out, could be seen as all other buildings were hidden by the wall. As they slowly urged their mounts forward they heard a voice behind them.

“Hello Tor. Long time no see.” Sam swung around, as did Tor, and they found themselves staring at a short man, with a long red beard, on top of a large black horse. He was in full armour, including helmet with full face plate, fully obscuring his features. “What are you doing here?”

Tor smiled, visibly relaxing. “Hello Sabastian. It is good to see you. My friends and I are just passing through. Hopefully we can spend some time in the library on our way.”

“I am afraid not, old friend. I am under orders to escort you and your friends to the King. He would like to talk to you and will not take no for an answer.” While talking, Sabastian had waved his arm forward. Before he had finished speaking, nearly a hundred fully armed knights and their warhorses trotted out of the trees and surrounded the group. They were prisoners.
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As Bellak started muttering, Tor just shrugged his shoulders. “I was planning on visiting Allias anyway. How is he?”

Sabastian shook his head slightly and removed his helmet, revealing a stern face with a scar running from his left ear to the bridge of his nose. Though his voice was gruff and he spoke with a slight rasp, his light brown eyes sparkled with his genuine pleasure at seeing Tor. “Not good,” was all he would say on the subject. As they rode toward the city, Tor pressed him on the rumours of war, but Sabastian was very evasive in his answers, leaving Sam wondering if he was really friend or foe. 

Realising that further questions would not reveal anything more, Tor introduced Sabastian to the rest of the group. Ponnat Sabastian was an old friend, whom Tor first met while still a boy. Sabastian had been his tutor in war tactics and they had kept in touch after he had been recalled to serve in Vada. He was now Commander of the Royal army in Emvale, reporting directly to the King. He should have retired a few years ago, but whenever the conversation came up, the King always replied, “maybe next year”. 

“My successor has been selected and his training is almost complete,” Sabastian explained. “I am dreaming of living a quiet life in a little cottage in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by goats and sheep. The only thing the young commander-in-training is lacking is actual war experience, which is hard to come by when no wars are currently being fought. Yet,” he added ominously.

Torrick urged his horse forward until he was level with Sabastian. “May I be of any assistance Commander?”

“Captain Torrick? My apologies, but it is hard to recognise you without your armour, though I should have realised when Tor introduced you. Your skills are well known in Amenia.” He inclined his head slightly, with respect.

“No apologies are necessary Commander. I am, after all, no longer a Captain.”

“Not serving in an army does not stop you being a Captain. I bet you still polish your armour every day and go through the standard sword practice routines every night.” Sam smiled at this. Most evenings she has seen him wander off by himself with his sword. She had always wondered what he had been doing. Seeing Torrick blush slightly, Sabastian continued. “If you are planning on staying for a while, you may be of great help. I have been organising mock battles, but it is hard to get any real benefit with me having to organise both sides. If you took the other side, plans would have to be changed as the battle progressed. It would be a great learning experience for all of the soldiers.”

Torrick looked at Tor, who nodded. Addressing Sabastian, he said, “I do not know how long I will be here, but it will be an honour working with you. You are also well known throughout the lands and studying some of your greatest victories was part of my training.” Before Sabastian could respond, Torrick saluted and fell back, to join his wife.

“Speaking of retirement, I hear Hetta is slowly pulling Allias toward his own. How is she?” 

Sabastian looked at Tor and grinned. “With child.”

Bellak, who was close enough to hear the conversation, rode closer. “Old fool. Why anyone would want a baby at his age, especially when he already has sons to carry on his line and a daughter to dote over, is beyond me.”

Sabastian looked offended. “His wife wanted to have children and he loves her very much. Now if you will excuse me, I need to ride ahead to announce your imminent arrival.”

“Warn Allias exactly who is coming to visit he means,” Bellak muttered, staring at his retreating back as he galloped into the distance. As he moved forward, Tor put out his arm to stop him.

“Is there anything I should know before we get any closer?” he asked. Bellak shrugged, though whether that meant no or that he was pretending he had no idea what the younger man was talking about, Tor had no idea. He persisted anyway. “If you had warned me about your, let us call it a disagreement shall we, with King Fidel, we would not have spent two weeks in jail, we would not have had to escape without any of our belongings and we would not be in last place. We cannot afford unnecessary delays. So I ask again. Is there anything I should know?”

Bellak looked at him fiercely. “No there is not and it is about time you started to show me the respect a wizard deserves.”

“Men have to earn respect, wizards included.” Tor looked him straight in the eye. It was Bellak who looked away first, lowering his head and muttering as he rode away.

“What’s his problem?” Sam asked when Bellak was out of ear shot. Tor sighed. 

“He was not always like this. When we started out on our journey he was very enthusiastic, eager to do anything to help. He even brought his wife and son along, both of whom could do magic. However, last year we got into a nasty little fight when we arrived at a clue at the same time as one of my brothers. His son was killed and his wife refused to have anything more to do with him, blaming him totally. She told him that their son would still be alive if they had not all been dragged away on a fool’s quest and that she would never forgive him. She left with my brother. Bellak has not been the same since. Now all that seems to matter is being the first to the next clue, as though maybe winning would make all of the pain and loss he has suffered worthwhile.” 

“That explains a lot, but it doesn’t justify him acting like an arsehole.” 

Tor laughed out loud. “I have never heard anyone described like that before. It does seem rather fitting at the moment. Hopefully Bellak will be a bit more agreeable once he is allowed into the library.”

They soon arrived at the entrance gate and were waved in. Sam noticed that everyone else entering were stopped and questioned. Having an armed guard obviously had some advantages. There were many houses on either side of the street, all three storeys high with balconies on the top floor. Washing could be seen drying on many of them.

The main street was busy, mainly with farmers’ wagons carrying produce into the heart of the city, or returning empty to their lands. All moved out of the soldiers’ way, though whether out of respect or fear was not apparent. After nearly an hour they arrived at the central market square, which was filled with stalls selling everything from meat pies to lace. Seth told Sam that it was rumoured that nearly everything could be brought in the great market square in Vada, except for slaves, of course. You had to go to Kinfen for that. Sam had thought he was exaggerating, though now she could see the size of the market, she wasn’t so sure.

Some of the smells coming from the various stalls made her mouth water and her stomach loudly told her how long it had been since she had eaten. Much to her embarrassment, one of the soldiers looked around and told her they would shortly be arriving at the palace, where refreshments would be available. 

It was not long before their destination came into sight. Sam was not sure what to expect, as the only palace she had ever seen was Buckingham Palace, which she always thought looked more like a stately home than somewhere royalty lived. She was impressed, very impressed. It was huge. It looked a lot like a castle, with twin towers at the front. The surrounding wall was high enough to prevent anyone climbing over it, yet small enough to allow most of the palace to still be seen, as though it was situated on the top of a hill.

When Sam commented, she was informed that it was, in fact, built on a hill. It was constructed over 200 years previous and the reigning King at the time had earth brought in from the surrounding countryside and an artificial hill created. It had taken over 10 years to build, despite nearly every slave in the city being used. Slavery was banned throughout Emvale almost as soon as it was completed. 

The guards at the huge iron gate were at attention, reminding Sam of Beefeaters at Buckingham Palace. Their uniforms were bright red and they both had swords hanging from their belts. They did not react in any way as the party moved forward, but someone must have done so, as the gate swung open as they approached. 

“Magic,” Seth whispered. “It is rumoured that soldiers carry something that the gate recognises and lets them through, though nobody has yet found out what. Thieves have tried stealing armour, weapons and purses from the guards, but the gate never opens for them. Until the soldiers inside open it, of course, at which point the thief is promptly arrested.”

When they were through, Sam saw that the two guards out the front were just for show. Behind the wall were quite a few single storey buildings. Based on the number of soldiers in front of her now, Sam assumed they were barracks and that the gate led directly to the training yard. A few of the soldiers, dressed in full armour, were fighting with swords while the rest watched. One elderly man stood on the side, shouting comments about the moves, both good and bad. 

Tor’s party were taken to the left, away from the combatants, and circled the practice yard. When they arrived at the front of the house, they were ordered to dismount and grooms arrived to guide the horses to the stables, where they would be fed and watered as well as brushed thoroughly. Thresnine looked questioningly at Sam, who told her to go and relax, assuring her that they would be staying for a while. As the mare happily followed her assigned groom, Sam looked up at the tall building, hoping that their stay would not be permanently in the dungeon.

They were escorted to a small reception room, where chilled water and fruits were available. Even though the guards remained outside the door, the room was quite cramped. Sam knew nothing about palace etiquette, but she could not help feeling that this did not bode well.

Nearly an hour passed before a small skinny man in a black suit walked in without knocking. Closing the door behind him, he surveyed the group, frowning.

“I am Halvine, chief steward. I am here to assess whether you are to see the King or go straight to the dungeons.” His thin, pale lips hardly seemed to move as he spoke. His hair was turning grey with age, but his grey eyes still had an intensity about them that indicated that this was not a man to cross.

Tor stepped forward. Halvine’s mouth dropped open and his eyes went wide in surprise. “My apologies, Prince Tor,” he stammered, giving a slight bow. “I was not warned that you were among the party.” He then loudly clapped his hands and two serving girls ran in. “Milly, go and see Mrs Hubert. Rooms must be arranged for our guests. Kally, please escort them to the main reception room and have proper food and wine sent up. It is an insult to put a Prince in the smallest reception room.”

Tor grinned at the flustered man. “It is alright Halvine. No insult taken. We are, after all, prisoners.”

“What!” The little man was shocked. “No. There must be a misunderstanding. The King would never arrest a Prince.”

“In times of war, a King will take any step necessary to protect his people.”

Before Halvine could respond, there was a knock on the door and Sabastian walked in, carrying his helmet.

“Not giving Halvine a hard time I hope. After all, he does run the country.”

“I most certainly do not,” came the indignant reply.

Draping his arm across Tor’s shoulders, having to stand on tip toe to reach, Sabastian pulled their heads close and whispered, just loud enough for everyone in the room to hear. “He rules the palace with an iron rod. Rumour has it that even the Queen asks his permission before buying a new dress. Without him the palace would fall apart, quickly followed by the city then the country.”

Halvine just snorted. “Please follow Kally. Refreshments will be served shortly.” He then straightened his suit jacket and walked out of the room, giving Sabastian a glare as he passed him.

Sabastian doubled over with laughter. “Halvine really is an old stick in the mud sometimes,” he said, wiping a tear away from his eye. “But I meant every word about the palace falling apart without him,” he quickly added.

Kally led them through the palace; it really was immense. Approaching middle years, some would describe her as a handsome woman. She would never be called thin, but being slightly overweight did not stop most men watching her swaying hips as she walked. Seth only stopped staring when he received a smack round the head from Liselle. Nobody spoke as they walked, all too deep in their own thoughts, wondering what was to happen to them. Were they really guests or prisoners?

When they arrived at the main reception room, Sam realised why it was the place that important guests were shown to. It made the room they had just left look like a broom cupboard. The floor was marble and the walls decorated with many different tapestries and paintings, ranging from battle scenes to birds with blue breasts making a nest in a tree. The far wall contained two large windows which gave a magnificent view of the gardens and fountains below.

There were many comfortable looking chairs, each with a small coffee table beside it, and the largest fire place Sam had ever seen. Though it was not currently lit, it could probably heat the room nicely in the winter. ‘If they have winter here,’ Sam thought.

To one side of the room was a long wooden table, covered by a lace tablecloth. It was filled with plates of steaming food, all of which smelled incredibly good. There were various meats and fish as well as bowls filled with many different vegetables, though Sam did not recognise most of them, and loaves of bread, crisp on the outside, yet soft and fluffy on the inside. Fresh bread tasted luxurious after so many days of eating it hard and stale. And there was butter. Sam never thought she would miss butter so much. There were even plates of berries and nuts for the sprites. There were pitchers of wine and ale, which Torrick happily distributed, though Dal, much to his disgust, had his goblet removed from his hand before he even got a taste. He grumbled under his breath when he was given just water.

Kally suddenly noticed Samson and smiled down at him. “Dogs are not allowed in here I am afraid.”

Samson looked at Sam and whined. “Please tell her I am a wolf not a dog. Dogs are stupid creatures who play about to please their masters. Wolves are proud, fierce and honourable.”

Sam didn’t have time to repeat his message however, as Kally had already mentioned beef and chicken being available in the kitchen and Samson was immediately following her out of the door, yelping in anticipation.

As they ate, Sabastian explained that they would be given guest rooms for the night and would meet King Allias in the morning, when he would decide whether they would remain in their guest rooms or would be reassigned to the dungeons.

“Why?” Sam asked. “What are we supposed to have done wrong?”

It was Tor who replied. “Emvale is on the brink of war. Any foreign dignitary, especially a royal, will be questioned, just in case they are secretly aligned with the enemy.” Somehow, that did not make Sam feel any better.

Once they had eaten their fill, maids arrived to remove the plates and the ladies were escorted out. Sam was a little reluctant about leaving the protection she felt the men offered, until she overheard one of the maids talking to Ria.

“Did you just say bath? Please tell me we are talking about the same thing here as where I come from. A very large container, filled with hot water that you can relax in while washing?”

The maid looked horrified. “This is not some common inn Miss,” she said, obviously insulted. 

Seeing the puzzled look on Sam’s face, Ria explained. “Most inns offer bathing facilities as you have just described and the residences of some of the less well-off Lords, but a proper bath is more like a room with a huge heated pool, often with a separate steam room attached. Everyone bathes together, though usually the women go on their own first.”

That was all Sam needed to hear. Every muscle in her body was screaming at her to hurry to the warm water. Despite the urge to run, she had to keep to the sedate pace of the others, though this was beginning to increase noticeably.

After walking along a few corridors and down many steps, they arrived at the bathing room. The first part of it was a changing room. All of the women instantly undressed, even River. While they bathed, their dirty clothes were collected for cleaning and warm gowns and slippers left in their place. As soon as River saw the water she dived in, giggling with delight as she surfaced. The slight blue hint in her skin became a lot more pronounced as soon as it came into contact with the hot water, making her glow slightly. 

The bath really did look like a giant swimming pool, the rising steam indicating how hot the water was kept. All it needed was a couple of slides and it would be perfect, Sam thought.

She edged forward and slowly lowered her foot in so that only the tips of her toes were touching the water. It was the perfect temperature. Later one of the maids, when asked, explained that a natural hot underground spring kept the water heated. Sam quickly lowered herself in, until the water was up to her chin. The incline from the left side of the pool was designed so you could lie comfortably in the water and the right side had a wide ledge, allowing you to sit as though you were in a spa.

All around the pool were baskets filled with some sort of bark. Sam noticed Ria, Liselle and Ellen each picked up a piece before entering the water, so she reached over to the nearest basket. She was surprised when they then started to scrape the bark over their skin, as though it were a type of scrubbing brush.

A little nervously, thinking it would badly scratch her, Sam gently rubbed it against her arm. The feeling was quite pleasant, especially when she increased the pressure a little. The bark was soft enough not to hurt, even the more delicate places like her face and breasts, yet strong enough to exfoliate thoroughly. She felt great when she had finished cleaning her entire body and laid back to relax in the warmth and listen to the occasional yell of enjoyment that came from River whenever she surfaced. It took Sam a while to notice how long River was remaining under water. Didn’t she need to breathe?

Just as she was beginning to drift off to sleep, a maid entered the pool room carrying a large jug. She went to each of them in turn, pouring some of the liquid onto their hair and thoroughly washing it. To rinse, she simply told them to take a deep breath before she pushed their heads under the water. Afterward she massaged their scalp before proceeding on to the next person.

Having lost all track of time, Sam could not say how long she had been in the bath when there was a polite knock on the door and four maids walked in, one of them Kally, who walked immediately up to Sam.

“Please accept my apology for the harshness of my reply to your question earlier. I did not know that you are not from here. Now that I know better, I will try to answer any further questions you may have.”

“No problem,” Sam started to say, but Kally had already turned to Liselle, instructing her that Torrick was outside, enquiring as to when the men would be allowed their turn. Laughing, Liselle got out of the pool. Towels had been placed nearby and she quickly wrapped one around her hair, before collecting a gown from the changing room. Reluctantly the others followed, with Ria having to physically drag River out. 

Once they were dressed, they were escorted to an adjacent room, where their backs, arms, legs and necks were given massages. Next to the bathing room, was a steam room.

“I wish I had known about that,” Sam commented as they passed it on the way back to their rooms. “I would have got out of that pool a lot earlier.”

“There is always tomorrow,” Ellen replied.

The guest wing was directly above the bathing room, up a long flight of stairs. Liselle was escorted to one suite and the rest to another. The suite contained two bedrooms, each with twin beds, a dressing room with a water jug and bowl for washing and a sitting room with a coffee table and four chairs. The beds had nightgowns laid out on them, the appropriate size for each of the ladies. Sam opened one of the wardrobes and discovered silk dresses of varying colours and sizes. At least for now they were guests not prisoners. 

Opening the glass doors in the sitting room, Sam walked out onto the balcony. They must have been at the side of the house as the view was remarkably different to that from the reception room. Instead of the beautiful gardens, Sam saw a maze, though it looked like it had not been maintained in a while. Everything was overgrown, making the paths difficult to distinguish. The size of the bushes suggested it was quite old. Perhaps mazes were no longer in fashion.

A cool breeze was blowing, bringing with it the faint scent of roses. There was a knock at the door and Sam turned around to see Liselle entering with Torrick by her side, holding her hand.

“That was quick,” Ria commented upon seeing Torrick. “I thought the men were using the bathing room after us.”

Torrick smiled. “The others are still in there. Soldiers learn to wash quickly. I find I cannot relax in a bathing room. Even after all of these years as a civilian, I still find myself looking for enemies where other people are most complacent.”

Standing on tip toe, Liselle gently kissed his cheek and, releasing his hand, followed Ria and Ellen into the dressing room. Excited sounds soon emerged as they began sorting through the dresses and trying them on. Torrick wandered over toward Sam and looked out of the window. River joined them; dresses held no fascination for sprites.

Torrick suddenly chuckled. “Dal did not join us,” he said. “I guess he will bathe later, when nobody else is around. He probably will not even let the servants in the room with him. I remember being that age, though it seems so long ago.” 

Before he could continue, there was another knock on the door and Kally walked in, carrying a tray of glasses and pitchers of chilled water and white wine. Placing it on the table, she curtsied and called out of the door. “You can bring it in here Milly.”

The short blonde maid was carrying a second tray of beverages, though hers had a pitcher of ale as well as a smaller one of wine. After depositing it beside the first tray, she curtsied and whispered out of the side of her mouth to Kally. “I told you they would be in here.”

“Mrs Hubert requested I inform you that dinner will be served in the guest dining room in one hour,” Kally explained, ignoring the comment. 

“Thank you,” Sam said. Kally curtsied again, a slight smile on her face, and both maids left the room, shutting the door behind them. 

“I guess we really do have to wait until tomorrow before we meet the king,” Torrick mused, as Sam poured the drinks. Accepting his ale with a slight nod of the head, he moved toward the dressing room door. “I had better warn my wife. One hour may not be enough time for her to decide what to wear.”

“I heard that,” came a yell from inside. Placing his cup on the table, Torrick removed the water jug from one of the trays and, checking that there were three glasses, took it into the dressing room. After thanking him for the wine, the ladies rapidly threw him out, requesting him not to disturb them until dinner was being served.

Sam was pleasantly surprised to find the ale was good and she said as much. It was dark and smooth, more of a bitter than a lager when compared to the beer she was used to drinking.

“Sam,” Torrick said, raising his glass to her. “I think you and I are going to get on very well. Now, if you ladies will excuse me, I must find myself something suitable to wear.” Just before leaving the room, he looked back. “Actually, would you mind joining me for a moment? Liselle said the dressing room in our suite is also full of dresses. Would you mind taking them to her for me? I am sure she has not enough in just one room to keep her happy.”

Sam and River soon found themselves being treated like life sized dolls for children to dress up. Having failed to find any trousers that would fit her in either dressing room, Sam had made the mistake of commenting that she had no idea what to wear. As Liselle, Ellen and Ria had already chosen their dresses, they took this as an invitation to decide for her. Poor River was just in the wrong place at the wrong time and was also, somewhat reluctantly, taken under their wing. Thirty minutes, and nearly as many dresses, later Sam was in an elegant black floor length velvet dress that hugged her body and they had managed to find a small blue silk dress that was thin and light enough for River to find comfortable. They then decided that Sam’s hair style did not suite the dress and the three of them set to work on her with brushes and combs. Soon her light brown, shoulder length hair was mainly sitting on top of her head, except for two curls which hung down each side of her face. River was saved from this ordeal by Kally announcing that dinner was ready.

They all met in the small dining room in the guest wing, where they were served roast beef with steamed vegetables. Sam made a comment about the Yorkshire puddings being missing, then had to spend the next twenty minutes explaining to Seth what they were and how to make them. He seemed to understand, but Sam found herself hoping she would not be around for his first attempt. Dal turned up late, his hair still dripping. He had sent the servants away while he bathed and had got lost while looking for his room.

It was a quiet, uneventful meal, with nobody much in the mood for talking. Hawk arrived just before they had finished. Tor had told a stable lad to make sure the wagon was put in a barn with a window, for easy access, and once the sun had gone down and he had found himself a meal, Hawk simply went to the front door, announced he was with Tor’s party and was immediately shown to the dining room. Not long after they had finished eating, they retired to their separate rooms, looking forward to spending a night in a bed.

Sam was just drifting off to sleep when she heard the door open slightly and paws pad across the bedroom floor. Samson jumped onto her bed, stretched out next to her and promptly went to sleep. Sam quickly followed his example.

She was woken early the next morning by Kally knocking on the door and loudly calling. “Get up quick ladies. The King is demanding to see everyone in the throne room immediately.”
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Not knowing what she was supposed to wear when having an audience with royalty, Sam quickly slipped on the dress she had worn to dinner the previous night. Her own clothes had been cleaned and were lying, neatly folded, on a chair in the corner of the room, but she did not know if they would be suitable, so she opted for the dress. Upon leaving the bedroom, she noticed that the other three ladies were also wearing dresses, though Ria and Ellen had selected different ones.

Kally was waiting out in the corridor for everyone to arrive, which did not take long. Some of the men were still tucking shirts in as they followed Kally through the maze of corridors toward the throne room. Patrick, as usual, looked immaculate, as though he had been given hours to prepare, not just a few minutes. Ellen unconsciously smiled slightly as soon as she set her eyes on him. Oak was still in his own clothes, having refused the previous night to wear anything that had been his size in the dressing room he shared with Patrick, Dal and Hurst. Sam did her best to hide her smirk when she saw Bellak in trousers and a long baggy shirt instead of a robe, though the snarl he made at her suggested it showed on her face. Hawk appeared as they rounded a corner, said good morning then headed to his coffin. 

They shortly arrived at a pair of doors, with guards on either side. Kally knocked and they were immediately opened from within, just enough to let Halvine exit the room.

“Good, you are all here,” he said, looking them up and down as though he was a General inspecting his troops. “I warn you now, the King is not in a good mood this morning, so watch what you say if you do not wish to visit the dungeon.” With that, he turned around, nodded to the guards to open the doors and strode through.

“Your Majesty, may I present Prince Tor of Remeny,” his voice boomed out loudly. Taking his cue, Tor followed Halvine into the room, with Seth a few paces behind him. If ever Sam had doubted that Tor was a Prince, she certainly changed her mind then. His bearing as he moved forward, at the perfect pace, could only be called regal. 

Tor approached the throne and bowed to the King, as did Seth. “Your Majesty, please may I present my companions?” Allias gave the slightest possible nod of the head and Sam found herself moving into the throne room along with everyone else. The room, like everything else in the palace, was enormous. There were rows of chairs along each wall, forming a wide aisle up to a raised platform holding a pair of thrones, one of which was occupied. It made her feel like she was approaching an altar in a church rather than a throne. She was so busy taking in her surroundings that the sudden bang of the doors being closed made her jump.

Tor gave brief introductions, giving everyone their correct titles. Sam was amused to find herself referred to as a Lady, but refrained from laughing out loud. She even managed to curtsy at the correct time, earning her a quick smile from Liselle. As Tor was talking, Sam observed the King. He was not quite what she had expected. For some reason she had been picturing a Henry the Eighth lookalike, covered in gold chains.

Allias, however, was a slim man, with no hint of a beard. The streaks of grey in his short black hair emphasised his grey eyes and were the only thing that suggested he was closer to sixty then fifty. If he decided to dye it he would look a much younger man than he really was. Though not an unhandsome man, his features were spoiled by his frown, and the creases on his face suggested that it had become a common occurrence. Once everyone had been introduced to the king, Sam found herself wondering how long they would have to remain standing. 

“You honour us by letting us attend you in your throne room, your Majesty,” Tor continued. 

Allias snorted. “This is no honour and you know it Tor. There are two reasons you are here rather than in the reception room. The first is to remind you that you are, in fact, my prisoners. Now let us drop the formalities and get on with business. You are going to tell me why you are invading my lands and then I am going to tell you what you are going to do for me.”

“I do not have time for this Allias,” Bellak interrupted. “You know full well we are only here to look in your library. The sooner you give your permission the sooner we will be out of your hair.”

“No.” The short and simple reply stunned Bellak. 

“Are you aware of who and, more importantly, what I am?” he asked. Allias simply nodded. “Then show me the respect I have earned and have me escorted to the library.” Anger was beginning to creep into his voice. 

“No,” the King replied, calmly.

“Do not make me do something you will regret,” Bellak threatened.

“Bellak,” Tor warned, but was interrupted before he could continue.

“Stay out of this Tor. I came here to get some information and I intend to get it as soon as I can.”

King Allias lost his patience. “Guards,” he called out and half a dozen fully armed guards immediately appeared through a concealed door behind the thrones. Bellak’s lips began to move as he started to weave a spell, though his words were too quiet for anyone to make out. He raised his hands in front of him and, pointing toward Allias, suddenly stopped talking as though releasing the spell.

Everyone in the room unconsciously held their breath. Everyone except Bellak and Allias. Even the guards, halfway across the floor toward Bellak, momentarily froze, some of them mid-step. Nothing happened. Bellak stared at his hands incredulously, Allias grinned, the guards arrested Bellak before he could attempt to do anything more and everyone else began to breathe again.

“Sorry,” the King said, somewhat smugly. “Did I forget to mention that the throne room is warded against the use of magic?” He turned his gaze from Bellak to Tor. “The other reason for meeting here instead of the reception room. I was warned that Bellak was with you and, though I personally have had no run-ins with him, I have heard from many who have. I like to be prepared.” Turning from Tor to the nearest guard, he ordered Bellak to be placed in a holding cell until his manners returned. Before Bellak could comment on his situation, Allias pointed out to him that the holding cells had also been built to withstand magic, as had the dungeons, where he would end up if he didn’t behave.

Tor did not say a word. This was Allias’s palace and he was free to do as he chose with his ‘guests’. Once Bellak had been dragged, literally, from the room and his shouts of protest were silenced by the doors closing, Allias apologised.

“Sorry about that Tor. I cannot abide magicians, thought I am forced to employ a few. They think they are above everyone else, even a King in his own palace.”

Surprisingly, Tor smiled. “No apology necessary. He had it coming. To be perfectly honest, I wish I could have done that myself. A night in a cell may change his attitude, but I would not hold my breath if I were you.”

Allias chuckled and the entire room visibly relaxed. Allias clapped his hands and Halvine appeared. “We will continue this meeting in the main dining room. I do not know about anyone else, but I need breakfast. Please inform Mrs Hubert.”

The chief steward bowed and left the room, leaving the door open for Allias to exit at his leisure. Tor fell into step beside him and everyone else followed. Sam had not realised that she was hungry until breakfast was mentioned.

By the time they reached the dining room and were seated, breakfast was ready to be served. The main dining table was so big that they only took up the front half of it. Sam found herself next to Seth and whispered to him. “This Mrs Hubert must be a miracle worker to have all of this ready so quickly.”

“Not really,” Seth whispered back. “Allias usually meets his guests here for breakfast. She had everything prepared and placed into pots to keep warm. They could easily have been sent to different rooms if need be.”

Breakfast consisted of bowls of steaming hot porridge, smothered in honey. Sam found it delicious. Even the sprites had some. Grimmel’s grumbling about the absence of meat was overheard by one of the maids, who disappeared to the kitchen and soon returned with a plate full of sausages and bacon. 

As they were about to commence eating, a young woman entered the room. She was tall and slender. She would have been called slim, except for the slight bump beginning to show, despite the loose fitting dress. Even before she was introduced, Sam thought this must be Allias’s wife. Following Tor’s example, everyone at the table stood up and remained standing until she had been seated. This seemed to cause her great amusement as she laughed out loud. 

“There is no need for all of this formality,” she said in a voice that would only be described as sweet. “How are you Tor?”

“I am well Hetta. I can see the pregnancy is going well.” 

Hetta’s long black hair was hanging loose, almost down to her waist, and her face, though pale, displayed rosy cheeks. There is a myth that women shine during pregnancy. Hetta was one of the women for whom this was not a myth. Gently rubbing her bump, she began to exchange pleasantries with Tor when they were interrupted by a young man, in his late twenties, striding in. Kissing Hetta’s hand, he bowed to Allias.

“Sorry I am late, father, but Selene is vomiting again.” Upon hearing this, Hetta signalled to one of the servants and instructed her to take some plain, unsweetened, biscuits to Selene’s room. As soon as she was gone, and the young man was seated, Allias introduced him.

“For those of you who do not know him, this is Rupert, my eldest son and heir.” Rupert slightly nodded his head, a smile just touching the corners of his mouth. Though not what would traditionally be called handsome, he had a pleasant enough face. His long black hair was tied back by a piece of cord at the nape of the neck and his grey eyes, the perfect match to his father’s, showed beyond doubt that he was truly his father’s son. 

Conversation soon turned to the reason Tor had been ‘summoned’ to the palace; the word arrested was never spoken, though it was in the back of everyone’s minds. Allias already knew about the quest and agreed to allow Bellak access to the library on two conditions. Firstly, he was to be escorted there by the court wizard, who would constantly keep him warded against trying to use magic. Secondly, Tor and his team had to go into Kinfen, kidnap Prince Tallon and bring him back to Vada to stand trial.

Tor choked on his fruit juice and Seth’s mouth hung open, but Patrick just glanced at Modo, who nodded, then quietly said, “No problem,” making Tor choke once again.

“We cannot just go into another country and kidnap the heir to the throne,” Tor almost shouted, once he was able to speak.

Allias merely shrugged his shoulders. “Those are my terms, take them or leave them, but I should add that if you do not agree, you and your entire party will immediately be escorted out of my country and will not be welcome back.”

“There is always the library at St Cuthberts,” Seth whispered to Tor, but before he could reply, Rupert started to speak in a low voice, without taking his eyes off his glass, which he never raised to his lips.

“Just over a year ago, my stupid sister decided it would be great fun to sneak out of the palace at night, with only her hand maiden as escort, and cross the border into Kinfen. There has never been harmony between our two countries so it was one of the few places she had never visited. Someone, and we have yet to find out who, had filled her empty head with tales of how glorious the sights were just the other side of the border and of all the fantastic things that could be bought in Hunna’s central market.”

He paused, looking up, directly into Tor’s eyes. “The little idiot believed that she could be there and back before anyone knew she had even gone. She had not even made it to the city outskirts when she and her maid were kidnapped, taken to Bedden and sold in the slave market.” 

His voice was no longer quiet; anger was now breaking through. “They were sold as sex slaves. They were both repeatedly raped. Again and again and again, until they managed to escape and make their way home a couple of months ago. They were there, being constantly tortured, for almost a year.”

As he went quiet, Allias took over the story. “I was about to declare war when Selene unexpectedly showed up. She seemed fine, as though she had just gone on the adventure she wanted to, but Mia, her maid, was a different story. She still screams if she sees a strange man. She lived in one of the guest suites for a while. What else could we do after all she had been through? Only female servants could go near her rooms. Even I was not allowed in. I don’t think she will ever fully recover.”

“You said Selene seemed fine?” Tor asked. “That seems a bit strange.”

Allias nodded his head. “I thought the same thing so I brought in the best doctors money can buy, hoping to be told that only Mia had been attacked.” He stopped and looked around the room. “That sounds awful does it not? Well, you all know what I mean.”

“So what did the doctors say?”

“Shock,” came the reply. “They think the experience was so traumatic her mind is burying the memories and inventing different ones. She told us that she was bought by Prince Tallon and he treated her with courtesy and respect. He never hurt her. Never attacked her. She even claims he rescued Mia from her owner.”

Sam was still a little confused. “I don’t mean to accuse you of being biased, though I’m sure you won’t deny that you are, but how do you know her story isn’t true? How do you know she was raped?”

Rupert looked at her, his cold eyes staring straight into hers. “Because she is ten weeks pregnant.”

Shocked gasps sounded around the table, but Sam continued, ignoring them. “Pregnancy doesn’t prove rape.”

Rupert lunged at her, grabbing the front of her dress and pulling her so his face was less than an inch from hers. “Are you suggesting that my sister is some kind of shameless whore who would willingly lay with Kinfen filth?” he spat at her, his voice filled with venom. 

The men around the table leapt up, Modo springing from his chair and landing on Rupert’s back, sliding his arm around his neck. “I suggest you let the lady go you shit eating little bastard,” he hissed into Rupert’s ear. “All I have to do is squeeze and your neck will break.”

“Everyone calm down,” Tor shouted, motioning with his arms that they should all regain their seats. “Modo, it is not polite to threaten the life of a Prince in his own palace and you promised to watch your language around ladies.”

“Sorry Tor, but the little prick annoyed me. Nobody treats a lady like that in my presence.”

“Then you had better not go into Kinfen,” Rupert commented as Modo slowly released his arm from around his neck. “You will need to kill almost the entire population.” He let go of Sam, his arms dropping to his sides as Sam sank gratefully back into her chair.

“Please forgive my son,” Allias said, trying to ease the tense situation. “He has been rather highly strung ever since Selene went missing. They have always been very close. Also, he is probably not aware that Sam is not from here, so is not knowledgeable in our rules and customs.” He turned to Sam before explaining that a Princess must be a virgin on her wedding night. No female of the royal line had ever taken a man to her bed before marriage and his daughter would not break that tradition.

“Alright. If we agree to do this, and it is a big IF, does anyone have any suggestions as to how? We are talking about breaking into a palace which probably has as much security as this place and then taking a Prince out of his own country without anyone noticing.” Tor looked around the room and, to his surprise, some of the faces looked thoughtful. They were actually considering this madness.

Planning went on well into the night, with many suggestions discussed and ultimately rejected. Not only was the task next to impossible, but it had to be done without anyone knowing that Allias was involved. The first argument came from Ria. It had been decided that all of the women would stay behind. Ria spent ages explaining all of the benefits her skills as an acrobat and a thief would give the mission, but Rupert simply would not listen, saying women would be a liability in Kinfen. The men would be too busy on their task to worry about looking after them.

This had caused a real explosion, with Ria having to be physically dragged away from him before she had chance to prove her skills at unarmed combat. Only the promise of her being allowed to fight one of the palace guards the next morning calmed her down enough for the discussions to continue. If she beat him, she could go to Kinfen. If she lost, then she would stay at the palace without any fuss. As the current Amenian champion was stationed at the palace, Rupert thought it was a foregone conclusion. Tor, however, was not so sure.

Torrick would remain behind as well. It was not going to be a military campaign and everyone agreed he would be of more use helping Sabastian train the soldiers for the seemingly inevitable upcoming war. As Allias pointed out, even if Tor did manage to kidnap Prince Tallon without anyone knowing he had been taken to Amenia, King Yeland would immediately blame Allias and would attack first, ask questions later. 

Hawk posed a bit of a problem. When he arose he joined in the discussion. His abilities would be invaluable and they would be travelling at night, but what to do with him during the day caused a dilemma. It was Sam who suggested a solution. If they took a wagon to Kinfen, loaded with goods from a farm near to the border, they could hide Hawk’s coffin. As there was a ban on trade between Emvale and Kinfen, it would also give them a believable story as to why they were sneaking around and only travelling at night. Everyone knew that the farmers close to the border were secretly trading and that the soldiers patrolling that area were easily bribed. Modo pointed out that the coffin would also be a good hiding place for Tallon on the return journey. They just needed somewhere to hide him during the day. 

It was nearly dawn before people started to head to their beds, having decided who would go and how they would travel. Allias had the chief librarian woken up and set him looking for any information he could find on Bedden, especially the palace, and they agreed to meet again before the midday meal.

Amazing progress had been made while they slept. When they reconvened, the librarian had not only managed to find street maps of Bedden, but also the original plans for the palace. They were out of date and many new rooms had been added over the years, but the main audience chambers and living quarters were still accurate. Bellak was allowed into the library to start his search and Liselle joined him, claiming two sets of eyes were better than one. 

By midday they were fairly sure they knew where Tallon spent his nights, which was probably the best time to grab him. They had also worked out a route through the palace, if they managed to gain access, that bypassed most of the places guards were likely to be stationed. Next they needed a way of getting him out of the palace without alerting anyone. Ellen said she could easily brew a sleeping potion for them, quickly solving another problem.

After lunch, the group remained at the table, ironing out the last few details. Ria had disappeared with Rupert as soon as the meal had finished, Bellak and Liselle were still in the library, Torrick was in the training yard with Sabastian and Hawk, obviously, was in his coffin, but everyone else was present, including Allias and Hetta.

“So,” Tor said, standing up. “It looks like we are actually going to go ahead with this madness. None of Allias’s people can join us and if we are caught, it will probably mean immediate execution. Bearing that in mind, nobody here has to go. Everyone has to make their own decision, with two exceptions.” He looked around the table, then spoke to them each in turn. “Ellen, Sam, I am sorry but you know why you cannot come with us. If everything I have heard about Kinfen is true then it is not a safe place for females.” He saw both Ellen and Sam nod then looked to his left. “Seth?”

“I go where you go, you know that. You never need to ask.”

“There is no point in asking you Modo, nor Patrick. You have both been eager to go from the start, though god knows why.” Modo grinned, and for some reason this sent a chill down Sam’s spine. 

“I am bored with life Tor,” Patrick replied. “This sounds like fun.”

Tor shook his head before continuing around the table. “Ban, your help will be invaluable. Are you willing to join us?”

“I am.”

“Hurst, I know your skills may come in very useful, but I cannot guarantee your safety. I think we would all be much happier if you stayed here at the palace.”

“I understand.” Hurst smiled. “Besides,” he added. “I am getting used to sleeping in a bed again.”

“Oak, River, the same goes for you. We need to be as indistinct as possible and while there are a fair number of taymen travelling the roads these days, sprites are rarely seen and would be remembered. I strongly recommend staying here.”

Oak shrugged, and Sam could just imagine him saying ‘yeah, whatever’, though he remained silent. River, however, surprised them all. “No.” They all stared at her. She had never spoken with such force before. She stood up and walked toward Tor. “I am going. I am of the water and as such I may be of use. At the very least I will be able to get you across the Midas river.” Tor started to speak, but River interrupted him, raising her hand and placing her fingers gently across his mouth. “This is not up for discussion. Either I go with you or I follow you, the choice is yours.”

“We can easily hide her in the wagon.” Everyone turned to look at Grimmel.

“Fair enough.” Tor knew when not to argue. “But she is your responsibility.” Grimmel did not appear too concerned with his assigned task. Sam frowned. Why was River so keen to go along? What was she up to?

“Ellen, how soon can you have the sleeping potion ready for us?”

“Provided the kitchen has all of the ingredients, it will only take a few hours. You will be able to leave tonight, if you wish.”

“Hawk has already agreed to come along, so that just leaves you Dal.” Tor looked straight into his cousin’s eyes. “I would prefer you to remain here, but the choice is yours.”

Dal was looking pale. He glanced at Seth before quietly saying, “I am coming.” 

What Tor thought of this decision he kept to himself. Addressing everyone in the room, he continued. “So, it is decided. We know who will go and who will stay. Allias will arrange the wagon and see that it is correctly loaded with all of the supplies we need, including Hawk’s coffin. Ellen will have the sleeping potion ready by sundown. We leave at midnight. I suggest everyone gets some sleep.”

He stopped talking and looked up, hearing the door open. Ria bounced in. Her hair, tied back in a knot at the nape of her neck, was swinging in time with her movements. Rupert followed, looking glum. 

“When do we leave?” Ria asked.

“We?” Tor raised a questioning eyebrow at Rupert, who sullenly nodded his head.

“She damn well did it,” he informed the room sulkily. “The best man at unarmed combat that I have ever seen in my life and she had him unconscious on the floor in under five minutes.”

“And I did not even have to kick him in the balls,” she added, smiling sweetly, with an evil glint in her eye. 

If Tor was surprised, he did not show it. “Midnight,” he said, in answer to her question. “Now you all know what you need to do, so go to it.” 

As everyone was leaving, Ellen grabbed Tor’s arm and pulled him aside. “Please look after Patrick for me. I will not be there to clean up the mess if he gets himself killed again.”

Tor patted her hand and smiled at her. “I will do my best,” he promised, knowing full well that nothing he could say or do would prevent Patrick throwing his life away again, if the need arose.

“Bring him home to me.” Tor nodded, not able to bring himself to reply. If Patrick did die in Kinfen, chances were his body would have to be left there.
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The night was cool but clear. Hawk’s coffin was already loaded onto the back of a wagon and Seth had been given directions to a farm, close to the border, where they were to pick up their merchandise. The white mare that was hitched to it kept stamping her hoof in impatience, as though she was eager to be off. Seth had wanted to take his donkey, but Tor had convinced him that a swift horse would be a better idea, just in case they hit any unforeseen problems. If a situation arose where they had to make a quick getaway, the wagon and coffin would have to be left behind, but Hawk was aware of this risk and just shrugged it off when it was mentioned.

The men were all packed and ready to leave, as were River and Ria. Ellen handed a large bottle to Tor, whispering instructions into his ear. He nodded and slipped the bottle inside his coat. Herron, Allias’s head stableman, had personally selected the horses they each rode. They were the fastest, though not necessarily the most even tempered mounts currently at the palace, except for the personal horses of the royal family, but the risk was too great that they would be identified. River and Grimmel were in the wagon, seated next to Seth. The ponies that had been selected for them, along with a couple of spare mounts, were hitched to the back of the wagon, though both the dwarf and the water sprite secretly hoped the need to ride them would not arise. 

Sam and Oak had remained awake and were in the courtyard to say goodbye, along with Allias and Rupert. The others had elected to get some sleep, having said their farewells earlier. 

With final words of advice, and a gentle reminder that, should they get captured, they were on their own, Allias shook Tor’s hand and wished him good luck. Just before Patrick mounted his steed, Ellen rushed up to him and hugged him fiercely.

“Look after yourself.”

Patrick gently removed her arms and smiled down on her. “I always do.”

“No you do not,” she replied, almost pouting. He gently kissed her cheek then mounted his horse. “I promise I will come back.”

With no further ado, the group started their horses moving, exiting by a side gate, which clanged shut behind them.

“Let us hope they succeed,” Allias said, under his breath.

“They had better,” Rupert replied before striding into the palace.

——————————-∞——————————-

The next morning Sam found the dining room empty when she eventually roused herself from her sleep and got dressed. The dirty plates on the table indicated that others had already eaten, but the food in the dishes was still warm, so they could not have left long ago. Shortly after Sam had started to eat, a maid arrived to clear the table. Sam enquired where everyone else was. The maid, who did not give her name and could not have been more than sixteen, looked around quickly before taking a seat next to Sam and telling her all she needed to know. Liselle and Bellak were already in the library, Torrick had arisen early to join Sabastian on a surprise inspection in the barracks, Ellen was in the kitchen garden, inspecting the herbs and taking a few to replenish her stocks, Oak had left at dawn to visit the nearby wood and Hurst was in the kitchen, sharing a mug of coffee with Mrs Hubert. The maid found this last piece of information entertaining, for some reason. How the maid knew so much about the comings and goings in the palace, Sam had no idea, and she was not inclined to ask. 

“Not gossiping again are you Alice?” a voice sounded from behind, making them both jump. As Sam turned her head to see who was speaking, Alice sprang from her seat and immediately fell into a deep curtsey, bowing her head low as if ashamed at being caught out.

If Sam was ever asked to describe the owner of the voice, the word that would have immediately sprung to mind would have been average. Average height, average build, early twenties, dull mousy brown straight hair that almost reached her shoulders, unremarkable brown eyes. The only thing about her that Sam could really comment on was her skin being paler than normal.

“Stand up for goodness sake,” the newcomer addressed Alice. “You know better than that. There is no need for ceremony on my account.” Waving Alice back into her seat and taking the one next to it, she turned toward Sam, her hand outstretched.

“Selene,” she said, introducing herself. “Pleased to meet you. And you are?”

“Samantha,” Sam replied, taking the offered hand and shaking it. If this really was Selene, she wasn’t acting much like a Princess. 

“I apologise for interrupting your conversation,” Selene continued. “Feel free to continue, if you do not mind me eating while you talk.”

At this, Alice jumped up again, though this time she still seemed relaxed. She placed food on a plate and laid it in front of Selene with a smile, then, with a ‘nice to have met you’ to Sam, she rushed out of the room. 

Sam and Selene ate their breakfast in silence until Sam could contain her curiosity no longer. “Are you really Princess Selene?” she asked. “It’s just that you don’t seem very, well, royal I suppose.” Sam instantly regretted saying this. Had she just insulted the King’s daughter?

Much to Sam’s relief, Selene laughed. “I suppose you are right. I hate all the pomp and formality that goes with being a Princess, so I try to just be myself whenever I can, or should I say whenever my father is not around.”

“Selene,” Sam stated. “I think we are going to get along very well.”

Conversation flowed. Sam explained to Selene the circumstances of her presence as a guest in the palace, neglecting to mention the mission Tor and the others were undertaking, and Selene told her all about life at the palace. It was refreshing to hear such a frank and open view of things. At some point, Alice appeared to clear away the remains of breakfast and place a jug of chilled fruit juice and clean glasses on the table, but the two women were so preoccupied that they did not notice. It was lunch time before either of them realised how long they had been chatting. Selene dragged Sam down to the kitchen where the cook, after quickly checking that nobody important was about, made them some sandwiches. Selene often ate her lunch in the kitchen with the servants, whenever she had the opportunity, but there had been the odd occasion when the cook had needed to rush her out of the back door just before Halvine walked in. Both would have been in trouble if they had been caught. In the chief steward’s eyes, servants and masters should not mix.

Selene spent the afternoon showing Sam around the palace gardens, until she became tired. Although she was less than three months into her pregnancy, it was already beginning to sap her strength. The midwife had already warned her that it was probably going to be a very difficult pregnancy and that she should be prepared to spend the majority of her time in bed, especially during the last trimester. Selene, however, had other ideas.

“How can I spend months in bed? No matter how tired a person is, there is a limit to the amount of time they can sleep. What am I supposed to do for the rest of the time?”

Sam sympathised, but could offer no suggestions. While she would be more than happy to keep Selene company, she would probably be long gone by then.

Over the next few days, Sam and Selene spent almost every waking hour together, becoming firm friends. Sam loved Selene’s carefree attitude toward life and, in return, Selene appreciated having someone to share her thoughts with who would not criticize or disapprove or tell her she was not acting like a ‘Lady’.

One day, while in Selene’s room, Sam noticed through the window a strange wall with a gate in it. It was high enough to hide what was behind it, but too close to the palace to be an exit to the town. She asked Selene about it.

“It is my great grandmother’s garden,” she informed Sam. “From what I have been told, she spent most of her time there. When she died suddenly, my great grandfather was so distressed he ordered it locked and nobody has been in since. The same applies to the maze you have probably seen from your suite.”

Sam smiled, an idea forming in her mind. “Do you know where the key is?” Selene nodded. “How would your father feel about you reopening and restoring the garden? It will keep you busy and whenever you get tired you can sit and watch me work. And you will be getting plenty of fresh air.”

Selene loved the idea and agreed to approach her father. 

Later that day, during the evening meal, Bellak and Liselle spoke about their progress in the library. They had found a lot of tales about the so called ‘Healing Fountain’ which was supposed to cure any ailment. Initially they had dismissed this as just a legend, until Bellak found an old scroll, written in a long dead language that only wizards and scholars could now read, which stated that the fountain would be found in the city of Yallend, which can be translated to mean Maiden. Unfortunately it could also mean child, youth or birth, depending on the sentence, but it was the best they had come up with so far, so they were going to spend the next day looking for any clues as to where this mysterious city was located. 

Torrick and Sabastian had also joined the royal family, for the first time since Tor and his party had departed. They planned to take the troops out for a few days training in the forests, springing a surprise mock battle on them, and Torrick wished to spend the evening with his wife. There had been no news of Tor, other than a report back from the farmer who provided the turnips for the wagon, along with an invoice for the goods. They had successfully crossed the border, the patrols on both sides accepting their bribes. Allias was not expecting to hear anything more until news reached him that either a group of men had been caught trying to kidnap Prince Tallon or that the Prince had disappeared. Either way, it would probably be a few months.

Once the meal was over, Selene approached her father. He had retired alone to his study so she took advantage of having him all to herself for a while. She knocked timidly on the door, opening it upon hearing her father’s summons of, “Enter.” It had been a while since she had been in the study, but it had not changed at all. The large painting of her great grandfather was on the back wall, surrounded by smaller paintings of each of his children, books lined the shelves on the side walls; even the rug was the same blue and red patterned one that she remembered from when she was a child. Nothing seemed to have changed during the year she was in Kinfen, except for her father, who seemed to have aged ten years, not just one. 

Her father was seated behind his large wooden desk, reading reports, and looked up as she entered, a look of surprise crossing his face. Selene was the last person he had expected. Though quite close before her disappearance, they had barely spoken since her return, other than harsh words and accusations. He found it too difficult to listen to her talk of how well she was treated in Kinfen when a quick glance at her belly showed that all she said was lies. He felt he had failed to protect her and that guilt would forever come to the forefront of his mind whenever he saw her.

“Selene,” he said quietly. “Please sit down.” He indicated the comfortable chairs surrounding a coffee table at the other end of the office, rather than the formal reception chairs, a fact that did not go unnoticed by Selene. Before taking his own seat, he poured himself some brandy; Selene declined the offer due to her ‘condition’. “To what do I owe this honour?”

“Stop being so formal father. I am not a subject, I am your daughter. I remember when you used to treat me like one.”

Allias winced. 

“Sorry,” Selene continued. “That was uncalled for.”

“But true,” Allias reluctantly acknowledged. “Maybe we should both start trying to make an effort to regain our friendship. Now, what did you wish to see me about?”

Selene went on to explain Sam’s plan about the garden. Surprisingly, Allias thought it was a great idea and instantly called Halvine and instructed him to have someone search for the key in the morning. Allias and his daughter ended up talking for hours, before they both retired to bed. The year’s separation evaporated that night, though Allias did not mention the reason for Tor’s sudden departure and would have lied if Selene had asked. He was beginning to rebuild his relationship with his daughter and did not want to risk it going off the rails again. He did not dare allow himself to think what would happen if Tor succeeded. He would have to cross that bridge when the time came. If it came.

Early the next morning, before Sam had even got out of bed, Selene ran into her room, a large key clutched between her fingers. “We can start today!” She jumped on the bed, narrowly missing Sam’s legs, and bounced like an excited school girl on the first day of the holidays. Luckily Samson was not in his usual place, having slunk off in the middle of the night.

“In another hour,” Sam muttered and pulled the covers over her head.

Selene, however, was not to be deterred. Sam soon found herself physically dragged out of bed and thrown into the dressing room, where they both soon realised that they had a slight problem. They were surrounded by dresses fit for a ball, but there was nothing there suitable for gardening in. The morning would have to be spent shopping. Allias soon gave them permission to buy whatever they wanted and he would pick up the bill, so after a quick breakfast they headed into the city, accompanied by a number of guards and Alice, to carry their purchases. The first stop was a dressmaker’s, the patron of which was horrified when Selene explained what they required. Despite being a Princess, she was soon asked to vacate the premises and not come back until she had a serious request. 

Selene and Sam just stared at each other. Whenever Selene had needed clothes, the dressmakers had always come to the palace so she had no idea where to buy clothes they could wear for gardening. They were lucky that Alice was with them as she happily led the way to the shop her brothers usually bought their clothes from. People stared in amazement to see a Princess and her guards entering such a place and the unfortunate owner kept trying to measure her without touching her until he was politely informed that either he treated her like any other customer or she would take her business elsewhere. 

An hour later both ladies were equipped with sturdy boots, a few pairs of thick woollen socks, a number of sets of overalls, with plenty of growing room for Selene’s belly, a number of plain cotton shirts and a large woollen jumper each. Selene thought they looked ridiculous and Sam had to keep reminding her that the attire was absolutely necessary. The guards earned their pay that day by not even smirking. Selene took note of each of their names and when she next saw her father, she requested a bonus payment for each of them.

Sam took advantage of the shopping trip to purchase a few pairs of trousers for herself, though she could only find some for boys, which the tailor agreed to reshape for her and deliver to the palace by the end of the week. Although she loved wearing all of the nice dresses that were at her disposal, she felt much more comfortable in slacks and she would need more than just the one pair she was wearing when she was transported into the current time. She also managed to find a couple of pretty blouses that went well with them. 

Next came the actual gardening equipment. This time Alice was of no help, but one of the guards had a brother who ran a general store that managed to meet all of their needs. It was almost lunchtime when they emerged from the shop, the guards laden down with hoes, shovels, buckets, shears and pitchforks, muttering under their breath about being trained soldiers not pack mules. To cheer them up, Selene suggested they head to an inn for some food. She had never ventured inside an inn before and was curious, as well as thirsty. Just as she was about to walk through the entrance of the first one they came to, one of the guards placed his arm in front of her, forming a barrier. 

“Not this one,” he warned. “The Black Ship is a little rough for you, your Highness.” Sam was a little surprised as she had never heard anyone use Selene’s rightful title before and had momentarily forgotten her friend was a Princess. Looking up, she saw that the guard was pointing to the sign above them. It was old and faded, with a crack down the middle of it, but the black sail on the picture of a small ship stood out, as though it was the only part that had ever been repainted.

Accepting his decision without comment, they continued down the street until they came to the next inn. Sam looked at the guard, who shook his head. “The King’s Head is the favourite hideaway for off duty soldiers. Though I have spent many a happy hour beside its fire, I would not recommend a lady enter the place.”

Selene stamped her foot. “I am hungry and my feet hurt. If you do not find me a suitable drinking establishment soon I am going to enter the next one I come to, with or without your approval.”

With this the guard quickly hurried them to the nearest inn that he knew was popular with wealthy visitors and before long they were all tucking into roast lamb and vegetables washed down with cool ale, except for Selene who sulkily drank only cooled water. “As much as I love this baby,” she muttered, “I sometimes cannot wait until it is out of me so I can have a proper drink again.”

Leaning over to Sam, she whispered, just loud enough for the nearest guard to hear, “Men do not know how lucky they are. They get drunk when they make the baby, they get drunk when they hear about the baby, they get drunk when the baby arrives. They even get drunk when other men’s babies are born and all the while the poor woman gets to drink water, sick up each morning then go through the agony of childbirth without her husband even holding her hand. I think I shall speak to father about making a law that states any man that is there for the conception must also be there for the birth and must remain sober during the whole pregnancy.”

She glanced at the soldier out of the corner of her eye, happily noting that, although he had declined to say anything, his face had noticeably turned a few shades paler.

“Are you serious?” Sam asked.

Selene appeared to think about it for a moment before replying. “No. There is not really much point. After all, what man would pass a law like that? If I ever got to take over the throne however, a number of such laws could easily be brought in. Maybe I should arrange to have my father and brothers assassinated. What do you think?”

Sam choked on her beer and Selene laughed loudly.

Her father, however, was not laughing when, at dinner time, he asked how her day had gone and she told him about her first dining experience in an inn. “You did what?” he yelled, slamming his fist on the table so hard that his plate and wineglass flew into the air, the glass landing at an angle and tipping red wine all over the white tablecloth. It took a while for the two young ladies to calm him down enough for him to listen to which inn they went into and how the guard had stopped them going into any others. As soon as the Black Ship was mentioned, he made a mental note to have the man given the weekend off and a pay increase. 

Hetta was curious to see what they had purchased, so the women headed off to Sam’s room as soon as the meal was over. Selene and Sam got dressed up in their gardening gear and as soon as Hetta saw how loose the overalls were around the waist, instead of laughing, she commented that she had to get some for herself and instantly left to discuss a shopping trip with her husband in the morning. Sam and Selene looked at each other, grinning.

“You seem to get on very well with your stepmother,” Sam commented. She felt that she already knew Selene well enough to ask personal questions. “Has it always been like that?”

Selene blushed slightly, making her pale face look as though too much makeup had been applied. “To be honest, I behaved like a spoilt brat at the start. After mother died, father paid a lot of attention to my brothers and me and then along came this woman, not much older than myself, to take him away from us. Hetta behaved like the true lady she is and never reacted. Father never said or did anything to indicate he would take sides. My brothers eventually made me see sense and I began to treat Hetta as a guest instead of an enemy. Since then, we have become more like sisters than stepmother and daughter. She really is a great person when you get to know her and, more importantly, she makes father happy.” She paused and wrinkled her nose. “I must admit though, I am not sure I like the thought of having a baby brother.”

Sam laughed, looking down at Selene’s waist, or lack thereof. “I think you may be too busy with your own bundle of joy to think about anyone else’s baby.” She had not been told much about Selene’s other brother, Everet, and now did not seem the right time to ask about him. 

“You may be right,” Selene sighed, sitting down on the end of the bed, gently rubbing her bump. Her deep sadness suddenly appeared evident in her face. “It is going to be hard watching father dote over his new son while I have to bring up my child on my own. I wish his father was going to be around for the birth.”

Sam sat down next to her, trying to think of something comforting to say. ‘You were raped many times and should be glad the father is never going to know his child,’ is what she thought. What she said was, “You said his. Do you know it is going to be a boy?”

At that Selene smiled slightly. “Not for definite. My midwife says it is still too early for any of the usual signs to be showing, but deep down, I know it is my son that is growing inside me. I cannot explain how I know this, I just do.”

“The human body is an amazing thing. I am sure it has ways of telling itself things, including the sex of a baby. If you say you will have a boy, then I believe you. I know I knew.”

Selene was curious about the comment, but could see that Sam did not really want to talk about it. As she was feeling tired after her day’s excursion, she bid Sam goodnight and went to her own rooms. 

Talk of babies made Sam think back to when she was expecting her own child and the joy she had felt when first telling Dean. Then she remembered the pain of losing both Dean and the child and curled up into a ball and cried herself to sleep.

The next morning, after a quick breakfast, Sam and Selene headed to the entrance gate of the garden, buckets and hoes in hand. It seemed like the entire royal household was waiting there for them, all curious to see what the garden looked like after so many years. They had all heard about it and seen the pictures that Allias’s grandmother had painted while she was in there, so they had a fairly good idea what to expect. When Allias saw how his daughter was dressed, he curled up with laughter. It took a few minutes for his laughter to die down.

“I am glad that I amuse you father,” Selene snapped and strode past him.

“Sorry,” he replied, wiping tears from his eyes. Then a horrible thought occurred to him. Turning to his wife he asked, “Those hideous things she is wearing are not what you want me to buy for you are they?”

Much to his dismay, Hetta informed him that not only would he be buying her a few pairs of overalls, but that she was sure that they would soon become the new fashion for pregnant women.

“You have a lot to answer for,” he mumbled to Sam as he passed her, though not unkindly. Selene had already inserted the key in the lock, but appeared to be having trouble turning it. One of the stable hands had had the foresight to bring a small can of oil, which seemed to fix the problem. The key turned and the gate swung open. Gasps of disappointment surrounded Sam as she moved to take a look inside.

The sight before her was worse than she imagined. Weeds, almost as tall as her head, battled with small trees to get to the sunlight. What used to be rose bushes, but now were just tangles of thorns, had taken over and the path was completely blocked. Years of dereliction had turned the beautiful garden into a horticulturalist’s worst nightmare. 

“Oh god,” she exclaimed in horror. “This is going to take us years.”
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Chapter 11
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Tor woke up and stretched his aching muscles. He never had liked sleeping during the day. The sun was just beginning to set as he went to find Ban, who had been keeping watch for the last couple of hours. 

They had been travelling at night for the last few weeks and were slowly getting closer to their quarry. So far the journey had been uneventful. When they had collected the turnips for the wagon, the farmer had thrown in a fair amount of other vegetables, as well as some bread and cheese, for the group’s personal consumption along the way. That had already run out and they had been living off a diet of meat and turnips for the last few days. At times like this, Tor envied River being able to survive on water and berries alone. It was getting to the stage where he would rather starve than have to eat another turnip. At least Hawk was keeping them supplied with plenty of fresh meat.

Ban turned as he heard Tor approach, nodding his head in greeting.

“It will still be a few more days before we reach Bedden,” he said in his deep gruff voice. “I suggest we try to sell the turnips at the next opportunity and buy more supplies from a local farmer.”

Tor nodded. He had been thinking the same thing. At the rate the group were eating the turnips, there would not be enough to adequately cover Hawk’s coffin within a few days.

After a quick meal, they set out again. River was beginning to dream of a warm comfortable bed, and she was not the only one. For some reason, the ground seemed much more uncomfortable to sleep on during the day than at night. Although they were spending the days hidden in forests or small groups of trees and bushes, during the night they were travelling on the main roads; it would have looked suspicious to do otherwise now that they were well within Kinfen’s borders, supposedly on honest business, if you can class illegally taking goods across the border as honest that is. 

They passed numerous small villages, but never stopped. Most inns closed their doors during the night and Tor had no wish to explain to an inquisitive innkeeper why they wished to sleep during the day. Just before daybreak, Hawk joined them, laden down with a large number of freshly killed pheasants, and informed Tor that there was a small town a few miles ahead of them, suggesting it would be a good place to try to sell their turnips; he too had been noticing the dwindling supply.

Tor agreed and sent everyone out in different directions to look for a place they could camp. This time they could not just bed down amongst trees as they would have to find somewhere to hide the coffin. Occasionally other travellers had wandered into their camp and joined them for a meal, or just to pass on news, and Tor had no idea how he would be able to explain why they had a coffin with them. In Kinfen it was unheard of to transport the dead back to their home; they were just buried wherever they died.

Seth, Grimmel and River rode in the wagon, continuing along the road as the others searched. Slowly, one by one, they drifted back, with nothing to report.

“Frack,” Tor swore, under his breath. They would have to wait to sell their goods if they couldn’t find a safe place to hide Hawk. Although he had been reluctant to have him join the team, and had only allowed him to do so due to blackmail on the part of Mama Rose, he found he was beginning to really like the man, despite the fact he was a vampire, and was not prepared to expose him to unnecessary risk. He was just about to order that they make camp for the day in the nearby trees when Grimmel, standing up, called a halt. He jumped down from the wagon and ran to examine a nearby signpost. When he returned, he was grinning.

“We can camp here,” he said. “Just give me a few minutes to find the entrance.”

“The entrance to what?” Ria enquired, but the dwarf was too busy scouring the nearby boulders to answer her. After a few minutes he called out and they all went running to join him. They found him struggling to push aside a huge rock. Ban gently moved him aside then pushed the rock away with one hand, grinning down at his little companion.

“Show off,” Grimmel muttered, then walked into the gap left by the moved rock. The rest heard the familiar sound of someone trying to light a fire, then saw the flare as the fire took hold. Grimmel returned to the entrance, holding a torch, then beckoned for them to follow him. They found themselves in a large cave. It was only just tall enough for Tor to stand up straight and Ban had to remain bent over, but it went back a long way and there was a small trickle of fresh water in one corner. To their amazement, they also spied a table with benches, bowls, plates and cups and a couple of sleeping pallets.

“It is a half-way cave,” Grimmel informed them. He went on to explain that, a long time ago, dwarfs had set up resting places for long journeys. They would travel for a fair distance, set up a camp similar to the one they were now in, then return home. Next time they would travel to the already provisioned camp, stay the night then continue their journey to set up another one, before returning home again. In this fashion, over the years, the dwarfs had managed to set up enough resting places to cover almost any journey. There were travelling groups of dwarfs whose sole purpose was to check that each was still adequately provisioned and the secret markings on signposts were still visible, so any travelling dwarf always had somewhere to stay.

“I wondered why I had never seen a dwarf staying in an inn before,” Seth commented. “I just assumed it was because the beds would be too big.”

Grimmel ignored him. “I would appreciate it if none of you ever mentioned this to anyone. This is one of the dwarves’ best kept secrets and, to the best of my knowledge, no non-dwarf has ever been in a half-way cave.” 

As the entrance was too small for the wagon to fit through, they unloaded Hawk, in his coffin, and all of their gear. It was decided they would all have a quick bite, then get some sleep, before Tor, Seth and Ban would set off to try to sell their turnips and buy replacement goods. While Seth was an excellent negotiator, and Tor a good minder, especially when he kept his sword in full view, Ban’s presence would stop anyone trying to rob them, either figuratively or physically.

River and Grimmel took first watch over their supplies, then took the sleeping pallets when the wagon and its occupants headed out toward the town. It had not gone unnoticed by Tor that the dwarf and the water sprite were spending more and more time together, but he decided not to comment. He was beginning to think that Grimmel was the reason that River insisted on joining them. No guard was needed, as Ban had closed the cave entrance and all of their supplies were either in the wagon or the cave, but Patrick and Ria opted to spend the rest of the day outside, hiding in the nearby trees, in case Tor and the others had difficulty finding them again. 

As they watched the wagon disappear from sight, Ria took the opportunity to broach a subject that had been bothering her for a while.

“You take her for granted you know.”

“Who?” Patrick asked, genuinely puzzled.

“Ellen of course” Ria replied, taking up a stick and casually drawing in the dirt.

“How? She volunteers to do things for me and I accept. How is that taking her for granted? I do not ask her to do anything for me.”

Ria sighed. What was it about men that made them so dense sometimes? “She is in love with you.”

“What!” Patrick was almost amused. “I have had my fair share of females being infatuated with me, so I know what to look for. Ellen behaves nothing like that. She is merely a good friend.” Even before he had finished speaking the smile had started to fall from his face. “You are serious,” he said, incredulously. Then he shook his head. “No. You must be wrong. She would have said something to me by now. She just cares for me as a friend, almost like a brother I suppose.”

“You keep telling yourself that. I just hope you have not left it too late when you realise I am right. She will not wait for you forever.” Ria knew she would never be able to convince him, but she could detect a trace of doubt in his voice. Maybe she had given him something to think about, maybe she hadn’t, but at least she had tried.

Throwing her stick to the ground, she walked deeper into the trees, looking for a good spot to relieve herself. She missed Samson. The wolf had run to the kitchen when it was mentioned that he should join them. He seemed to have spent a great deal of time in the kitchen, suggesting he was either very brave or very crafty.

The head cook was tall and slim, looking more like a governess than a cook. If it wasn’t for the apron she always wore, visitors may well have mistaken her for the housekeeper. Her wiry grey hair placed her in her fifties, though nobody in the royal household knew for sure. She was a very hard taskmaster, frequently making the young girls who assisted her cry. Even Halvine had been known to run from her lashing tongue. The kitchen was her domain and nobody dared to invade it, not even Allias; no-one knew Selene often ate there unchallenged. But nobody ever complained, as the food that came out was always exceptional and it was well known that she tasted every single dish personally.

Ria smiled as she imagined her reaction to a wolf invading the kitchen; Samson growling and the cook growling back. The poor wolf would probably lose. However, he did appear to be putting on weight. Maybe the cook had a soft spot for dumb animals and Samson excelled at pretending to be nothing but a stupid mutt whenever it suited him, especially when food was involved. Yes, Ria decided, it was definitely not bravery that kept Samson in that kitchen. 

——————————-∞——————————-

It was well past noon when the wagon reached the town. The first person they asked gave them directions to the central market square where the stallholders were still plying their trade. Turnips were not common in that part of Kinfen, due to the stony soil being better suited for other crops, and the first vegetable stallholder they approached gladly purchased the entire wagonload. Explaining that they wished to buy something for the return journey, he happily informed them that his brother may be able to help them. He owned a farm just outside of town and had just started to harvest his potatoes and carrots. Before the sun set, they were heading back to the cave with the wagon reloaded, supplies of bread, cheese, a large ham and a small barrel of ale, as well as some coin in their pockets. They had even managed to procure some of the herbs that Seth had run out of. All in all it had been a very successful day. 

As they were approaching the cave, looking carefully as they were not certain they were in the right place, Ria called out to them, emerging from the nearby trees. It was not close enough to nightfall to head out again, so, leaving the wagon fully loaded with Modo and Dal standing guard, the others tried to make themselves comfortable on the hard cave floor and get a few more hours of sleep.

They were awoken by the smell of cooking. Though not in the same league as one of Seth’s stews, the meal Ria threw together was by far the best they had eaten in the last few weeks, mainly because it contained no turnips. 

After making sure the cave was completely clean and tidy, they set off again. Although only a day away, as the crow flies, to reach Bedden the group would have to cross the Midas river and this involved a detour to the bridge at Norman’s Crossing, resulting in a lengthy delay. By Tor’s calculations, if they continued to maintain their sleep and travel pattern, they should reach the outskirts of Bedden late evening in three days time.

——————————-∞——————————-

As Tor and his team were heading out, the royal family and their guests were just beginning their evening meal. Bellak and Liselle had joined them for the first time that week, having managed to drag themselves away from the library. Sam would not have been shocked to discover that Bellak actually slept there. 

There was a knock on the door and everyone turned toward the sound, evidently surprised when Torrick and Sabastian walked in, the latter looking very disgruntled.

Showing no respect whatsoever for his king, Sabastian took an empty seat and began piling food onto a plate. “Mind if we join you?” he asked. “Sorry about the state of us, but we are famished. We have only just returned from battle practice in the forest.”

Torrick, however, waited until Allias nodded before taking a seat next to Liselle, who took one sniff of him then asked him to move to the other end of the table, which he reluctantly did. They really did look a mess with their uniforms ripped and covered in mud and sap and the smell they were emitting demonstrated that they were more in need of baths than food. Allias, however, did not comment and Sam noticed he had a slight smile on his face.

“I take it that Torrick’s side won then?” he asked once everyone had started to eat. Sabastian just grunted in response so Allias turned to Torrick, eyebrow raised.

“Yes Sir, we did,” was all he would say on the matter.

“Oh come on Sabastian,” Allias continued, obviously trying not to laugh. “You have lost before have you not? What happened to upset you so much?”

“Yes I have lost before,” he growled, “but not for a long time, and never so quickly. Torrick took my young apprentice and his men out three days ago to get them settled into a camp and ready for an attack. I headed out yesterday with my men. We had planned to be back by then end of the week.”

“And?” Allias was now getting a bit frustrated. Though Sabastian hated talking about himself or his training methods, it did not usually take this long to get information out of him.

“The bastard attacked at night. He had all of my men under guard before half of them even realised the attack had started. The whole thing took less than an hour. You cannot even call it a battle.” Disgust was evident in Sabastian’s voice, though whether it was directed at himself or at Torrick’s tactics was not clear.

“And why were you not prepared for this?” Allias inquired, the innocence in his voice being counteracted by the laughter in his eyes.

“Because professional soldiers do not attack at night. It is too dark to see anything. You risk killing your own men.”

Allias turned to Torrick. “It sounds like you took a great risk to me. How many of your men were injured?”

Torrick looked a bit embarrassed as he answered. “None, your Majesty.”

“Sounds like you were lucky.” Allias suspected there was more to the story, but did not want to bait Sabastian by asking straight out what he was not being told.

“Luck had nothing to do with it,” Sabastian grunted. “He planned ahead.” When it seemed obvious that Torrick was not prepared to blow his own trumpet, Sabastian continued. “He blindfolded half his men before leaving the compound and had the other half lead them. When they removed the blindfolds, their eyes had gotten used to the dark so they could see a lot clearer than my men. Leaving behind the horses with those who had done the leading, the ’blind’ soldiers quickly found and disarmed my sentries, then they rounded up the rest, tying some of them up while they were still asleep in their tents. I was awake and the first I even heard of his men was when I heard Torrick calling me to surrender. I left the tent in full armour, thinking the battle would start next morning. Imagine my surprise when I found myself surrounded by the enemy and all of my soldiers under guard. I had no choice but to immediately surrender.”

This was too much for Allias and he burst out laughing. When he finally stopped, tears streaking down his face, he asked, “So how did he find your camp so quickly. From my experience, it is usually so well camouflaged it takes days to find it. What went wrong this time?”

“He has yet to tell me that,” Sabastian answered, throwing his fork onto his plate and glowering at Torrick, who turned red again.

“I must admit that I cheated a little,” he admitted quietly. All eyes were now on him and everyone had stopped eating. “I took Samson with me. He followed your men’s trail from the palace without any problems and the smoke from your fires announced your exact location. We actually found you by mid-afternoon, but waited until your men had started to bunk down for the night before attacking, seeing as our plan required it to be dark.”

Sabastian stared at him. “Ingenious,” he said when he managed to find his voice again. “Who is to say that the enemy will not have trained sniffer hounds or will only attack during the day? You have taught me a valuable lesson young Torrick, for which I am eternally grateful. Tomorrow we go back out to the forest and you get to teach us all your underhand tactics.” He looked at Liselle and winked. “Tonight however, you get to spend with your lovely wife. You have definitely earned it. I myself am off to find a bath.”

With a stiff bow, but without asking the King’s permission to depart, he left the room. Rupert’s was the first voice to fill the stunned silence.

“Why do you let him speak to you like that father? How do you expect the men to respect you when their commander treats you as an equal?”

“Relax,” Allias said soothingly. “None of his men were around to hear, so no harm was done. He was too angry at himself to realise the disrespect he was showing me. He is really going to hate himself in the morning when he has calmed down and had chance to think back to this evening.”

Allias, of course, was completely right. Sabastian was just drifting off to sleep in a warm soothing bath when he sat bolt upright, swearing loudly. When Allias opened his bedroom door the next morning, he found Sabastian waiting for him, resignation letter in hand. He surmised that he had been there since dawn. He allowed the downcast man to fully apologise before laughingly ripping up the letter, commenting that he would not escape his duty that easily and sending him back to the barracks.

Later that morning, Sam and Selene made their way, yet again, to the garden. What had started out as a pleasant way of killing time while waiting for Tor to arrive, had turned into a colossal task, leaving both of them dirty and exhausted each evening. But progress had been made. Bushes had been cut back and weeds removed. The path, which everyone thought would lead from the gate to the centre, was beginning to be reclaimed. Between them, Selene and Sam had decided that the best approach would be to clear the path fully before spreading outward. At least it felt like they were making progress this way.

The path turned out to be in remarkably good condition; there would be no need to have it removed and replaced. It gently twisted from left to right, with red rose bushes lining one side and white lining the other. They were now about thirty meters into the garden and getting close to some trees.

At midmorning they were joined by Milly, who was laden down with drinks and fruit, sent by Mrs Hubert with orders to take a break. Selene was not too happy receiving orders from a housekeeper, but, realising Mrs Hubert only had her best interests at heart, she obeyed. They had uncovered a stone bench on their second day so Milly placed the tray there and sat down next to it, enjoying a few minutes rest. After grabbing a quick drink, Sam picked up an apple and wandered closer to the trees while eating. As she followed them around, she realised that they formed a ring, almost as if they were hiding something inside. Thick vines had grown between the trees, wrapping around the trunks, making it impossible to see between them.

When she had completed her circuit, she returned to where Milly and Selene were busy chatting and informed them that, apart from the gap for the path, the trees were completely enclosing something. Intrigued, Selene sent Milly away with the empty tray, in search of a large sharp knife, or a sword.

Shortly afterward, a sword found its way into the garden, attached to a soldier in full uniform. It took a moment for Sam to realise it was Prince Rupert. She had never seen him in uniform before and was quite impressed. He noticed her approving look and smiled at her. He explained that he had run into Milly as he was just finishing his morning session with some of the soldiers and volunteered to help. Upon seeing the task ahead of him, he quickly put his sword away and ran to fetch an axe. He spent the rest of the morning happily chopping away vines and commenting that it was one of the best workouts he had ever had. When lunchtime arrived he opted to stay and picnic in the garden instead of joining his father in the dining room. Relaxing back on a blanket, sipping chilled water, he entertained Sam by telling her amusing stories of Selene when she was younger. Selene, of course, took great pleasure in getting her own back by revealing a few embarrassing moments from Rupert’s childhood.

After lunch they quickly went back to work, though the competition between brother and sister over who could embarrass the other the most, continued late into the afternoon. Sam found herself frequently stopping work to watch them. It was good to see Selene so relaxed and at ease with her brother, as there had been an estrangement between them ever since her return, and this was a side to Rupert that Sam had never seen before. It was a side that she hoped to see a lot more of; the real Rupert rather than the future King. 

They were getting ready to call it a day, when Rupert called out. The two women went running to see what he was so excited about. He was in the trees to the left of the path where Selene and Sam were working and had just removed the last few vines that were blocking the view. It took them a few minutes to get to him and when they arrived he did not say anything; he just pointed to where he had been working. They turned to see what he was pointing at and, between the trees, they could just make out stonework.

“What is that?” Selene asked. “It cannot be the garden wall as the trees go all around it.” 

Sam, being the smallest, forced her way through, not caring as her clothes caught on bushes and low branches. As she got closer, she was able to make out more clearly what they were seeing. 

“It’s a building of some sort. It looks like a small dwelling,” she called back. “Why on Earth would there be a cottage in the middle of the garden?”

“I have no idea,” Selene replied, seeing Rupert shrug. “But hopefully my father does. If we go and get cleaned up now, we should be dressed in time to meet him for supper. We can question him then.”

Unfortunately, however, Allias had no idea what the building was or what it had been used for. He had never heard of anything being built in the garden.

“Oh well,” Sam sighed. “I guess we spend tomorrow exploring it then. Maybe something has been left inside that will help us figure out this mystery.” 
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During that night, however, a horrendous storm blew in and was still raging hard the next morning. Sam went to visit Selene as soon as she awoke; she needed someone to grumble to. Unfortunately, when she arrived outside the Princess’s door and knocked gently, it was Kally who opened it.

“Sorry Miss Sam,” she said politely, “but her Highness is not well this morning and is not yet receiving visitors.” In the background, Sam could hear the distinctive sound of retching and opted to make a hasty retreat to the dining room to get breakfast. Only Rupert was present when she arrived, and he stood as soon as he noticed her presence, remaining standing until she had seated herself.

“There’s no need for formality as far as I’m concerned,” she informed him.

“Of course there is,” he replied. “If you show proper respect at all times, it soon becomes second nature and you find yourself doing it automatically, making one less thing you have to remember whenever there are visiting dignitaries.” He smiled at her and Sam thought, not for the first time, how nice his eyes were. Something had changed since Tor’s departure and Rupert was becoming more and more friendly with her, something she found surprisingly pleasing.

After eating her fill, she headed back into the main wing of the palace to see if Selene was feeling any better. She found her propped up in bed, looking very pale, eating dry biscuits washed down with water. She suffered quite badly from morning sickness and today was worse than usual. The midwife had been called and, after a quick examination, declared she was just worn out and had to spend the day in bed. Selene was not very pleased to hear this. It was only a few hours after sunrise and she was already bored.

The two women chatted for a while, then Sam, feeling brave, asked Selene about Prince Tallon and how he got to be the father of her child. Instead of the expected explosion, Selene just went quiet for a while, then softly said, “Alright. I feel I know you well enough to share a few secrets and there is nothing else for me to do today, so I will tell you my story. I have told parts to my family, but nobody believes me, so I have never told anyone everything. I suppose it is about time I did.”

——————————-∞——————————-

Selene had lived a very sheltered life growing up in the palace. Although she had received a very thorough education, which was unusual for a female, and was taken on many state visits, she was never allowed to venture far outside the cities. Since her mother’s death, her father had become overly protective. The boys, especially Rupert, were given the freedom to explore other places with only a few guards, but she was always left behind. Her brothers often filled her in on what she had missed, making it sound as dull as possible, but she still longed to see things for herself. One day, when she arrived back at the stables after her morning ride, she started talking to a new stable lad and discovered he was originally from Kinfen. She had only ever heard bad things about that land, mainly from her father, and was fascinated to hear someone talking about what a wonderful country it was.

She enjoyed hearing tales of Kinfen so much that she began taking the stable lad with her on her rides. The poor boy had only been trying to entertain her and never dreamed that he had got her imagination so fired up that she started to plan a secret trip across the border, figuring that she could be there and back in one night without anyone ever discovering she had gone. Unfortunately her maid, Mia, heard noises from the bed chamber as she was passing on her way to her own room and quietly opened the door to investigate, spotting Selene as she was just jumping out of the window. Selene had to explain what she was doing and Mia, being young and adventurous herself, agreed to go with her.

They snuck down to the stables and managed to lead their horses out without waking anyone. By midnight they had reached the border and bribed the guards on both sides to let them pass. Once in Kinfen, however, the excitement of their adventure started to wear off as it began to dawn on them that the countryside here was no different to their own. Trees looked the same, farmers’ fields grew similar crops and the birds sang the same tunes. They had just decided to turn around and head back home when they were ambushed by bandits. All of their money and clothes were taken from them and they were tied up, naked, and thrown into a wagon. 

They lost track of time as they were forced to eat and drink drugged food and water, only to fall asleep until they were next woken for more. Days, or was it weeks later, they finally arrived at Bedden and were taken directly to the slave pens. That night they were allowed their first bath since being captured. Finally being able to remove the dirt and grime of the journey made the simple tub of water and a bar of soap seem more luxurious that the vast baths of the palace. Slaves were sent in to wash their hair with scented shampoo then rub them down. After their first proper meal in what seemed like months, they were escorted to comfortable beds and instantly fell asleep.

The next morning, Selene apologised to Mia. Her guilt for getting the unfortunate servant into such dire straits was becoming unbearable. Mia would have none of it, pointing out that it had been she who had insisted on accompanying the Princess. Despite their treatment, neither of them was overly worried about their future. They were sure a ransom had been sent to King Allias and they would shortly be rescued. It never occurred to them that their kidnappers had no idea they were in possession of a Princess and her maid.

All thoughts of rescue fled their minds as they were led to the auction block and they realised that they were about to be sold. Both had heard appalling stories of how slaves were treated. Selene tried telling the head slaver who she was, but he just laughed at her, thinking she was lying. Mia, being the prettiest of all of the slaves at the auction that day, was the first to be sold, and the bidding became quite fierce between two gentlemen. Selene could only look on in horror as she watched her maid be led away, in chains, by Baron Fendling. It was a name that Selene would remember as long as she lived, and she made Sam promise to do the same. 

All of the other slaves were sold, one by one, until Selene was left standing by herself. To her surprise, instead of being dragged from the viewing platform to the auction block, she was led back to her holding cell underneath. When she demanded an explanation, she was informed that she had been pre-purchased by Prince Tallon.

Dread filled her entire body and had she not been in shock, she would have screamed until her lungs burst. The stable lad who had told her so much about Kinfen had been from the countryside and knew nothing about the royal family, so everything she had heard about them came from her father, who never said a good thing about them. She now knew, beyond a shadow of doubt, that her life was about to become a living hell.

She prayed that she was to become a sex slave, though looking down at her body, she doubted that would be the case. At least as a sex slave she would just be constantly raped. From what she had heard, there was a lot worse that could happen to a female slave in Kinfen, especially one owned by the royal family. Thinking of the stories she had been told by her father, she curled into a ball on the floor of her cell and cried.

She was not left to cry alone for long. When her cell door was opened, she found the Prince had sent one of his officers to collect her. The man was old enough to be her grandfather and instead of putting her in chains or tying a rope around her neck, he removed his cloak and placed it across her shoulders, covering up her nakedness as best he could.

He spoke to her pleasantly the entire journey to the palace, though she never responded to anything he said. He did his best to make Selene relax, but nothing he said could break through the depression that had set into her. At the palace, she was handed over to the Prince, who took her immediately up to his suite, constantly looking around as though making sure nobody saw her. Once inside his rooms, with the door locked shut, he did not try to remove the cloak that she was hugging tightly around her. Instead he pushed her into his private bathing room, informing her that the tub was full of hot water and she could spend as long in there as she wished. He even closed the door to give her complete privacy.

Selene did not know what to think. This man was not behaving at all like the monster her father had made him out to be. She just stood for a while, staring at the bath and wondering when the torture would begin. The rising steam soon became too much of a temptation and she removed the cloak and immersed herself in the soothing hot water. If he had a spy hole in the door, she was past caring. She had been naked and stared at almost her entire time in Kinfen so another man watching her bathe was inconsequential. 

She stayed in the bath until the water began to cool. At one point the Prince had knocked on the door and called out that he had placed clothes just outside for her to change into when she was ready. She was expecting something tight and revealing, or of such thin material that nothing was left to the imagination, but was stunned to find a pair of thick cotton pyjamas. They were probably the most unflattering thing Selene had ever worn, but looked warm and comfortable and the exact thing that she wanted to wear at that moment. She quickly grabbed them and closed the door again. 

Venturing out of the bathroom, she found herself alone in a lounge. The room was huge, with a low table in the middle on a large rug, surrounded by the largest cushions she had ever seen. Apart from the one to the bathroom, Selene could see four other doors. The first one she tried led to what must be the Prince’s bedroom. It was surprisingly bare, containing only a four poster bed and a washstand. The next was the dressing room with wardrobes on both sides and a full length mirror at the end. She was just exiting the third room, another bedroom, though smaller than the first, when the last remaining door opened and Prince Tallon walked through, pushing a trolley. Removing a tray of food and placing it on the low table, he motioned for her to sit on the cushions. Seeing food made her realise how hungry she was and the simple fare of bread, cheese and fruit was inviting. She sat down, surprised at how comfortable the cushions were, and immediately started eating. Half way through her first bite she suddenly wondered if this was a test, that she was not supposed to eat before her new master, and quickly looked up. Tallon, however, took no notice of her pause and placed a goblet in front of her and filled it with chilled wine. Although not as good a vintage as she was used to, having had nothing but water for the last few weeks, it tasted fantastic.

Tallon pushed the now empty trolley outside the door then shut and locked it. Selene looked up when she heard the click of the lock, but relaxed when she realised it was to prevent people coming in, not to prevent her going out. Then again, that also meant that he could do whatever he wanted to her and nobody would be able to get in to rescue her.

That thought immediately took away her appetite and she pushed the food away from her. Tallon still had not said anything and just sat on a cushion, nibbling on some sliced apple, watching her. She, in turn, studied him. Though quite tall and muscular, without a trace of excess fat on him, he was not what could be called handsome. His nose was too big for his face, his eyes were a dull brown colour and did not match his blonde hair at all. His skin was slightly weatherworn, as though he spent most of his time outside, making his age hard to place, though Selene thought she remembered him being in his mid-twenties. The only feature on his face that she found her eyes wandering to was a scar which ran down his left cheek, almost connecting his ear to his chin. 

Feeling rather than seeing what she was looking at, he unconsciously ran his hand across the scar and smiled slightly, though this did nothing to increase his attractiveness, or lack thereof. “A present from my brother when we were younger,” he explained. “I tried to stop him whipping his horse and got hit myself. He apologised profusely, of course, but we both knew he did not really mean it. He would have gone a lot further if father had not been around to restrain him. I wish I could say that his temper improved as he grew up, but unfortunately that is not the case.” He suddenly frowned at her, as though noticing something for the first time. Muttering something that sounded like “that will never do” he left his suite, not bothering to lock the door behind him.

In his absence, Selene found she was able to eat again. When he returned, he was carrying a hairbrush. Placing himself on the cushion behind her, with his legs spread, he began to gently brush her hair. While she was used to having her hair brushed by her maids, she had never had it done by a man and was unsure how to react. Exhaustion, along with the wine, soon took its toll on her and she found herself drifting off to sleep.

She forced herself awake when she realised that she was leaning back on him, but minutes later drifted back off, thinking how comfortable his chest was. She stirred slightly as she felt herself being picked up and carried to his spare bedroom. As he placed her in the bed, a sudden panic swept through her as she realised that she would never be able to fight him off, but within seconds of her head touching the pillow, she was asleep again.

When she awoke the next morning, it took her a while to realise where she was. Terror took hold of her as her memory returned and she reluctantly turned her head toward the other side of the bed. It was empty and, by the look of the pillows, had not been slept in. She was still in the pyjamas she had been given, which meant her abuse had yet to begin. The smell of fried bacon drew her from the room. She was just opening the door when Tallon walked in, ordering her back into bed as soon as he spied her. “Breakfast, Princess,” he said as he placed a tray on her lap. Bacon, mushrooms, eggs, bread and butter washed down with fruit juice was not something that could be turned down, no matter how uncomfortable she felt being in a strange man’s bed. 

While she ate, Tallon spoke to her about growing up in the palace and his hatred for his younger brother. Selene found herself listening intently. His younger days did not seem to be that much different from her own. It wasn’t until he went quiet that she realised what he had first said to her. “You know who I am,” she stammered. 

He suddenly seemed to go shy. “Yes,’ he acknowledged. “You are Princess Selene from Emvale. I recognised you the moment I laid eyes on you, which is why I pre-purchased you at the auction. I could not risk someone else buying you.”

Fear suddenly gripped her. “What do you plan to do with me?” she asked. 

Tallon shrugged his shoulders. “I do not know yet. Obviously I cannot return you to your family. For now, it is best to hide you in my suite. If anyone in my family finds you I cannot guarantee your safety.”

Tallon lay down on the bed and continued to talk to her as she slowly finished her breakfast. He explained that she was in extreme danger and would not survive the journey back to Amenia if he tried to return her. As soon as word of her disappearance had reached the border, the Amenian guards that she had bribed informed her father. Though she had seemed familiar to them at the time, they had not immediately recognised her without her finery. It had become widely known throughout both countries that she had disappeared somewhere in Kinfen and both Kings had put up a substantial reward; her father for her safe return, Tallon’s for her delivery to his palace, dead or alive. As a result, every Lord, merchant and farmer would be keeping an eye out for her. Not sure if she really believed his story, she nevertheless agreed to remain hidden in his rooms for the time being. 

Over the next few days, she saw only Tallon. His spare room became hers to do with as she wished. He even installed a lock on the door to ensure her privacy. He emptied one of the wardrobes and brought clothes for her to put in it. Although he showed her nothing but courtesy, spending as much time with her as he could without neglecting his duties, she soon grew bored and lonely. Eventually she could take it no more and asked to be allowed out of the room. She longed to breathe fresh air and feel the sun on her face. Tallon sympathised with her and together they worked out how to get her out of the room without placing her in danger. His family, and most of the servants, already knew that he had purchased a slave; a fact that surprised them immensely as he had always refused, stating that slavery was barbaric. All he needed to do now was disguise her. He spoke to the elderly officer who had escorted her to the palace, as he was the only person that Tallon knew he could trust. The officer spoke to his wife and the next day handed two bottles to Tallon. The first contained a mixture made from plant leaves that poorer women often used to dye their hair white. The other had been purchased from the local witch and, Tallon was assured, would change the colour of Selene’s eyes with just one drop applied daily. Tallon was sceptical, but agreed to let Selene decide.

The potions worked perfectly and an hour later Selene was unrecognisable. Tallon gave her a purse full of gold coins that she could spend on whatever she wished. She was about to leave the room when Tallon dropped the bombshell. Part of him was hoping that the disguise would not work so he would not have to tell her this. As a palace slave, she would be allowed to come and go as she pleased, unmolested by guards, soldiers or thieves, as long as she returned to the palace by nightfall, when it was no longer safe to be alone on the streets. The catch was that she would have to wear the correct identification. Tallon winced as he told her she would have to be branded. His anguish showed on his face. If there had been an alternative he would have told her. She reluctantly agreed, on one condition; he find her maid. She provided a full description of Mia and said she thought she had heard the name Baron Fendling mentioned. Prince Tallon went pale at the mention of that name, but agreed to investigate.

The pain of having the Prince’s personal brand burned into her upper left arm was unbearable. Tallon had rubbed plenty of ice on her arm to try to numb it before the procedure was performed, and held her hand throughout, but her scream of agony brought tears to his eyes. Ice was immediately reapplied and he had arranged for a healer to attend to her, though the only thing the poor woman could do was give her a sedative to make her sleep.

He took her straight to her bed and stayed by her side constantly for three days, mixing some of the sedative into her water whenever she awoke to eat or drink. Eventually, when he allowed her to fully awaken and get out of bed, her arm had healed enough to be tender to the touch, rather than painful. It was the first time his personal brand had been used on anything other than horses and he vowed it would be the last.

Seeing how distraught he looked, Selene felt sorrier for him than she did for herself. He looked like he had not been sleeping properly and she was positive the only food he had consumed was what he had eaten during those short intervals where she was awake enough to eat with him.

The next day she was allowed out of the palace. The Prince took the day away from his duties to show her around. He brought her new clothes, all of which were designed to display her branding, and showed her some of the best places to eat. From then on, she was allowed out on her own. She spent most of her time in the municipal library. It was huge and contained most of the books she had heard about, but had never read as they were banned throughout Emvale. The history books were exceedingly interesting as they told familiar tales of the disagreements between Kinfen and Emvale, but from Kinfen’s point of view. She was shocked by some of the accounts of atrocities the soldiers from Emvale were alleged to have performed. She had heard similar tales about Kinfen soldiers, causing her to wonder if the history she had been taught was just as biased and untrue as what she was now reading.

When she found a book all about her family, she checked it out, in Tallon’s name, and took it back to her room to read. It was there that Tallon found her, a few hours later, crying. As soon as she saw him, she flung herself into his arms and buried her head in his chest. It took a while for her to calm down enough to speak. “They make me out to be a monster,” she wailed in despair, pointing at the book she had thrown on the bed. “How can anyone print such lies about me?”

“Ah, I see,” Tallon said, picking up the book and looking at the title. “Do your books in Amenia not say the same about me?”

His words instantly stopped her tears. He was right. Everything she had ever read or been told about Tallon made him out to be a perverse psychopath who only got pleasure from other people’s pain. She now knew that nothing could be further from the truth. Drying her tears with her sleeve, she looked into his eyes and realised that they were no longer dull and lifeless, but contained a sparkle she had never noticed before. Without realising what she was doing, she leaned forward and kissed him. She expected him to pull away from her, but instead he kissed her back, starting off soft and gentle, his tongue delicately probing for hers. When she opened her mouth slightly to allow him in, his passion swept over her. She had never been kissed like that before and she decided she rather liked it. That evening they spent more time kissing than talking, only stopping to eat. She fell asleep while lying in his arms in his bed, feeling relaxed and happy.

Selene lost track of time while she was with Tallon. She did not know if it was weeks or months later that she had her first encounter with some local thieves. She was walking past an alleyway when she felt herself being dragged into it and her purse snatched off her wrist. She was wearing a shawl, as the weather was getting a little colder. It fell from her shoulder and one of the thieves noticed, letting out a yell when he saw her brand. Her purse was returned to her immediately and all of the would-be thieves expressed their apologies, begging her not to tell the Prince about their mistake. The Prince had been right about the branding and for the first time since receiving it, she decided it was worth the pain she had gone through.

A few days later, however, the brand did not save her. She was walking through the palace, her head in a book as usual, when she walked, literally, into a man she had never met before. Looking up, she started to apologise, but the words never left her mouth. This was by far the most handsome man she had ever laid her eyes on. His pale skin perfectly complimented the blackness of his hair, which was neatly trimmed short, except for a thin plait that ran down his back to his waist. Though only of average height, his body was slim with the perfect amount of muscle. She imagined seeing his naked torso and it was all she could do not to shiver. When she looked into his eyes, however, she almost screamed. They were the exact match of Tallon’s, but where his had been dull but now radiated warmth, these were ice cold. When he smiled, it was more like an evil leer. 

He grabbed her arm roughly, turning it around to see her brand. “So,” he sneered. “You are my brother’s new little pet are you? I was expecting something prettier. Did he tell you we share everything?” He started dragging her down the corridor, toward his own suite of rooms. Selene screamed in protest, then in pain as he increased his grip on her arm. If his father had not left his study to see what all of the noise was about just then, Selene did not dare to think what would have happened. The King soon spotted the brand on Selene’s arm, indicating she was Tallon’s property and he unceremoniously dragged his son into his study to yell at him in private, leaving Selene free to run to her room and lock herself in. 

As soon as she heard Tallon’s voice calling her name, she unlocked the door and ran into his arms. It took a while before she could stop herself shaking. He had already been informed as to what had taken place and had a bottle of strong alcohol with him, just in case she needed it. His comforting arms and soothing voice, assuring her that his brother had been dealt with and would not lay so much as a finger on her ever again, was all she needed. The bottle was put aside for later, in case either of them felt like a nightcap. 

Then Tallon broke the news that she had been longing to hear. Mia had been found. After a quick bite to eat, he would be taking a squad of soldiers to a local inn where Baron Fendling kept a room, to launch a rescue. When he could no longer bear to hear her pleading, he reluctantly agreed to let her join them. 
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Sam was horrified. “You were branded?” she exclaimed. 

Selene nodded. “That is how my father knew who had owned me.”

“I had been wondering what your scar was. Does it still hurt?” 

Selene shook her head. Before she could continue, there was a knock at the door and Kally walked, in carrying a lunch tray for the Princess. Sam left her in peace and made her way to the dining room, where she was pleasantly surprised to see only Prince Rupert. He enquired about her morning and she explained that Selene was ill in bed, but neglected to mention what they had been talking about. She was a little worried that she would be bombarded with questions and did not want to betray Selene’s confidence.

Once the meal was finished, before departing, Rupert apologised for not being able to join her that evening. He had to attend a dinner party for a visiting Duke and his two daughters and was not looking forward to it. The sole purpose of the visit was to try to get the Prince interested in one of them, but he had met them before and found them complete bores. Feeling sorry for him, Sam agreed to join him for a picnic lunch the next day, providing the weather improved, then made her way back to Selene. She found her out of bed and sitting in a comfortable chair by her table. 

“Why is your brother being so nice to me?” Sam asked, taking a seat next to Selene, who looked up from her coffee cup.

“Rupert?” she asked, then shrugged her shoulders. “I heard a rumour that the maid he was bedding got engaged last week. Maybe he is looking for his next conquest.” She smiled sweetly, leaving Sam uncertain as to whether she was joking or not.

“Are you up to continuing your story? Did you go to rescue your maid? What happened next?”

The little colour Selene had drained out of her face, making her appear anaemic. “Yes, I went,” she said quietly. “And it is something I will never ever forget.”

Selene had been quite excited to be accompanying Tallon and the soldiers to the inn. She was looking forward to seeing Mia again and hoped that she would be happy to join her at the palace. Maybe she was being treated well and would not want to be rescued. However, such thoughts fled her mind the moment the soldiers forced open the door of Baron Fendling’s room. 

As she took in the scene, time seemed to stand still. Mia was naked on the floor, on her hands and knees, being raped simultaneously by three men. Her entire body was covered in bruises and her back looked like she had been recently whipped. A large, fat man, the Baron, was sitting in a chair watching, while forcing a boy, who looked no more than eight, to perform oral sex on him.

Looking up and seeing only the soldiers, the Baron merely told them to come back tomorrow as the girl was booked for the rest of the evening. Tallon, usually a calm man, lost his temper and grabbed the Baron by the throat, pushing him against the wall. Meanwhile, the soldiers arrested the three rapists and Selene ran to Mia, wrapping a cloak around her and gently taking her in her arms. It took a moment for Mia to recognise her, but when she did she broke down in tears, listening to the soothing words Selene was saying. She was safe now and nobody was ever going to hurt her again.

The four men were escorted back to the palace and thrown in the dungeon for the night. Throughout the entire journey Baron Fendling protested that he had done nothing wrong and demanded his property be returned. The boy turned out to be the inn keeper’s son who had delivered wine to the Baron’s room, then had not been allowed to leave. Thankfully the Prince had arrived before the Baron had chance to do anything worse to him. The boy was given a sleeping drought before being tucked into his bed. His mother refused to leave his side and spent the night asleep in a chair by the bed. The inn keeper agreed to press charges and would not stop thanking the Prince for rescuing his son.

Tallon and Selene made their own way back to the palace, Mia securely in Tallon’s arms. Though she was asleep, she was still whimpering and tears continuously flowed down her cheeks, wetting the Prince’s jacket.

One of the soldiers had been despatched to the palace so a warm bath was ready for Mia the moment they entered the Prince’s rooms. Gently placing the trembling woman in the warm soothing water, Tallon left the women in peace, making sure Selene locked the door behind him, and went to fill his father in on the situation. Though owning a slave, even a pleasure slave, was legal in Kinfen, abusing them in such a fashion was not and an attack on a child was punishable by death.

Much to Tallon’s disgust, as the Baron was wealthy and influential, the King would only agree to banish him. He left the country before the King had any chance to speak to Mia and find out that the ‘party’ that Tallon had broken up was an almost nightly occurrence and that Mia had been gang raped nearly every day since being sold to the Baron. She was passed around between his friends and associates, sometimes she was even thrown into his guards’ barracks for them to do whatever they wished to her, while he watched, enjoying the scene.

The Baron himself never touched her, except with the whip, as he preferred young boys. A raid of his town house found a number of youngsters being held prisoner, as well as a couple of dead bodies. The families of the boys were quickly traced and their sons were returned to them, along with large purses of gold and the sympathy of the crown. A death warrant was issued for Baron Fendling, but he never returned to Kinfen and nobody admitted knowing where he was in hiding, so the warrant was never executed.

The three men who attacked Mia were sentenced to life in prison. They avoided the hang man’s noose by providing details of other ‘parties’ the Baron had organised, including names and places. A large number of the Baron’s known associates ended up in jail, along with all of his guards and even some of his servants. Mia was in no condition to testify at the trials, but a number of other witnesses came forward, some of them other pleasure slaves who had been subjected to the same treatment. All of the Baron’s slaves were given their freedom and enough money to start their own businesses if they wished. 

By the time Mia eventually got out of the bath, a healer had arrived. Mia started to scream the moment she laid eyes on Tallon, causing him to quickly back out of the room. Selene and the healer moved Mia from the bathroom to Selene’s bedroom, shutting the door and leaving Tallon pacing outside. He raced up to the healer as soon as he heard the door opening again, demanding an update. He felt responsible for what had happened to Mia, as though he could have prevented her being hurt if he had found her quicker. Also, she was important to Selene and that made her important to him as well.

The good news was that there was nothing physically wrong that complete rest would not cure. The wounds on her back would take longer, as would the friction burns on her ankles and wrists where she had been tied to a bed with rope, but there would be no permanent damage. Her emotional and mental states were another matter. There was nothing the healer could do to help in that regard and only time would tell if she would ever fully recover.

When Mia finally fell into an exhausted sleep, Selene left her alone and joined Tallon and the healer, who were discussing what could be done to aid Mia in her recovery. Tallon had not taken her reaction to seeing him personally, but it did indicate how emotionally traumatised the maid was and it was obvious that she would not be able to cope being around men for a while. Both Selene and Tallon found this understandable and decided the best thing would be to leave her where she was for the time being. Servants were already banned from the Prince’s quarters, unless they had express permission to enter, so there was no risk of anyone accidently wandering in. Also there was already a lock on the bedroom door, giving her the extra privacy she would need.

Once the healer had departed, it was agreed that they would act the same as they did when Selene first entered the palace. All meals would be eaten in the rooms and Mia would remain hidden until she felt ready to face other people. Selene longed to send her back home, but she knew that Mia would not be able to travel without her and there was still a price on her head. 

There were two other problems they faced. The first, where Selene would sleep, was easily solved. She retrieved her sleepwear from her bedroom and placed them in Tallon’s bed. The look she aimed at him almost dared him to comment, something he wisely declined to do. The second problem was what to do about Tallon. He could not be expected to stay away from his own rooms, but the sight of him might delay Mia’s recovery. Selene pointed out that having a man around treating her with nothing but courtesy and respect may actually help her learn to trust men again so they agreed he would remain living with the two women, but would instantly leave whenever Mia wished him to.

For the first few days, Mia only left the bedroom to use the bathroom. This meant no chaperone was needed, so Selene used this time to go shopping for some clothes for Mia, purposely buying only items that would be comfortable and loose fitting. After a few weeks, Tallon was able to spend some time in Mia’s presence without her screaming or running to the bedroom and locking the door. He was gentle and patient with her and it was while watching them interact one morning that Selene realised that she was falling in love with him. They spent a lot of time kissing, whenever Mia was not around to see them, and fell asleep in each other’s arms every night. Despite missing her family terribly, Selene began to feel happy and content. Having Mia with her again was wonderful, but did not block out the emptiness she felt whenever Tallon had to be away overnight. 

Eventually Mia agreed to try leaving Tallon’s suite. Her first trip out was to the palace garden. It was rare to see anyone there, except for the gardeners, and the fresh air would do her good. The first time one of the gardeners tried to talk to her, she hid behind Selene, shaking all over, and had to be taken back to her room, but she bravely tried again the next day. Little by little she became more confident and was able to take herself to the garden and spend time talking to the gardeners without Selene being present. 

The next step was to leave the palace. Selene was worried about where to go that would not be too crowded. Tallon came to the rescue by taking both women to dinner at a friend’s house. The Lord had been forewarned about what had happened to Mia and made sure that only his female servants were present for the evening. It went well, boosting Mia’s confidence enough for her to join Selene when she visited the market the next day. Thankfully Tallon’s brother had been sent to visit his Uncle, whose estate was on the other side of the country, so there was no danger of Mia meeting him and all of the progress she was making being undone.

The market was as busy as usual the next morning and Selene was wary of taking Mia along. She made sure her brand was clearly visible so nobody would approach her unbidden. Mia kept so close to her she could have been physically attached, but she remained calm and did not ask to go back to her room for over an hour. Her courage and bravery made Selene proud and she was beginning to think her maid would, given enough time, make a full recovery. She was still young and deserved the chance of a normal life again.

One morning Tallon returned from breakfasting with his father to find that Selene was still in bed, curled up in the foetal position, obviously in pain. He ran up to her, throwing himself onto the bed beside her and placing one arm around her. Upon enquiry what was wrong, he was told it was her ‘bleeding time’ but she was in a lot more pain than usual. Mia emerged from her bedroom in time to overhear the conversation and was furious when she saw him smiling. He tried to calm her down by explaining he was only happy because it was nothing serious and that there was something he could do to help. It did not work and she ordered him out of his own suite. She was surprised when he obeyed her.

Selene’s discomfort turned out to be a blessing in disguise for Mia. All she saw was her mistress in need of her help and, without realising what she was doing, immediately fell into the role of nursemaid. It also helped her to cement a friendship with Tallon, who returned after less than an hour carrying a hot water bottle, made from pig skin, and a herbal drink that the cook made for most of the female slaves when they were suffering as badly as Selene. 

Selene’s birthday arrived. She never did discover how Tallon found out, though she suspected Mia dropped a few hints. He presented her with a horse; a grey stallion, 16 hands tall. He was a magnificent specimen, holding himself tall and proud. Selene thought he was wonderful and named him Dobbin, much to the poor animal’s embarrassment. Mia was given permission to take any of the Prince’s personal horses from the stables, allowing the two women to spend their time riding. Tallon trusted them to return and they did not disappoint him.

A few days later, just as the two women had finished getting dressed in their riding gear, Tallon entered the room looking distressed. He sat Selene down on a couch and took her hand in his.

“I do not know how to tell you this,” he began. After a slight pause, he continued. “A rumour is floating around the palace that your father is gravely ill. He may even be dying.” Tears immediately appearing in Selene’s eyes and Tallon pulled her close, holding her tight. “I do not know if these rumours are true, but I am afraid that they may be.” They held each other for a while, Mia discreetly returning to her bedroom to give them some privacy, until Selene felt able to speak. 

“I have to go to him,” she said, stating a fact rather than making a request.

“I know,” Tallon replied. “I have already spoken to a few people about how to get you out of here safely. Plans should be in place within a few days.” He then pulled away so he could look into her eyes, his face serious. “You know that once you leave, you will never be able to return.”

The thought had never occurred to Selene and, realising that he was right, she burst into tears again. That day Tallon joined the ladies on their ride; he could not bear to be parted from Selene if it could be avoided. 

The next few days passed quickly. Selene lost her enthusiasm for everything and seemed to be walking around in a daze most of the time. Although overjoyed to be soon returning to her family, the thought of leaving Tallon and never seeing him again brought her more pain than she could possibly have imagined. Every moment they now spent together seemed so much more important, knowing that soon it would be their last. The promise of travelling back to Amenia awakened new life in Mia and she started to take care of Selene, instead of the other way around, once more becoming her maid in more than just name.

As promised, the plans were soon in place. The Prince’s personal guards were loyal to the Prince and would carry out his commands without question. Only their commander, the elderly soldier who had given Tallon the hair dye for Selene when she first wished to leave the palace, was aware of who Selene was and how important it was to get her back across the border as quickly as possible.

All of the other guards just knew that Tallon’s slave, who it was common knowledge was treated more like a wife than a slave, had to get safely out of the country without anyone else knowing. If any of them wondered why, they did not ask; they just got on with their jobs efficiently and without comment.

One of Tallon’s friends lent them his personal carriage and the guards dressed in the Lord’s colours. To any passing eye, it would appear as though someone in the Lord’s family was taking a trip out of the capital. Tallon would not be able to go with them and he felt a little nervous trusting someone else with Selene’s safety.

Their last night together, both Selene and Tallon were very quiet. They had retired to bed early as the carriage would be leaving before dawn, but neither were able to sleep. Selene lay with her head on Tallon’s chest, listening to his heart beat and praying she would get to hear it again. 

“I love you,” he whispered, gently kissing the top of her head. Her reaction was not what he expected. She pulled away from his arms then removed her night gown. Laying her naked body on top of him, she kissed him passionately. When she eventually pulled back, he took her head in his hands and looked her straight in the eyes.

“Are you sure?”

Her nod was all he needed. He quickly removed his clothes, throwing them unceremoniously onto the floor. They spent the next few hours exploring and enjoying each other’s bodies, starting off slow and gentle until passion took over. They got no sleep that night and both were exhausted by the time they had to get dressed.

The carriage had arrived the night before and had already been loaded with most of the ladies’ things, as well as a hamper packed with enough food for the first few days of the journey. Dobbin had to remain in the stables. Selene did not want to leave him behind, but understood the necessity. Tallon placed a bag of gold in Selene’s hand, before kissing her goodbye then walking away. He could not bear to see the carriage depart, taking away someone who had become the most important thing in his life. He walked back to his room, barely able to control his emotions. Slamming the door shut, he threw himself onto his bed and let his tears flow.

Meanwhile, Selene was doing the same in the carriage. Mia had seen how much they loved each other, so she offered no comforting words and did not try to cheer Selene up by reminding her that they were going home. Instead she just hugged her close and let her cry.

The journey passed in a blur. They had to stop a few times on the way to replenish their supplies, but they met no trouble and made good time. Selene started to become ill, putting it down to being cooped up in the carriage so much. Toward the end of the journey, however, she felt her body changing in tiny, almost unnoticeable ways and realised she was suffering from morning sickness, though she told nobody except for Mia. At the border, the guards were handed a note, signed by the Prince, stating that those in the carriage were part of an envoy to discuss peace with Allias and the company was immediately allowed to pass. Once they got close to the capital, the carriage came to a halt and the ladies were asked to get out. The carriage and its guards could not risk going any further. Their lives would be in grave danger if they approached the city. 

They had stopped next to a farm and one of the guards found the farmer and his wife and explained the situation. He claimed that he and his men had rescued Selene and her maid and were returning her to her father. They had heard about the reward that was offered, but now that they were this close, they decided it was unsafe for them to go any further. The farmer agreed to take the Princess back to the palace, no doubt to claim the reward himself, and say nothing about the markings on the carriage or the guards’ uniforms. Nothing would be traced back to Tallon’s friend.

Selene had stopped dying her hair on the journey and her eyes had returned to their normal colour, making her instantly recognisable to any who knew her. The palace guards waved the farmer and his wagon through without delay when they saw her and word of her return reached the palace ahead of them. As the wagon pulled up, Selene was shocked to see her father running out of the palace to greet her, tears in his eyes. She later found out that the rumours Tallon had heard were only partly true. He had been ill, but at no point was his life in danger and he had fully recovered. Selene and Mia were rushed into the palace and the farmer was provided with the reward money. As agreed, he made no mention of Selene’s arrival in the carriage or her escort.

A healer was called for, immediately spotting Selene’s pregnancy and the remaining signs of Mia’s abuse, causing everyone to jump to the conclusion that Selene had also been raped, with the guilty party leaving his mark on her arm. 

——————————-∞——————————-

“And that,” said Selene, “is my story. No matter how many times I have tried to tell my family they are wrong about Tallon, they do not believe me, thinking I have been so badly abused that my mind has invented this fantasy to protect itself from the truth. I can now understand why Tallon was so convinced that we would never see each other again.”

“Wow. That is some tale. Oh no, don’t get me wrong,” Sam quickly added, seeing disappointment spread across Selene’s face. “I believe you. I can’t imagine anyone being able to convince themselves they were in love with the sort of monster your father obviously thinks Tallon is, no matter what they have had to endure. So what happened to your maid? Didn’t she back up your story?” 

“No. She refused to even speak to anyone about her ordeal, understandably. It was too soon in her recovery for her to have to relive it. Now she is no longer in Vada.” A smile slowly spread across her face as she continued. “As soon as we returned, my younger brother, Everet, took charge of her, acting as nursemaid, servant and protector. They had fallen in love before we went away, but never told each other. They knew that nothing could come of it, with him being a Prince and her only a maid. The feelings instantly returned the minute their eyes met. Everet moved her into his spare room, though it was not long before she was sharing his bed. He never tried to touch her, not even to put his arms around her, until she let him know she was ready. My father gave Everet an estate on the other side of the country, where they are now living. They seem very happy together. They are surrounded by woods and very rarely have visitors. Although Mia is a lot better now, she still does not like to be around people. They announced their engagement just before you arrived here.” Then she sighed sadly. “At least she gets to have some happiness with the man she loves. Then again, after all she has been through, she deserves it.”

“So do you,” Sam retorted. “What would happen if you and Tallon met up again?” Selene, of course, knew nothing about Tor’s mission. Somehow, nobody had let it slip in front of her.

“My father would kill him on sight. Nothing I can do or say will make him believe that I was not raped. He even considered making me drink an abortion potion, but thankfully the healer told him there was too great a risk of it leaving me barren for it to be worth the risk.”

“There must be something I can do to help.” Sam hated seeing her friend so distraught. “Can’t we get in contact with the Lord who helped you get here?”

Selene sadly shook her head. “Even if he could be persuaded to tell father all he knew, my father would not believe a word he said. He thinks that all Kinfenians are evil, murdering, lying bastards. Even the women. He has been taught a corrupt history and it will take more than just words to make him realise it.”

“Surely Rupert can do something to persuade him.” 

“Rupert,” Selene exclaimed incredulously. “He is even worse than my father. If he ever found out that one of the stable lads was from Kinfen and that he had told me all about his native country, he would have the poor boy whipped, or worse. Why do you think I never told anyone where I got the idea to cross the border? The lad still works here; you have probably spoken to him. No, seeking assistance from Rupert is definitely out of the question.”

“But he seems so nice and understanding and he absolutely adores you.”

“Understanding! Rupert? Are you sure we are talking about the same person? He has been brought up to be the next King. He has been told, since birth, that he has the right to demand respect from everyone; that he is never wrong. Trust me on this. You try to tell him you saw someone from Kinfen doing a good deed and he will send for a wizard, positive you must be under some spell. Please do not misunderstand me. My family are not bad people, it is just that the prejudice is so ingrained in them they cannot see it for what it is. I was no different before I visited Kinfen and actually met some of the people.”

Seeing that Selene was getting agitated, Sam decided to drop the matter. She could always speak to Rupert about Tallon next time they were alone; maybe at the picnic the next day. Selene obviously knew him a lot better than she herself did, but Selene had been away for over a year and had hardly spoken to her brother since her return. People can change a lot over that length of time. Selene had, so maybe her brother had too.

Sam looked out of the window, trying to think of a topic that might cheer the Princess up. The rain had almost stopped, the wind was reduced to a slight breeze, and the sun was trying to force its way through the clouds. She smiled slightly. Taking Selene’s hand in hers, she said, “I am very glad we got this opportunity to talk, and that you trust me enough to tell me the truth, but it looks like the storm is breaking. Do you think you will be well enough to join me in the garden again tomorrow?”

Selene nodded enthusiastically. One day cooped up in her room was almost more than she could stand; she could not imagine having to stay there for another one. Telling her to get some rest, Sam let herself out of the room, quietly closing the door behind her, and went in search of Rupert.
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Chapter 14
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Tor pulled to a halt, motioning with his arm that everyone else should do the same. It was a cloudy night, making it difficult to see, but they all knew they were getting near the outskirts of the city, so were watching closely for the signal. Hawk, who had been flying above them, landed just in front of Tor. The horses had grown accustomed to Hawk suddenly appearing silently next to them and no longer reacted.

“Bedden is just ahead. I took a quick look over the city and there seems to be just the usual guards you would expect in any capital city. The gates are currently closed and will probably not be opened again until morning. On top of that you have to get through three check points before you even get to the palace gates. This is not going to be easy.”

“Easier than you think.” Tor took out one of the maps that Allias had given them. It was too dark to see it clearly, so he instructed Seth to light a small fire. Dal jumped down from his horse, telling it to stay. It rolled its eyes at him, letting him know that it was an intelligent animal that did not need such obvious instructions. It then proceeded to wander away, just to irritate the young man. He swore quietly as he chased after it and, to get his revenge, he put a rope around its neck and tethered it to the wagon.

Seth gathered nearby sticks, dug a pit, then instructed Dal to light the fire. He had been taught the previous morning and was eager to show what he had learnt. He had spent as much time with Seth as possible during the journey and was becoming quite adept at some of the survival skills he was learning.

They all gathered around the fire, both to see the map better and to help hide the fire from prying eyes. It was a map of Bedden, showing all of the sewers. It was old, so the accuracy was in doubt, but Tor hoped it would be good enough for their purpose. Pointing with a stick, he indicated how a sewer went from beneath the palace, under all defensive walls and checkpoints and ended up in a river just south of their current position. 

“You have got to be kidding me,” Modo grumbled. “You expect us to walk through crap to get to this guy, then somehow drag him back the same way?”

“It is not as bad as it sounds. According to the book that was stored with this map, the sewers were built with paths for maintenance workers. We should be able to walk to the palace without even getting our feet wet.”

“Why do I hear a ‘but’ coming?” 

“However,” Tor continued, “storm water also runs into the sewer. When there is heavy rainfall, the paths inside can get covered over.”

“Wonderful. If it is a fine day we will be walking on old crap, if it is raining we will be wading through new crap. And do not even think about the smell. Anything else you would like to add before you explain your plan for actually getting the Prince?”

“There is just one thing I should point out. The sewers are rather small so most of us will have to bend over most of the time. Ban will have to stay behind. He can guard both the wagon and River.” Before she had time to protest, Tor held up his hand, silencing her. “Before you even begin to tell me you are going with us, let me point out that we are heading into the devil’s lair, figuratively speaking. We either successfully complete our mission or we die. You may be prepared to risk your life, but I am not. You stay behind. End of story.”

Tor then turned to Hawk. “Sorry Hawk, but there is no way of telling when we will return. We may find ourselves running from the sewers, pursued by guards, in the middle of the day. You, too, will have to stay behind.” Hawk merely nodded. Tor was talking sense so there was no point in arguing with him. 

“Do not even think about it,” Ria said as Tor turned toward her. The words he was about to say died in his mouth. This was one argument he knew he would lose. She would be going with him whether he liked it or not. 

“So how do you plan to get the Prince out of there?”

Tor smiled slightly. “I was hoping that something would have occurred to me by now. Anyone any suggestions?” They all looked at him in horror. Until that moment every one of them was convinced that Tor had already decided on a plan B in case plan A failed. Not even having a plan A was a real problem.

“So let me get this straight,” Dal ventured. “We travel the sewers until we assume we are under the palace. Then we hope that there is an entrance into some part of the palace with nobody in it. We somehow make our way through the palace, without being seen, to the Prince’s room. The door, of course, will be unlocked and he will be inside, asleep, without any guards. We wake him up and convince him to drink Ellen’s potion. We then carry him back through the palace, again without being seen, through the sewers and back here. It will still be night so we can put him straight into Hawk’s coffin and put a few hours travelling behind us before anyone realises the Prince is even missing. Did I miss anything?”

“No, that is about it.”

“Good. Anyone see any part of the plan that could possibly go wrong? Anyone?”

Tor decided it was better to ignore the sarcasm, though he was sorely tempted to slap the boy round the head. Unfortunately, he had only said what everyone was thinking. “The good news is that we should at least be able to move freely through the palace. While Seth was unloading the turnips that we sold, I nipped into a store and purchased garments for us, the kind the slaves usually wear.” 

“Do the palace slaves wear anything that identifies them as being owned by royalty?” River asked, quietly.

“Good question. Does everyone remember seeing the scar on Princess Selene’s arm? It was a brand. The royal family of Kinfen always brand their property, whether animal or human. We cannot fake that, so we must keep our arms covered at all times. Also, remember to keep your head down if you see anyone. Assume every person you meet has the right to order you around and we should be alright.”

Nobody had any bright ideas about how to get the Prince out, so they decided to see if the first part of their plan worked, hoping a solution would present itself when the time came. This did not instil anyone with much confidence, but they had little choice.

Those who would be entering the palace quickly changed into the plain woollen clothes that Tor had purchased, grumbling slightly about how badly they fitted and how much they irritated the skin. Tor ignored their complaints, pointing out that ill-fitting clothes just made them look more like slaves. Grimmel was a problem, however. No dwarf garments had been available, so he had to wear a cloak over his normal clothes, keeping it pulled tight about him to hide what he wore underneath. It dragged slightly so he opted to carry it until they were in the palace. 

Hiding the wagon behind some large rocks and bushes, a little way from the road, they left Ban and Hawk on guard, with River curled up underneath, trying to get some sleep. As well as the sewer map, they had obtained a sketch of the palace layout from one of Allias’s trustworthy sources, which clearly showed Tallon’s quarters. Taking these two documents with them, the rest headed off toward the river. It was only small, but the sound of flowing water could be easily made out in the quiet night. Grimmel was dispatched and quickly found the sewer entrance, though Modo claimed he would have been able to find it himself without much difficulty, just by its smell.

They lit torches and entered, covering their faces with scarves and handkerchiefs. River had had the forethought to create a paste from some crushed flowers she had picked on the journey, but rubbing a little under their noses did little to hide the horrendous stink emitting from the water flowing through the sewer. At least the information about the path had been correct. Though it was currently dry, it was far from clean.

It did not take long for their shoes to be caked in what they hoped was mud, but deep down they knew it wasn’t. At one point Patrick raised his foot and examined his shoe in the torchlight. “Ellen is going to kill me,” he muttered, before putting his foot down again and catching up with the others. 

At uneven intervals, they found ladders leading upward. At each one they stopped and Modo was sent up to take a look. At the top of each was a removable grate, which Modo could easily fit his fingers through, using his multiple eyes to look around without having to lift it up. He also had the added bonus of being able to keep them closed in the sewers so they were not affected by the torchlight, giving him good night vision.

The grates were not marked on the map, so they could not simply be counted to ascertain where they were, but Modo’s reports on what he could see above meant Tor could plot their progress on the map with reasonable accuracy. Eventually Modo reported that they had passed under Bedden’s surrounding wall. As they got closer to the city, the smell had become worse. If they did not get fresh air soon, they felt they would start vomiting. Unfortunately, the sewer was not straight; it meandered under various important city buildings, so progress was slow. 

Modo once more climbed up to take a look. He could see they were in a building, but nothing more, so Tor went up the ladder to remove the grate. It had obviously not been lifted in a while and took all of his strength, but after a few attempts it gave way. Tor climbed out of the manhole and stretched his aching back. While Grimmel was short enough to walk upright, Tor, Patrick and Seth had been forced to remain bent over. Being able to stand up straight again was a great relief. 

One by one they made their way up the ladder, taking deep breaths as they emerged. The air was thick and musty, as though it had been trapped in the room for a long time, but at least it smelled better than the air in the sewer. They appeared to be in a storage room, with a bench on one side and shelves on the other. Except for a few dead rats, it was currently empty and the amount of dust and cobwebs suggested it was no longer used. Extinguishing all of the torches, save one, they placed them in the darkest corner of the room and moved the grate back over the manhole. If anyone chanced into the room it would hopefully look undisturbed, but it left them a problem if they had to make a quick getaway.

Following a quick discussion, it was decided that Modo should remain behind. There was no way they could disguise him as a palace servant and if he curled up under the bench he would not be seen. He could quickly remove the grate when he heard the others approaching, aiding a timely escape if one was needed.

Tor moved to the door and gently pushed. It did not budge. The thought that it might be locked occurred to him, but he didn’t panic. Holding up the torch, he studied the hinges, concluding that the door should be pulled not pushed, though a thick coating of rust suggested that this would not be easy. A sharp tug only moved the door slightly, but it was enough for both Grimmel and Patrick to get their fingers in the gap, holding it open while Tor moved his into a better position. It took all of their combined strength, but eventually the door opened enough for them to squeeze through. Each time they tugged, it moved such a small amount that it emitted no squeak to alert the sleeping household, much to everyone’s relief. 

Finding themselves in a dark, damp corridor, they headed toward the source of the slight breeze that played with the torch flame. It led them to a set of steps, leading upward. Tor took the lead, raising the torch high above his head. The steps spiralled as they rose, making it impossible to see around the next corner before reaching it. The darkness began to recede as they climbed, indicating there was light above.

When he was able to see well enough, Tor passed the torch to the back of the group, afraid it may be seen should someone come the other way. Dal counted the steps as they climbed, but lost count as they neared one hundred. Not willing to return to the bottom to start again, he gave up his counting. Moments later Tor motioned for everyone to keep still and quiet. Around the next corner he could see light and he went to investigate. Within seconds he had returned and was reporting that the steps came out into a corridor, well-lit and obviously frequently used, but currently empty. They extinguished their torch and stepped out. 

As soon as his eyes adjusted, Patrick looked down, then grabbed Tor’s arm while it was still in reach. Pointing down he said, “I think we had better leave our shoes behind. Not only do we not want to bring attention to ourselves by the smell, but someone may question why a group of slaves are creeping through the palace at night, wearing good quality shoes that are covered in crap.”

Seeing his point, everyone removed their shoes and stockings, placing them on a step just out of sight, before proceeding in bare feet. Servants often went barefoot in Emvale and Tor hoped the same applied to slaves in Kinfen. 

The corridor was long, leading off in both directions, with a number of doors on both sides. They could faintly hear noise to their left and the smells that wafted toward them indicated the kitchens were probably in that direction. Tor took them to the right. Trying each door as they went, they discovered they were all store rooms, except for the last, which was full of tables with benches. That must be where the slaves ate. A quick look at the sketch confirmed they were heading in the right direction.

The palace was huge and had been greatly extended since the map had been drawn, but eventually, after backtracking a few times, Tor stopped beside a door. “I think this is the one we want,” he whispered. They had not met anybody on their way, managing to avoid everyone by hiding in nearby rooms whenever they heard approaching footsteps or voices. Luck had favoured them so far, as none of the rooms they had entered had been occupied. Once the sounds of people had passed, or turned in a different direction, they exited the room and continued on. 

“So what do we do now?” Seth asked. “Knock on the door or just walk in?”

Without waiting for a decision to be made, Patrick tried to open the door, swearing quietly when it failed to yield. 

Unconcerned, Tor looked at Ria, who moved close to the door. Removing a hairpin, she bent it into the shape she wanted then inserted it into the lock. It took a few minutes, but eventually they heard the quiet click of the door being unlocked.

Immediately, Patrick gently opened the door and crept in, only to find himself with a sword to his throat.

“Move to the centre of the room,” a voice told him as he heard the door being closed behind him. In the corridor Tor could be heard softly swearing as the door was bolted from inside the room. 

Patrick did as he was instructed, quickly looking around the room and taking everything in. There were no lights on, but the curtains were open, letting in enough moonlight to see by. The clouds had obviously cleared during their journey through the sewer. Nobody else was in the room, though any number of guards could be hiding behind the four doors that his eyes had quickly picked out. 

“Kill me if you like,” he said casually. “It has been a while since I last died so I am probably overdue.”

Not understanding what he was talking about, the other man decided to ignore the comment. “I have no wish to kill you. I just want to know why you are sneaking into my room in the middle of the night.” 

This took Patrick by surprise. “Prince Tallon?” he ventured, sighing with relief as the man nodded. Part one of their plan had worked; they had successfully reached the right room. The Prince was supposed to be asleep, not awake and waving a sword around, dressed only in his night clothes, but that was just a minor inconvenience. “I came with my friends, the ones you have so inconveniently locked outside, to kidnap you.” 

The statement did not elicit the expected response. Instead Tallon just said, “I guess there is a first time for everything. Most unwelcome visitors to my room come to either rob me or kill me. Nobody has ever tried to kidnap me before. How much is my ransom going to be?”

Tallon’s attitude confused Patrick. He was expecting to be attacked as soon as he informed the Prince of his purpose, not to take part in an almost pleasant conversation. “Actually there will be no ransom. We are taking you to Vada.”

“Vada,” Tallon exclaimed, dropping his sword. “Selene is not hurt is she?”

“All I can say is that Allias wants a word with you,” Patrick replied, an evil smile spreading across his face. “And I am not sure you will survive it.” He made a grab for the fallen sword, but Tallon had already turned his back on him and was unlocking the door. He swung it wide, allowing Tor and the others to enter the room. He closed and relocked the door, then started to light some lamps, as Tor whispered to Patrick, “What did you say to him?”

“The truth,” Patrick whispered back. “He had his sword to my throat the second I got through the door, then just dropped it the minute I mentioned taking him to Vada.”

Once enough lamps had been lit, Tallon sat down by the low table, gesturing to the others to join him. “So gentlemen, and lady, I have been told that you are here to kidnap me. How do you plan to get me out of here?”

Tor decided to continue telling the truth. “To be perfectly honest, we do not really have much of a plan. We were hoping to find you asleep, drug you, then carry you out the way we came in.” He deliberately did not mention exactly how they had gotten into the palace and Tallon did not ask.

“Well that is a disappointment. I expected more from you Tor.” 

“I should have known you would recognise me. I think by now every royal household has heard about the stupid quest my father’s will is making all of his sons take part in. Let me do some introductions.” This was not going at all to plan. Tallon was obviously up to something and Tor decided to play along until he could figure out what. “Going clockwise, this is Seth, my cousin’s son Dal, Ria, Grimmel and you have already met Patrick.” Each nodded to Tallon as they were introduced.

“The six of you could easily have overpowered me and made me drink your potion if I had been caught unawares, but that is not going to work now. You need an alternative.” He looked around at the concerned faces looking at him. “Do not worry, I have not summoned any guards.”

“I take it you just walking out of here with us is out of the question?” The way things were going, Tor thought there was no harm in asking.

“Well, that all depends on what you plan to do with me once we are outside the palace. As you can imagine, I do not relish the thought of being bound, gagged and thrown into a box for the entire journey to Vada. Why not let me know where you are to rendezvous with the rest of your men and I will grab a horse from the stables and meet you there.”

Patrick burst out laughing. “You have got to be joking. You expect us to believe you will let us leave, unmolested, then you will willingly meet up with us so we can kidnap you.” He turned to Tor. “Can I just hit him until he loses consciousness?”

Tor winced. “Not yet. I would rather he walked out of here as I am not sure how we would explain carrying his body through the palace if we are seen.” He turned to Tallon. “I am prepared to trust you, but only so far. While in Vada, I visited a witch and had her make up a poison for me. It will cause a very slow and painful death unless the antidote is taken within three hours. I have the poison on me now. The antidote is in my pack, which I left with the rest of my men.”

Seth leant closer to Dal. “I told you he would have a plan B.”

Tallon held out his hand for the poison. Tor reluctantly handed it over. They were all surprised when Tallon uncorked the little bottle and drank the contents down in one gulp. A look of panic then crossed his face. “Your rendezvous is less than three hours ride away I hope.” Seth couldn’t stop himself laughing.

“I think it is time to be off,” Patrick stated. “If we leave now, we should be out of the palace before anyone else wakes up.” Turning to Tallon, he continued. “I suggest you put on some clothes before leaving your room.”

Tallon looked down at himself. “I guess you are right.”

Seth led the way outside, checking the corridor was empty before leaving the room. Tor had the door half closed before pausing to look back at Tallon. “Why are you doing this?”

“Because of Selene. I love her. My life has been empty since we parted.” He smiled ruefully. “I know I probably do not have long to live, once we cross the border, but at least I will get to see her one last time. So why are you trusting me?”

“I have dealt with your countrymen before. The majority have been honest and trustworthy. Also you would not have drunk down that poison so fast if you did not intend to come with us.”

“Unless I already have the rest of your men in custody and you are walking into a trap.”

“Do you?”

“No. So where am I to meet you?”

Tor gave a good description of where the wagon was left then closed the door behind him, leaving the Prince to get dressed in peace. “Did that really just happen?” Ria asked, but received no reply. Seth could remember the way back to the sewers so he took the lead. They met nobody on their return journey and were soon once again at the stairs where they had left their shoes. Gratefully pulling on their stockings, as the coldness of the floor was beginning to seep into all of their bones, they slipped on their shoes and made their way back down the steps.

It did not take them long to find the room in which Modo was hiding, though they did try a couple of wrong doors first. They climbed down the ladder one at a time, each whistling to Tor as soon as they reached the bottom, so he could throw down a relit torch. As they did not have to stop at each ladder, the journey back along the sewer was quicker and the smell did not seem as bad as it did when they were heading toward the palace.

It was still dark when they emerged into the fresh air and made their way to where the wagon was hidden. They arrived before Tallon and filled the others in on all that had taken place.

Tallon, meanwhile, packed a small bag with his most treasured possessions and a few changes of clothes, making sure he took only his plainest and least regal ones, then headed toward the stables. All of the stable hands were still asleep, so he opened the door as quietly as he could. He was about to let his own personal horse out when he noticed Dobbin, the horse he had bought for Selene. Knowing how much she would love having him returned to her, he went to him instead. He said a swift farewell to his own steed, then headed out of the stable. The horses made no noise as they watched him depart, as if they sensed the need for silence.

As Tallon made his way to the main gate, the only sounds that could be heard were Dobbin’s footsteps on the road as he trotted along. The gate guards startled awake as Tallon approached. From the smell of them, their sleep was alcohol induced. They reluctantly opened the gate to let the Prince pass, despite having orders to never open the gate at night to anyone. He told them he was going for a surprise inspection of some of his soldiers. The story sounded plausible and who were they to question royalty, but they still felt uneasy about complying with his request. Once the gates were closed behind him, one of the guards headed to the nearby army barracks, to see if the army commander knew of the Prince’s plans.

Tallon knew the grounds around Bedden well and easily found the place where Tor and his men were waiting. Some of them had not expected the Prince to turn up, at least not alone, and had drawn their swords at the sound of an approaching horse.

Before introductions could be made, Tallon demanded the antidote and was stunned when Tor told him there wasn’t one.

“Relax,” he said, slapping the stricken Prince on the shoulder. “Do you think I would really give someone poison? What you drank was just something a friendly witch knocked up for me to help cure headaches.”

Tallon was too shocked to reply. “Look at it this way,” Seth commented, grinning. “At least you do not have to worry about your head hurting for a few days.” 
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Chapter 15
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Selene and Sam ran down to the garden, eager to explore the building they had found; well Sam ran, Selene kind of waddled. Her bump seemed to be getting bigger by the day. The rain had cleaned the path, making it sparkle in the sunlight. They were pleasantly surprised to see that Rupert had beaten them to it and had already started to clear the path to the front door. Between the three of them it did not take long to do the minimal amount of work necessary to reach their goal, though Selene had to be frequently reminded to take it easy. Clearing away some ivy, they found themselves standing in front of a large wooden door. Rupert gave it a push, but it appeared to be locked.

“Frack,” he exclaimed, then looked guiltily at the ladies. “Sorry,” he quickly added. “Do you want me to break it down?” 

Selene was horrified. “Of course not. The key must be somewhere. Maybe Halvine will know where it is.” Before waiting for a reply, she promptly marched down the path back toward the palace, obviously in search of the chief steward. 

There was an awkward silence between Rupert and Sam, finally broken by the Prince timidly asking what Sam planned to do the following evening. An acquaintance was holding a ball and Rupert’s invitation had stated ‘plus guest.’ Sam was a little taken aback. She had never been asked out on a date by royalty before; a picnic lunch did not count. 

Without waiting for her response, Rupert continued talking, telling her how she would first need to visit the dress makers to have an appropriate gown made, then the shoemakers and finally he would arrange for a woman to come to the palace to do her hair. She would have to look her best when seen in public with him. 

Sam was furious. How dare he tell her how to dress! She had already been supplied with plenty of decent dresses that the King did not object to, so why would she need another one. Then she realised that she had never been out of the palace with any member of the royal family, except Selene, and maybe they had appearances to maintain. When he got onto the subject of jewellery requirements, she interrupted him. She still wore the ring that Dean had given her; that had always been enough. She could not imagine herself covered in gold and diamonds.

Rupert got quite distressed when she mentioned this, pointing out that, as the highest ranking person at the ball, it was his duty to set the standard. He could not be seen dancing with someone who looked common enough to be mistaken for a servant. 

This time Sam did take offence. She slapped him round the face and stormed off down the path, yelling suggestions behind her as to where he could stick his ball. He watched her walk away in bewilderment, rubbing his cheek and wondering what he had said wrong.

It did not take Sam long to find Selene and vent her anger. “Your bloody brother,” she yelled, “is a stuck up, insensitive bastard.”

“You must be talking about Rupert, but I am afraid you are mistaken. My father was definitely already married to my mother when he was conceived and there is no question that he is his father’s son.”

“What?” Sam snapped back. Then she realised what Selene had said. “Sorry, I didn’t mean literally. Where I come from, calling someone a bastard is an insult, but it does not mean we think they actually are. It’s like calling a woman a bitch.”

Selene smiled. “I will have to remember that next time he annoys me. Now tell me what he has done to get you so riled up.”

Sam filled her in as they walked. “You don’t seem surprised,” she stated when she had finished.

“I did warn you,” Selene replied. “Now let us stop worrying about my stupid brother and see if we can find this key.”

Halvine, as chief steward, was also the keeper of the keys, well most of them anyway. Each member of the family kept the keys to their own personal rooms and the cook kept the keys to the kitchen and its storerooms. He knew exactly which key was for which door and, unfortunately, none were unaccounted for. They hated the thought of breaking down the door, but could see no alternative, until Halvine mentioned that there were still boxes of Selene’s great grandmother’s possessions in one of the storerooms near the throne room. Handing over the key, he smiled to see them racing off in excitement, though quickly let it fall from his face, looking around to make sure nobody had noticed. 

The storeroom was filled to overflowing with trunks, many of them covered in dust, but thankfully someone had thought to label each one clearly with the owner’s name so it did not take long to find the ones they wanted. The first contained clothes. Selene wept as Sam pulled out the most beautiful white dress either of them had ever seen.

“My great grandmother’s wedding dress. I have seen a portrait of her on her wedding day. I never thought it still existed.”

“Maybe you could wear it when you get married,” Sam joked, gently elbowing her in the ribs.

“I will have to wait a while in that case,” she replied, looking down. “My great grandmother was a very slim woman. I wonder if a dressmaker could make it larger without ruining the style.”

Selene was still lost in her thoughts when Sam called her over. She had found a trunk containing personal possessions, hair brushes, jewellery, letters and a small wooden music box. Sam was surprised by the amount of jewellery. She assumed it automatically got passed down to the next generation instead of being locked away in a storeroom. Selene explained that a will was needed for anything to be passed on, even clothes, and no will had ever been found. Most things in the royal household were owned by the family rather than individual members, so it was only the personal property that was an issue. 

No key could be found in the trunk so Sam picked up the music box. It was painted instead of bejewelled, and time had faded the paint just enough to hide what was meant to be depicted. As it was small enough to fit into the palm of her hand, she held it steady with one hand and gently lifted the lid with the other. Music started playing instantly. It was quiet and did not flow smoothly, but the ladies were amazed that it still worked after so many years. Inside was a solitary key.

Despite their excitement, Sam and Selene made sure they had neatly packed everything away again before returning the storeroom key and heading off to the garden. Much to Sam’s relief, Rupert was no longer there. The key was nervously placed in the lock and both of them grinned as it easily turned.

——————————-∞——————————-

Tor and his team, which now included Tallon as he was being treated as an honoured guest rather than a prisoner, had not been travelling for long when Hawk heard the distant sound of galloping horses. He flew away to investigate and returned within minutes, the bearer of bad news. A large number of royal soldiers were heading their way, fast. At a nod from Tor, Hawk and Grimmel quickly jumped into the wagon and began uncovering his coffin. As soon as Hawk was able to get the lid off, he jumped in, sliding the lid back into place as the dwarf began the task of re-covering it. Tallon had gone pale as soon as he saw Hawk fly into the air; seeing him climb into a coffin took away what little colour was left in his face. 

“I will explain later,” Tor assured him, noticing his distress. “Right now we need some speed. Seth, take the wagon slowly by the main roads. Make your way directly back to Vada as quickly as you can. Hopefully we will be able to meet up on the way, but do not wait for us, just keep going, and do not rush. Do nothing to draw attention to yourself and, if there is no other option, abandon the wagon. Hawk already knows that is a possibility. Ban, stay with him in case he needs protection. A lone farmer with a laden wagon is easy prey for bandits.”

His eyes drifted toward the ponies hitched to the back of the wagon. He considered untying them and having River and Grimmel ride, then dismissed the idea; it would take too much time. “River, you ride with me,” he instructed, grabbing her arm and pulling her onto his horse in front of him. “Grimmel, you go with Patrick.” Within seconds they were fully mounted and waving goodbye to Seth and Ban.

They headed off as quickly as they could, in a different direction to the wagon, knowing they did not have much of a lead on the soldiers. Seth was just reaching the top of a small hill when he heard the sound of hoof beats behind him. He turned around to see the soldiers leave the road to follow Tor. They had a couple of hounds with them, who had obviously been given Tallon’s scent to follow. Feeling sure that he and Ban would be unmolested by the soldiers, Seth hoped the others could keep far enough ahead to not be caught.

After an hour of alternating between trotting and galloping, Tor ordered a halt and listened carefully. The faint sound of approaching horses indicated that, much to his dismay, they had not gained any ground; if anything they had lost a little. Two options were open to him, continue running or hide. Fighting was not an option, they were too badly outnumbered. The sun was beginning to rise, making hiding more difficult. River suddenly sat up. She had been clinging to the horse’s neck in terror, but now sat up straight, listening. “What river are we near?” she asked Tallon.

“The Midas,” came the reply. “The largest in Kinfen. We will have to travel many leagues north before we reach a bridge to cross it.”

This news seemed to please River. “Head straight toward it,” she ordered. Having never heard River speak with such authority, Tor instantly obeyed, followed by the others. He pulled to a halt at the banks of the river, helping River dismount. The river was wide and the water fast flowing. They would never be able to swim across it. River sat down on the grass, looking at the water, and began to gently sing.

Almost immediately, the flow began to ease. Within minutes, an invisible barrier had appeared, just in front of River, holding back the water the entire way across and making a way for them to reach the other side with only getting their horses’ hooves wet. Once the water was shallow enough, River was pulled back onto Tor’s horse and they gingerly made their way across, nervously eyeing the water on their right. Nothing seemed to be holding it back and if it started to flow again before they reached the other side, they would definitely be drowned.

As soon as they were safely on the other bank, River stopped singing and whatever invisible barrier had been holding the water back collapsed, causing the river to commence its violent rampage once again.

Tallon stared in amazement. “How did you just do that?”

“I am a water sprite,” she replied, rather smugly. 

They were not far from the river bank when they heard the soldiers approaching. Looking back they could see them staring in amazement, wondering how to get across the river. Patrick took great delight in waving to them before turning his horse around and galloping out of their view. 

Once they were over the next hill, Tor called a halt. “How long will it take them to reach the bridge and start to chase us again? Come to think of it, why are they chasing us at all? We expected to have to make a quick getaway if we kidnapped you, but you have come willingly.” 

“They will not follow,” Tallon replied, confidently. “They will return to the palace and report this to my father. The man leading the chase is the commander of the Kinfen army. He has been suspicious of me for a while. He somehow found out that I was keeping an Amenian pleasure slave and was treating her decently.” 

Patrick snorted. “That is not what we heard.”

Tallon ignored him. “He discussed it with the head of my personal guard. He thinks I am under a spell of some sort. Seeing me run away with strangers will only confirm his belief. He is probably already on his way to tell his story to my father.”

“Will that be a problem?”

“It could be. If my father believes him, he may amass his entire army and declare war on Emvale. It has been brewing for a while and this may tip things over the edge.”

“Then we had better get to Allias as quickly as we can and warn him.” The thought of an upcoming war did not overly concern Tor. It had always been a possible outcome of his mission, but he would prefer to get his people safely out of Amenia, if not the whole of Emvale, before it started. Although the group who travelled with him were not his subjects, and therefore not under his command, he still felt responsible for them; some of them had become more like family than friends.

Turning his horse north, he set off at as quick a pace as the horses could manage without overtiring. They would stick to the same routine as they had heading toward Bedden, hiding and sleeping during the day and travelling at night. It was unlikely they would meet up with Seth and Ban before crossing the border. Although the wagon would slow them down, they would be able to travel in the open whereas Tor and his party would have to stay hidden as much as possible, causing unwanted delays. Tor calculated that the wagon and its occupants should cross the border no more than a day after he himself did.

——————————-∞——————————-

Yeland, having been awoken by a loud banging on his bedroom door, carefully opened it, sword in hand. Seeing the commander of his army on the other side, he swung it wide, but did not drop his sword.

“What do you do think you are playing at?” he yelled as the younger man walked into the room. “You have probably woken up half of the damn palace.”

“Sorry your Majesty, but this could not wait.” He hurriedly explained about Tallon’s unexpected departure and his suspicions about the Prince being under an enchantment. Yeland was not convinced, but agreed to look in his son’s room for any sign of foul play. 

The door was not locked, causing immediate concern. Since he had purchased his slave, Tallon had never left his rooms unsecured. A quick search showed that not only was Tallon missing, but his most personal possessions were also gone. His dressing room was still full of his clothes, though a few gaps indicated that some may have been quickly removed. There was no sign of any clothing or possessions he was known to have bought for his slave; in fact there was absolutely no sign of a slave living in the rooms at all. 

“His slave was Amenian you said?” he asked the commander, who nodded his affirmative. Yeland tapped his chin as he thought. “There is definitely something odd going on here.” He then headed down to the stables. If Tallon had left for any length of time, he would have taken his favourite horse with him. Yeland opened the stable door loudly, wakening one of the stable lads who was asleep in the hayloft with one of the kitchen maids.

“Your Majesty,” he stammered, peering down to see what all of the noise was about.

“Get down here,” the King yelled. “Prince Tallon left a few hours ago and I need you to tell me which horse he took, seeing as his is still here.” The poor lad, trembling in terror, quickly pulled on his clothes and climbed down the ladder. A quick look around showed only one horse missing. 

“Dobbin is missing, sire. The horse he bought for his slave.” 

Yeland smiled. “Thank you lad, now go and wake all of the stable hands. I need all horses made ready to depart as soon as possible.” He then turned to his commander. “Well, there is no doubt where he has gone. Send messages to all garrisons between here and the border. Round up all available men. We travel within the hour.” The commander looked at his King, eyebrow raised. There was no need to ask the obvious question, but Yeland answered it anyway. “Kinfen is going to war with Emvale.”

——————————-∞——————————-

They had been travelling for a few days before Tallon plucked up the courage to enquire about Hawk, not that someone who could fly and slept in a coffin needed much explaining; there was only one thing he could be. Tallon was more curious as to why a vampire was travelling with them, being treated as a friend rather than a monster. Tor had come to really like the young Prince and decided to tell him everything. He started with his father’s death and the quest he was now on. He explained about the bargain with Mama Rose and how everyone felt about Hawk to begin with, but how he had become a valuable member of the team and a friend. Tallon listened to the story without comment.

Later that night, just before dawn, Tor took Dal on another survival lesson. All of their supplies, except for their water bottles, were on the wagon, but both Tor and Tallon had been well trained in surviving on what nature provided so they never went hungry. River always managed to find a stream or river nearby whenever they stopped, so they never went thirsty either, but the men longed for a cool mug of ale or a jug of wine, except Dal, of course, who was still to try either.

“You have been very quiet these last few days,” Tor whispered to Dal as he watched his young apprentice make a snare. “What is bothering you? You used to be so excited about learning these things, now you seem to take no interest.”

Dal shrugged his shoulders. “Just missing Seth I guess.” Tor nodded. The two young men had become good friends during the journey.

“He will be fine. He has Ban and Hawk with him and he knows how to take care of himself.” Dal did not respond. He just continued to work on his snare, as though he had not heard.

——————————-∞——————————-

Seth and Ban continued their journey at a steady pace. They stayed on the main roads, but did not stop in any of the inns they passed as they did not wish to leave the wagon unguarded. They also stuck to the travel by night routine. This was no longer necessary, but it meant they could spend time with Hawk, who amused them with tales of his past. Being able to fly offered a lot of benefits, especially when it came to watching ladies undress when they thought they were alone.

“Can I ask a personal question?” Seth asked one night, as they were sitting around a camp fire, having stopped for a quick meal and to rest the horses. Seeing Hawk nod, he continued. “Do you ever get the urge to bite a human?”

Hawk smiled, though there was no humour in it. “Occasionally. It is worse in the heat of passion. That is why I avoid getting too close to women any more. There have been a few occasions when I only just stopped myself in time.”

“I take it there is no cure.”

Hawk sadly shook his head. “None.”

“I met a vampire once.” It was not often that Ban joined in personal conversations, so Seth and Hawk remained quiet, waiting for him to continue. “A young lady wandered into our village late one evening, bleeding from the neck and close to death. She collapsed just outside my house, so I took her in and called for a healer. She made it through the night, but the next morning she told us what had happened to her. She was travelling through the woods between her village and ours when a man grabbed her and dragged her deeper into the undergrowth. Thinking she was about to be raped, she tried to scream, but no sound came out.

“He made no attempt to undress her. Instead he bit her neck and drank some of her blood. When he had had enough, he told her he was sorry then ran off, leaving her to die alone. It took all of her strength and courage to pick herself up and make it to safety. We examined her neck and saw two perfect puncture marks. There was no doubt in our minds that she had been bitten by a vampire.”

When he went quiet, the only sound was the crackling of the fire. Seth and Hawk did not know what to say. Ban had not finished his tale, however. “I had the unenviable task of telling her she was never going to be able to go out in the sunlight again. She cried for hours, until she fell into an exhausted sleep. When she awoke, I had made some thin soup for her, but she was unable to eat.”

Hawk nodded his understanding. “Vampires need no sustenance other than blood. Even water makes us feel nauseous.”

Ban did not mind the interruption and quickly continued. “She stayed with me for a few days as nobody else in the village, except for the healer, knew what had happened to her and we thought it best to keep it that way for a while. The first few weeks went well, she slept during the day and was awake all night, but eventually the need for blood became too great. One night, I took her hunting. The animals we caught not only provided her with what she needed, but also I made good use of the meat. As the weeks went by, we became good friends, until one evening a friend of mine was chopping wood when the axe slipped, badly slicing his hand. He came to see me as the healer was visiting her sister in another village and he knew I had sewn many a deep cut before. The sight and smell of all that blood was too much for the poor girl and I had to lock her in her room to stop her from attacking my friend. By the time I had stitched him up and cleaned up the mess, she was scratching at the door with her fingernails, trying to get out. When she finally calmed down, she looked me straight in the eye and told me she hated what she had become and wanted to die.”

“So what did you do?” Seth asked, urging his companion to continue. 

“The next morning, before dawn, we headed out into the woods, to a clearing that we used for festivals in the summer. I sat on the ground, with her beside me, and we watched the sun rise together.” Hawk shivered, though the night was not cold. He knew what was coming. A tear rolled down Ban’s face as he continued. “As the sunlight hit us, I held her tight while she screamed and convulsed in agony. Her skin smoked and eventually I had to leave her side as flames consumed her body, leaving only ash behind. It seemed to take forever. Just before the end she looked at me and smiled, whispered ‘thank you’ then closed her eyes, never to open them again.”

Seth, too choked up to speak, but too proud to admit it, started to pack away their things and they soon headed out. It was a long while before conversation resumed.

——————————-∞——————————-

The room they entered was full of dust, causing Sam to cough. They had brought lamps with them, but there was no need to light them. They pulled aside a heavy curtain covering a large window, illuminating the room. To their surprise, they were in a kitchen. Pots and pans were on shelves above a small workbench, with a set of drawers beneath. On the other side of the room was what appeared to be a large oven, with a fire pit beneath it, and in the middle stood a small dining table with four chairs. Apart from dust and cobwebs, everything looked to have been cleaned and tidied, as though the owner knew they would not be coming back. 

Sam and Selene looked at each other in wonder. “It’s a cottage. Why on Earth would your great grandmother have a cottage in the middle of her garden?” 

Selene shook her head, bewildered. “Maybe she was having an affair with the gardener,” she replied, mischievously. “Come on. Let us see what other rooms there are.”

Further exploration found two small bedrooms, each with a wardrobe, chest of drawers and washstand with basin. The first contained a small double bed, and the second a single, each with bedding neatly folded on top of it. At the other end of the house was a small lounge with a couple of comfortable chairs and a coffee table. The biggest surprise was the workroom. Selene gasped in wonder as she entered. Paintings hung on every wall, most of them garden scenes, and there was an easel propped in the corner. Small paint pots lined shelves on one side of the room, above a low cabinet. Selene opened up one of the doors and found neatly laid out brushes of various sizes and a mixing pallet.

“What was your great grandmother’s name?” Sam asked, looking closely at one of the paintings. 

“Marie. Marie Callen. At least she was after she married my great grandfather. Why do you ask?”

“Come here,” Sam called, waving Selene toward her. “Just take a look at the signature on this painting.” 

“It says Marie Callen,” Selene exclaimed, then looked at another. “So does this one, and this.”

“Your great grandmother was a wonderful painter. Maybe she had this cottage built so she could paint in peace.”

“Maybe. We should take some of these pictures back to show father. Take a look in the other side of that cabinet for some cloth that I can wrap them in.”

Sam obeyed, but found nothing of use. There were also a couple of drawers, so she tried those as well. The first was a little stiff but eventually it opened. Inside was an old piece of paper, neatly folded and sealed shut with wax. Sam removed it and tried to read the writing on the outside.

“Err Selene,” she called, quietly. “This says ‘last will and testament of Marie Callen, Queen of Emvale’.” She looked up at Selene, who was looking at her in surprise. “If this is genuine, we have just found your great grandmother’s will.” 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 16


[image: image]


Allias was in his study, carefully studying the wax on the document. “It looks genuine to me,” he finally declared. “It has the official royal seal, my grandmother’s personal seal and the seal of the royal chief steward.”

“So what do we do now?” Selene asked, excitedly.

“We call the immediate family together and have Halvine read it. Officially it is the chief steward’s job to not only witness every royal will, but also to be the official reader.”

Soon Sam found herself in one of the reception rooms with Selene, Rupert, Hetta and Allias, all anxiously awaiting the arrival of Halvine. “Are you sure I am allowed to be here?” Sam whispered to Selene, who nodded her head and shushed her; she had heard footsteps approaching. The door opened and Halvine formally strode in, closing it behind him. The will was neatly tucked under his arm.

He took a seat, making sure he was comfortable before speaking. “Prince Everet has been contacted and gave his permission for me to proceed without him.”

Selene whispered to Sam, noticing her confused frown. “A few years ago, some wizards invented these small boxes that can be used to communicate over long distances. They are rare, but father managed to obtain a pair and made my brother take one with him when he left home.” 

“If the Princess has quite finished,” Halvine continued, causing Selene to go red. “The seals have been authenticated. Unless a later dated one is found, this is indeed the last will and testament of Queen Marie. If there are no objections, I shall now read it to you.”

“Oh just get on with it will you,” Allias snapped jovially, as eager as any of them to hear the contents.

Halvine broke the seals and unfolded the document. He quickly read the first few lines, frowning in obvious confusion. He did not like what he was reading. Before Allias had chance to complain, however, he started to read out loud.

“I, Felix Gondal, chief steward to King Harrold, do solemnly swear that this a true statement of the wishes of Queen Marie in regard to distribution of her assets upon her death.”

“Harrold was my grandfather,” Allias informed Sam. “Is there a date on the will?”

“It is dated two weeks before Queen Marie’s death. I looked up the date in the library just before coming here. That wizard you have staying with you and the lady who always seems to be in there with him were getting very excited about something by the way.”

“Yes yes, you can tell me all about that later. Please continue reading.”

Halvine did as instructed. “There is some legal jargon that I am sure you will not mind if I skip. It is just there to make the will official.” Seeing Allias nod, he continued. “Here is the part that you really want to hear. To my granddaughter-in-law, Hetta, I leave my wedding ring. This is to be passed on to her daughter who, at the time of this reading, is getting impatient to be born.”

The entire room stared at Halvine. Allias was the first to find his voice. “What!” he stammered. “That is not possible. Heather, my first wife, was still alive when grandmother died. I had not even met Hetta.”

Halvine shrugged his shoulders. “I am only reading what is written here.”

“I remember being told that great grandmother always claimed she could predict the future,” Rupert announced. “Maybe she was telling the truth.”

Sam looked at Hetta, smiling. “If that is the case, then you are going to have a daughter, your Majesty.”

“Oh god, not another girl. One is bad enough.” Allias winked at his daughter, who grinned back. “Please continue Halvine.”

“My ruby broach I leave to Sam, for being a good friend to Selene in her time of need. All my other jewellery is to be split equally between Selene, Mia and Rupert’s wife, thought I will not spoil the surprise by letting you know who she is. All of my possessions can be found in the storeroom where the key to my cottage was found.”

Halvine turned to Sam and Selene. “You are the only ones who have been in that storeroom for years,” he stated. “Was there a ruby broach?”

Sam shrugged her shoulders. “Sorry, no idea. I was too busy looking for the key to take much notice of anything else.”

“I saw a few red broaches, but I cannot be certain any contained rubies. We will take a look when we have finished here. You have to admit,” Selene continued, “that this is a pretty interesting will. There is no way this can be genuine, is there?”

“There is no way it can be fake, I am afraid. The seals are genuine. I will compare the signatures to other documents in the library when I have finished here, but I will be very surprised if they do not match. If this was a forgery, the person responsible would have to have obtained Queen Marie’s personal seal, which was, by tradition, buried with her, as well as that of the chief steward, which I can always account for. The third seal, the royal one, is permanently on Allias’s finger, as it is the Royal Ring. The key to the storeroom is always on my belt, or locked in my personal safe when I bathe or sleep, and this would be needed to put the key to the cottage among Queen Marie’s things, unless there is a duplicate. On top of that, the culprit would have had to have made the fake will recently, due to the inclusion of Sam. How could they put the will in the cottage in the garden then make the plants and trees regrow to hide it? Only a very powerful wizard could do that. More importantly, why would anyone want to? Nobody has anything important to gain.”

“He may be right,” Allias said, somewhat reluctantly. It was eerie listening to a will written so many years ago referring to the present and the future. “Please, go on. I am interested to hear what other predictions my grandmother got right.”

Halvine cleared his throat. “There is not much more. All of my clothes can be given to the poor. Fashions will have changed so nobody in the family will ever wear them again. Except for my wedding dress. That I leave to Selene, for her to wear at her wedding to Prince Tallon. She will, of course, have to alter it significantly if she wishes to fit into it.”

“That is going too far,” Allias shouted, jumping to his feet and stomping over to Halvine and snatching the will from him. “There is no way my daughter is going to be married to that evil sadistic bastard.” He quickly scanned through the writing until he got to the paragraph that had just been read. 

“Go and sit down Allias. You always did doubt my talents, almost as much as you now doubt Selene. I always knew more than I let on. Do I need to mention what happened to your sister’s dolls house?” he read aloud, then stared at his family, stunned. “When I was five, a few months after my sister died, I smashed the dolls house when I was not allowed to play with it. Nobody saw me. One of the dogs got the blame,” he explained, in a quiet voice. “How did she know?” 

Halvine retrieved the will and gently pushed the King back toward his chair. When he was seated, the last paragraph was read. “I would appreciate it if my paintings were displayed somewhere in the palace as I think they are quite good. The only other thing I own is my cottage. Of my current three great grandchildren, only Selene will have need of it. Everet and his wife will never again live so close to the palace, which Rupert will, of course, inherit. I thereby bequeath it to Selene, to do with as she wishes, though I suspect she and Tallon will live there for a while, until he takes over his throne.”

Nobody spoke for a long while. Eventually Halvine quietly left the room, heading to the library to look for examples of the two signatures. Allias looked up at Selene. He was once again seething with anger. 

“I do not know how you did it, but that piece of paper will not make me believe your story. There is no way a daughter of mine would give herself willingly to a man before marriage, especially the royal scum of Kinfen. Should he ever set foot in Emvale, Prince Tallon will be tried and executed for his crimes.” He stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind him, leaving Selene yelling after him through her tears.

“I did not do anything. All I did was find the will. You heard Halvine say it could not be a fake.” Knowing he could no longer hear her, she fell silent, curled up in a ball and sobbed.

Hetta was at her side before Sam even had chance to stand up. Pulling her tight toward her, she gently rocked her while uttering soothing words.

“Do not listen to your father. He is in shock. He will come back and apologise to you when he has calmed down.” She looked up at Rupert, beseechingly. “This amount of stress can harm the baby. Please can you take her to her room and I will get the healer to give her a sleeping potion.” 

Selene did not protest as Rupert carefully picked her up and carried her to bed, tucking the blanket around her as if she were a child. She was still crying as he softly kissed her forehead. “I believe you sis,” he whispered, before leaving the room. Sam climbed onto the bed beside Selene and cuddled up to her, hoping this would offer some degree of comfort as she knew no words would.

She stayed there, not moving, until the healer arrived. Once Selene had been forced to drink a disgusting looking potion and the healer had left, she lay down again, cuddling Selene, who soon fell asleep. Sam left the room quietly and went in search of Rupert.

The raised voices coming from the King’s study let her know where to find him. Instead of knocking on the door, or leaving to speak to him later, she stood outside, listening. She was soon joined by Hetta, who instructed a servant to bring her a chair so she could listen in comfort. Sam easily identified the three male voices: Allias, Rupert and Halvine. 

“I do not give a damn what the will says, Selene will not marry a Kinfenian rapist.”

“That decision is not yours to make father. It is Selene’s decision when and whom to marry.”

“Actually, it is not,” Halvine interrupted. “The law states that the King must approve all royal marriages.”

“Then you risk losing her. Please see some sense. She is carrying his baby and believes she loves him. She will run away to be with him, given the opportunity. You know how women are.”

“How dare you talk about your sister like that,” Allias roared. “She was brought up to honour her father and her country. She would not turn her back on both.”

Seeing this was going nowhere, Rupert tried a different approach. “If you are right about Tallon, then we have nothing to worry about anyway.”

“What do you mean?”

“Simple. If, as you believe, Selene was brutally raped by him, there is no chance he is going to want to marry her. Only if she is telling the truth will we have a problem.”

Silence descended in the study. Outside, Hetta and Sam looked at each other, both realising what this meant. Any minute now, the door would be opening and neither wanted to be caught eavesdropping. Hetta stood up and Sam grabbed her chair before dashing around the corner. Hetta was only just out of sight when the study door opened and Allias called her back. Her baby was due any day now, causing her to waddle rather than walk. Allias held out his arms to her and, looking a little sheepish, she walked into them.

“I know you have been listening, my dear. I heard the chair move. Halvine has confirmed the signatures are genuine. It looks like my grandmother really could see into the future. All we can do now is wait for Tor to arrive. If his mission was successful, we will either see a wedding or an execution and I dearly hope it will be the latter.”

——————————-∞——————————-

“We should hit the border sometime tomorrow,” Tor stated, looking at the distant hills. “The question is, what time of day is best to try to cross it? Any idea if you will be recognised Tallon?” 

“Hopefully not. I am not exactly dressed as a Prince and I have not shaved since I left Bedden. It may still be best to cross at just before dawn or twilight, though, when the light is at its worst; not quite light enough to see properly, but not dark enough to need a fire. Also, guards are usually less alert at those times for some reason.”

Tor chuckled. “Some things never change, no matter what country you are in. I suggest we push on for another few hours then get some sleep.” Nobody disagreed, so he headed off, instructing his horse to head north. 

Ria rode closer to Tallon. “For someone who is riding toward almost certain death, you do not seem very concerned; or do you think that King Allias is going to welcome you with open arms?”

“To be honest, I am not expecting to even make it to Vada alive. If anyone at the border recognises me, I will probably be cut down before even touching Amenian soil. Then again, I may make it to the palace. Who knows? My fate is currently out of my hands, so why worry about it?”

Either this man was very brave or very stupid and Ria could not decide which. All she knew was that the more she got to know him, the less she detested him. She could not connect the horror stories she had heard with the man who now rode next to her. One evening, he had told them that the tales they had heard about Kinfen monstrosities were mostly lies or exaggerations and she was beginning to think that he was telling the truth. Alternatively he could just be a good actor, but she did not think so. She found herself trusting this man; a rare occurrence for her.

Dal rode up, looking forlorn. “Whatever is the matter lad? You look like somebody died.”

“Nothing,” he shrugged, grumpily. “I just miss Seth. I am beginning to have dreams about eating one of his stews. When I close my eyes I can almost smell it.”

Ria closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Actually, I can smell it.” She called out to Tor to call a halt. River, who was sitting in front of him, quickly sniffed the air, then pointed to their left. Without being asked, Tor’s horse changed direction. The sun was beginning to rise and Tor thought he could make out a small column of smoke.

As they got closer, Dal let out a shout of joy and galloped off. By the time the others caught up, he was sitting by the fire, tucking into a bowl of stew.

“Well this is an unexpected surprise,” Tor said, dismounting. “I hope you have enough for everyone.”

“Sorry, Dal took the last bit, but I have just started another batch and it should be ready in half an hour, if you do not mind waiting,” Seth replied.

“Good to see you boy,” Grimmel said, slapping him on the back. “How did you get here ahead of us?”

“Easy. The wagon moves quite fast on the main roads, which we have been travelling openly. You may have been able to go faster than us, but I bet you have been keeping hidden, stopping whenever you heard someone approaching.” Grimmel nodded. “That delayed you more than you imagined. We were able to keep going, without any delays, so slowly closed the lead you had on us.”

As promised, half an hour later, the stew was ready and Tor, Tallon, Patrick, Ria, Modo and Grimmel were tucking in. It tasted wonderful. During the meal, they discussed their exploits since parting and it was agreed that they would stick together for the rest of the journey. Tor argued that the others should go ahead, leaving him and Tallon to risk the border crossing alone, but only Tallon agreed with him. As he had no authority to tell the others what to do, he eventually backed down.

They travelled on for a few hours, uneventfully, then made camp and took turns getting some sleep. River and Grimmel were glad to be able to ride in the wagon once again; the ride on horseback had terrified them. Everyone rested longer than usual, timing the rest of their journey so they would reach the border the following evening. They encountered no more guards as they rode, but this did not make any of them relax. Messenger birds could have been sent to the border guards resulting in all of their problems being ahead of them instead of behind them. There was an audible sigh of relief when the crossing came into view and there was no sign of an amassed army awaiting them. They passed into Amenia without incident and headed straight to the farm where the original cargo had been purchased, hoping to sell the produce they now had sitting in the wagon.

——————————-∞——————————-

Allias looked around the table. It was the first time in weeks that all of his guests had been present for an evening meal. Even Samson was hiding under the table, hoping for someone to pass him a few tasty morsels. Of his resident family, only Selene was missing. She was still in her room, refusing all visitors, even Sam. Nobody was talking, creating a cold atmosphere, so Allias decided to find out what the others had been doing since he last spoke to them. Bellak looked eager to announce his findings in the library, so Allias deliberately turned to Ellen, asking her what had been keeping her occupied.

Ellen had wandered into the central market place the morning after Tor had departed, hoping to find a shop selling herbs as her supply needed restocking. She had been directed to the local witch, who ran a stall in front of her house selling ‘everything a witch could need’. When she got there however, the stall was empty and the front door of the house was shut. Nobody answered her knock. Hearing voices, she went to the back of the building and found the owner in the garden with a small group of girls, varying in age from as young as six to as old as fifteen. The witch was giving them lessons in witchcraft. As soon as she spotted Ellen, the elderly woman screamed and ran into the house, locking the door.

Entering the garden, Ellen had immediately asked the children what she had done to upset the old woman and they patiently explained. They were all local children who had been tested by the witches who ran the Witchcraft Training Academy. They had shown potential, but not enough to be accepted into the school. The old witch found this despicable and decided to try teaching them herself, but if the Academy ever found out, she would be discretely disposed of. The little ‘school’ had started off with only two pupils, but had grown in size as other potential students heard about it through the grapevine. 

Ellen was horrified. Where she had been taught her trade, every girl who had even the slightest hint of magical ability was given the opportunity to learn. It was dangerous not to teach them how to control it. She immediately went to the door and continued to bang loudly until it was opened. Since then, she had spent most of her time there, helping to teach the girls. The old woman was very knowledgeable and Ellen herself was even learning a few things.

Allias looked at Ellen thoughtfully. “What do you mean that it is dangerous not to teach these children?”

Ellen explained that if a child could perform magic, it was hard to not do so. Without proper training, they could find themselves accidently doing things they did not intend to do. Some had even been known to get hold of spell books and secretly practice. However, if anyone, witch or wizard, attempted a spell that was too difficult for them, they would either get it wrong, with disastrous results, or they poured too much of their own energy into the spell, leaving not enough for them to even breathe, resulting in suffocation. Upon hearing this, Allias agreed that these children needed proper training at the Academy. As king, he technically had authority over all government agencies, including the Academy, so the next morning he promised to speak to the head witch. If extra funding was needed in order to take in more students, he would make sure it was provided. He would also ensure that Ellen’s old witch was given a teaching position. He even offered Ellen a job, but she respectfully declined as she would be leaving with Tor as soon as he returned.

It turned out that Hurst had been spending a lot of time with Mrs Hubert. Though they were all curious, nobody enquired further and Hurst did not provide any more details unbidden. Next Allias turned to Oak, leaving Bellak fuming and muttering under his breath. Oak had been spending most of his time in the woods, much of it watching the soldiers in their training. He had eventually been seen and Sabastian had asked him to take out small groups of the men, teaching them how to survive with no rations, living off the land without harming it, which he willingly did. He taught them things like how to make a fire in the middle of a wood without the risk of burning the surrounding trees or how to move undetected through a forest. His teachings may not help them win a war, but at least they now knew how to survive if they ever found themselves alone in enemy territory. 

Allias expressed his gratitude then turned to Liselle. She seemed about to speak, but then deferred to Bellak, who looked like he was about to burst with eagerness to deliver his news.

“I found it,” he yelled, then looked at Liselle, who glared at him. “Or should I say ‘we’ found it.”

Allias frowned. “Found what?”

“The fountain. The maiden’s fountain.”

“Ah,” Allias responded, remembering the reason for Bellak spending all of his time in the library.

“We found what we think is the exact location. We had already found references to a healing fountain in the city of Yallend, but now we know where it is. Unfortunately, it is in the middle of the Loden desert. It will take at least a week to reach it from the edge. I have never heard of anyone surviving in that place for more than a day. I have absolutely no idea how we are going to get to this stupid fountain.” 

Sam was about to let him know that she had an idea, when they were interrupted by the door crashing open. In walked Tor and Dal, closely followed by Tallon; the others had opted to head straight for the baths.

“Your Majesty, let me introduce to you Prince Tallon. Tallon, this is King Allias, the man who wants to kill you.”

Allias leapt to his feet, but before he could say anything, Hetta grabbed his hand.

“I know this is probably bad timing, but my waters just broke.” 
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Tallon stared at the door, hearing movement the other side. He had lost track of how long he had been in the cell. Before he even had chance to speak to Allias, Tor had swept him out of the room and escorted him to the baths. Once clean, he had been given fresh clothes then thrown into the cell. Not that he could really complain. Food and drink had been regularly supplied and he had received constant visitors. He soon learned that Hetta was well after giving birth to a healthy baby girl. He had been told that Allias was ready to see him, but kept putting it off for some reason. Nobody would answer his questions about Selene.

The cell door was unlocked and swung open, revealing Dal’s smiling face. “Time to go,” he said cheerfully. For some reason this irritated Tallon. He was probably being taken to his death. The least the boy could do was show some respect.

They walked in silence along the corridors of the palace until they reached one of the reception rooms. The door was standing open, but nobody was inside. “You are supposed to wait here until Allias is ready,” Dal informed him. Without responding, Tallon entered the room and heard the door close and the lock turned behind him. He had gone from one cell to another, but at least this one had natural light and a view of the courtyard. Wine and fresh fruit had been left on the table, so Tallon helped himself and took a seat.

A short time later he looked toward the door, hearing it open. He was only half standing when he noticed who had entered the room. He dropped his goblet in surprise. Selene was the last person he had been expecting to see. Allias followed her into the room, sword drawn, but Tallon ignored him; he only had eyes for Selene. He walked up to her and gently took her in his arms, pulling her close. Feeling her belly press against him, he stood back to take a better look.

“You....I....we,” he stammered. “We are going to have a baby?” A tear trickled down his face.

“You do not deny that you are the father then,” Allias sneered.

Tallon was still in a state of shock. “Of course not,” he finally managed to say, not taking his eyes off Selene.

“How do you know the baby is not someone else’s?”

This made Tallon finally look at Allias. Placing his arm around Selene and pulling her close to him once again he replied, smiling. “She would never let anyone else touch her. It has to be mine.”

This reply did not make Allias happy. He had been convinced that Tallon would react with anger and deny being the father. Tallon’s next statement took him even more by surprise.

“I know you wish to kill me, though I have yet to be told why, and my chances of leaving this room alive are slim, but I would like to thank you for allowing me to see your daughter one more time. I never thought I would set eyes on her again. I hope you will treat the child as hers instead of mine.” He then kissed Selene on the forehead. “I think you should go now. Your father and I have a lot to discuss.” Selene seemed unwilling to leave his side, so he pushed her gently toward the door. Reluctantly she left, closing the door behind her.

“This is not going as I had planned,” Allias said, taking a seat. “I guess you had better sit down. I thought we would have nothing to talk about, but it now appears we do.”

Tallon sat down opposite Allias and listened to him explain why he had ordered the kidnapping and wanted him dead. Tallon did not once interrupt or contradict him, waiting until he had finished speaking. When it was time to respond, he was open, honest and truthful. He told Allias everything, from how and why he purchased Selene at the slave market, to her return to Emvale. He left nothing out, withheld no secret and Allias found himself believing the young man and hating himself for it.

“So what do you plan to do now?” he asked, when Tallon had finished speaking.

“What are my options?”

Allias leaned back in his chair and sighed. “If you had asked me that an hour ago, I would have said ‘being dissected before you hang or after.’ Now I am not so sure. You are not what I expected.” He then looked toward the door. “I know you are out there Selene. You had better come in,” he called out. The door instantly opened and Selene ran in, straight into Tallon’s arms.

“Your turn Selene,” he told his daughter. She told her side of the story, as completely as Tallon, including their one night of passion, though she talked about the reasons rather than the actions. Some things a father does not need to hear. Allias found himself thinking back to the passion he had with his first wife and found he could not condemn his daughter for what she had done. 

“If I let you live, will you marry her? Bearing in mind that you will have to turn your back on your family and your entire country.”

Tallon did not hesitate. “Yes.”

“I need time to think. You are free to go wherever you please, provided you do not leave the palace grounds.” He left the room before Tallon had chance to respond.

While Selene gave Tallon a tour of the palace, Allias went in search of everyone involved in the kidnapping, not that it could really be called a kidnapping he thought to himself. His first target was Tor, who provided a full account of everything that took place from when they first left Emvale to their return. One by one, he asked each member of the party their views on Tallon and every single one of them found him to be a pleasant, amiable, young man. He had gone with them willingly and at no point had he done or said anything to make them think he was putting on an act. The last person he found was Ria.

“He really does love her,” she said, after giving her account.

Allias went in search of Hetta. He had often sought her council in the past and really needed to hear her opinion now. It also gave him the opportunity to spend some time with the baby.

Meanwhile, Selene had found Sam and together they were showing Tallon the garden they were restoring. They were in the cottage when Allias found them. Nobody had heard him enter and he watched them for a few minutes. He had not seen his daughter this happy since before her mother had died.

“My great grandmother left this to me,” she was explaining. “We can live here once we are married, if you feel uncomfortable in the palace.”

“You are still my daughter and I decide who you will marry,” Allias said sternly, making Selene jump.

“Have you made your decision?” Tallon asked calmly, as though he had accepted whatever fate awaited him.

Allias smiled. “I cannot have any grandchild of mine growing up to be a bastard now can I?” It took a moment for Selene to work out what he had said. Realisation dawned on her and she ran to him, throwing her arms around him. “There is a lot we are going to have to work out,” he continued, looking at Tallon while trying to disengage himself from his daughter’s arms. The two men headed out of the cottage, leaving the two women excitedly talking wedding plans.

“By the way,” Tallon called back as he was just exiting through the main entrance. “You may want to take a look in the stables.”

Allias and Tallon retreated to the palace to discuss the political issues the upcoming wedding would cause, including what would be the reaction of Tallon’s father, while Selene and Sam headed to the stables. “Dobbin,” Selene cried, spying her horse. Sam took one look at the stallion and burst out laughing. 

“What is so funny?” Selene asked, slightly offended. “Dobbin is a perfectly good name for a horse.”

“Sorry,” Sam replied, when she was finally able to regain her breath enough to speak. “Did I mention I can talk with animals? I was laughing at his response. He is not impressed with being called Dobbin, to say the least.”

“What did he say?”

“I would rather not repeat it. It wasn’t very polite.”

Selene pouted. ‘Not a good look’ Sam thought, but kept her opinions to herself. “So what does he want to be called?”

“He says his real name is Zaphron and he would be most grateful if you would use it.” 

Selene was still pondering this when the head stable master ran up, calling out to all of his workers. “Get all horses ready to go immediately. Kinfen soldiers have crossed the border.” He suddenly noticed Selene and Sam. “Your Highness, miss,” he acknowledged them, bowing his head slightly. “You need to get out of here. I think we are at war.”

——————————-∞——————————-

Allias slowed his horse as he neared the Kinfen camp. Tallon rode on one side of him, Sabastian on the other. “Good god,” he cried, seeing the huge number of enemy soldiers confronting him. He had barely half that number behind him. It would take a few days for those in other garrisons to reach him let alone the soldiers from other provinces, by which time it would be too late if this invasion could not be turned aside.

“Let me talk to my father,” Tallon volunteered. “He is usually a reasonable man. We should be able to sort this out civilly.” As he rode closer he could make out faces, some of which he recognised. “Frack,” he swore, spotting his brother. “This may not be as easy as I hoped.” 

“Hello father,” he said pleasantly, when he was close enough to speak without shouting.”

“You appear to be with the wrong ruler son,” Yeland observed.

“I always knew he was a traitor to his country,” the young man at Yeland’s side sneered. “I should be King, not him.”

“Enough,” Yeland said, raising his hand for silence. “Explain yourself Tallon.”

Tallon, used to obeying his father’s orders, proceeded to tell him why he was in Emvale. He explained about the ‘kidnapping’ and his willingness to go with his captors. When he mentioned his engagement, Yeland interrupted him. He had heard enough. “My commander has led me to believe that you are under some sort of enchantment. I am inclined to believe him. I give you two choices. Come and join me. Allow my magicians to remove this curse and I will only kill the Emvalians. If you refuse, I will cut you down myself.”

“Sorry father, I cannot allow you to kill my future father in law.” Yeland started to draw his sword, stopping only when he felt the light touch of a lance at his throat. 

“I would not recommend taking any hasty action your Majesty.” Looking to his right then left with his eyes, trying not to move his head, Yeland saw his commander and youngest son were in the same position as himself. Tallon’s personal guards had them surrounded. Although technically part of the army, the Regent Guard, as the soldiers who were Tallon’s guards were officially known, reported directly to the Prince instead of the commander. 

“You men are fools,” Yeland called out. “You are outnumbered one hundred to one. All I have to do is give the signal and you will die.”

The old guard who had spoken did not lower his lance. “Not before you three will be dead,” he replied. “I suggest you allow your magician to examine Prince Tallon where he is before jumping to conclusions.”

Yeland inclined his head, the slight movement enough for those around him to see, but not enough to make the spear point pierce his skin. With his left arm he signalled the nearest magician to move forward. The clean shaven young man, dressed in a long robe, nervously walked toward the Emvalian army. None of the Kinfen soldiers accompanied him. Tallon calmly watched him approach, dismounting as he drew near. He allowed himself to be subjected to the wizard’s administrations for over an hour until eventually the young man declared that if there was any spell or enchantment on the Prince, he could not detect it. By this time, a witch that Yeland had brought with him had made her way to the front lines. Possessing the ability to sense when someone is lying, she volunteered to try.

She asked Tallon numerous questions, all of which he answered truthfully. Eventually she, too, gave up and announced that he was either telling the truth or under a more powerful enchantment than she had ever come across before. Yeland, however, was still not convinced. He was about to declare that the time for talking was over, when he spotted Hurst, who was conversing with Tor. Hurst had once travelled through Kinfen and spent a few weeks staying at the palace, where Yeland had made use of his talents when meeting with visiting dignitaries. Yeland requested his assistance, which he willingly gave.

Taking hold of Tallon’s hand, he softly told the Prince to remain calm. Within seconds he started to reveal what he saw of Tallon’s mind. “He has a lot of conflicting emotions at the moment. He is uneasy with his truce with King Allias, but knows he has to stick with it in order to have a future with Princess Selene. He is overjoyed at the prospect of marrying, but sad that he will have to give up his home and his country to follow his heart. He is also concerned with the conflicting reports in the history books of both Kinfen and Emvale. He thinks that his father acts too rashly sometimes, like now for instance, and that his brother is an arrogant prig who needs to be brought into line.” Hurst released Tallon’s hand and went silent. 

Across the ‘no man’s land’ dividing the two armies, Tallon’s brother could be heard spluttering with indignation. Yeland showed no reaction outwardly; internally his mind was racing. Eventually he called for some examples of the Emvale history books Tallon referred to; he wished to see them for himself. Allias nodded and a messenger was quickly dispatched. 

Bellak stepped forward and whispered to Allias, who nodded. Bellak orated an incantation and waved his hands, causing a large square tent to appear between the two armies. Allias dismounted and, walking toward the tent, visibly removed his sword and handed it to Tallon. He called out to Yeland. “Why not get out of the sun while we await the arrival of the books. I have arranged for refreshments to be delivered. As you can see, I am entering the tent unarmed. Feel free to have your own magician verify that there are no magical traps on the tent.” He entered alone, everyone outside watching Yeland expectantly, until he, too, dismounted and disarmed.

Inside the tent, he found Allias slouched on a sofa with his feet up. “Magicians are useful to have around it seems,” he commented as Allias looked him up and down as though visibly checking for concealed weapons.

Yeland sat on a sofa opposite, staying still and upright. It was quiet inside the tent, too quiet. It made him nervous. There was only a thin layer of canvas between him and two opposing armies; he should be able to hear something. He commented, trying to sound casual, and Allias explained that a spell had been placed around them. It was designed to prevent anyone eavesdropping on their conversation and must have had the added effect of hiding outside sounds from them.

Yeland smiled grimly. “So my guards will not hear if you murder me.”

Allias laughed. “I did not think of that. Good idea though. Look around and let me know what I can use as a weapon.” 

Yeland did as he was asked and saw nothing readily available that could be used to attack him with, or, more importantly, nothing he could use to attack Allias. “Why do you despise me and my people so much?” he asked.

Allias paused before answering. “Do you realise that this is the first time we have actually spoken? It is not you I hate, more the atrocities that your country has committed and you allow to continue.”

Yeland jumped up, anger flashing across his face. “How dare you accuse us of monstrosities,” he spat. “Anything my soldiers did in the last war was in retaliation to the horrendous acts of your own men. Some of the things they did to innocent women and children can only be described as pure evil.”

At this Allias also jumped to his feet, his hand automatically going to draw his sword. He looked down in frustration when he realised it was not there. Before he could shout his reply they were interrupted by a knock at the entrance to the tent. Both men were too consumed by their rage to wonder how anyone could knock on canvas.

“Come in,” Allias yelled and a servant very timidly entered, placing a tray of fruit and a jug of wine on the table. He rushed out, almost immediately returning with a bowl of washing water, towels and glasses. He left again, without asking permission to withdraw, protocol ignored in his haste to get out. The two men continued to glare at each other until eventually Allias poured himself some wine and sat back down. He did not offer any to Yeland, who proceeded to help himself, taking some of the fruit to demonstrate he was not worried about poison.

Neither man spoke until there was another knock on the tent and Halvine entered, laden down with books. This time both occupants noticed the oddity, but chose not to comment; they had more serious things on their minds. 

Halvine placed the books on the table, handed one to Yeland, bowed to Allias and withdrew without saying a word. Allias remained silent while Yeland read. After a few lines, he flicked through to another page and read a few more lines, a frown beginning to crease his face. After doing this a few more times, he went back to the first page, his frown deepening further. He threw the book on the sofa beside him and randomly selected another from the table. He flicked through this in the same manner before throwing it on top of the first.

He proceeded through each book until he came to one entitled ‘Yeland, King of Kinfen.’ Allias, who was growing bored, poured himself some more wine and refilled Yeland’s glass.

Anger had left both men by the time Yeland put down the last book. He was looking weary. “Well?” Allias asked.

“Everything in these books is a lie. I can understand you hating me and my country if this is what you have been taught.”

“How did I know you were going to say that?” Allias sneered. “Why should I believe you instead of what historians have written?”

Yeland picked up a book at random and threw it at Allias. “Because I have read most of these books before.” Allias looked at him in surprise. “My own library has copies, as do most libraries across Kinfen. The only difference is that they describe Emvale not Kinfen.” He picked up his self-titled book. “I even have a copy of this one, by the same author, except it is called “Allias, King of Emvale. It describes you and your accomplishments identically, right down to your abuse of your servants, which it states is just a more polite name for slaves.”

“Are you telling me that the enmity between our two countries is totally based on lies?”

“Who knows? There may be some truth in some of the books, but I haven’t come across anything yet.”

“But why?”

“Think about it. Our fathers fought, as did their fathers. When getting back from a war, the first thing that happens is accounts get written that show your enemies as monsters and your own men as saintly heroes. What King is going to allow a book to be written that tells of horrific deeds performed by his own men, even if it is the truth?” Yeland rubbed his face with his hands. It seemed that everything he had been told his whole life had been a lie. Accepting it was hard. He suddenly laughed. “You have to admire the authors. Think how much money they must have made selling both versions of their books.”

Allias also grinned before turning serious again. “So where do we go from here? 

“I do not know,” Yeland admitted. “I guess the first thing we have to do is find out what actually is true. Maybe we should spend some time in each other’s countries, without official guides showing us only what they want us to see. We may even uncover things happening in our own countries that we do not know about and need to put a stop to.”

Allias thought this was a good idea but said there was one major stumbling block that would prevent any sort of truce between the two counties. “My daughter knows first-hand that in Kinfen slavery is legal and a lot of them are abused. That is something I can never condone.”

“I agree completely,” Yeland surprised him by saying. “While we do have slaves, they are well treated. Any owner that abuses a slave is severely dealt with. Unfortunately, however, all governments have corrupt officials that can be bribed to look the other way, as do all law enforcement agencies. I am sure that the same thing goes on in your country though you probably do not get to hear about it.”

His comments disturbed Allias, but eventually he was forced to agree. He nodded his head, allowing Yeland to continue. “As for slavery, that is harder to abandon than you would imagine. What would happen to all of the slaves? Currently the majority are provided with food, shelter and clothing. Who would provide for them if they no longer had an owner? I have some of my top officials working on a plan, but it will take many years before we can totally abolish slavery. The first step is for my officials to take over all of the slave markets, requiring sellers to have proper paperwork showing rights of ownership. It will not stop the kidnappings and forced slavery, but it should greatly reduce it. Tallon has some ideas about what the next steps should be, but we have yet to discuss them in great detail.”

“I have not had much chance to talk to your son, but he appears to have a good head on his shoulders. He is serious about marrying my daughter by the way. They appear to be genuinely in love.”

This news stunned Yeland. He had not really taken in any of what his son had told him, thinking he was not in control of his own mind at the time. He was even more shocked to hear that Selene had been the slave Tallon had purchased and run off to find. He now understood Allias’s comment about her first-hand knowledge of slavery. 

They continued talking for hours, covering subjects from the difficulty of keeping control over outlying provinces to the joys and frustrations of parenthood. They were amazed to find how much they agreed on and how many of the same problems were faced by both countries.

They were interrupted by Halvine, enquiring if any more books would be needed. He was sent away with orders for a meal to be brought in.

When they eventually left the tent they were surprised to find that, not only was it dark, but that both armies were still in position, ready to attack if the command was given. The looks that Tallon and his brother were throwing each other suggested that it was only concern about starting a war that held them back from going for each other’s throats.

The Kings returned to their own ranks, calling together their top ranking officers and noblemen, explaining that there would be no war. The news quickly spread, along with orders for everyone to return to their own garrisons. Captains called their units together and the withdrawals were orderly on both sides. Bellak vanished the tent and headed back toward the castle with the rest of Tor’s party.

Yeland agreed to remain, with a detachment of guards, and spend a few days in Vada as a guest at the palace. There was a lot to discuss and formal declarations of peace to be drawn up and signed. Allias, however, at the request of Tallon, refused to allow Yeland’s younger son to remain. He expected Yeland to disagree, but the King saw the wisdom of this and sent him away with the soldiers. Tallon’s personal guard also wished to remain and their request was granted.

Allias and Yeland rode slowly toward the city, side by side, while Tallon and Selene galloped on ahead to ensure that everyone at the palace had been notified of the imminent arrival of an honoured guest. 

Watching them disappear from view, Allias suddenly grinned and called across to Yeland. “That reminds me,” he said mischievously. “Congratulations are in order. You are going to be a grandfather.” The look on Yeland’s face made him burst out laughing. 
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A few days later, everyone was departing; Yeland was returning to Kinfen, signed treaty and even some trade agreements in hand, while Tor and his team were ready to continue their quest. Bellak had argued for leaving as soon as Tor returned, but Tor insisted that some of his colleagues needed time to recover from their journey. Tallon had explained his reasons for staying in Vada and Yeland had reluctantly agreed; if their positions have been reversed, he would have wanted the same thing. He had missed the birth of both of his sons and it was the biggest regret of his life.

Tallon’s guards were also staying, until he returned to his homeland for the wedding. Royalty had to marry in their capital city and as the heir apparent, Tallon had to marry in his own country first, thus there would be two weddings, the first in Bedden with the second in Vada a few weeks later. Timing was the big issue. Both kings thought it best to wait until after the birth, but Tallon and Selene were not prepared to wait. In the end they threatened to elope unless their fathers agreed. They got what they wanted and wedding number one would take place in exactly one month. 

Selene had begged Sam to stay, but Tor would not give his approval. She had been brought forward in time to help them obtain the next clue and they could not continue without her. He had, however, agreed to do his best to return Sam to Vada in time for the second wedding, though he made no promises. It would take them at least two weeks to reach the outskirts of the Loden desert and no plan had yet been formulated on how to cross it. In all of the excitement caused by births, wars and weddings, Sam had completely forgotten that she had a suggestion to make in that regard.

Selene was not the only person to ask Sam to remain at the palace. The previous evening, Rupert had requested she join him for a nightcap in his rooms, where he formally asked her to be his official consort. He explained that he would not be able to marry her, as his father would probably arrange for him to marry a suitable Lady ‘for the good of the country’, but he promised he would be faithful to her until that day and would make sure she was well provided for afterward.

If he had not looked so solemn, Sam would have laughed. Instead, she headed off to find Halvine, promising she would return shortly. When she explained to Halvine what she needed and why, he readily agreed to help. She returned to Rupert carrying a golden goblet and a small plain glass, the kind the servants usually drank from. Pouring a little brandy into the goblet, she handed it to Rupert, asking him to drink. Next she poured some into the glass and handed it to him, indicating he should drink again. When he had done so, she asked him which tasted better. Confused, he told her it was the same drink so they both tasted the same.

She then asked why he usually drank from expensive gold or crystal instead of cheap glass. His response that it was his right as Prince and future ruler was what she had been expecting to hear, but she was still slightly disappointed. Taking his hand gently in her own she then explained how she could never be involved with a man who thought he was automatically entitled to the best of everything, even if he genuinely was. She needed to be treated as an equal, not a subordinate and she didn’t think Rupert would ever be able to do that. Reluctantly he agreed, but still tried to persuade her to at least stay that night with him. She declined. 

Others had also been invited to stay. Sabastian asked Torrick and Oak to remain behind to continue helping train his men, but both had declined; they had volunteered to help Tor in his quest and did not wish to let him down. He also jokingly asked Samson, who appeared to think about it before shaking his head. Sabastian stared at him in shock, so the wolf grinned at him. Mrs Hubert, who turned out to be widowed, asked Hurst to remain. He gave the request serious consideration, before turning her down, explaining that Tor may still have need of him. He promised to return once the quest was complete and there were tears in both their eyes when it was time to depart. 

They headed north, Sam once again riding Thresnine. It did not take them long to get back into their old routine. Hawk provided fresh meat for them and River and Oak managed to find plenty of fresh plants and nuts to compliment the meat; they even found some potatoes one day. There was always a fresh supply of water nearby whenever they made camp and the weather remained dry. The temperature was warm, seeming to get a little hotter each day, though not unpleasantly so. Dal continued his lessons with Tor and Seth, though he seemed to spend more and more time alone with Seth as the days wore on, and Sam went back to sleeping in Hawk’s coffin as the ground was so uncomfortable after her weeks in a proper bed.

One night, Sam was awoken by scratching on the side of the coffin and she could just make out Samson’s soft whine. “Get in then you stupid lump,” she called to him, moving her legs to make room for him. When the whining did not stop she rolled onto her back and opened her eyes. The night was pitch black, no moon or stars could be seen in the sky. This puzzled her. The cloud must be widespread and thick to obscure everything so thoroughly and there had been no sign of any in the sky when she had gone to sleep.

She pushed herself up onto her elbows and banged her head. She immediately realised what was going on. The night sky was not covered by a layer of cloud. She could see no stars because someone had put the lid on the coffin. She positioned her hands above her and attempted to push it off. It would not move. She tried to position her feet underneath, but there was not enough room so she pushed with her knees instead, but to no avail. Panic set in as claustrophobia took hold.

Her breathing became shallow and rapid as she started to hyperventilate and her body began to shake uncontrollably. Tears ran unnoticed down her cheeks. She tried to scream, but was unable. She began banging on the lid of the coffin, kicking as hard as she could at the same time. She was unable to grasp the reality that the coffin was not air tight and she would be perfectly alright if she remained calm until she was set free. All she knew was that she could not breathe properly and that she was going to die if she did not get out quickly.

Suddenly the lid was thrown off and she found herself in Hawk’s arms. He gently lifted her from the coffin and placed her in his lap, cradling her like a baby as she sobbed into his chest. Samson paced up and down next to them, frustrated at not being able to help. The noise had awoken the whole camp and they all approached the wagon, concern evident on most of their faces. Dal had gone white and tears were streaking down his face. “I am sorry,” he said quietly as he nervously approached Hawk. “It was meant to be a joke. Is she going to be alright?”

Hawk looked at him with distain. “You did this?” Dal nodded.

“With Bellak. It was his idea. He said it would give everyone a laugh.”

“Bellak,” Hawk hissed, looking around, unable to see his quarry. “I might have known.” He passed the still shaking Sam to Tor, who carried her to the fire and left the ladies to tend to her. He looked down at Samson who, needing no further instructions, jumped down from the wagon and headed toward the woods to their left. Hawk took to the air, keeping pace with the wolf until he spotted his prey. Swooping down, he picked Bellak up and pinned him to the top of the nearest tree, holding him tightly by the throat. “Give me one good reason why I should let you live,’ he snarled.

Bellak was moving his arms in an intricate pattern and attempting to recite an incantation, but Hawk’s grip was so tight he was unable to speak. “Not so high and mighty now you cannot perform your magic are you,” Hawk continued. “All it takes is one little bite.” He moved his head close enough for Bellak to feel his breath on his neck, then pulled back. “On second thoughts, it would probably take too long to get the disgusting taste out of my mouth.” With that he released his hold, letting the old man fall to the ground, grinning with satisfaction as he heard the thud of him hitting the ground, followed by an agonizing scream.

Tor was the first to arrive, finding Bellak lying on the ground holding his leg. His tibia had neatly snapped in two and was poking through his flesh. Looking up and seeing nothing but empty sky, he asked what had happened, but the wizard was in too much pain to answer. Tor picked him up, disturbing his leg as little as possible, and carried him back to the camp, Samson trotting beside him. Sam had been given a sleeping potion and was just drifting off to sleep, leaving Ellen free to tend to Bellak’s wounds. Once he had drunk a potion to lessen the pain, Ellen had Patrick and Tor pull on his leg, allowing the bones, with a little assistance, to fall back into place. She then applied a poultice to the open wound and attached a splint made from a large stick that Dal had found for her, all the while singing gently. 

“You will be fine in the morning,” she informed him when she had finished binding his leg with cloth. “If my magic has worked correctly there should not even be a scar.” Without so much as a ‘thank you’, Bellak laid his head on his rolled up cloak and was soon snoring.

It was not long before Hawk landed in the camp, on the other side of the fire. “What happened?” Tor asked suspiciously. 

“No idea,” Hawk replied mildly. “I lost Samson in the dark.” Tor did not believe a word of it, but decided to let the matter drop until the morning, when he could hear Bellak’s version of events.

Tor volunteered to take the next watch and advised the others to get some sleep. Though thoroughly exhausted, Ellen said she would remain awake for a while longer in case either of her patients needed her, then placed a pan of water over the fire to boil. A short time later she approached Tor, who was sitting with his back to the fire, and gave him a cup of the coffee she had just made. She sat down on the ground beside him and stared out into the dark. 

They sat in silence for a while, until Ellen quietly whispered, “Thank you.”

“What for?”

“For bringing him back to me unharmed.” 

Tor did not ask who she meant; there was no need. He decided not to mention how Patrick had rushed into Tallon’s room and had nearly been decapitated; she already knew how reckless he was. Instead he placed his arm around her in a brotherly way. “You deserve better.”

“I know,” she replied, standing up and kissing him on the cheek before returning to the warmth of the fire and settling down for some sleep. 

The next morning Bellak’s leg was fully healed, though it was a little stiff. He gruffly thanked Ellen for her hard work then walked away into the forest, calling Samson after him. The wolf remained where he was standing, watching the wizard’s departing back. When Bellak stopped and turned around, Samson deliberately looked him in the eye then turned away and walked over to Sam, nuzzling her neck until she woke up.

“Traitor,” Bellak muttered and continued into the trees. When he returned, Tor quizzed him about the events of the previous night, but he refused to talk about it, saying he must have hit his head when he fell as he had no memory of how he got hurt. Tor could tell he was lying, but did not pursue it.

During breakfast, Dal nervously approached Sam. “Please forgive me,” he begged. “I never meant to harm you in any way.”

Sam gave him a small smile. “It’s okay. I know it wasn’t your fault.”

Dal sat down beside her. “What happened? Why did you freak out so much?”

“It’s called claustrophobia. For some reason that I cannot explain I am terrified of enclosed spaces, so you can imagine how I felt being trapped inside a coffin.” 

“I am so so sorry. I had no idea.”

“Of course you didn’t. There was no way you could have known.” Bellak, on the other hand, was a different matter. Had he known or did his cruel prank have more of an effect than he had intended? 

Samson spent the entire day trotting by Sam’s side. The only time he left her unattended was when she went into the woods with the other ladies. That night, he jumped into the coffin and lay down, trying to reassure her that he would be there all night to protect her. Hawk also informed her that there was no danger of the lid being put on again; not if Bellak valued his life anyway. 

Before retiring for the night, she turned to Tor. “Why does he hate me so much?” Tor did not need to ask who. Bellak had been avoiding everyone all day, even eating his meals apart from them. Earlier in the evening he had walked alone into the woods nearby and had not been seen since.

“He does not hate you. He just has not seen your value yet. He was the same with each member of the team, though maybe not to such an extent, until they did something to prove their worth. He will treat you very differently once you have helped us obtain the next clue.”

“He’s still an arsehole,” she muttered then went to join Samson in the coffin.

Dal was just getting himself comfortable for the night when Seth tapped him on the shoulder. “Come on lad, time for some more training. Grimmel thought he heard deer roaming about when he collected the firewood and I am going to see if I can find a trail. Wild animals can be used to find water if you can track them without disturbing them.” Tor nodded his approval and both young men headed out into the woods. 

There was a track between the trees, just large enough for two horses to ride abreast, but Seth immediately left it. One reason for this was that he planned to start looking for signs of deer near a small lake that they had used earlier in the evening as a water supply. The other was that he was testing Dal’s ability to travel through the forest quietly. Only elves had the ability to move silently, but some of the human rangers and trackers came a close second and Seth had been trained by one of the best. Dal impressed him. While he was making a lot of noise compared to Seth, he was quiet enough that he could creep by most humans without being noticed. Deer would be another matter.

When they reached the water, Seth explained what he was looking for, sending Dal one way while he looked the other. They were at opposite sides of the lake when Seth noticed a stag approaching, half way between the two men. Dal had also noticed the visitor and had crouched down low, moving away from the shore to hide behind a bush.

The stag walked close to Dal, either not noticing him or ignoring him, and put his head into the water to drink. Realising he was holding his breath, Dal exhaled slowly, hoping it was not loud enough to disturb the animal. Seth stealthily made his way around the lake to join him, keeping his movements slow and quiet. “What a magnificent specimen,” he whispered. Dal slowly nodded his head, not taking his eyes off the stag.

When the animal had drunk its fill, it headed back into the forest. “We will see how long we can track him before he notices us,” Seth told Dal quietly before heading off in pursuit. They had not gone far into the depths of the forest when they heard a loud ring of metal hitting metal, immediately followed by an animalistic scream. Throwing caution to the wind, both young men ran forward, not caring about the noise they created. The sight before them was sickening. The stag was caught in a mantrap, its hind left leg almost severed. It looked about wildly as they approached, the agony the poor beast was suffering evident in its eyes.

“Stay here,” Seth commanded. “I am going to find Ellen. She healed Bellak’s leg, maybe she can help here.”

As Seth ran off, Dal cautiously crept closer, making sure he made no sudden movements and was always within the stag’s field of vision. The animal was extremely nervous, but was in too much pain to do more than watch. When he was close enough to talk to the stag without shouting, yet not near enough for the fierce looking antlers to reach him, he sat down and crossed his legs. He then proceeded to talk to the stag as he would to a small child, keeping his voice soft and low, trying to keep the animal calm.

Time passed and Dal could visibly see the stag weakening. Desperation set in, as well as despair. He could not bear to see such a magnificent creature die so unjustly. Then he heard voices. Seth had easily found the camp and a number of volunteers had returned with him. Sam was the first to approach, introducing herself to the injured animal and explaining that her friends were there to help. The stag was in too much pain to show any surprise at being able to communicate with a human and meekly agreed to let Ellen approach. After a quick look at the injury she looked at Sam and shook her head.

“I will try, but I do not think I will be able to save his leg.” She turned to Tor and Ban. “I need you to open the trap and gently remove the leg. There is nothing I can do while it is still trapped.” While Ellen started to make a poultice, Sam sat close to the stag and gently lifted his head, placing it in her lap, while she continually whispered reassuringly and stroked his soft fur. Ban positioned his legs wide apart, on opposite sides of the trap and placed his hands on the two metal jaws. Tor took hold of the leg then nodded to Ban, who began to pull the jaws apart. It took all of his effort and as soon as there was enough space, Tor quickly pulled the leg free and Ban released his hold, allowing the trap to snap shut loudly, making the stag shudder. 

Ellen closely inspected the wound and was stunned to find the bone still intact. Somehow the teeth of the trap had managed to remove most of the flesh while not crushing the bone inside. She washed the wound, applied the poultice and bandaged it up while singing her healing magic. By the time she had finished, the stag was unconscious, so Ban carried him back to their camp. Ellen had not fully recovered from healing Bellak so her efforts on the stag had exhausted her and she collapsed on the walk back to the camp. At Sam’s insistence, Tor carried the sleeping woman to the wagon, placed her in the coffin and gently laid a cloak over her. Sam was more than happy to spend the rest of the night on the ground if it meant Ellen getting a better night’s sleep.

Seth volunteered to take the next watch and Dal joined him. “Why did you do that?” he asked.

Seth was puzzled. “Do what?”

“Save the stag. Why did you not kill it?”

Seth thought for a while before answering. Dal was being trained to hunt and kill wild animals so he understood his confusion. “As a hunter, you have to decide when to kill and when not to. We hunt for survival, never for pleasure. If we had found the stag when we were in need of food, I would have put the poor beast out of its misery. I cannot bear to see animals suffer any more than you can. But as we had no need for meat, I did all I could to help it. Does that make sense?”

Dal nodded. “You are a good man Seth,” he said quietly. They silently kept watch together for the next two hours, both lost in their own thoughts, until they were relieved by Tor and Modo.

The next morning the stag allowed Ellen to remove the bandage. The wound was perfectly healed. The stag gingerly placed some weight on his injured leg, then took a few hesitant steps. Feeling no pain or discomfort, he called out to Sam, asking her to thank Ellen for him, then ran into the forest and out of sight. 

When they had finished their morning ritual, the group continued travelling north until they reached a fork in the road and Tor called a halt. Signposts showed Petra was north-west and Linket north-east. “Which way do you suggest?” he called to Bellak.

“Linket is probably the quickest route, so long as we do not get held up at the border into Janton. I know that Allias never bothers to patrol his side and I have never heard of any Jantonian soldiers stopping travellers that far outside of the capital, so it should not be an issue.”

Upon hearing the mention of Janton, Patrick pushed his horse forward until he was close enough to talk to Tor without being overheard. “I need to talk to you,” he whispered. Indicating with his head that he should follow, Tor walked his horse a short distance from the rest of the party.

“I would rather avoid Janton if at all possible,” Patrick informed him, a little embarrassed. “Queen Helen suggested we get married a few years back and I turned her down. She did not take rejection too well. She threatened to remove parts of my anatomy that I would rather keep intact. She has probably calmed down by now, but I know she is still unmarried and I would prefer not to meet her again until she has a wedding band firmly on her finger.” 

Tor laughed. “In that case, my friend, Petra it is.” 

As Tor led the way, Ellen rode closer to Patrick. “What was that about?” she whispered.

“Nothing that concerns you.” For some reason, since his conversation with Ria, Patrick found himself slightly ill at ease whenever he was around Ellen, especially when certain topics came up in the conversation. His past love life was definitely one of those topics. “I would just rather not travel through Janton at the moment.”

Ellen smiled. “So what was her name?”

“What makes you think it has anything to do with a woman?”

“I know you.” When he refused to answer, she decided to let the matter drop, but stored it away in the back of her memory in case she could use the knowledge at a later date. She had noticed that he had been behaving strangely toward her ever since he had returned from Kinfen. He had started to ask her if she would mind cleaning and mending his clothes and was even saying ‘thank you’. She made a mental note to ask Ria about it next time they were alone together. 

A few days later they arrived at the desert’s edge. Ahead of them they could see nothing but sand, stretching for more miles than Sam cared to imagine.

Tor looked at Bellak. “Are you sure the place we are looking for is in the middle of that?” he asked, doubtfully. Bellak just nodded. 

Later that evening, after the sun had set, Tor voiced what everyone had been thinking. “Any suggestions as to how we cross?”

“If it helps,” River said in a quiet voice, “we do not all have to go. Only two of us; Sam and one other.” She looked at Sam, her face suggesting she was sorry to remind her of her task.

“Can Hawk fly her across?” Dal piped up.

Hawk shook his head. “Unfortunately not. The distance is too far. I will never be able to get to the centre and back again during the hours of darkness. We do not know for certain that there is anything out there or, if there is, whether I would be provided refuge from the sun if Bellak’s theory proves to be correct. The risk is too great. Having to carry someone makes it doubly impossible.” Bellak muttered under his breath but refrained from speaking any louder. 

“Ban, Grimmel, have any of your people ever managed to cross?” Tor asked the tayman and the dwarf. Both shook their heads. “River, Oak?” Again the same response. “Patrick, you know more about history than anyone else here. Anything spring to mind?”

Patrick thought for a while, tugging on his collar. It was hot this close to the desert and sweat was trickling down his neck, irritating him. “There used to be a group of people called the shaten who lived in the Loden desert. They were a near-human species of nomads who spent their lives travelling from water hole to water hole, rarely leaving the desert to venture into civilisation, but there has been no report of human contact for a very long time. It is widely believed that their race died out long before you were born. That is all I know. Sorry.”

“At least we know that there are water holes out there,” Seth commented.

“Were,” Patrick corrected him.

“If they are still there, could River find them?” The young water sprite nodded. “So load the wagon with food and water bottles and send out the two young ladies.”

Bellak liked Seth’s suggestion. River, Tor and Sam did not. “It cannot be done,” Tor explained. “It is next to impossible to get the wagon through the sand. On top of that, they will be exposed to the sun for too long. Sam and River may be able to sleep under the wagon and only travel at night, but the donkey will be dead within a day. We will have to think of something else.” 

“I have an idea,” Sam said suddenly, surprising them all. 

“Of course you do,” Bellak sneered. “Let me guess. You think I can use magic to transport us all across the desert while not knowing an accurate distance or what our destination looks like. You have no idea how magic works girl so keep your stupid theories to yourself.”

Sam shrugged. She was past being offended by the old wizard. “Suit yourself.” She sat down on a nearby rock. “I’ll just sit here and wait for you to come up with a solution shall I? I hope there is a good hotel around here; I don’t feel like spending the next few days sleeping on this patch of ground.”

Tor glared at Bellak. “Ignore him Sam. What is your idea?”

“I say we call for some help. Anyone fancy flying across?” While everyone looked at her, confused, she called out as loud as she could, “SALABINE.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 19


[image: image]


Sam was woken by warm breath on her face. “Go away,” she mumbled, waving her arm as she attempted to push Samson away. The wolf had left with Bellak, somewhat reluctantly, the previous evening, so she assumed he had just returned. Ever since Bellak’s cruel trick with the coffin lid, the wolf had been avoiding the wizard, so Sam had been surprised to see him mournfully following the old man, tail between his legs and head hung low. He looked like a lamb going to the slaughter.

“Wake up little one.” Sam’s eyes shot open. The large muzzle in front of her was scaly instead of furry.

“Salabine,” she cried, causing the great dragon to step back to avoid the flailing arms that tried to wrap themselves around her neck. “You came.”

River came running up, closely followed by Grimmel, who was swearing loudly. “How did you get past us?” he yelled. 

“You were not watching the sky,” Salabine informed him, smiling. 

“I was though.” Hawk landed gently next to her, then indicated she should look around. She was surrounded by the rest of the group, all armed. Even Ellen was carrying a cooking pot, ready to hit an intruder over the head. Salabine let out a laugh, causing the ground to shake. Upon spying the dragon as she was silhouetted against the moon, Hawk had quietly woken everyone in turn, whispering a warning. Although he was sure it must have been Salabine, it was impossible to be certain at that distance, so everyone armed themselves.

“Welcome Salabine,” Tor greeted her, sheathing his sword. “Thank you for coming.”

“How did you hear Sam calling you?” Dal interrupted. The look Tor threw silenced him, causing colour to rise up his face.

“I see the pup still has to learn some manners.”

Tor couldn’t help but agree with the dragon’s comment. “I am trying. But you know how children are these days; only listen to half of what they are told and then they ignore it.” Dal had the good sense not to contradict this, though his face showed how much he was struggling to remain silent.

Salabine took pity on him. “We dragons can hear our name called, no matter how far away we are or how softly it is spoken. This is one of the reasons you will rarely find a dragon who divulges his name. I have shown great trust in you by doing so.”

“We greatly appreciate it,” Seth informed her. “Are you hungry?” 

Salabine swung her long neck from side to side, surveying her surroundings. “Yes. I am a little peckish. Where is Bellak?” Neither the wizard nor the wolf had returned from their night time jaunt. Not sure if she was joking or not, Seth threw the carcass of a pheasant into the air. Salabine opened her jaws wide and swallowed it whole. “I suppose that will have to do instead.” She winked at Sam. “So, how may I be of assistance to you all? I presume you did not call simply because you miss my company.” 

Sam quickly explained their need for a lift into the middle of the desert and Tor provided the reasons why. When they had finished, Salabine looked uncertain. She hated crossing deserts and had never flown across this particular one. She queried what she would find in the centre and nobody was able to tell her. As they were unable to assure her that she would be safe, they informed her that they understood her reluctance.

Their understanding did not impress her. She raised herself to her full height and proudly lifted her head. “I hope that you are not insinuating that I am scared for my own safety. I can assure you that we dragons are scared of nothing. My only concern is for my passengers.”

“Speaking of passengers,” interrupted Torrick. “How do we decide who the other person should be?” 

“Good question.” Tor looked across at Sam. “We know Sam has to go and only one other. We also know that only one can return. What we do not know is who gets to decide which one remains.”

“Will Salabine count as the other?” Ria asked. “I mean, if someone else goes, will that be classed as three instead of two so we fail? If so, then Sam has to remain behind as she will be stranded if Salabine has to remain.”

“Another good question,” Tor replied, frowning in concern.

“The dragon takes Sam and one other, then Sam remains behind.” Bellak came striding up to the group, Samson at his heels. “If that counts as three, then the dragon can bring the extra back before returning to the desert.”

Hawk was outraged, and he was not the only one. “What right do you have to dictate who stays behind?”

Sam quickly grabbed his arm as he looked like he was about to attack the old man. “He’s right. The only reason I’m here is because I am needed to retrieve the next clue. I should be the one to stay behind.” Hawk refused to agree with this logic, but said nothing and edged no closer to Bellak.

“Any volunteers to accompany her?” Nobody stepped forward. “Alright then, we draw lots.” Bellak conjured up a large pot and enough green balls for each of them, except for Samson, Sam and Salabine. He then turned one of them red. The plan was that they would each take a ball from the pot while blindfolded. The person who picked the red ball would go with Sam. Before the selection could begin, however, Tor removed a ball. 

“Hawk, you cannot go. This may take more than a night.” Hawk nodded, then removed another ball.

“You cannot go either. There is no point in continuing this quest if you have to remain behind.” Tor was forced to reluctantly agree. Hawk then removed another ball. “Bellak also stays behind. I do not trust he will not harm Sam given the opportunity.” Nobody disagreed with this statement, not even Bellak. 

One by one they were blindfolded and withdrew a ball. Sam noticed that each one breathed a small sigh of relief when they found they were holding a green ball, but she said nothing. She understood their reluctance to accompany her. They all had lives to come back to and, although it had been agreed that Sam would be the one to remain in the desert, they were not entirely certain that the choice would be theirs to make. 

Soon only Seth, Dal and Hurst remained. Hurst was guided to the pot and his hand placed inside. He pulled out a ball and from the reaction of those around him he knew he was holding the red one. Dal was the only person to look disappointed. “I was looking forward to flying on a dragon,” he mumbled.

Salabine laughed. “Then I promise to let you as soon as I return. When do we leave?”

“How long will it take you to fly to the centre?” Tor asked.

“About half a day, though I can return a lot quicker.”

“Of course you can,” Bellak scoffed. Salabine swung her head around, almost bowling the wizard over.

“Do not test me little man,” she snarled, making sure he got a clear view of her fangs. “You have no idea what dragons are capable of. The only reason the journey out will take me so long is that I do not know where I am going. I just need to visualise a place and I can be there almost instantaneously.”

“So why did it take you so long to get here?”

If it was possible for a dragon to blush, she would have done. “Ah,” she said, turning her head away. “I was preoccupied.”

Sam picked up on her almost coy expression. “Would you care to elaborate?”

“No, not really.” 

Sam smirked. “I take it there was a male dragon around when I called?”

“I do not have to answer that,” the dragon snapped, though she, too, was grinning. “I suggest we head out soon, before it gets too hot,” she continued, attempting to change the subject.

“No problem.” Sam planned to quiz Salabine while they travelled, so departing immediately was fine by her. The dragon lay as flat to the ground as she could, allowing Sam to climb up onto her back. Hurst followed closely behind, assisted from above by Sam and below by Tor. Once they were both comfortable, Salabine gently raised herself up onto her legs.

“I will try to make the journey as smooth as possible,” she informed them, swinging her long neck around so she could see them. Her body was too wide for them to get their legs around so they had positioned themselves at the base of her neck. If she made any sudden turns they were likely to fall off. No sooner did Sam say that they were as settled as they could be than she found herself in the air. She bravely looked down to see all of those below her waving, except for Bellak. She knew she may never see them again and it left her feeling a little sad and empty.

The journey started out quite fun. It was wonderful feeling the wind blow past them as Salabine gently beat her wings. Sam described the scenes around them to Hurst, but soon they were out in the desert so all she could see in any direction was sand. Boredom set in. If it was not for Hurst, Sam would have fallen asleep. The elderly man was wonderful. He passed the time by telling her about his life; adding in amusing stories about how his talents had uncovered embarrassing secrets and prevented wars. She was not sure if any of them were true, but she gave him the benefit of the doubt as they were so entertaining.

A few hours had passed when Salabine suddenly exclaimed, “oh my”. Sam had been slowly drifting off to sleep and was jerked awake. Looking ahead she saw a sight that made her gasp in surprise.

“What is it?” Hurst asked, concerned. 

“It looks like a large village, or a small town, in the middle of the desert,” Sam replied. Hurst could hear the awe in her voice so asked her to describe it to him. She could make out numerous single storey buildings, all identical in design. From their colour, they looked to have either been made from sand or had a camouflaging layer of sand covering them. Salabine flew lower, to give a better view. Sam could see no people, but washing hanging between some of the buildings suggested a population was present. As they drew closer, a large lake came into view, surrounded by numerous trees.

“I will head toward the water and see if I can find a safe spot to drop you off,” the dragon informed them. “I could do with a drink.”

A horrible feeling suddenly crept over Sam. “It’s not a mirage is it?”

“I do not think so,” Hurst reassured her. “After all, you both saw it at the same time and I am sure Salabine would have informed you if your description did not agree with what she was seeing.”

That made sense so Sam relaxed and started looking for possible landing sites. No suitable clearing large enough to accommodate a dragon was evident so Salabine asked them if they could swim. They both said yes in puzzled voices so she dived down toward the water, tumbling over at the last minute to gently tip the two humans off her back. They entered the water with a splash, but quickly resurfaced, coughing and spluttering. Salabine stayed in the air just long enough to make sure they were both okay, then flew into the water. Sam was sure she heard the dragon laugh.

Sam and Hurst had been dropped close to the edge of the lake where the water was deep enough to cushion their fall, but not so deep it would prevent them standing. They staggered out of the water, dripping wet, and lay down on the sand. It was nearing midday and there were no clouds in the sky, so the sand was warm and, with the help of the sun, quickly dried their clothes. As soon as they were sufficiently dry they moved into the trees and the shade they provided, looking out across the lake. Salabine had not resurfaced and Sam was beginning to worry. Soon she spied a large snout appear, take in a breath, then submerge itself again and her concern faded. Leaning her back against a tree, she looked toward Hurst, who was snoring gently. Smiling to herself and breathing in the cool fresh air, she allowed her eyes to close.

The snap of a twig behind her caused her to open her eyes. From the position of the sun, she must have been asleep for a few hours. She spun around and found herself facing a tall, thin person wearing what appeared to be a sheet wound completely around their body and covering their face.

‘Welcome,” the stranger said, bowing low. 

Sam outstretched her arm and gently nudged Hurst awake. “There is a strange man standing beside us,” she whispered. “At least, I think it is a man. It’s hard to tell as he is completely covered in some strange clothing.”

“Describe it to me,” the blind man requested.

“It is called a sheath,” the stranger informed him. He spoke strangely, reminding Sam of a cat purring. “It is designed to protect the body from the harshness of the sun and the sand as well as keep the body cool in the summer and warm in the winter.”

Hurst nodded his thanks then held out his hand, which was clasped almost immediately. The stranger had cool skin, a lot cooler that Hurst was expecting. He gripped the hand firmly and opened his mind. Feelings of friendship immediately overwhelmed him.

“He means us no harm,” Hurst informed Sam. “It seems that we were expected.” He relaxed his hand and felt the stranger place it onto his arm.

“Please, let me guide you to the centre square. Food is being prepared for you and we can get properly acquainted while eating.” Without waiting for a response, he headed away from the lake, leading Hurst at a slow pace. 

They walked in silence until they reached the first of the buildings. Up close they looked like giant sand houses, built by children on the beach. When Sam enquired, she was told that is what they were, more or less. Wet sand mixed with tree sap was formed into brick shapes and baked in the sun. When completely dry, they were strong enough to use for building.

There were a large number of buildings, mostly small structures that Sam assumed were the living quarters. The larger ones were communal buildings; a school, meeting hall, library and bath house. Soon they arrived at the central square and Sam stopped in surprise. It was full of people; all dressed the same as their guide. They were milling around a number of large tables, also made of sand bricks, on which food and jugs of water were being placed. Sam and Hurst were escorted to the nearest table and told to sit on the accompanying benches.

Sam sat down nervously, expecting the bench to either collapse or be very uncomfortable, but was amazed at how wrong she was. It felt like the bench was moulding itself to the shape of her behind. She stood up suddenly and looked behind her, expecting to find the shape of her bum cheeks imprinted on the bench, but it was as flat as when she had first seen it. Puzzled, she sat down again. Once all of the tables had been filled, everyone took a seat and removed their face coverings. Sam gasped. Their faces were covered in short fur and their small, pointed, cat like ears were on the top of their head instead of the side. Everyone started to eat. 

The food was simple, but delicious; steamed fish, some kind of roasted bird, berries, nuts and a dish that seemed to be made from leaves. Dessert was different varieties of sliced fruit. The only drink was water, but it was cool and refreshing, drunk from cups made, of course, from sand. It looked like the desert provided these strange beings with everything they needed to survive.

While they were eating, their guide talked. He introduced himself as Hanbert, one of the leaders of the shaten. At the mention of the name, Sam remembered Patrick recalling these people. He was certainly right about them being ‘almost human’. He explained all about his people, answering any question Sam or Hurst posed to him. He had removed his face covering, revealing himself to be a young man; mid-twenties Sam guessed.

His shoulder length hair was light blond, almost the same colour as the table on which they were eating. His face showed sun tanned skin beneath the fur, but it was his eyes that made Sam stare at him. They were the deepest green Sam had ever seen; she found them intoxicating.

Looking around at the people at her table, she noticed they were all alike. Although each had their individual features, their colouring and build were identical. When she asked about this, Hanbert smiled and informed her it was an effect of the water they drank, indicating she should look to her left. 

Turning to where he was pointing, Sam noticed the fountain for the first time. “The maiden’s fountain,” she whispered to herself. It was not what she had been expecting. There were no fancy statues or carvings, it was just a simple fountain you could find in any back garden where she came from, though it was the largest she had ever seen. ‘What is so special about it?’ she wondered.

She did not realise she had spoken aloud and was surprised when Hanbert answered her. “We have been here for a number of generations, though our history is well documented in many of the books in our library. The shaten were once a nomadic people, roaming the edge of the desert, but we were persecuted, hounded by other species, especially humans, who forced us to move on whenever we settled for a while. Eventually we were forced into the desert. We had heard about the fabled city of Yallend and prayed it would be a safe haven for us. Many of us died on the journey, both from exposure to the sun and from dehydration. Eventually we stumbled upon the lake you landed in and found the fountain and the remains of some dwellings. Where everything came from, we do not know, but it saved us.”

He went on to explain how the lake and surrounding trees and plant life provided them with all of the food they needed. No matter how much they picked, there was always more the next day. Occasionally they killed birds with sling shots as they flew overhead, but that was more to add variety to their diet rather than due to any real need for the meat. “Oh god,” Sam suddenly exclaimed. “Salabine is in the lake eating all of your fish.” 

“Do not worry,” Hanbert reassured her. “Your dragon can eat her fill and there will still be plenty left for us. We have no idea why our food supply keeps replenishing itself, but as long as it does, we are happy. That reminds me; please explain how you have managed to tame a dragon.”

Sam willingly told him everything, starting from her summoning by Mama Rose and ending with her arrival with Hurst in the lake. Everyone around the table stopped eating to listen to her, enthralled. The quest and their reason for being there did not come as a surprise to anyone. Sam enquired as to how they knew.

“You are not the first visitors to arrive here,” Hanbert told her. Though others had asked her questions during her narration, it seemed that Hanbert had been the elected spokesperson for the shaten. “Lord Albian came to us, seeking our help in setting up the quest. It has been a long time since we have seen any outsiders so we willingly agreed, though how anyone would manage to get here we had no idea. You are, in fact, only the second group to have arrived.”

‘Lord Albian set up the quest,’ thought Sam. ‘Now that is interesting. Tor never referred to him as a Lord or that he set up the quest. Does he know or did he just neglect to mention it?’ She made a mental note to ask him about it if she ever saw him again. Out loud she asked, “Why did he stipulate two people per team, with one remaining behind?”

Hanbert looked slightly embarrassed. “That was at our request I am afraid. We did not want to be invaded by hordes of strangers, but wanted the chance to hear about the outside world. It seemed the ideal solution. It also gives us the opportunity to teach the one who remains behind more about us. There is too much to explain in just one a day.” 

Sam looked around. “Where the children are for instance?”

Hanbert smiled. “The building to your right is the school house. The children take lessons there most days and eat their meals together. We all take it in turns to teach them reading, writing and basic sums. We actually do all of the work by rota, though the cooking and cleaning is mainly done by the women and the fishing and building mostly by the men.”

“What do you do with those who don’t pull their weight?”

Hanbert looked confused. “I do not understand.”

“Surely not everyone does their fair share of the work,” Sam continued.

The frown did not leave the shaten’s face. “Of course they do. Only those who are too young, too old, or with child do not participate, though sometimes it is hard to make them take it easy. We work together as a team to get everything done and everything is shared equally.” 

“What about the sick?” Sam persisted

“Sickness does not exist here in Yallend. Drinking from the fountain cured all of our sick upon our arrival and has prevented all illnesses since.” Sam was about to tell him he must be delusional when Hurst cried out.

“What is it?” she asked, concerned. When Hurst turned to look at her there were tears in his eyes.

“I can see,” he said, his voice full of wonder. 
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“I told you the fountain cured all sickness,” Hanbert explained once Hurst had calmed down enough to listen. “When our people first arrived here, none of them were intact. They were malnourished and dehydrated, some were lame, others burning up with fever, but just one drink from that fountain and all showed immediate signs of improvement. None of the shaten have died from illness ever since.”

“My blindness was not an illness,” Hurst interrupted.

“It is not just illness the fountain cures. Just last week my nephew had an accident while building his house. His arm was badly crushed. If not for the fountain, we would have had to amputate and he may well have died of gangrene, blood poisoning or blood loss. Instead we lay him in the fountain and allowed him to consume nothing but the water it provided. The next morning his arm was completely back to normal. The only evidence of his accident was a slight scar running down his forearm, though that is almost impossible to see now unless you are looking for it.” 

Sam was sceptical, but she kept her doubts to herself. Ever since she had been a young child she had needed to see evidence; very rarely did she believe what she was told without asking for proof. This was no exception, though she felt it would be rude of her to voice her opinion.

Hurst, too, looked doubtful. “May I be excused?” he asked. “It has been many years since I was able to see anything with my eyes. I would like to look once again upon the beauty of nature. I wish to spend some time down by the lake.”

As he walked away, Sam rose. “I’ll go with him,” she said. “Just in case his sight is temporary and he needs someone to guide him back.”

“There is no need,” Hanbert informed her. “Experience has shown us that he will be fine until tomorrow. Depending on what caused the blindness, drinking the water may result in a permanent cure in just a few days, or a longer period may be required.”

Sam, nevertheless, accompanied Hurst to the lake; she wanted to talk to him without being overheard by any of the shaten. It took them a while to walk to the lake shore as Hurst persistently stopped to look around, constantly exclaiming how wonderful everything looked. Though she understood and even empathised, Sam couldn’t help feeling irritated by the delay. She wanted to discuss developments with Salabine and voice her concerns to both the dragon and Hurst. She felt like leaving him and running ahead, but she distrusted the shaten and did not want to leave him unattended in case his eyesight failed again. 

When they eventually reached the lake, Sam called to Salabine. The dragon immediately poked her head out of the water and swam toward the shore. As soon as he laid eyes on her, Hurst lost his ability to speak. By the time she was close enough to liaise with the humans without them having to shout, Hurst had recovered enough to speak to the dragon. Tears were making trails down his cheeks as he told her, “Your beauty takes my breath away. If my sight has not been permanently restored and never can be, I will still always be grateful to the shaten for allowing me to see such a majestic creature.”

“I like him,” Salabine informed Sam, her jaws opening slightly in a wide grin. Sam and Hurst spent the next hour filling the dragon in on all that had happened since they had been unceremoniously dropped into the water. Salabine had to remain partly submerged, as there was no clearing big enough to accommodate her and she did not wish to knock down any of the surrounding trees, but she didn’t seem to mind. She lay down with her front legs stretched out in front of her and rested her head on them.

“I don’t know why, but I distrust them,” Sam said once Salabine had been brought up to date. “Something I can’t quite put my finger on seems wrong and I don’t believe the story about the fountain saving a completely crushed arm.”

“I understand your concern, but I shook hands with many of our hosts and not one appeared to be hiding anything. If they are lying to us, they are the first people to have found a way to hide it from me. The emotions they emit are full of warmth and friendship and their thoughts are full of questions about us and what is happening in the outside world. They are particularly curious about you Sam.”

“I’m not doubting your ability, Hurst, but something is making me uneasy. Where, for example, is the member of the first team to arrive here who was forced to remain behind? Is he, or she, being held prisoner somewhere?”

“If you wish to know anything, you only have to ask and we will answer to the best of our abilities. We have nothing to hide.”

Sam swung around in surprise and found herself looking at one of the shaten; the figure within the tightly wrapped clothing suggested it was a young woman, but the face remained covered, leaving some room for doubt.

“You shouldn’t sneak up on people,” Sam snapped at her.

“My apologies. I did not intend to startle you. Spending our entire lives in the desert has taught us the ability to walk on sand silently. My name is Kirren. I have been sent to check that nothing is amiss.” Her voice was soft and light and Sam thought she could detect a trace of amusement as she spoke. 

“I find it hard to fully trust someone when they constantly have their face covered.”

“Calm yourself,” Hurst said soothingly to Sam. “You need to remember that these people are not used to visitors and probably do not realise that some of their customs may seem strange to us.”

“We do not mean to hide anything from you.” Kirren carefully unwound the cloth from her head as she spoke, revealing a young, pretty face with a shy smile. The family resemblance to Hanbert was unmistakable. “He is my older brother,” she confirmed when Sam enquired about the relationship. She then proceeded to answer the questions that Sam had already posed, in a calm composed manner, not the least bit insulted by Sam’s abruptness.

“We keep our faces covered because of the sand. Wind storms are not uncommon and even the slightest breeze can pick up the sand and throw it around, without any warning. Our clothing is designed to keep sand away from our skin as much as possible. Having to regularly wash the sand out of your eyes and mouth soon teaches you to keep yourself covered at all times.”

Sam nodded her understanding. She could see the logic behind this explanation, but it did not mean there were no other, more sinister, reasons they wanted to hide their expressions when speaking.

“You asked about our other visitor,” Kirren continued. “Brin spends most of his time in the schoolhouse. He has a lot of knowledge that we do not possess and the children have really taken to him. You are more than welcome to converse with him about us and our treatment of him whenever you wish, if it will help allay your suspicions.”

“Please do not misunderstand us, my dear,” Hurst addressed Kirren, taking her hand and squeezing it gently. “It is not that we distrust your people or their intentions, but our group, especially Sam, has been through a lot and trust has to be earned, as does respect.”

Kirren looked thoughtful, as though this was a new concept to her. “That must work both ways then,” she stated. “I overheard Sam telling her history to my brother, but what of you Hurst. Will you tell me your story? How did you become blind, for example?”

Hurst smiled ruefully then settled down on the sand, looking out across the lake. The two ladies made themselves comfortable beside him as he began his tale. Even Salabine appeared to be listening. 

“I was not born blind,” he began, “though I do not remember the world being as beautiful as it is here. I lived in a village, close to the mountains. My father was a blacksmith and my mother a dress maker. Being the youngest of five, and the only boy, I tended to get spoilt. From the moment I was strong enough to lift a hammer, my father started teaching me his trade and my mother always gave me the best cut of meat or the biggest slice of pie. My sisters did not mind though, there was no jealousy or resentment. I was only six years old when I caught karem fever. My family were devastated; nobody in my village had ever heard of anyone surviving. In desperation, my father trekked into the mountains in search of the witch. She had a fearful reputation and the villagers were terrified of her, though I have no idea what she did to cause this. Many tried to convince my father to stay by my side instead of going on a fool’s quest, stating that my mother would be better off losing just a son instead of a husband as well, but he would not listen to them. It took him two days to find the witch’s cottage, by which time he was exhausted as he had not stopped to rest for more than a few minutes at a time.”

“The witch turned out to be nothing more than a lonely old woman who was able to perform magic. She listened to my father’s tale while feeding him rabbit stew, with a restorative mixed in to renew his strength. As soon as he had eaten his fill, she packed a small bag from her medicine cupboard and accompanied him on the journey back to the village. I was barely breathing when they arrived. The witch took one look at me then sent my sisters out to pick a large quantity of some special berry that she described carefully to them. She did not really need the berries, she just wanted them out of the way while she explained to my parents that there was only one cure that she knew of for karem fever in its advanced stages, but it had nasty side effects. They were given the choice; watch me die or take away my sight.”

He paused to take a deep breath before continuing. “Neither of my parents gave it any thought. What importance was my sight compared to my life? My mother boiled water into which the witch poured various ingredients from her bag while she recited an incantation. By the time it had cooled enough for them to pour it down my throat, my sisters had returned with their arms full of berries. They were instructed to assist my mother in baking a pie, again to distract them. When I had fully recovered, my father told me about the screams I emitted that evening while the medicine was working its way through me. He said that if he never heard a human being make that noise again he would die a happy man. Thankfully I have no memory at all of my illness or my cure. All I can remember is going to sleep one night and waking up what felt like the next morning completely blind.”

Hurst went silent, his tale complete. To Sam though, it did not feel complete. “So what happened next? When did you get your ability to read people’s minds?”

Hurst sighed. “An unexpected side effect of the cure, though I am still not sure if it is a blessing or a curse. Once I got over the shock of no longer being able to see, and believe me I cried myself to sleep many a night for a few months, I realised that I could sense things when I touched people. At first it scared me, but eventually I plucked up the courage to ask the witch about it. She stayed living with my family for a few days in case a second dose of the medicine was needed and ended up never leaving. She became almost like a grandmother to the children of the household. She was not able to help me as she had never heard of this happening before, but she did manage to persuade me to talk to my family.

“My sisters thought it was great and from then on made sure that all potential boyfriends were introduced to me so I could inform them of the young men’s real intentions. Outwardly my parents were happy for me, but deep down they were worried. I could feel their fear whenever I touched them, though it took a few years for me to uncover the source of that fear.”

“Somehow word of my ability spread. Wives started to approach me to see if I could find out if their husbands were being unfaithful and vice versa. Eventually everyone began to avoid me, or at least to avoid all physical contact with me. A simple handshake became taboo, except for my family. During the warmer months the usual travellers and traders came to the village, but they started taking news of my abilities with them.

“Eventually the local Lord got to hear about me and he instantly thought of ways I could be put to use. One day a group of soldiers came knocking on the door, demanding I accompany them back to the castle. My mother, of course, refused, so they pushed her aside and arrested me. My father was at a neighbour’s house so my mother and sisters ran screaming for help down the street. I may have been shunned by most of the villagers, but as soon as they heard what had happened they came to my rescue. With the help of the witch, who by then had been accepted by everyone and had become the village healer, they managed to release me from the soldiers and send them empty handed back to the Lord.”

“Everyone knew that there would be real trouble after that, so a meeting was called in the village hall. For the first time in village history, everyone attended, women and children included. The debate went on for many hours until it was obvious there was only one option; I had to leave the village. I was initially sent to an Aunt who lived in a nearby town. I was passed from person to person, town to town, whenever my safety was in question until I ended up in Remeny.

“Tor’s grandfather came across me and took me under his wing, so to speak. He took me on as his advisor and treated me with complete honesty and courtesy. I was provided with a very decent income, somewhere to live, a housekeeper who also took care of the cooking and even my own serving boy to act as my eyes whenever I left my cottage. All I had to do in return was shake hands with all of his visitors and report back to him anything I thought he should know. Not once did he ask me to find out anything and he never questioned what I told him. If I did not tell him anything about a visitor, then he accepted that I knew nothing he needed to know about. He even took me on his travels to other countries.” 

He looked at Sam. “Most of the stories I told you on our journey here are true; not all, but most. When the King died, his son, Tor’s father, kept me on. So, that is how I met Tor and ended up helping him on his quest.” 

“What happened to your family and the rest of the villagers?” Sam asked. “Did the Lord take revenge on them for spiriting you away?”

Hurst laughed. It was the first time Sam had heard him laugh so heartily and she liked the sound. “No,” he informed her. “The leaders of my village were very wise. When the Lord turned up with half his army, they simply denied everything. When questioned, my parents said they had only daughters and the Lord could find no villager who would corroborate the soldiers’ story. They made out that the soldiers had never been to the village before. With the help of a tonic the witch brewed up and slipped into the Lord’s wine, he took the villagers word over the soldiers and left the village in peace.

“Once I was settled in Remeny I sent word to my family and they have visited me a few times. All of my sisters married and had children, but not one of them would allow their husbands to cross my doorstep without shaking my hand. They all knew about my mind reading abilities and I am pleased to say that not one of them hesitated. My nieces and nephews come to see me sometimes, with their offspring. It feels good to know that I may actually be able to see them next time.”

“Thank you for telling me your tale,” Kirren said. “May I ask one more favour?” 

“Of course. What can I do for you?”

“May I talk to your dragon? I have read a lot about them and have seen many flying past in the sky, but I have never actually met one before.” She spoke quickly, as though rushing to get all of the words out before she lost her nerve, then looked down into her lap, her face flushed with embarrassment.

She was rewarded by a deep laugh from Salabine. “I do not belong to anyone,” she chortled. “You need not ask permission to speak with me.”

Kirren was delighted and immediately started asking questions, firing the next one off as soon as the first had been answered. She became so caught up in her conversation she did not notice Hurst and Sam leave the lake.

They made their way back to the central square without any trouble and went in search of Hanbert. They found him inside one of the buildings near the fountain where he was organising somewhere for them to sleep for the night. They were shown to a room containing two neatly made up beds and promised answers to any questions they still had in the morning. Though quite early, the day’s exploits had taken their toll on Hurst and Sam so they both lay on the beds and were instantly asleep. 

The next morning they were woken at dawn by the sun’s rays shining on them through the window. Both felt fully refreshed; it was the first uninterrupted night’s sleep they had experienced since leaving the palace.

“How are you feeling?” Sam asked, a little concerned that Hurst appeared to be squinting.

“Good,” he replied. “And hungry. I wonder what time breakfast is.”

“And your sight?”

“Not so good. I can still see, but my vision is blurred.” He then smiled reassuringly at Sam. “I can still see well enough to detect concern in your expression. Do not worry. I was warned that this would probably happen. I just need to drink some more water. Each day I should get a little better until there is no blurring at all in the mornings.”

“What about your abilities? Are they affected by your returned sight?” 

“I do not know. I have been so busy taking in as many sights as possible that I have not tried to use them. Come here my dear.”

Sam did as she was instructed and allowed Hurst to take her face in his hands. His breathing slowed as he concentrated and after a minute he closed his eyes. Shortly afterward he kissed Sam gently on the forehead and removed his hands.

“Thank you. I am grateful you trust me enough to allow me to experiment on you. My abilities are still there. They are not as sharp as they were when my eyes are open; maybe seeing causes too much of a distraction. With my eyes closed, however, I can read your mind as clearly as though you were speaking out loud and your emotions shouted out to me.”

Sam looked doubtful and Hurst realised that he would have to prove to her that his abilities were still intact. “What is a tosspot?” he asked.

Sam burst out laughing. “Okay. I believe you, but I would appreciate it if you didn’t mention to Bellak what I think of him.”

“Of course my dear. Now let us depart on a quest for breakfast.”

As they approached the central square, they spied Hanbert talking to a group of women. He was organising foraging parties to go down to the lake to pick fruit and berries for breakfast. He bid them a good morning and enquired how they had slept. They complemented him on how comfortable their accommodation was, then Sam asked if she could join one of the foraging parties as she wished to check on Salabine. Hanbert was delighted that she wanted to partake in their daily morning ritual and handed her an empty basket. He then sent her over to one group of women and drew Hurst aside, asking him about his eyesight. As Sam was herded toward the lake, she looked back and saw Hurst being led toward the fountain. Hopefully he would be able to see clearly again by the time she returned. 

On the way to the lake, the women in Sam’s group took the opportunity to ask her more about herself and how she used to live. Sam didn’t mind the topic of conversation and, in turn, she got to learn more about her hosts. They all seemed to think they had the perfect lifestyle and wouldn’t change it for anything. When asked what happened when someone wanted to leave, they look confused and informed her that nobody had ever expressed such a desire; why would they? Conversation continued as they walked to the far side of the lake and began to pick berries, one team working clockwise, the other anti-clockwise. Sam was shown which berries were ripe enough to be picked and which should be left on the bush. Each bush was completely stripped before the next one was started on. In under an hour the two groups met each other and headed back, their baskets laden. Before the lake was out of sight, Sam glanced back. She stopped and stared at the bushes in surprise; they were full of ripe berries once more. 

“What is going on here?” she exclaimed. 

Noticing the direction of her stare, one of the shaten replied. “We do not know. All we know is that every time we pick the berries, they are replenished and we are eternally grateful.” 

“This really is a magical place,” Sam sighed, before picking up her basket and following the other women. 

They returned to the central square at almost the same time as those who had been sent to gather nuts. The food and water filled jugs were distributed between the tables and people started to appear from all directions, sitting themselves down on the benches ready for their breakfast.

Sam found Hurst conversing with Hanbert and was pleased to find that his sight had been fully restored once again.

“Hanbert thinks I only need a few more weeks of drinking from the fountain to be fully cured,” he informed her, grinning broadly. “I have already requested that I be the one to remain behind and my wish has been granted. I hope you do not mind.”

“I don’t, but I think Bellak might. I am so looking forward to seeing his face when I return instead of you.” Sam then turned to Hanbert. “I have a question to ask you. Everyone joins together out in the open every meal time. What happens when it rains?”

“That is simple; it never rains.” While they were talking, someone else had joined them at their table and Hanbert suddenly noticed him. “Good morning Brin,” he said in welcome. “Sam, Hurst, I have the pleasure to introduce to you Brin, the first outsider to have joined us.”

Sam turned to speak to the man sitting next to her, but found herself unable to form words. She was staring at the most incredible looking person she had ever laid her eyes on. The thin, angular features, the sharp almost beak like nose, the dark near black eyes, the green hue to the skin and, of course, the pointed ears, meant there was only one creature he could possibly be. 

“Oh my god,” she exclaimed. “You’re an elf.” 
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Brin was not the least bit disconcerted by Sam’s evident shock; he merely nodded his head in the affirmative.

“I’m sorry,” she stammered. “It’s just that where I come from, elves are just mythical creatures.”

“I understand. The member of my team who was the ‘guide from another world’ reacted exactly the same when she first saw me.” He had a strange way of speaking, pausing slightly in the middle of sentences. His voice was quiet, but quite sharp. It was the sort of voice Sam would be happy to listen to for ages. As she opened her mouth to ask him a question, she noticed Hurst holding up his hand, forestalling her.

“You probably do not realize, but questioning an elf, unless you know him well, is extremely rude. Elves are a very quiet race. They keep to themselves and do not like being questioned directly. If they wish to talk about themselves, they will do so on their own terms and only when they are ready. It takes a long time to earn the trust of an elf and until you do so you will learn nothing about him or his people.”

“I’ll ask you then. All of the books I have read claim elves make the best trackers and archers. Is that true?”

It was Brin who answered her. “It is true.”

“See,” said Sam smugly to Hurst. “You just have to ask the right questions.”

Conversation continued while they ate, though most of Sam’s questions were answered by Hurst or the shaten. Brin remained quiet, asking no questions and rarely joining in the conversation, but he did seem to be watching Sam a great deal, as though she intrigued him for some reason. As Sam had already been informed, the elf had spent most of his time in the school house with the children. He possessed no skills that were of use to the shaten, so he turned to teaching and was surprised to find that not only was he very good at it, but he also enjoyed it. The children were all slightly in awe of him so their behaviour around him was impeccable. Once they got onto the subject of Salabine, however, his attention was grabbed.

“You are a dragon friend and the dragon is now in the lake?” he asked. Sam nodded, unsure as to why he was asking. “Dragons are sacred creatures to the elves. It would be the greatest honour for me to meet one.”

“No sweat. Got time before school starts?”

Brin instantly rose to his feet. “Have I your permission to be late for classes today?” he asked Hanbert, who waved him away.

“Go see the dragon. Take the day off.”

Brin did not need telling twice. Without saying a word he turned his back to everyone and ran off.

“Wait,” Sam called after him. “You will need me to call her.” She looked at the other faces around the table. “Sorry, but I had better go after him.” 

“Do not be so sure,” Hurst informed her. “Ancient tales tell of elves conversing with dragons in High Elven, a language all but dead now, but to which a dragon will always respond, even without being addressed by name.”

“I’d still like to go.”

“It looks like you are not the only one.” Looking around, Sam saw that a number of the young shaten women had departed from their tables and were heading off toward the lake.

“Brin is very popular with the ladies,” Hanbert informed her. “Though I do not think he has noticed. They spend all of their spare time flirting with him and he simply ignores their advances. Not in a rude manner, I hasten to add. It is almost as if he thinks their conversation is just their way of making a stranger welcome.”

Hurst accompanied Sam on her trek through the trees. It had been many years since he had heard anyone speaking High Elven and he longed to hear it again. As they stepped out from between the trees, they noticed that Salabine was already approaching the elf, who stood grinning like a schoolboy in a chocolate factory. A large number of the shaten women stood nearby, none of them brave enough to approach. A strange silence had descended, broken only when the elf called out.

“Brethen nachet oj nankel savatt,” Brin welcomed Salabine, as her head emerged from under the water.

“Brethen kolli onnot yabba,” came the reply. Brin bowed deeply then sat upon the ground, crossed his legs and continued the conversation, oblivious to the audience listening in.

“What happened to his speech impediment?” Sam whispered to Hurst.

“What?” Hurst whispered back without looking at her.

“You know, the funny way he speaks, the strange pauses he puts in the middle of sentences.” Hurst reluctantly pulled his eyes away from the elf and the dragon, but Sam interrupted him as he was about to respond.

“Hang on a minute. Why can’t I understand them?”

Hurst shrugged. “They are speaking a very ancient language. Maybe the spell only works on current languages. As to your first question, all elves seem to have problems with the flow of human languages, whereas they make their own language, especially High Elven, flow smoothly.”

As Sam listened, she realised that it did not matter that she could not understand what was being said. Brin’s soft tone and Salabine’s melodic response were pleasing to listen to and she did not experience the feelings of guilt she usually suffered when eavesdropping. Everyone lost track of time until they were startled out of their reverie by angry shouts from the menfolk, demanding to know why no work was being done. Reluctantly, the shaten departed. Sam and Hurst accompanied them, leaving Brin and Salabine to continue their conversation in peace.

As soon as they re-entered the central square, they were accosted by Hanbert. “We were about to send out a search party,” he said jovially. “It is time for Sam to be tested.”

“Tested? What do you mean tested?” There was a slight trace of panic in her voice. Nobody had told her anything about a test.

“We have to make sure that you truly are from another world. I cannot hand over the next clue until I am convinced, I am afraid.”

He led them both to the meeting hall, ignoring Sam’s protests. Inside were eleven men seated around a table, in the middle of which was a small bowl filled with a clear liquid. Hanbert indicated to Hurst that he should take one of the empty seats and instructed Sam to remain standing. The formal ceremony immediately got under way. 

“We, the twelve leaders of the shaten, have gathered here today to hear the petition of outsiders. Standing before us is one who claims to be from another world. This is in doubt. To prove this, she must drink the poison from the bowl in front of her. If she is lying, she will die. Only by living can she display the honesty of her claim.”

“What?” shouted Hurst and Sam in unison. “You expect me to drink poison!” Sam continued.

“Of course,” Hanbert replied in a mild tone of voice, as though it was a perfectly harmless and reasonable thing to do. “Is there a problem?”

“Yeah, there’s a problem,” Sam snapped. “According to Bellak I am not from another world but from another time.”

The twelve leaders talked quietly among themselves for a few minutes before addressing Sam once again. “We think that should be alright.”

“You think. You want me to risk my life on a think.” 

“Well, yes.”

“Do not do it Sam,” Hurst urged. “Too many people have died for this quest already. It is not worth the risk.”

Sam sighed, dejectedly. “What alternative do I have? I was dragged away from my entire life just to perform this one task. What happens to me if I don’t do it? The only thing that is stopping me completely going to pieces is the fact that there is a reason for me being here. How can I turn my back on that?”

Hurst opened his mouth to reply, but words failed him. She was right. 

“If I don’t make it, say goodbye to everyone for me and tell them that I don’t blame them for my death.” Shaking slightly, she carefully raised the bowl to her lips and drank. It tasted unexpectedly pleasant. Placing the empty bowl back onto the table, she looked toward the shaten leaders, all of whom were smiling. “Is the poison fast acting or will my death be long and painful?” 

Hanbert laughed out loud. “There is no poison; you drank water from the fountain, nothing more. We are a peaceful race. We would never willingly cause the death of another.” Sam stared at him in disbelief.

“Is this some kind of joke?”

Hearing the anger in her voice, Hanbert stopped smiling. “No, of course not. We had to test that you genuinely believed you met the criteria and could find no other way of doing it. You willingly risked your life, therefore you have successfully passed the test.”

Hurst, too, was staring at him incredulously. “Are you saying that whether she is really from another world or not is irrelevant, it is only her belief that she is that matters?”

Hanbert nodded, as did the other shaten seated around the table. “Sam, you are now free to recross the desert and return to your companions; if Hurst is still willing to stay, that is.”

Concern crossed Sam’s face when Hurst remained silent. He looked as though there was something he wanted to say, but he was unsure as to how to phrase it. Eventually he gave it a try. “Why do you want one of us to stay?”

“We already told you, we wish to learn more about outsiders and give them time to learn more about us.”

Hurst shook his head. “That is not the only reason, is it?” There was no emotion at all in his voice now. Sam could not tell if he was angry or merely inquisitive and a feeling of deep dread took hold of her.

Hanbert looked around the table and each of the leaders nodded in turn. “Very well. Let us go for a walk and I will explain.” He rose and headed out of the door, not stopping to see if Sam and Hurst were following. They stared at each other, shrugged their shoulders and went after him. He was just passing the fountain when they caught up with him, silently falling in step along side. He remained silent until they passed the last building and nothing but sand was ahead of them. He turned around and looked back, like a King surveying his kingdom.

“My people have lived here for many generations, isolated and alone. We are happy with our lives, but our population is decreasing. Did you notice how many of the houses we just passed are empty?” He did not wait for a reply. “We have reached a stage where we are all related by blood, though some more distantly than others, and this worries us. We fear this is the reason for the decreasing birth rate and hope fresh blood will alter this downward spiral.”

Sam worked out where the conversation was going quicker than Hurst did. “You want your people to breed with outsiders,” she exclaimed.

Hanbert winced. “That is not exactly how I would put it, but yes, that is what we wish, though so far we have not had any luck.”

“What do you mean?”

“You are the first humans we have seen. It never occurred to us that our visitors would be anything other than human, so you can imagine our surprise when Brin and his friend turned up.”

“But the clue stated that they had to be from another world. What on Earth did you expect?”

“I do not know,” Hanbert replied, wringing his hands in distress. “I did not expect it to be taken so literally. Yes,” he continued, anticipating Sam’s question. “Brin’s companion genuinely came from another world. I will leave him to provide details. Brin agreed to remain behind with us, but elves and other races cannot interbreed. There have been times when they have tried, but no young ever survived infancy.”

Sam sympathised with Hanbert. He had only been trying to help his people and now he was worried that it had all gone wrong. “We are only the second team to arrive here remember, and we are both human. Maybe all of the other teams will bring at least one human with them and will agree to help you out.”

Hanbert tried to smile and failed. 

“I will stay,” Hurst suddenly announced. “Though I may be too old to be of any use to you.”

A glimmer of hope crossed Hanbert’s face. “You may surprise yourself. The water from the fountain has many effects on the body, as some of our more elderly have discovered.”

“First you restore my sight, then you dangle the potential of becoming a father in front of me. Is life here really as good as you are making out?”

Hanbert looked a little uneasy. “For my people, yes. We are used to the isolation and know how to keep ourselves entertained. As for outsiders, I cannot comment I am afraid.”

“Are you really sure you want to do this?” Sam asked Hurst, who nodded. Turning to Hanbert, she continued. “Will he ever be able to rejoin the rest of civilisation?”

“Of course. Brin, for example, will be leaving with you, if you will allow him. We are expecting a number of other visitors so there will be the opportunity for Hurst to depart with them.”

‘Like a prisoner exchange,’ Sam thought to herself, but didn’t speak out loud. Hurst seemed to have made up his mind and it was, after all, his decision and his alone.

They made their way back to the central square, where Hurst was taken away by some of the men who had been present for Sam’s testing. While they lectured him on his rights and responsibilities as a citizen of Yallend, he was given a complete tour and was permitted to select any empty house as his own. Sam, meanwhile, was led back to the fountain. Hanbert sat on the edge, just out of reach of the splashing water, indicating that Sam should do the same.

“I presume you plan to depart this evening, when it is cool enough to travel without being too uncomfortable.” Sam informed him that Salabine would prefer to leave first thing the next morning, but did not explain why. The dragons’ travelling abilities was their secret, not Sam’s, so she was not prepared to share it. “Then I had better give you the next clue. Please drink some of the water from the fountain as I speak, it will enable you to remember.”

Sam was taken by surprise by this; she had been expecting to be Tor’s courier not his messenger. Hanbert repeated the phrase three times then made Sam repeat it back to him, word perfect. Once he was happy that she could repeat it correctly they went in search of Brin, with instructions that he should pack his belongings and be ready to depart at dawn. 

Dinner that evening was a very subdued affair. They would be leaving before breakfast, so it would be Sam and Brin’s last meal with the shaten, who were unhappy about their departure, especially Brin’s. He had not been with them long, but they had all come to regard him as one of their own and he would be greatly missed. 

It was early in the morning, the sun just beginning to rise, when a small group met down by the lake to say their goodbyes. Brin had all of his belongings packed into a small bag and had a quiver of arrows thrown over his shoulder. In his hand was the largest bow Sam had ever seen, bigger than those in the movies. Hurst approached. “If you are able, please go and see Mrs Hubert for me. She deserves to be told I will not be returning for a while. I know she will understand.”

“Of course,” Sam assured him, hugging him tight. “I will miss you.”

“And I you, my dear.” He looked at Brin. “Take care of her.”

“I will,” the Elf promised. Then he approached Salabine. “I cannot put into words the honour you do me by allowing me to ride you.” With that, the dragon lay down as low as she could, allowing him to climb onto her. Sam quickly scrambled up after him. As soon as Sam gave her the go ahead, Salabine closed her eyes and all three of them vanished.

——————————-∞——————————-

“I think I see something,” Dal called out, spying a small dot in the skyline. As he watched it, it grew bigger until he could make out the beating movement of the wings. “I think it is them,” he shouted. Everyone stopped what they were doing and looked into the distance.

“I wish Hawk was still awake,” Tor said. “He would be able to tell exactly who is approaching a lot sooner that we can.” Morning had just broken, so Hawk was already in his coffin, avoiding the upcoming sun. They all returned to what they were doing, leaving Dal to relay any updates to them. Whatever the approaching creature was, it seemed to be moving so slowly that Dal got bored and watched some birds building a nest in the tree above him for a while. When he returned his gaze to the sky, it was empty. 

“Damn,” he exclaimed. “Tor is going to kill me.” Something tickled the back of his neck, causing him to slap it. He looked down at his hand, disappointed there were no remains of a squashed insect on it. “Cut it out,” he yelled when the feeling returned. He spun around in anger, expecting to see Ria with a feather in her hand. Instead his eyes met Sam’s, which were glinting mischievously. She quickly hid the feather behind her back.

“It is good to see you,” he yelled, throwing his arms around her and hugging her tight.

“It’s good to see you too, but I would like to be able to breathe sometime.” Dal quickly released her. “Why were you watching that large bird on the horizon so closely?” she asked. “Did you forget what Salabine said about the return journey?”

“Yes,” Dal admitted, a little embarrassed. “Hey, everyone,” he shouted. “They are back.”

Sam suddenly found herself surrounded by her acquaintances, all of them talking at once, welcoming her back and asking what had happened. There were lots of hugs and Sam barely had chance to say hello to one person before they were pushed aside by the next. Then she spotted Bellak strolling angrily toward her and she smiled slyly.

“What are you doing here?” he barked at her. “Where is Hurst?”

“How nice to see you,” she said sweetly. “Hurst wished to remain behind so I decided to return with the next clue. Of course, I can always take it back again.”

Bellak snarled at her then stomped away. “His temper has improved I see,” she commented. “Now, what do you guys want first, tales of my adventures over the last few days, the next clue, or an introduction to my new travelling companion?”

Nobody had noticed the elf, who was still atop Salabine’s back. Sam called him down and he reluctantly complied, politely thanking the dragon for the smooth and fast journey. Sam did the formal introductions, leaving Brin to fill in details about himself and how he ended up joining Sam on Salabine’s back, if he felt inclined to do so. He didn’t. Samson sniffed the elf’s outstretched hands carefully before giving them a quick lick and settling down on the ground by his feet, showing his acceptance. Only River and Oak did not welcome him. The bad feeling between sprites and elves obviously went deeper than Sam realised. 

“Has everyone already had breakfast?” Sam asked, suddenly realising how hungry she was.

“Not yet,” Ellen informed her. “We were just preparing it when you arrived.”

They returned to the camp site and, while they ate, Sam filled them all in on what she had been doing. It took a lot longer than necessary as she was constantly interrupted with questions. Brin remained quiet during the meal, answering questions about Yallend when asked, but offering nothing more. Tor had only one question for him; which of his brothers had he travelled with. He was pleased to hear that Cirren was alive and well the last time Brin had seen him.

Everyone sitting around the cooking fire was sad that Hurst had agreed to remain behind, but understood his reasons. Sam tried to miss out the part where she thought she was drinking poison by just saying that she was tested, but they insisted on hearing full details. This invoked a round of swearing, especially from Modo, until he was reminded that there were ladies present. They were still eating and talking when Bellak rejoined them.

“Nobody bothered to ask about the clue I take it?”

“We were just getting to it,” Tor sighed. “You really need to learn to relax and take things easy.”

“That is not a winning attitude.”

“Is winning all that really matters?"

“Yes,” Bellak snarled. “So where is the clue then missy?”

“Right here,” she replied, tapping her head. “They would not let me write it down and I had to keep repeating it until I could recite it back to them verbatim.”

“Then say it.”

“Say please,” she said smugly.

“Please,” he spat, though the word almost choked him.

“Very well, seeing as you asked so nicely.” Sam closed her eyes, making sure she repeated the clue word perfect. 

The short and tall you will need

For the next part of the puzzle

But first depart to places near

To seek the help of Fuzzle

Blood must be given willingly

And spilt on Kaylin’s altar

Follow all instructions there

Lest your quest will falter

“I was told that this is not actually a clue; it’s just the first part and gives hints to the location of the second part. Once you have that you will need to put them together to work out where the next clue really is.”

Everyone was frowning, except for Patrick, who had gone pale. “Did you just say Fuzzle? Are you sure you pronounced that right?”

“I’m positive. Why?”

“Damn it,” he exclaimed. “We have to go to Janton.” 
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“Why Janton?” Tor asked, knowing it was one place that Patrick would avoid at all costs.

“Two reasons,” he replied. “Firstly, Fuzzle is Queen Helen’s advisor and secondly, Kaylin was the first Jantonian Queen. If there is an altar to her somewhere, Linket is the first place I would try.”

Tor took Patrick aside. “You do not have to come with us.”

“Yes I do,” Patrick sighed. “You cannot know where you will need to go from there. You may not have time to come back and collect me. Besides, it is about time I faced her again. I cannot keep hiding forever. After all, what is the worst she can do to me? Kill me?”

Tor could think of many things that were worse, but decided to keep them to himself. “Janton it is,” he announced, striding back to the others. “Break camp.” Immediately everyone sprang up to do their assigned jobs, leaving Sam and Brin alone by the fire. She regarded the elf thoughtfully.

“Can I ask you a question?” Brin nodded, so she continued. “How did you cross the desert?”

He smiled, much to Sam’s pleasure. His whole face seemed to light up, making her stomach flip and her heartbeat quicken. It had been a long time, too long, since anyone had had that effect on her and she found it was a feeling she missed.

“Kriven was the name of the ‘guide from another world’ for the team I was on. She genuinely was from another world, though I have no idea how she got here. Cirren already knew her from before the quest started. I have never seen a creature like her; tall, green, slimy and immensely strong. She has no need of food, water, or even air. Heat does not affect her, nor does cold. I was given a potion to drink which knocked me unconscious. Kriven then walked across the desert with me flung over her shoulder. We had been in Yallend two days before I woke up. She already had the clue and could have left me there, but she waited for me to regain consciousness and make the decision to remain for myself.”

When Brin stopped talking, Sam found she was staring at him, almost mesmerised. It had been the most she had ever heard him speak and the strange flow of his speech was beginning to grow on her, becoming endearing rather than annoying. She quickly looked away, colour rising in her cheeks. 

“What will you do? Will you come with us?”

“For now,” he replied. “If I am permitted to. Linket is in the same direction as my homeland and it is always safer not to travel alone.” Sam found herself unable to keep the smile from her face. 

As soon as everything was clean and back on the wagon, Tor approached Brin, closely followed by one of the spare horses. Slapping the horse’s flanks in a friendly fashion he said, “She is not the fastest horse I have ever met, but she is mild mannered and has endurance. You are welcome to join us, but if you prefer to go your own way, all I ask is that you send her back to my family home once you have no further need of her.” 

“You are most gracious,” Brin replied, bowing slightly. “I will accompany you to Linket, but I may not stay.”

Further conversation was interrupted by shouts of joy from above them. Salabine was just coming in to land, a highly excited Dal clinging to her neck. The dragon had not forgotten her promise of a ride and had obliged the young man as soon as his breakfast chores were complete.

“I must leave you now,” Salabine informed them once Dal had dismounted. “If you need me again, all you have to do is call.”

“Thank you for everything,” Sam said, giving her a quick hug. “Remember, you don’t have to wait for a call to come and see us. You will always be welcome.”

Salabine turned to Brin. “Kloten juku navak,” she said solemnly.

“Kloten juku navak,” he replied. With her goodbyes completed, the dragon took to the skies and was soon no more than a dot on the horizon. Brin remained watching her until she was out of sight, then smoothly leapt onto his horse’s back.

“He’s done that before,” Sam muttered to herself, oblivious of how well an elf can hear.

“Of course,” he replied. “Who do you think taught humans how to ride?”

He galloped off, leaving Sam staring after him in amazement. Seth, who was just riding past, had overheard the conversation. “I think I am going to get on well with him,” he commented, then galloped off after the elf. 

After lunch, Brin steered his horse close to Sam’s. “You seemed very surprised when you first saw me. What did you imagine elves to be like?”

“Where I come from, or should I say when, elves appear in many books. Let’s start with the ridiculous shall we. There is a children’s book called ‘the elves and the shoemaker’ about a poor old shoemaker who lives all on his own and struggles to get all of the shoes made. Some tiny elves, probably no bigger than your hand, move in and complete all of his work for him during the night. This goes on for a while, with the old shoemaker confused as to what is happening, until he stays up one night and sees them. He spends all the next day making smart new clothes for them and they all live happily ever after. Or something like that.”

Brin was staring at her in disbelief. Suddenly he started laughing, and continued for a long while, tears streaming down his face. “I agree,” he finally managed to say. “Totally ridiculous. Please, continue.”

Sam went on to tell him about all of the different descriptions she had read in books and seen in films, from those like pixies to the nearly human. He found everything very entertaining. “At least you have one thing right,” he informed her. “We are unbeatable when it comes to archery.”

Tor was close enough to overhear this remark. “Brin, my friend, I am afraid that is a fallacy. While it is undeniable that elves are excellent archers, there are humans who can beat them.” Brin raised an eyebrow. “Patrick, for example,” Tor continued. Brin asked his horse to halt and dismounted. He then looked at Tor questioningly. Tor nodded then shouted to Patrick. “Patrick, how do you fancy showing our young elven friend here how to shoot a bow?”

Patrick turned his horse around and rode back to meet the challenge. Taking his bow and quiver of arrows out of the wagon, he gave the elf the choice of target. A tree in the distance had a knot in the bark, according to the two competitors; Sam was unable to make it out. Brin’s first shot hit the mark with Patrick’s embedding itself in the trunk just above Brin’s.

“Too easy,” Patrick announced. By now everyone had dismounted to watch. He signalled Ellen to approach, taking a chain from around her neck when she was close enough. “Tie this to a branch a few trees back,” he instructed. When she had completed her task, she waved and moved out of range. This time Patrick went first, making the chain move as the arrow touched it. Patrick looked at Brin, smiling smugly. “Your turn.” 

Brin looked carefully at the chain, which Sam could not make out no matter how much she stared. Without averting his eyes, he smoothly drew his bowstring and let the arrow fly. It met its mark, neatly slicing through the chain, causing it to fall to the ground. Ellen could be heard cursing as she picked it up and headed back toward them. 

“Yours I believe,” she sneered at Patrick, throwing him his arrow, before rounding on Brin. “As for you, you owe me a new necklace.” She threw the broken chain at him then snapped his arrow in two, dropping the broken pieces at his feet.

Brin looked crestfallen. “Please forgive me. I did not mean to break your chain.”

Sam stepped in to defend him. “It’s not really his fault you know,” she pointed out. “This challenge was Tor’s idea and Patrick was the one who chose your chain as the target.”

“Good point. You are forgiven,” she informed Brin before turning back to Patrick. “You will be cleaning your own clothes until I have gold around my neck again.” She spotted Tor slowly stepping backward out of her line of fire. “It might be wise to provide a matching bracelet,” she informed him. “It is not a good idea to have a witch mad at you.”

He gave her a mock bow. “Your wish is my command dear lady.”

“Is the contest over?” Brin asked. Tor was about to say yes when Patrick interrupted.

“Not yet. One more challenge. Speed. Choose a target. On a given signal, we both shoot and see who hits the target first.”

Brin nodded his acceptance. Seth chose a target and both men stood in front of it, calm and relaxed. Though his arms were down, Patrick had his arrow in his bow so all he had to do on the signal was draw back the string, aim and fire, whereas Brin’s arrow remained in his quiver on his back. Sam pointed out how unfair this was, but the elf was happy to give the human the advantage. When both archers had indicated they were ready, Seth gave the signal. In one smooth movement Brin selected his arrow, loaded his bow, took aim and fired, hitting the target before Patrick’s arrow had left his hand. It was so quick that Sam almost missed it by blinking at the wrong moment.

They all stared at the arrow quivering in the tree in stunned silence. Even River and Oak seemed impressed.

“That was brilliant,” Sam gasped.

“Thank you,” Brin replied. “Have I now shown you that the elves are the superior race as far as archery is concerned?” he asked Tor.

“You have indeed Brin. You have indeed.” The Prince was still too amazed to comment further.

“If I had not seen that with my own eyes, I would not have believed it,” Seth said quietly.

“I do have one small confession to make,” Brin said apologetically. “It was an unfair contest from the start. Among my people, I am the current archery champion. We hold a contest every 10 years and I have won the last three. Should I have mentioned this earlier?” 

“Do not worry about it. I, too, have a confession,” Patrick informed him. “I am a lot older than I appear and have been practicing with a bow since before you were born, despite the fact that you are from one of the long lived races. I will explain it all to you as we ride.” 

Everyone remounted and continued their journey. Sam rode close to Brin and Patrick, listening to their conversation. She told herself it was because she had not fully heard Patrick explain his history, but deep down she knew that Patrick was not the reason she was staying so close to the pair. 

Brin showed no surprise when Hawk awakened and pulled himself out of the coffin. He had met vampires before, though only when he was hunting them, and he had already been warned about the team’s unusual member. Outwardly he displayed no prejudice and calmly accepted the fact that Hawk posed no danger. His only display of emotion was when Sam retired for the night to the coffin. His face displayed a mix of surprise and confusion and, Sam hoped, a little trace of jealousy. 

Before turning in for the night, Sam took Tor to one side and conveyed what she had been told about Albian. The Prince shrugged off her concerns. He already suspected that the advisor had at least helped to set up the quest; he may have even devised it in its entirety. As for calling himself a Lord, Tor laughed it off, saying that the man had always acted above his station. His apparent lack of concern did nothing to quell Sam’s feeling of unease, however.

The next morning, Sam found herself riding next to Brin again and took the opportunity to ask him about his homeland. This was obviously a subject close to his heart and he willingly opened up to her, describing his home and the elven way of life in great detail. 

The Eshden forest was a vast woodland in Amenia, close to the northern border. The elves built their homes in the trees, preferring to sleep away from the ground. The forest accommodated a large population of elves but, despite being the size of a small city, it had no name; they simply referred to it as home.

Though technically part of Amenia, a treaty was drawn up hundreds of years ago between the King of the Elves and the Amenian governor allowing the elves to be self-governing; it was treated like a small separate country rather than a province. When Amenia became a province of Emvale, the first act of the conquering King was to ratify the agreement. Elves travelled freely through most countries, though humans rarely ventured into their forest. 

“We make all visitors welcome,” Brin explained, “but for some reason a lot of humans feel uneasy being surrounded by so many trees and most have trouble sleeping so far above the ground.”

“Exactly how far into the forest do you have to travel before you reach your people?” Sam asked.

“Elves patrol the forest edge, so within minutes of entering you will have been seen, though we keep to ourselves and do not approach unless we are concerned by the visitors’ intent. We live at the heart of the forest, which is two days walk for an elf, longer for most humans. It is possible to ride between the trees, but there are no paths so it does not save much time.”

They continued talking until Tor called a halt for lunch. Sam spoke a little about her life in the past and Brin was as fascinated as the rest of their companions had been. During their meal, conversation was not lacking; even Bellak joined in. River and Oak sat as far away from Brin as they could, but displayed no other outward hostility, so the meal passed pleasantly. The only person to remain silent was Patrick. He had grown visibly more tense as the hours passed.

Ellen tried to draw him out of his self-imposed seclusion. “How far away is Linket?” she asked, not realising that this was the one topic of conversion he wished to avoid.

“We will be there before nightfall,” he replied but refused to say anything more. As Tor took over describing Linket, for those who had never been, Patrick walked away. Samson watched him mournfully, then followed him, wagging his tail slightly as he caught up to him. The wolf liked Patrick and did not like to see him distressed. 

Patrick’s estimated arrival time proved to be correct as, just as the sun was sinking below the horizon, they crested a hill and saw the sprawling metropolis that was the city of Linket. “Straight to the palace?’ Tor asked. Everyone nodded, except Patrick, who had been hoping to postpone a royal visit for one more night.

“This place seems very lacking in fortifications,” Dal commented as they made their way through the still crowded streets.

“It has never been defended,” Seth informed the young man. “I am surprised you have not been told by your tutors.”

“Maybe I just was not listening properly,” Dal replied quickly.

“Though it is the capital now, this was not always the case.” Tor had made him suffer history lessons and he decided to pass on his knowledge. “Whenever it was attacked, the citizens simply fled, abandoning the city to the invaders. It turns out that there is a tunnel from the city centre that goes under the hills, coming out on the other side. Details of exactly where the exit is have been lost over time so the chances of an army being camped over it, should it ever be needed again, are slim. Queen Helen’s grandfather fell in love with the city when he visited as a child so, when he took over the throne, he moved his family there, making it the capital by default.”

“So where is the entrance to the tunnel?”

“I have no idea. It has been rumoured that only the current ruler knows; the secret being passed from father to son, or daughter in Helen’s case. I personally cannot see how that can be true though. What would happen if the royal family were not present when the city was attacked? No, someone else must know where it is or where the information is kept.”

The history lesson was brought to a premature close by Tor announcing that the palace was just around the next corner. Much to Sam’s disappointment, it turned out to be much smaller than Allias’s. It was more like a large country house than a royal residence. There were guards on duty outside of the main entrance.

Tor asked if the Queen was currently available to receive visitors. When given the affirmative, he informed them of his name and title and a runner was sent to notify the Queen. Stable lads appeared to take their horses and Seth followed them with the wagon. Everyone else were escorted to a formal reception room and provided with refreshments. Seth had caught up with them and had just started drinking from his goblet when there was a polite knock on the door and a steward announced that the Queen was prepared to see them immediately in her private sitting room.

Sam was a little concerned that she would be meeting royalty without first having the opportunity to bathe and change into clean clothes. She was not the only one.

The steward opened the door and walked into the sitting room without knocking. He announced Prince Tor and party, ushered them all in then left, closing the door behind them. A woman with long ginger hair that hung in tight curls sat relaxing on a chaise longue with an older woman standing serenely behind her.

“Queen Helen and Fuzzle, her advisor,” Patrick whispered to those closest to him, before trying to place himself out of sight behind Ban. 

“Tor, how good to see you again,” Helen said rising serenely and walking toward him. She held out her hand, which he obediently took and gently kissed before grabbing her in a big hug.

“Good to see you too. My how you have grown.” He released his hold on her and she playfully punched him. 

“I should hope so,” she replied indignantly. “I was only ten years old when we last met.”

“True,” he acknowledged. “Let me introduce you to my friends.”

Tor was only part way through the introductions when Helen spotted a face that she knew. 

“Patrick, how nice to see you,” Queen Helen exclaimed, beaming. Her smile turned to a frown when she saw how reluctant he was to approach. “Come now, silly. It is not as if I can have you turned into a eunuch simply for jilting me.”

Fuzzle leaned forward and whispered in the Queen’s ear, causing the smile to return. “Actually, it appears I can do that. Should I call the surgeon now or later?”

“Do not be hasty,” Patrick said, a trace of panic in his voice.

“Helen,” Tor said in a serious tone. She turned to look at him. “Patrick is with me and therefore under my protection. Do you really want your little disagreement to turn political?”

Much to everyone’s astonishment, instead of calling for her guards, the Queen stuck her tongue out. “You spoil all my fun,” she accused, sulkily. She flounced back to her seat and regarded them, pouting.

“Doesn’t seem to have grown up much does she?” Sam whispered to Seth, who grinned back at her.

“Jilted?” Ellen said to Patrick quietly, raising her eyebrows.

“She is exaggerating,” he hissed back, just as quietly. Ellen was about to ask more, but the look he levelled at her silenced her questions. She would tackle him later, once his mood had improved.

Tor continued his introductions, though Helen seemed uninterested, until Brin stepped forward and bowed to her. 

“Brin the Hunter. I have heard a lot about you. I am pleased to finally meet you.” Sam had to suppress a surge of jealousy as the Queen patted the chaise longue, indicating the elf should sit next to her.

He remained standing. “How did you know about my title? Who have you been speaking to?” He spoke warily, a trace of concern in his voice. Something the Queen had said had upset him, causing his usual impeccable manners to slip. 

Helen gave a girlish giggle. “I have the pleasure of playing host to your mother. She will be delighted to see you. Stay at the palace tonight and you can breakfast together in the morning.”

Brin stared at her, his features hard. “I am afraid I must decline your most generous offer.” Each word was said slowly and deliberately, his voice betraying no signs of emotion. Without requesting permission, he turned his back on the Queen and strode out of the room, slamming the door behind him. A stunned silence filled the room. Sam suffered a moment of indecision, then ran after him. 

“Anyone know what that was all about?” Seth asked, breaking the uncomfortable silence. Nobody had a clue. “I guess our new friend is even more mysterious than I thought.”

“Why are you here?” Fuzzle asked. It was the first time she had spoken and her voice was nothing like they were expecting, well those who did not know her anyway. Instead of strict and sharp, her voice was soft and friendly, almost motherly. Tor explained about his quest, telling all of the important details while still keeping his narrative short and succinct. Helen and Fuzzle listened calmly, showing no reaction until he had finished. Then Fuzzle smiled.

“You are the first,” she announced. 

Bellak was the first to react. “Yes,” he shouted. “What is the next clue? We must have it now.”

“Patience, old man,” Fuzzle said calmly. “It is late and you all need to rest. Rooms will be provided for you and we can discuss this in the morning.” Helen opened her mouth, as if to protest, but Fuzzle forestalled her. “You, too, are in need of your bed your Majesty.” Helen may have been Queen, but there was no doubt as to who was really in control of the country.
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Fuzzle clapped her hands loudly and servants appeared. They were instructed to escort the ladies to the bath house and prepare rooms in the guest quarters. While the ladies were whisked away, Fuzzle gave the men a choice; wait until the bath house was free or bathe with the soldiers. While the bathing facilities attached to the nearby barracks were smaller than those found in the palace and were located a few streets away, the water would be clean and hot, the wash girls friendly and it would probably be empty given the late hour.

Torrick opted to walk to the barracks. He had, after all, been a soldier so was used to much worse conditions than those offered by Fuzzle. “I also know how long my wife takes to bathe,” he confided to Tor.

“Good point,” the Prince responded. “I suggest all of you head off with Torrick. We will meet for breakfast in the morning.”

“I will wait for the ladies to finish,” Dal immediately piped up, then blushed when everyone turned to look at him. 

Fuzzle informed him that this would be no problem and sent him away with a servant who was instructed to find him entertainment until the bath house was available.

When Tor was alone with Helen and Fuzzle, he thanked the latter. “He is at the age where he is shy about undressing in public.”

“I quite understand. I remember my brothers going through that stage.”

“If I may, I would like to speak with Helen for a while before I bathe. We have a lot to catch up on.” 

Fuzzle grimaced. “That will not be possible I am afraid. The Queen is in need of rest. It will have to wait until the morning.” Before Tor could offer any complaint, Fuzzle had summoned one of the Queen’s personal maids and instructed her to help Helen retire for the night.

“What is going on here?” Tor demanded as soon as Helen had left the room, a trace of menace in his voice.

Fuzzle sat in a nearby chair, sinking into it like a marionette with cut strings. Suddenly she looked ten years older. “Please, sit down. I do not mean to hide the Queen away from visitors, but there is something I need to explain to you before you speak to her further.” Tor took a seat opposite, but did not relax.

“Go on,” he instructed.

“I should start this conversation with ‘Helen is no longer the girl you used to know’; unfortunately I cannot. She is exactly the girl you used to know all those years ago. She stopped growing up when her family died. While her brother was being trained to take over running the kingdom, she was given no education or social training. Her father expected to marry her off to some Duke or Earl where she would not need to know anything about politics or warfare. She was taught how to dance and how to dress and how to address visitors, but that is all. When her family were killed in that tragic accident we were suddenly left with a monarch who does not know how to run a household let alone a kingdom.”

“I see your problem.” Tor stood and walked to a nearby table, pouring himself a goblet of wine. He poured one for Fuzzle, who took it gratefully.

“I am trying to find her a suitable husband, but it has not been easy. I dare not leave her alone with any visiting dignitaries in case she inadvertently agrees to something that will be disastrous for the kingdom. You have seen how childishly she behaves.”

“Hence the situation with Patrick.”

“Yes,” Fuzzle agreed. “He is the perfect candidate. Can you not change his mind?” 

“I am afraid not. His situation is a lot more complicated than you realise. He has personal reasons, which I will not go into, which prevent him marrying anyone, let alone the ruler of a country.”

“Damn. Any other suggestions? I am neither fit nor qualified to run a country.” Fuzzle’s calm composure had disappeared, revealing the worn out and frustrated woman that hid behind it. 

“You could try educating her,” Tor suggested. “From what I remember, she was always a quick learner. If you explain the situation to her she might start to grow up on her own. Bring in the best tutors; I can find out if those who taught me are available. I presume that you have been allowing her to hold court, but making sure that there is always someone there to advise her?” Fuzzle nodded. “Good. Keep doing it. There must be several high ranking officials around who used to assist her father. Get them back.”

Fuzzle sighed, her face showing how tired she was. “Most are still here and helping out, but I am not sure how much longer we can continue to keep quiet about how inept our young Queen really is.”

“You will do fine,” Tor assured her, placing his hand comfortingly on her shoulder. “Now go and get some sleep.”

Tor headed off to the barracks’ bathhouse, intending to soak his aching muscles in the water for a while. On his way he passed the kitchens. Hearing a voice he recognised, he quietly ducked inside and was amazed to see the head cook giving Dal a cookery lesson. Smiling to himself, he silently departed from the room. At least the young man was staying out of trouble.

While the rest of the group were bathing, Sam, having caught up with Brin, was sitting alone with him in a quiet corner of an inn. The beer they were drinking was warm and watery, but at least she had persuaded him to stay in the city. For a while they sat in silence, Brin lost in his own thoughts and Sam trying to read them. Eventually she asked what the problem was and was pleasantly surprised when she was not told to mind her own business. 

“I will try to explain, though I do not expect you to understand,” Brin said. “I had a happy childhood, growing up in the forest home of the elves with my sister, brothers and father. I never knew my mother; she died when I was young. I was educated and trained, as all elven children are. I joined the home guard and quickly went through the ranks until I was in charge of my own company. Then my father married my stepmother.” 

Bitterness crept into his voice as he continued. “She was a bitch from the start, treating me like a child. As a member of the home guard, my main duties were within the boundaries of the forest, but occasionally duties became available that involved travel afar. Every time I volunteered, she made sure I was rejected. Eventually I confronted her, pointing out that I am 129 and perfectly capable of looking after myself in the big bad world.”

He did not notice the look of shock that crossed Sam’s face when he mentioned his age. He was too caught up in his tale to notice anything around him. Even his mug of beer went untouched. 

“She laughed at me. She actually had the audacity to laugh. She informed me that she wanted me to stay close by and always got what she wanted. I found out exactly what she meant a few months later when my father had to leave for a few days. All of my brothers, and my sister, had their own homes by then so I was left alone with the woman. I feel sick just thinking about it.”

“It’s okay,” Sam assured him, placing her hand on his arm. “You don’t have to go on if it distresses you too much.”

Brin tried to smile at her and failed. He looked down into his drink and continued speaking. “I was woken up that night by her climbing into bed beside me. When I started to protest, she kissed me passionately. I tried to resist but she forced herself on top of me, telling me how much she wanted me and that she knew I wanted her too. She proudly announced that she only married my father so she could spend more time with me.” The bitterness in his voice turned to anger as he recalled that dreadful night. “She whispered in my ear that we could be together whenever my father was away and that if he found out he could be disposed of.”

“What did you do?” Sam asked, almost afraid to hear the reply.

“I picked her up and threw her out of the window.” He said it so matter-of-factly that it took Sam a moment to take in exactly what he had said.

“Hang on a minute. Don’t you live in trees?” He nodded. “God,” she exclaimed. “Was she badly hurt?”

“Unfortunately not. A bush broke her fall sufficiently to prevent any serious damage. I had always longed to travel so I packed my bag and walked out. As I passed her trying to disengage herself from the bush she vowed that she would tell my father that I attacked her. I have not been home since.” Brin fell into a depressed silence.

“How long ago was this?” Sam asked.

“A little over two years. I had not left the forest long when I met Cirren and decided to join him in his quest. I have been travelling ever since.”

“Have you had word from your homeland at all? Do you know if your stepmother said anything to your father?” The elf shook his head. “He may not have believed her and she is here because he kicked her out.” Even as she said it she realised that even she did not believe this was likely.

“You do not know my stepmother.” The bitterness had returned.

“So what do you plan to do? Go home and confront your family or keep running?” It sounded like an accusation and Sam instantly regretted her tone of voice. “Sorry, I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”

“It is alright,” Brin assured her. “I do not know yet. I thought I would spend the evening getting drunk and make the decision in the morning.”

“Sounds like a good idea to me.”

They spent the next few hours getting slowly intoxicated, ending up reminiscing about their past lives and the good times they had before getting involved with the quest. Eventually they staggered back to the palace. Thankfully they met Hawk, who had been sent out to find them, as they were heading in the wrong direction. Brin was practically carrying Sam so Hawk picked her up, cradling her like a baby. The guards had been warned to keep an eye out for them and they were escorted to the rooms that had been put aside for their use. 

The next morning Sam woke up with a groan. Her head felt like it was being pounded with a pneumatic drill and it took all of her effort to grab the bowl that someone had thoughtfully placed beside her bed before she emptied the entire contents of her stomach into it.

“Was it something you ate?” River asked innocently, suppressing a grin. She was perched on the end of Sam’s bed, waiting for her to wake up.

“Go away and let me die in peace,” Sam snarled. The sprite laughed, jumped off the bed and ran from the room, making sure she shut the door behind her as quietly as possible. Tor was standing outside, looking concerned.

“How is she?”

“Awake, but severely hung over.”

“Thank you River,” he said before boldly striding into the room. He took one look at Sam, who was hiding her head under a pillow, and a sympathetic look crossed his face. He could remember being in that state many times in the past. “Care to talk about it?” he asked.

“I’m a bit busy dying right now.”

“No, you are not. What were you drinking last night?”

Sam tried to sit up and failed. “I have no idea.”

“Can I ask why you decided to drink so much?”

“Ask Brin. I was just keeping him company.”

“I tried. He refuses to say anything.” He was about to leave the room when he looked back at her. “I will have some bread rolls and water sent up. Experience has told me that it will help.”

Just as the door was closing, Sam called after him. “How is he?”

“He is in about the same condition as you, though you do look a little greener.” It took her a moment for her brain to work out what he had said.

Throwing her pillow at him she shouted, “You bastard,” and instantly regretted it as sharp pains shot through her head. She sank back onto the bed and listened to Tor’s fading laugh as he closed the door behind him.

Later that day, while Brin and Sam were still recovering in their rooms, Tor spent some time alone with Queen Helen. Fuzzle had announced that they would not be permitted to visit Kaylin’s altar that day so everyone else was using their unexpected free time to explore the city. Even Bellak had been persuaded to leave the palace and spend the day sight-seeing.

As soon as the official business for the day had been conducted, Helen took Tor by the arm and had him escort her on a tour of the gardens. She took great delight in explaining how she had helped with some of the planting. ‘She really is still a child’ Tor thought to himself. They ended up in a sunroom where tea and cakes were delivered. As they ate, they reminisced about their childhood.

“Helen,” Tor said once he was sure there were no servants within earshot. “This has got to stop.”

“Tor dear, whatever are you talking about?” Her voice was sickly sweet.

“Stop playing games. You are a Queen, it is about time you started acting like one.” He deliberately made his voice gruff, hoping to grab her attention. She pouted then stuck her tongue out.

“Grow up Helen,” he growled.

“Why? I get what I want this way.”

His reply never left his lips as a suspicious thought crept through his mind. “What do you mean?” he asked cautiously.

She stood up regally and her whole manner changed. She instantly transformed from a spoilt overgrown child to the ruler she was supposed to be. Looking down at Tor she asked, “Can you remember when the three of us used to play, you me and my brother?”

“Of course. We always did our best to get away and play by ourselves, but you used to cry and throw temper tantrums until we let you join in. Then we had to play whatever you wanted, instead of what we did.”

“Things have not changed.”

Tor stared at her incredulously. “Are you telling me this is all an act?”

She pretended to think about the answer for a while. “Yes. After the accident everyone treated me with kid gloves. If I as much as looked sad they would all go out of their way to cheer me up. As time went by I realised that all I had to do was cry and the whole household was jumping to get me whatever I wanted. Then, when the official mourning period was over and I was allowed to start holding my own court, I decided to try the same tactic.”

Tor was stunned. “I should have realised. Does Fuzzle know?”

“Of course not. She is the one I use it on most. She does not realise that I actually received most of the training that my brother was subjected to. Usually the tutors would allow me to listen in and when they did not he always filled me in on what I missed. I am more qualified to run this country than most of the so called advisors that Fuzzle turns to when I suggest anything. If they say ‘No’ without good reasons, I simply sulk until they all agree to do as I asked. Not a very satisfying way of doing things but at least I am accomplishing what I need to.”

“So what about Patrick? Do you really intend to marry him if he does not escape again?”

“Good heavens no. Patrick is a wonderful person to be around, but only for short periods of time. Being married to him would drive me insane. I know his reputation, which is well earned by the way. He made a good diversion for Fuzzle; she is dying to get me married off.”

“Only because she thinks you need a man to look after you.” Tor sighed. “Tell her the truth Helen, please. The stress and worry is making her ill.”

“Are you sure?” The trace of concern was barely noticeable in her voice, showing how well she controlled her emotions.

“I am sure. As soon as she started to relax yesterday the exhaustion became unmistakable.”

“Very well then, I shall speak to her tomorrow. But only to her though. My acting is proving too useful on others, especially visiting nobles seeking trade agreements. They keep bringing me documents to sign, thinking I will not realise that they are the same as those I have already rejected, just worded differently. When I start to act childish and silly, they get despondent and eventually give up and go home empty handed. If they knew how much I was really in control it would be much harder to get rid of them.”

Tor laughed. “You really are quite clever, though you hide it well. Can I let Patrick know he is off the hook?”

“And spoil all my fun?” Tor agreed to remain quiet and they spent an enjoyable day getting to know one another again after their years apart.

——————————-∞——————————-

When Sam awoke for the second time that day, she was feeling a lot better. The bread and water had been a good idea, but it was not enough to stop hunger from returning. As she pulled herself out of bed, she noticed something she had missed earlier in the morning. Opposite the bed was a chair, over which her clothes had been thrown. Looking down she realised she was wearing a night gown. Sitting back on the bed, she tried to remember undressing herself, but she couldn’t even remember returning to the palace. At that moment there was a knock on the door and Ellen and Liselle entered the room.

“How are you feeling?” the young witch asked. “Do you need me to make you a potion?”

“I’m much better thanks. Is Brin up yet?” 

A knowing smile crept across Liselle’s face. “Not that I know of. So what were you two up to last night? You know there are better ways to get a guy’s attention than joining him when he gets drunk.”

“I was not trying to get his attention,” Sam insisted, blushing slightly. “I just thought he needed a friend.”

“Uh-hu.” Liselle did not believe a word of it. “So it is just a coincidence that he is young and exceedingly attractive then is it.”

“Young!” Sam exclaimed. “How can you call being over one hundred years old young.”

“It is to an elf.”

“Can I ask a question?” Sam wanted to change the subject quickly. “Do you know who undressed me?”

“You mean you cannot remember? Exactly how much did you drink?”

“I have no idea,” she reluctantly admitted. “I remember drinking at the inn then waking up here feeling like crap. I have no memory of what happened in between.” 

“Brin undressed you,” Ellen said, smiling slyly.

“What!” Sam cried incredulously, causing Liselle and Ellen to burst out laughing.

“Sorry. I could not resist. I am only joking. You met Hawk on your way back and he carried you to your room and made sure Brin went to his own.”

“Hawk undressed me?” Ellen nodded. “Oh god,” Sam groaned, lying down again.

“I think she is suffering enough,” Liselle admonished the younger woman. “She is not telling you the full story Sam. Hawk laid you on the bed, but left the room while one of the serving girls changed your clothes.”

“Thank god for that,” Sam murmured, ignoring Ellen whispering ‘that is his story anyway’ just loud enough to be heard. 

They both stopped teasing her enough to help her get dressed. Refusing to let her put on her trousers, they produced a dress they had borrowed from the Queen. It was a pale yellow and, while covering her body adequately, it hugged her figure in the right places and the split in the side showed a lot of leg as she walked.

“Brin should be satisfied with that,” Ellen commented as they made their way to the dining room.

“Give it a rest,” Sam snapped, a little too quickly. “I want nothing more than friendship from him.”

“Of course you do.” Ellen agreed. “I wish I could go off into the desert with a blind old man and come back with a guy who is not only gorgeous and intriguing, but single and available.”

“He’s available?” Sam found herself asking. “Okay,” she conceded, when she realised she had spoken out loud. “I admit it. He is gorgeous. I would have thought the pointed ears and the green skin would be a real turn off, but somehow they actually make him even more attractive. But there is still nothing going on. We are just friends and that is all we will ever be.”

“I think she doth protest too much,” Ellen whispered to Liselle.

They were the last of their group to arrive for dinner. Sam took a spare seat next to Brin then glared at Ellen, daring her to say anything. Ellen herself sat next to Patrick, as usual, and Liselle joined her husband, who kissed her lovingly on the cheek.

Brin leaned toward Sam. “Thank you for yesterday,” he said quietly. “I hope you did not suffer too badly this morning.”

“I have felt worse,” Sam assured him, “though not often. Have you given much thought to your future?”

“I have thought of nothing else, but am no nearer to making any decisions, though I think I will stay with Tor and help with his quest for now.” All conversation stopped as the door opened and the Queen walked in, followed by a tall thin elf, who was introduced as Illen. Sam felt Brin stiffen beside her. His hands were under the table, resting on his thighs, so she was able to place hers on top of his and give a reassuring squeeze without anyone noticing.

“Calm down,” she whispered.

Illen looked around the table, a look of distaste on her face. She was strikingly beautiful, though Sam suspected that it was only skin deep. There seemed no warmth about her. She smiled as soon as she saw Brin, but the smile did not reach her eyes, which remained cold. “My dearest Brin, how good to see you again. Come and give your mother a welcoming kiss.” She had the same speech pattern as Brin, pausing in odd places mid-sentence, but while on him it was endearing, on her it was irritating.

“You are not my mother and never will be.” His voice was calm and controlled. He was hiding his emotions well.

Illen continued as though he had not spoken. “Helen has been gracious enough to provide me with an entire suite. I will arrange for your things to be moved in as soon as we have finished dinner.”

“The room I have been provided with is perfectly adequate.” A look of fury passed across Illen’s face for a moment. 

“Very well,” she replied, then sat down next to Helen, making sure she was as far away from the other humans as was possible. An uncomfortable silence filled the room. Sam broke it by asking what everyone had been doing while she had been ‘sleeping’. By the time they had all finished making jokes at her expense and had relayed how they had spent their time, a warm atmosphere had returned. Not once during the meal did Brin look at his stepmother, though she spent a good deal of her time staring at him. After dinner, Helen invited them all to join her in the formal lounge where they could enjoy their coffee and brandy in comfort. 

On the way, Brin pulled Sam aside.

“I am leaving,” he informed her. “I will find somewhere to stay in the city.”

“Whatever for?” Sam asked. “Surely you can bear to be under the same roof as your stepmother for one more night.”

The look Brin gave her scared her more than the words as he replied. “Because I am afraid that bitch will come to my room tonight and if she does I am going to kill her.” 
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Sam stared at him in disbelief. She knew he hated his stepmother, but wanting to kill her seemed a bit extreme.

“Don’t leave,” she blurted out. “You can stay in my room.” A look of panic crossed Brin’s face. “Oh god no, that’s not what I meant,” she stammered, suddenly realising what he must be thinking. “I mean swap rooms. If we wait in our own rooms until we are sure the corridor is empty, nobody else will know where you are until the morning.”

Liking the idea, the elf agreed they should join the others for coffee; both of them declined the brandy. A few hours later, once everyone had retired for the night, Sam and Brin met in the corridor.

“Thank you for doing this,” Brin said. He seemed the most at ease he had been since finding out Illen was staying in the palace.

“You’re welcome,” Sam replied and kissed him on the cheek. “Goodnight.”

It was still a few hours before dawn when Sam was awoken by the sound of someone creeping into the room. She remained motionless, listening for footsteps, but hearing none. She almost jumped when she felt someone slip under the covers beside her.

“Well my darling, there are no windows for you to throw me out of here. Let us carry on from where we left off.” Illen’s voice was full of seduction and a sickly sweet smell surrounded her. If it was perfume, she had definitely overdone it.

“I’d rather not.” The scream that filled the room was loud enough to wake the whole household. Illen did not have time to leave the room before Hawk arrived. Tor, feeling that something was wrong, but not able to put his finger on what, had asked Hawk to stand guard during the night so he was close at hand when he heard the scream. Soon others arrived, the men still in their nightwear but carrying swords, the women bringing lighted lamps. 

Modo took in the scene; Sam sitting upright in Brin’s bed, Brin nowhere to be seen and Illen standing naked, her nightgown on the floor by her feet.

“What is going on here?” he asked, directing the question at Sam not Illen, though he did take the time to notice how perfect her body looked without clothes to hide it. 

“This evil slut wants to seduce Brin. She’s tried it before and he was afraid she would try it again so we swapped rooms. She undressed and climbed into bed with me, thinking I was him.”

“Who screamed?”

“She did when I spoke and she realised I was not Brin.” 

By this time, Illen had recovered enough from her shock to dispute Sam’s claim. “What utter lies,” she said calmly, putting her nightgown back on. “She must have overheard my stepson asking me to come to his room to discuss our differences. As soon as I entered the room she attacked me. I want her arrested this minute.”

Queen Helen had arrived to hear her speech and started to call the guards, but Tor forestalled her.

“You certainly know how to think on your feet, but there are a few holes with your story. Firstly, I was with Brin from the moment he entered the dining room until he retired for the night, except during the transition to the lounge, but I was in your presence then. At no point did he speak to you to arrange a meeting. Secondly, it is the middle of the night. Why would he ask to meet you at this hour and why would you agree? Thirdly, why were you naked?”

“I have already told you she attacked me,” Illen said, indignantly.

“But the gown is not torn,” he pointed out. “Then there is the last, and probably most important, point. I trust Sam and have never known her to lie.”

“I am being set up,” Illen appealed to Helen.

Illen did not get the reply she was expecting. “What is that smell?” Helen asked, totally ignoring her. 

“What smell?” Tor asked

“That horrible aroma. Can you not smell it?”

As soon as it was established that only the women present could detect it, Ellen went up to Illen and sniffed her. “Hemper,” she stated. Everyone looked at her with blank faces, except for Illen, who looked furious. “It is a potion, illegal in most countries, that women apply to their skin to attract the opposite sex. While women can easily smell it, for some reason it is unnoticeable to men. Even the tiniest drop makes them unable to control their bodies and they find themselves deeply attracted to whoever is wearing it. She smells like she used the entire bottle.” Illen glared at her.

“You mean it’s like a date rape drug for men?” All eyes turned to Sam.

“What?”

“Where I come from there’s a drug men slip into women’s drink that makes them unable to say no. Half the time they do not even realise they have had sex when they wake up the next morning.”

“Yes,” Ellen agreed. “That is more or less the same thing except that the man is fully conscious and thinks he is acting of his own free will.”

“I think you have your proof then Helen,” Tor addressed the Queen. “The question is, what do you plan to do about it?”

Helen did not need time to think. Illen was escorted to her room and guards placed on the door. In the morning she would eat breakfast alone in her room then she could either pack her bags or have them packed for her. The Queen’s personal guards would be assigned to escort her back to Eshden forest and to hand her over to the elf king, along with a letter detailing her actions. The elves would decide the fate of one of their own.

Illen was screaming obscenities, including what a filthy and disgusting race she thought humans were, as she was dragged out of Brin’s room and down the corridor. Before she was out of sight, Helen called her guards to halt. She then calmly walked up to them and gave instructions for Illen to be thrown in the dungeon if she uttered one more sound before she reached her suite. Much to Sam’s disappointment, the threat rendered the elf silent. 

Once she was safely out of sight, Sam knocked on her own bedroom door and informed Brin that it was safe for him to come out. She was surprised when he emerged fully dressed.

“I wanted to be prepared in case she caused any trouble for you,” he informed her. “And it felt wrong to be undressing in your room.”

Sam laughed. “In that case, return to your own room and get some sleep.” Sam bade everyone a good night and retired to her room, closing the door behind her. She fell into bed and was almost instantly asleep. Everyone else also returned to their rooms to try to get some sleep while it was still dark. Only Brin remained awake, staring at the ceiling and thinking about how differently the events could have unfolded and how lucky he was to have made friends so quickly; friends who were on his side. They had only known him a few days, but were already going out of their way to help him.

The next morning, nobody saw Illen. She was removed from the palace without anyone noticing. When Brin arrived for breakfast he appeared less tense than he had the night before, but no happier. Sam asked him why he did not appear joyous and carefree now that a great burden had been lifted off his shoulders.

“My father loves her,” he explained. “I am not sure how he is going to cope with her deceit.”

“Are you really so sure about that?” He gave her a puzzled look, so she called to Ellen. “This potion Illen used last night, can it be used to get a man to think he loves you?”

“When used over time and in small doses, most certainly,” she replied. “That is one of the reasons it became outlawed. A number of divorces have been granted when the man has claimed he only got married while under the influence of the perfume; though I am not convinced that all were telling the truth.”

“Thank you,” Brin said formally. “Once again you have both helped me. I am in your debt.” 

The atmosphere around the breakfast table remained subdued that morning; the disturbance in the night had left everyone feeling tired. When Fuzzle arrived, Bellak accosted her. “Do we get to see the altar today or are you expecting us to waste even more time hanging around?”

Fuzzle, ignoring his attitude, addressed Tor, making sure her back was to Bellak.

“Prince Tor, Kaylin’s altar is located in a secret tomb built under the ruins of the original castle. In the last hundred years, only the keepers of the tomb have been permitted to visit it, except for the creator of your quest of course. It is small, cold and very dark. I will permit you to take only three others with you. Choose carefully and be ready to depart in one hour.” As she swept out of the room, everyone started talking at once, until Tor ordered quiet. 

“Modo, I could use your eyes.” He nodded. “I need two others. Sam, as the one who retrieved the first part of the clue, I offer you first refusal.”

“Me? Go down to a small dark tomb? You must be joking.” 

“I will go,” Brin announced. “Blood is required to obtain the next clue. I will provide it for you.”

Instantly there was uproar as everyone tried to dissuade him at once.

“Please,” he said calmly. “You have already helped me more than you can imagine. Let me do something toward repaying your kindness.”

“Brin comes,” Tor announced, preventing any further discussion.

“You will probably need me so I had better come with you,” Ellen said, somewhat reluctantly. “Though I will remain on the surface, so if any of you injure yourselves make sure you can get back up to daylight again.”

“That still leaves one more. Any volunteers?”

“I would like to go,” Dal said, a little timidly. “I have always wanted to see a tomb,” he continued, attempting to explain himself.

“Unless there are any objections, then it is decided. Those who are coming, meet back here in forty five minutes. Everyone else, do as you like, but be ready to depart quickly.”

Packing did not take long and the wagon was loaded well before the scheduled rendezvous time. It was a strangely nervous procession that made their way from the palace, through the streets toward the old castle. Queen Helen and Fuzzle were the only ones to accompany the volunteers, the rest opting to remain behind and await their companions’ return in the formal lounge where they had partaken of drinks the previous evening. Everyone tried to stay calm and relaxed, talking quietly together, except for Bellak who paced anxiously. 

“What is taking them so long?” he continually asked, until he was not very politely told to wait in another room.

“Why is everyone so worried that something is going to go wrong?” Sam asked. “What has happened when retrieving other clues?”

It was Patrick who answered her question. “Nothing much. There have been a few casualties, usually myself, when we have arrived at the same time as another team and fighting broke out. You already know about Bellak’s son and we also nearly lost Hurst when a wooden bridge we were crossing collapsed, but that is about it.”

“This time it feels odd,” Liselle took up where Patrick left off. “I cannot explain why, but something has us all on edge.” She shivered and Torrick put his arm around her, pulling her close into his chest. “I will be glad when they are back and we can all move on.” 

The current Keeper stood up when he saw figures approaching. He had been underground, performing his daily ritual of lighting the lamps, when he heard his name being called from above. Looking up the shaft which he had descended, he could see nobody, so he had climbed the rungs to the surface, where a runner informed him of the Queen’s imminent arrival. He left the room and waited for her in the fresh air, leaning against one of the few walls still standing. The Queen did not visit the site often and he was intrigued as to the reason for the unexpected expedition from the palace.

As they approached, he could make out some of the people accompanying the Queen, but he did not recognise them. When his eyes fell on Fuzzle, he began to panic. He had only ever met her on one other occasion, when he had not performed his duties correctly, and it was a meeting he would never forget. He volunteered for the position of the tomb’s keeper in part because it was not under her jurisdiction. 

“Welcome your Majesty,” he said, bowing low as they approached.

“Thank you Keeper. My friends need access to the tomb. Please show them the way, but they must enter the tomb alone.”

“Of course. Would you all please follow me.”

“Wait one moment,” Fuzzle called after them, as they started to move closer to the ruins. Then she addressed Tor. “My duties officially end here. I was instructed to show you to the tomb and no more. I have no idea what awaits you down there. Queen Helen and I will return to the palace and wait for you there. You have until sundown, at which point soldiers will be sent after you and you will be forcibly removed, whether you have obtained what you need or not. You will not be allowed to enter the tomb a second time.”

“I understand. Hopefully we will be back at the palace soon.”

Ellen looked at the ruins. They were obviously the remains of a great castle, but very little was still standing other than foundations. They walked through an archway that looked ready to collapse and found themselves in a large room. All four walls were standing, though holes were visible, and the roof was still mostly intact. In the far corner a trap door lay open, revealing a deep shaft with rungs down one side. The bottom could not be seen.

Indicating down the shaft, the keeper instructed them to descend.

“Sorry, but this is where I leave you,” Ellen announced. “Nothing is going to get me to climb down that. If any of you get hurt, make sure your injuries do not prevent you climbing back up.” She then sat on the floor in the corner, took out a book she had brought with her and started to read, smiling broadly.

Tor shrugged his shoulders then removed his sword, as it would hinder his climb. Handing it to Dal, he instructed the young man to throw it down to him when he called for it. The shaft was not as deep as it first appeared and within moments Tor's voice could be heard calling from the bottom. Dal threw down the sword, hilt first, followed by his own, then he eagerly climbed down. The keeper had informed them that weapons would not be necessary, but they preferred not to take the risk of going unarmed. Modo scrambled down, followed by the keeper, leaving Brin alone with Ellen. Removing his bow from his back, he handed it to her, requesting that she take care of it. She agreed, knowing how precious the weapon was to him.

By the time Brin reached the last rung, the keeper had completed his task of lighting the lamps so they could see all around them. They were in a surprisingly large room. All four walls were brightly painted with battle scenes, as was the high ceiling above them. The lamps caused shadows to form in strange places and the movement of the flames made the pictures seem eerily alive. The floor, which was made from perfectly joined slabs of slate, showed no sign of aging, though there were a few scratches suggesting heavy furnishings were once present.

Currently the room was completely bare, devoid of even a stool to sit on. Natural light could not penetrate the underground chamber, making it gloomy and very cold. Except for the shaft down which they had climbed, the only other exit appeared to be a wooden door at the opposite end of the room. 

“This is the outer chamber,” the keeper announced, as they looked around the room. “That door leads to the inner chamber, also known as the tomb. I will wait for you here.”

Taking this as an instruction, they made their way across the floor to the door. There were no visible handles or latches, but when Tor tried to push it, he found it would not move.

“Look closely,” the keeper instructed and all four of them started to examine the wooden door and the wall around it. Suddenly it began to slowly open outward.

“What did you just do?” Modo asked, turning around to look at the keeper.

“Pressing parts of the picture to your left in a set sequence operates the opening mechanism. I opened it while your backs were to me. The door will automatically close behind you. You will see an identical picture in the inner chamber that opens the door from the inside.”

“But you are not going to tell us the places to press, are you?” It was not really a question, so it received no answer. 

“Knock loudly when you are ready to come out and I will reopen the door for you. Just do not spend too long in there as there is no air supply and the door seals tight.”

“Wonderful,” Modo murmured as he followed Tor through the door. Dal and Brin both had the foresight to pick up lamps before entering and their light illuminated the chamber. It was small, containing only a sarcophagus on one side and the altar on the other. Suddenly the door slammed shut behind them, causing a draft which made one of the lamps go out, making the room seem dingy. Dal wandered over to the coffin and began inspecting it.

“Hey,” he yelled. “There is an inscription here. Bring the light over.”

The light was passed to him and he read the carvings on the top, tracing them with his fingers. “It definitely says Kaylin.”

“Then we must be in the right place.” They made their way over to the altar and examined it thoroughly. There were no inscriptions on the sides or front. Modo placed his fingers behind it and the lamp was positioned to shine down as much as was possible, but all he could see was the smooth back. The top was a flat stone slab that was impossible to move.

“Blood time,” Modo said, directing his grin at Brin. 

“Now?” the elf asked and when Tor nodded he took an arrow from his quiver and dragged the sharp tip across his palm. Blood instantly erupted and, holding his hand above the altar, he allowed it to drip down. As it soaked into the stone, the spell that had been placed over the altar was activated and words began to form across the stone top. They all leaned forward to read them. 

For entrance to the sacred hall

The cicerone you will need again

The doors will stay forever closed

Without their agonized scream of pain

It must be clear, it must be loud 

To reach Zeneth in his grave

No magic or spells may be used

Once inside the deep dark cave

Tor passed a clean cloth to Brin, who used it to bandage his hand. Nobody spoke and they avoided looking at each other. It was Modo who asked the question they had all been thinking.

“Do we tell her?”

“Would you want to know if it was you?” Brin asked.

“Yes,” Tor said instantly. “I always like to know what I am up against.”

“But you are a man, she is not.”

Dal’s voice filled the quiet cave. “If we tell her, she will probably have nightmares. The fear and dread will increase daily until she becomes physically ill. On the other hand, if we say nothing, when she eventually finds out she may never forgive us.”

“Shit shit bloody shit,” Modo swore. “God damn it all to hell.”

“That is not helping,” Tor calmly informed him.

“Maybe not, but it makes me feel better.” He ran a hand across his scalp. “You are the leader of this quest. I vote you make the decision.”

Dal and Brin both nodded their agreement. “Then we tell everyone the next part of the clue. We cannot hide it from her forever and I would prefer she hear it from me.” Nobody disagreed with this statement, though they were not happy about it. Reluctantly, they knocked on the door. It was quickly opened and they made their way to the surface.

Ellen jumped up as she heard footsteps approaching. Seeing the cloth wrapped around Brin’s hand, she unwrapped it and, placing her hand over his, started to sing. A few moments later she released him and Brin gasped in wonder as he stared at his palm. No trace of his wound remained. It was then that Ellen realised that they were subdued and quiet.

“What is wrong?” she asked. “Did you not get the clue?”

“We got it, but there is a problem.” Tor then recited the first part, word for word.

“Dear god,” Ellen exclaimed, hugging herself as a chill went down her spine. “Are you going to tell her?”

“We are going to let everyone know what we read. We can hardly keep it from her. Bellak, for one, will keep repeating it without checking if she is within earshot.”

They looked at each other in silence for a few minutes, subconsciously delaying the journey back to the palace and the confrontation that was bound to occur. 

“We may be lucky,” Ellen said, as they started a slow walk back. “Sam may not know that cicerone means guide.” 
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Samson heard approaching footsteps and barked a warning. “You are a wolf not a dog,” Seth reminded him and he lay down, covering his muzzle with his paws in embarrassment.

All eyes were on the door as it burst open and Tor strode in. Quickly surveying the scene he asked, “Where is Bellak?”

“Behind you,” came the gruff reply. “I heard you return.” Once the wizard was inside, Tor closed the door. Brin and Dal had been sent to the stables to ensure the horses were ready to leave, Modo to inform the Queen and Fuzzle of their return and Ellen was in the kitchens, organising food supplies for their next journey. They were already aware of everything he had to say, so he did not wait for their return.

He promptly informed everyone how they had extracted the next part of the clue from the altar and what it contained. He deliberately avoided looking at Sam as he spoke and breathed a silent sigh of relief when she did not react. Bellak seemed about to say something but, noticing the look on Tor’s face, opted to remain silent.

“Anyone ever hear of Zeneth?” Nobody had.

“Back to Allias’s library then,” Bellak stated.

There were no arguments so Tor instructed them all to meet in the stables in ten minutes and left to search for Helen. He found her in the throne room, surrounded by petitioners, all looking as though they were expecting her to sign the pieces of paper they were waving. She looked up as a guard announced his presence and a smile filled her face.

“Tor, you are back,” she yelled across the room in the most childish voice he had heard her use since arriving at the palace. Jumping up, she pushed past everyone and ran up to him, throwing herself into his arms.

“Do not overdo it,” he whispered into her ear before moving away from her so he could perform his official bow. Fuzzle was standing in her usual place beside the throne and he noticed she was trying to hide a grin. She looked like a huge weight had been lifted from her shoulders; Helen must have finally told her the truth.

The Queen turned back to her petitioners as though suddenly remembering they were still present. “I am so sorry. I must speak to the Prince before he departs. Can we continue this tomorrow?” She smiled sweetly at them, reminding Tor of a child asking for a sweet. Everyone left the throne room, grumbling as they went, leaving Tor alone with Helen and Fuzzle. As soon as the door was firmly closed, Helen burst out laughing. 

“Perfect timing,” she said. “It was getting to the stage where I was going to have to make a decision. Now I can pretend to have forgotten everything overnight so they have to start all over again. If I can keep this up for a few more days they will give up and leave me alone.”

“Why not just make the decision?” Tor asked.

“Because I should not have to. Their dispute is something they can easily sort out themselves if they just put some thought into it. They need to learn that it is far easier to solve their own petty squabbles and leave me alone to deal with important issues.”

“I am very proud of you,” he said and kissed her on the cheek. He looked at Fuzzle. “She has told you everything I suppose.” 

Fuzzle nodded. “I should have worked it out for myself. I feel such a fool.”

“She fooled us all. At least you can now worry a little less.”

“We shall see,” she replied, though the smile remained on her face.

“We have to leave,” Tor announced. “I am here to thank you for your hospitality and to say goodbye. Everyone should be waiting for me in the stables by now.”

“I will come and give you an official send off,” Helen announced. “I would like to say goodbye to them all, especially Patrick.”

“Behave,” Tor said to her in a light tone of voice and held out his arm so he could formally escort her from the room.

Everyone was indeed waiting for Tor by the time he arrived with Helen at the stables. Patrick maneuvered his horse behind Ban, trying to avoid Helen’s gaze and failing. 

“Leaving so soon Patrick?” she asked, twirling one of her curls around her finger. “I thought you would be staying a little longer so we can announce our engagement.”

“Sorry your Majesty, but I must leave. Tor could not possibly manage without me.” His voice sounded strained.

“I am sure we can all survive for a few weeks without you. We will leave word of our next destination as soon as we know it if you wish to remain here for a while longer.” Tor winked at Helen. Patrick went pale. Seth, who was sitting atop the wagon, burst out laughing. 

It was a much happier team that left Linket that day. Sam’s lack of reaction to the scream of agonizing pain that was needed from the cicerone showed that she was oblivious to the fact the clue referred to her, and nobody chose to enlighten her. Each secretly knew they would regret putting off the inevitable, but tried not to think about it until they were given no choice. Hawk, of course, would have to be warned. Whether he would keep quiet or not was anyone’s guess. 

The routine they had adopted for travelling had become second nature to them so there was no discussion whenever they stopped for a break, or even for the night. Each of them knew what they needed to do and immediately started doing it. Boredom soon set in. To combat this, Patrick and Brin started to give lessons involving the sword and the bow. Ban found some large sticks and made up some wooden practice swords while Brin found enough material to make some small bows and arrows. Those who wished to learn were split into two groups which alternated each evening between archery and swordplay. 

As the days progressed, Sam realised that, not only was she learning how to defend herself, but her overall fitness was improving. There were some downsides to the training though.

“Every muscle in my body hurts,” she complained one evening as she collapsed by the fire. “From now on, I stick to archery.”

“Of course that has nothing to do with the fact that Brin has to put his arms around you to correct the positioning of your hands,” Liselle teased. Only River and Oak were within earshot so she knew there would be no harm in making the comment.

“No, it doesn’t,” Sam stated. “These are toy swords for Christ sake, they are not supposed to hurt so much when they hit you.”

“If you did not get hurt, you would not have the motivation to prevent yourself being hit, therefore you would not learn,” Oak pointed out.

“There’s no need to be logical. I know you are right, but I want to whinge and moan for a while.”

“I do not know how you can bear to take archery lessons with that elf.” River almost spat the last word.

“Someday you will need to explain to me why sprites and elves hate each other. Something terrible must have caused this animosity.”

Deciding that now was as good a time as any, Oak, with the occasional comment from River, told Sam a little of the sprite history. Water sprites and tree sprites lived together in harmony in Eshden forest. They worked well together, taking care of the trees and the plants, each with their own kind of magic. Their happy life had continued for many generations until the elves invaded. They lived in another forest at that time and, hearing what a wonderful place Eshden was, they claimed it as their own. The sprites were hunted for sport, causing many to flee to find a home elsewhere. No sprite had set foot inside the forest since. The elves used the forest instead of cherishing it and almost caused it to be destroyed. 

“That was all a long time ago,” Brin stated as he strode into the campsite, causing River and Oak to start in surprise. There was no smile on his face.

“That may be true, but our people have long memories,” Oak challenged.

Brin sat down beside Sam, ignoring River as she moved closer to Oak and farther from himself. “What you say is true. Our history agrees that our forefathers behaved abhorrently toward your people, but you have failed to mention that it was your Kings that invited us.”

“What do you mean? You elves were not invited, you invaded,” River almost shouted, her voice full of venom. She did not notice Oak shifting uncomfortably next to her, but Sam did.

“Actually, we were requested. The forest was dying. Disease had set in, rapidly spreading from tree to tree. The only way to save the healthy trees was to burn down the diseased ones. Your Kings were too weak to do the necessary task and too scared to explain the situation to their own people; so much so that they asked us to force you out and burn the forest, saving as many trees as we could. In exchange for our help, we were given the right to take over caring for the forest and make it our home.”

“You lie,” she spat, anger flaming through her eyes.

“No, he is telling the truth,” Oak said quietly. River turned her gaze on him, causing him to flinch. “The only part he has wrong is that the request came solely from the ruler of the tree sprites; your King had no knowledge of it. My people managed to keep the plight of the trees from your people and let the elves believe both rulers were in agreement.” 

River stared at him in disbelief. “My people were slaughtered by the elves and you say it was at the request of your King?”

It was Brin who answered. “No. There was supposed to be no deaths. Some of the younger elves got carried away. It is a part of our history that we deeply regret.” 

“Young elves disobeying their elders. Nothing has changed there then,” River snapped.

“Everything has changed,” Brin said, somehow maintaining his calm composure. “My people mourned the deaths as much as yours did and we still do. Now we kill only for food or in self-defence. If you returned to the forest you would be welcomed with open arms.” 

“Of course we would. You need to get us there before you can hunt us. Do you really think any member of my race would be that stupid?” Turning her attention to Oak, she continued shouting. “And as for you, your race is no better. In some respects they are worse. You betrayed us. It is all your fault.” Tears were streaming down her face as she spoke. Suddenly her anger abated, leaving behind a deep sadness. She turned and ran into the nearby trees so nobody could witness her breakdown. Oak started to rise, intending to go after her.

“Leave her,” Liselle instructed. “She needs to be alone right now.”

“I am sorry,” Brin said quietly. He sounded tired, completely drained as if the argument had sapped all of his energy. “I did not mean to upset anyone.”

“I know,” Sam said, sympathetically. “It is my fault. I should not have asked about the animosity. I have reopened old wounds.”

“You were not to know,” Oak assured her. He looked toward the route River had taken, though he could not see her. 

“What is going on?” a gruff voice asked from behind them. Recognising the voice, they did not need to turn around to know that Grimmel had approached. They quickly explained what had taken place.

“And you let her go off on her own,” he said accusingly. “What sort of friends are you?”

“She is better off on her own,” Liselle said, taking the dwarfs hand in hers.

“What would you know?” he asked, pushing her hand aside and striding off in the direction the water sprite had taken.

It was a very subdued meal that evening; nobody was much in the mood for talking. Grimmel and River returned, but sat apart from the others. Oak tried to talk to her, but she just turned her back on him, so he gave up. When most of them turned in for the night, Tor took Seth and Dal on another hunting lesson. Ban took first watch, accompanied by Modo. Hawk went to find his own meal, promising to take over as soon as he returned. Sam, once again, made use of his empty coffin, along with Samson. She had missed having the wolf so close while at Linket. Having him close by made her feel safe; having him keep her feet warm was an added bonus.

Sam awoke to find Brin talking with Oak. Their mutual distrust was still obvious, but they agreed to not let their prejudices cloud their judgement and to assess each other on their individual merits rather than their race. Maybe they would be able to earn each other’s trust, maybe they wouldn’t, but at least they were prepared to make an effort. River continued to avoid them both for the rest of the day.

As evening was approaching and camp was being made, a sound of fast moving hoof beats could be heard. Minutes later an exhausted young soldier in the uniform of Queen Helen’s personal guard rode into camp on an equally tired horse. He slipped from his mount, Tor catching him just before he hit the ground. Ellen rushed over with a mug of water while Seth led the horse to the nearby river and began rubbing it down while it drank. The soldier took a few quick gulps then removed a letter from inside his tunic, handing it over to Tor. 

“I never thought I was going to catch up with you,” he finally managed to say. “Her Majesty wanted you to receive this as soon as possible.”

The letter was sealed with Helen’s personal seal, which Tor broke open then began to read, while Ellen set to work on its delivery boy, washing his face and calling for food to be brought over. Quickly scanning the correspondence, Tor let out a groan then reread it more slowly. Everyone was watching him expectantly.

“Someone find Brin,” he instructed and Samson immediately leapt to his feet, sniffing the ground until he found the elf’s trail. Brin had volunteered to hunt for their supper and was somewhere in the woods behind them. Tor did not provide any information about the contents of the letter and nobody questioned him. It did not take Samson long to find Brin, but persuading him to return to camp took a while. 

“What took you so long?” Tor asked upon their return. Samson looked at Brin in disgust then shook his head. The gesture was so human it was eerie.

“My apologies,” Brin said. “It took a while for me to realise what the wolf wanted. If he would be so kind as to take one of you back to where he found me, I was in the process of bringing back a wild boar I had just shot. I left it behind when I realised the urgency.”

Tor nodded his head at Ban, who instantly headed into the woods. Samson went after him, having to run to catch up to the large man. Tor continued addressing Brin.

“You had better sit down for this.” He obeyed, frowning as the letter was handed over. He read it carefully, no emotion showing on his face, then handed it back. 

“Thank you,” he said in a toneless voice. “I think I will go and help retrieve the boar.” As soon as he was out of sight, questions started flying about the letter. Tor ignored them all, waiting for silence. He then gave a brief summary, giving only the stated facts, offering no comments or opinions. Illen had escaped. Nobody had thought to check her possessions and she still had the bottle of hemper. She used it to seduce one of her guards and talked him into letting her go while the other guards slept. She was last seen riding a horse north, though her final destination could be anywhere. She took Helen’s letter to the King of the elves with her. 

“Shit,” Sam swore before anxiously asking, “Where does that leave Brin?” 

“That depends on his King. Are we all prepared to give evidence against Illen?” Everyone agreed they would, even River. “Then nothing much has changed, though the letter giving Helen’s testimony would have helped.”

The soldier, who had been drifting off to sleep, suddenly sat up straight. “She wrote another one,” he declared, taking a second letter from his tunic and handing it to Tor. This, too, had the royal seal. It was addressed to the elven King so Tor took it to the wagon and stored it safely among his belongings, without reading the contents.

“One less matter to worry about,” Ellen murmured.

“So we have a new destination,” Sam said cheerfully. “We accompany Brin to Eshden forest.”

“You must be joking,” Bellak retorted. “Unless the elves can tell us about Zeneth, we go to Vada.”

“But,” Sam started to say, but Tor interrupted her.

“I am sorry, but he is right. We cannot make such a big detour at the moment. Hopefully we will have to go closer to Brin’s homeland before long.” 

Anger flared inside Sam. “So what happened to promising to give evidence for him? Do you only support someone when it is convenient for you?” She was overreacting and she knew it.

Tor was saved the effort of having to defend himself by the timely arrival of Ban. He strode into the campsite carrying the boar across his shoulders. Sam looked around as he dropped it on the ground close to the fire. 

“Where’s Brin?” she asked.

“Why ask me?”

“He said he was going to help you retrieve the boar. Haven’t you seen him?” Ban shook his head.

“He will turn up soon. He probably just wants to be alone for a while,” Tor said, placing a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Now, who is going to prepare the pig for roasting?”

A few hours later Sam was sitting on a fallen log, staring into the trees. River joined her, carrying a plate of meat and some sliced bread. The aroma coming from the plate was mouth-watering, but Sam had lost her appetite. River handed her the food then sat down next to her. 

Without looking at her, she spoke in a quiet, subdued voice. “Words cannot describe how much I hate elves, but I hope that Brin comes back, I really do.”

“I know,” Sam said and put her arm around the sprite, who returned the gesture. Having someone close was comforting. “So do I.”

They sat together silently for a while, lost in their own thoughts, hugging each other tight. As it turned dark, Hawk awoke and was given the full story. Without saying a word, he took to the skies.

It was a few hours before dawn when he finally caught sight of his quarry. As soon as he had left the camp he had found and killed a deer, depositing the bloodless corpse in the wagon for Seth to deal with when he awoke. Then the hunt began. The elf was good, leaving no sign of his passing and Hawk was getting close to giving up when he caught a hint of movement in the trees below him.

“You are a hard man to find,” he said casually as he dropped to the ground beside Brin, who showed no sign of surprise at his sudden appearance. 

“When I want to be.” The reply was not unfriendly, but no smile touched Brin’s face as he spoke.

“People are worried about you.”

“As you can see, I am fine.”

“So where are you going?” There was no urgency in Hawk’s tone, but he did keep glancing up, making sure there was no evidence of the sun rising.

“I intend to hunt down that bitch and drag her back to my father in chains.”

“Understandable,” hawk said, nodding slightly. “However, it will be difficult on your own. Having friends to help is always a good thing.”

Brin rejected this. “It is my problem to solve, not theirs.”

“I think you should explain that to them when you return to the camp.” 

“I am not going back.”

“Actually yes, you are,” Hawk informed him as he grabbed hold of his shoulders and flew into the air. Brin’s shouts of protest were ignored, but his struggles couldn’t be. “Please keep still or I will drop you.” 

Looking down, Brin did as he was instructed, knowing the fall would kill him if he caused the vampire to lose his grip. “Why are you doing this?” he asked.

“I like Sam and she is sad that you went away.”

“Why would she be sad?” There was genuine confusion in his voice.

Hawk almost let go in surprise. “Are you kidding me? You must have seen the way her eyes light up whenever you are near.”

He had never noticed, but did not question the truth of the statement, opting instead to watch her closely next time they met.

“How do you fly?” he asked, wishing to change the subject. “You have no wings.”

“I have no idea. I just have to want to be in the air and my body leaves the ground. I have asked the same question of other vampires I have met, but none have ever been able to explain.”

They continued their conversation as the ground passed under them until a faint glow in the distance let them know they were approaching the camp. Hawk came to a stop in mid-air and pulled Brin up so that he could look directly into his face.

“A word of caution my friend,” Hawk said in a serious voice. “Hurt Sam and I will kill you.” No doubt was left in Brin’s mind that this was a statement of fact rather than a threat. 

Dawn was rapidly approaching as they landed, so Hawk went straight to his coffin. Their arrival disturbed Samson, who immediately woke Sam by pressing his cold nose against her cheek. She sat up, looking around. As soon as her eyes fell on Brin she worked out what had happened. Jumping out of the coffin, she flung her arms around Hawk. Freeing himself from her grasp, he lay down in the coffin, but just as he was closing the lid, she grabbed his arm.

“Thank you,” she said then leaned forward and kissed him on the forehead. No further words were needed. He smiled at her then closed the lid. Sam covered it with a blanket, both to hide it and to keep the sun off, then jumped down out of the wagon. Brin apprehensively watched her approach. A look of bewilderment filled his face as, without saying a word, she flung her arms around him and hugged him tight.
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Modo and Oak, who had been assigned the last shift for guard duty, came running, having heard movement in the camp. They slowed when they saw Sam hugging Brin.

“I suggest you put him down before you break him,” Modo said. “Welcome back Brin. I was not sure if you would be returning or not.”

“I was not given a choice,” he replied once Sam had released her hold on him and he was able to breathe again, a hint of bitterness in his voice. “Sam sent her pet after me.”

Sam’s temper flared. “How dare you,” she shouted. “Hawk is a wonderful person and a good friend; which is more than I can say for you. At least he would have had the decency to say goodbye before going off. I was awake half the night worrying about you. What a waste of time that was.” She stormed off toward the horses before anyone could stop her.

Modo watched her departing back, grinning. “Feisty, is she not,” he said, giving Brin a meaningful wink. “You are certainly going to have your hands full with her.”

Ignoring him, Brin went after her. “How dare you speak to me like that,” he yelled in an uncharacteristic display of emotion. Refusing to speak to him, Sam jumped onto Thresnine’s back and galloped past him. 

“Oh dear, are the children fighting?” Liselle asked Oak and Modo, having been woken by the commotion.

“So it appears,” Oak replied. “It seems that when Hawk left last night he went hunting for our elven friend and brought him back against his will.”

Tor, who had been walking up to them, overheard this and went directly to Brin. “What Hawk did was wrong,” he informed him. “But I am not going to be the one to tell him. That is down to you I am afraid. You are free to leave us if you wish, but there are some of us that hope you decide to stay.”

“Thank you, but I must track down my stepmother.”

“Why?” Tor asked. “Your position is no different now than it was before we went to Linket. The only difference is that you now have witnesses to Illen’s outrageous behaviour. We are all prepared to testify for you if we get the opportunity.”

“Once again, I thank you. I will think about what you have said.”

“Good. Now come and get some breakfast.”

Queen Helen’s soldier had remained with them for the night, being too exhausted to travel any sooner. He willingly accepted their offer of joining them for a meal before starting his return journey. His horse had suffered greatly, but Seth announced that it would fully recover after resting for a few more days. This was great news for the soldier, who felt guilty for having had to run it so hard. He agreed to let the animal remain with Tor, as the pace they were setting would be gentle enough if the horse remained riderless, and he accepted one of their spare mounts.

While Liselle and Ria prepared breakfast, Seth and Ellen took care of the deer. After cutting off the head and the legs, they removed the internal organs and threw them to Samson. The grateful wolf gulped them down, almost without chewing, then sat with his mouth open, eagerly awaiting the next tasty morsel. The legs and the carcass were heavily salted then wrapped in blankets and put back in the wagon. Everything would be roasted that night. If River could find enough plant matter to accompany it, the meat should last them a few days. 

Sam did not return during breakfast so Samson was dispatched to find her. They soon returned, Sam full of apologies for causing the delay. Ellen had saved her some food, remains of last night’s boar wrapped in bread, which she gratefully accepted. She had hardly eaten the previous evening and was ravenous. Eating while riding was easy as all she had to do was make sure she didn’t fall off. Thresnine was an intelligent horse and knew where she was going.

Sam avoided Brin for the rest of the day, though this was not easy. For some reason Thresnine insisted on riding close to him, until Sam threatened to ride one of the other horses if she didn’t stop. “You are supposed to be on my side,” she whispered into the horse’s ear.

“What is wrong with Thresnine?” Seth asked a while later as they stopped to water the horses at a stream before crossing it. “She seems to be hanging her head.”

“She’s sulking,” Sam informed him. “She kept riding close to Brin so I told her off.”

“You realise you are being unreasonable I hope. How can he apologise if you do not let him near you?”

She knew Seth was trying to help, but she was not in the mood for taking advice or being reasonable and told him so. Seth walked off, muttering something under his breath about women that she was glad that she could not quite hear.

That evening, Brin sat in the wagon by Hawk’s coffin, waiting for him to awaken. When the lid began to move, he stood up, but remained silent until the vampire had acknowledged his presence. “I am sorry for my behaviour. I was angry and said some unpleasant things about you. I now know that you were only trying to help. Please forgive me.”

Hawk smiled. “Apology accepted. So, how did you like flying?”

“I think I will stay out of the skies. I can run through the trees quicker than you can fly through them anyway.”

“Ah, a challenge. Feel up to a race?”

They approached the rest of the party and explained what they wanted to do, asking for advice on how to accomplish it.

“Set up a slalom course through the trees,” Sam suggested. For once they had not camped next to one of the forests that seem to cover most of the unoccupied land. The vast stretches of open grassland that she had been expecting to see seemed few and far between. Most of the roads they had travelled, if not near woodland, were lined with trees. This one was no exception. A single row of trees bordered the road to the left in an almost perfectly straight line. They had set up their camp behind them so they were partially hidden from other travellers, though this was for privacy rather than a need for secrecy.

“A what?” Brin asked. Sam did not respond. She was still acting like a child and had no intention of stopping in the foreseeable future. 

“What is a slalom course?” Ellen asked when it was evident Sam would not explain to Brin. Sam explained about slalom races for skiers and the competitors agreed to swerve between the trees, around a tree at a nominated point, then swerve back again. First back to the camp was the winner.

“Isn’t it a bit dangerous doing this in the dark,” Sam asked when she realised she could not even see the tree that marked the end of the course. Which one her concern was for was not clear, but both reassured her that their night vision was more than adequate. To make things easier, Bellak cast a spell to make the marker tree glow slightly. Without further ado, the race was underway.

“Jesus Christ,” Sam exclaimed. “He’s fast. How the hell can he run between the trees at that speed without hitting them?” She had been expecting Hawk to be able to fly around the trees easily, but the surefootedness of the elf took her completely by surprise. They rounded the glowing tree at exactly the same time. Brin managed to edge slightly ahead on the return leg and reached the finish line marginally in front of Hawk.

“I am impressed,” he said, landing next to the elf, who was not even breathing hard following his exertions. 

“I had an advantage,” Brin admitted. “I do this sort of thing regularly. I am guessing that you usually fly over forests not through them.”

“Correct. I would beat you in a straight race.”

“Really. Wake me just before dawn and we can find out.” He could not explain why, but something about the vampire brought out his competitiveness. 

“With pleasure,” Hawk said as he lifted into the air. “See you in a few hours,” he called before heading off into the night.

After congratulating Brin on his win, they all settled down to get some sleep. River and Grimmel volunteered to stand guard that night. Hawk would take over when he returned, with assistance from Samson. Liselle accompanied Sam to the wagon, retrieving a cloak to cover herself. Ellen cast a spell each evening to keep them from getting wet if it rained during the night, but the nights could become cool so a cloak may be needed. Retrieval of her garment, however, was just an excuse to speak to Sam before she settled down in the coffin.

“A word of advice,” she said quietly. “Be careful you do not drive him away.” She picked up her cloak and walked away, not waiting for a response. Sam stayed awake for a long while, staring up at the stars and thinking about Liselle’s advice. Logic said that she had not known Brin long enough to have anything more than an infatuation for him. He was, after all, very pleasant to look at and she found herself admiring his body whenever she looked in his direction, but her worry when he had disappeared and her childish behaviour since his return showed that her feelings ran a lot deeper than they should. She was still thinking about Brin when she eventually fell asleep and dreamed about making up with him in enjoyable ways. 

Sam was not the only one having trouble sleeping that night. Brin also lay awake thinking. Sam infuriated him, but her avoidance of him affected him more deeply than he would admit. She was so different to anyone else he had ever met and that intrigued him. Being different races, he knew they could never be more than just friends. Inter-racial relationships rarely worked, mainly due to the fact that elves outlived most other races by several hundred years, but as he looked over toward where she was sleeping, he found himself wondering if a relationship with Sam would be worth the heartache that was sure to follow. 

The next morning, Sam was no longer avoiding him. She would reply when asked a question, but did not converse with him to any greater extent. He decided not to push it and by the end of the day their disagreement had been put aside, though not forgotten. 

Hawk had won the straight race, though nowhere near as easily as he had been expecting. The speed of the elf was astounding. In a race against the humans, Brin had covered the distance in half the time of the fastest competitor. “I had heard elves were quick,” Tor had commented, “but that was unbelievable.”

The rest of the journey to Vada passed uneventfully. There were the usual petty squabbles that happen when people spend too much time together, but nothing more. It was a tired, but reasonably happy group that arrived at the outskirts of the city. This time they were permitted to pass through the gates without an armed escort and they headed directly to the palace.

The whole city was in turmoil. Brightly decorated banners were being hung from every balcony and stalls were being set up on each street.

“What is going on here?” Tor asked a child as she ran passed.

The urchin looked Tor up and down as if wondering if he was worth talking to.

“It will cost you mister,” she informed him, breaking into a smile as he tossed her a coin. “The wedding is tomorrow,” she said solemnly.

“Selene and Tallon!” he exclaimed. “Already?”

The little girl nodded. “This is the second wedding. They were married in his country last week.”

“Thanks,” Tor said, and tossed her another coin. She caught it in mid-air and ran off, laughing.

“Oh god,” Bellak groaned when Tor informed everyone of the reason for the upcoming festivities. “Can we camp outside the city for a few days and sneak into the library while everyone is busy?”

“No,” chorused all of the females together. Their pace quickened and they soon arrived at the palace, dragging the reluctant males with them. The guard on duty recognised them so they were waved inside and informed that Allias was in his den. The den, to which they were given directions, turned out to be a small, simply furnished room, with a few soft chairs and a table, which Allias always retired to when he wanted to get away from everyone. Today, however, he was not alone; King Yeland was with him. They were sharing a jug of wine while hiding away from the wedding preparations. They invited their visitors to join them, though the room was not big enough to fit them all. The ladies respectfully declined, preferring to go in search of the bride.

Sam went to find Mrs Hubert. She had promised Hurst that she would give her his message and she was not looking forward to doing so. Ellen volunteered to accompany her, but this was something she needed to do on her own. Torrick and Oak headed off to the barracks to find Sabastian, Samson’s nose led him toward the kitchen, Seth took Dal to check on their horses and the rest went in search of a bath, leaving Tor alone to converse with the two monarchs.

“Selene is fine, though as obstinate as ever,” Allias replied when Tor asked after the Princess. “When she tried to move Tallon into her room I made it perfectly clear that I would not have them living together under my roof before they were legally wed.”

“And?” Tor pushed, walking over to the table and filling an empty glass with wine.

“They promptly moved into her cottage. Although it is in the palace grounds, it was left to her so there is nothing I can do about it.”

“Smart girl. She must take after her mother. How did the first wedding go by the way?”

The first wedding, just under two weeks previous, had been held in Bedden. The entire nation celebrated, not only because it signified the end of hostilities with Emvale, but because Tallon was a popular Prince, well loved by his subjects. The only downside had been Tallon’s younger brother. Livid at the turn of events, he refused to participate. Secretly most of those attending the wedding thought this was a good thing, but never mentioned this in front of his father. Preparations for the second wedding were going almost as well. The cook seemed to have everything under control and Mrs Hubert was somehow managing to find accommodation for all of the guests. Everet had even managed to convince Mia to attend, though she had not ventured out of their room since they had arrived. 

There was a knock at the door and Tallon walked in. “Good to see you again Tor,” he said, accepting the glass of wine that was proffered.

“How is Selene?” Allias asked his son-in-law.

“I have no idea. I have not been allowed to see her all day. She seems to be taking this one as seriously as the first. Now more ladies have arrived and I have been banned from that entire side of the palace.”

“Welcome to married life son,” Yeland said, giving him a friendly slap on the back. 

While the men were happily talking about women and weddings, Sam was comforting a crying housekeeper. Mrs Hubert had listened in silence while Sam explained that Hurst would not be returning, at least not for a while, and the reasons behind his decision. Mrs Hubert understood, but understanding did not lessen the sadness or reduce the flow of tears. Once she managed to pull herself together, she realised that Sam had not arrived at the palace alone. 

“Where ever am I going to put you all?” she exclaimed, and Sam breathed a sigh of relief. The sudden crisis would occupy the older woman for a while, taking her mind off her heartache. “The two largest guest rooms are still empty. I will fill them with sleeping pallets and you will all have to bunk down together. It is the best I can do at such short notice.”

“I’m sure that will be fine,” Sam assured her.

“Men in one room, women in the other,” she instructed. “I will not have co-habitation under my roof. The married couple will have to put up with it I am afraid.”

“I’ll make sure I inform everyone,” Sam affirmed then went in search of Selene and the rest of the ladies.

She found them all in Selene’s rooms, where the bride was having her dress altered to accommodate her ever increasing size.

“Sam,” she cried out as soon as she saw who had walked through the door. Running forward amidst protests from the dressmaker, she hugged her tight, then led her to an empty chair and forced her to sit. “So tell me all about Brin.”

Sam groaned. “I don’t believe this,” she said, looking around the room. “I leave you alone for five minutes and you have already told her about the one subject you knew I didn’t want discussed. We are just friends.” The last sentence was said in a very serious tone.

Selene ignored her. “They tell me he is gorgeous. If you do not want him and things do not work out with Tallon, can I have him instead?”

“No,” Sam shouted, shocked. “I mean he is not mine to give away.”

“Told you that is what she would say,” Ellen said smugly. 

By this time, the dressmaker had retrieved Selene and finished pinning the alterations. “Take it off,” she instructed, “so I can sew it.”

“Let me help,” Ellen offered. She took the dress in one hand and started to gently sing the enchantment she used for mending clothes. The dressmaker stared in astonishment as she watched the material seal itself together and the pins fly out into Ellen’s waiting hand. Within minutes the dress alterations were complete.

“Thank you,” she stammered as she was handed the pins. “Are there any more like you in the city?”

“Maybe,” Ellen replied cautiously.

“I have had an idea,” the dressmaker said, pulling her to one side. “Selene wanted new clothes for all of the unexpected guests, but I informed her there was not enough time. If I provide the material, do you think we can get it done between us? How many of you are there by the way?” 

Ellen did a quick count. ‘Five women, eleven men, no make that twelve.”

The dressmaker nodded. “Material will not be a problem.”

“I will head out to the school and recruit some volunteers.” Ellen made her way into the city while servants were sent to collect the material. Silk and only silk had been the Princess’s instructions, so that was what she was going to get.

Ellen soon returned, accompanied by half a dozen other witches. Upon learning that all of the men, except Dal, were still bathing, she left the witches working on the ladies’ clothes and headed off toward the bathing room. Without knocking, she opened the door and walked in. Patrick, who was about to leave the pool and was therefore standing naked near the edge, suddenly dived under the water. He came up swearing loudly.

“Frak Ellen. Have you ever heard of knocking?”

“Relax Patrick. It is not as if you have anything I have not seen before.”

“That is not the point,” he said, going red. 

Ellen laughed. “All that experience with women and he is still just a shy little boy underneath,” she mocked.

“Given the situation, please refrain from using the word ‘little’,” he growled.

“Now to business,” she said, a note of authority in her voice. “Selene has announced that you are all to have new clothes made for the wedding and I have recruited a little help.” She added the word on purpose, watching Patrick’s reaction out of the corner of her eye. “Everyone get out of the pool. A room has been assigned that you are all to sleep in. I want to see you all there within ten minutes, wearing just your undergarments.”

Protests sounded from all directions, all of which were ignored. Nobody was willing to disobey Ellen so, half an hour later, she found them all reluctantly allowing the dressmaker and her assistants to pin material in place around their bodies.

“Silk,” Grimmel spat as she walked into the room. “Dwarfs do not wear silk.”

“They do now,” she announced sweetly. “Selene desires it and on her wedding day the bride gets what she wants. Feel free to take it up with her. Of course, you need to remember that not only is she the bride, so what she says goes, but she is also heavily pregnant so you are not allowed to upset her.”

Grimmel growled at her, sounding very much like Samson, but allowed the young girl who was pinning his tunic to continue. Ellen’s eyes fell on Patrick and images of his naked body flashed through her mind. She grinned mischievously.

“Say a word, little witch, and you will regret it.” His voice was cold and hard, but instead of intimidating her it just seemed to cause amusement. She had three of the other witches with her and gave instructions as to what they needed to do. “You had better leave Patrick to me,” she warned. “The mood he is in at the moment, he may bite.” Disappointment showed on the three expectant faces, but they said nothing and got started on the others.

By the time the sun had set, one full length robe, ten tunics and accompanying trousers and ten new dresses had been made. Selene insisted that the ladies needed separate outfits for the wedding and the celebration dinner afterward and they readily agreed.

After the initial grumbling from the men, the only problem had been Dal, who refused to be seen in just his underclothes. Eventually the dressmaker had dragged him into a private room and forced him undressed as though he was still a young boy and she was his nursemaid. They stayed in the room for a long time and, though their voices could be heard, nobody listening at the door would have been able to make out what was being said. Eventually the door opened and Dal appeared, fully clothed and his modesty intact. Ellen set to work and soon everyone’s clothes were completed, except for Hawk’s. 

“Thank you,” Dal said to the dressmaker as she turned to leave the young man in peace, her work complete.

“You are welcome,” she replied, a knowing smile on her face.

The men were sharing glasses of brandy with the two kings and the bridegroom when Hawk appeared. Without explanation, he was ordered to find Ellen and given directions to the ladies’ room. He found them all together, drinking wine and discussing men. Even the dressmaker and her assistants had joined them, taking a well-earned break.

“I think I should come back later,” he suggested as soon as he heard the topic of conversation.

“Nonsense,” Liselle, who was a little drunk, insisted. “You can help us out. Is it true that all men become ticklish just behind the ears while having sex?” Roars of laughter followed as he rapidly walked out of the room. 

Ellen and the dressmaker caught up to him and, dragging him into an empty room, explained why they needed him to undress. Hawk smiled. “Make me look as good as you possibly can,” he requested.

“What are you up to?” Ellen asked, recognising the calculating look in his eyes.

“Just helping a couple of friends sort themselves out.” Ellen raised her eyebrows, but he refused to elaborate.

Once his fitting was complete, he returned to the men.

“Did you find Ellen?” Tor asked as he collapsed into a seat.

“Oh yes, I found her. In fact I found them all.” His voice then took on a serious tone. “May I suggest that if ever you have to enter a room containing that many women, run. Just turn and run as fast as you can.” 
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Selene had requested Sam stay in her suite for the night and the next morning she was woken by Selene shaking her. “I am getting married today,” she said excitedly.

“Aren’t you already married?” she asked sleepily.

“That was in another country so it does not count. Get up.”

“What time is it?”

“The sun will be up soon.” 

Sam groaned. “Then come back when it is.” Despite her pleas, Selene dragged her out of bed and ordered her to get dressed. Seeing the look on Selene’s face, Sam decided it would be best to obey. They headed down to bathe, taking a detour to the kitchen to order breakfast for two to be delivered to Selene’s suite an hour later. Tradition dictated that, once cleaned, the bride must not leave her rooms until the ceremony and Selene had decided that the rule applied to Sam as well. Knowing his daughter well, Allias had stationed a soldier outside her rooms during the night to ensure she obeyed the rules and he acted as an escort for them. This gave them the advantage of knowing their bathing could not be disturbed as the soldier would let nobody past him, not even the maids. 

The water was warm and relaxing and Sam almost fell asleep again. By the time they returned to the suite, the sun was beginning to rise and breakfast was just arriving. Selene cheekily invited the young soldier to join them, knowing that no male was allowed across the threshold that day until she was officially a married woman. He politely declined.

“It looks like it is going to be a bright sunny day,” Sam said, looking out of the window. “Let’s eat out on your balcony.”

“I cannot,” Selene replied sulkily. “I must remain hidden inside so no man can lay eyes on me. Tradition sucks sometimes.”

“Selene,” Sam exclaimed, slightly shocked. “You cannot use words like that. You are a Princess.”

“Not in the privacy of my own rooms I am not.”

Breakfast, too, was hindered by tradition. The bride was only allowed to consume fruits and vegetables and drink only water from the moment she awoke until after she was married. Sam looked down at the spread laid out on the table and grimaced. “I don’t suppose you will let me eat breakfast with the others will you? Bacon is calling to me.”

“You would really dessert me on my wedding day?” Experience had shown her that emotional blackmail was an underhand tactic, but it usually worked.

“I guess not,” Sam sighed. She picked up an apple and bit into it. It was sweet and juicy, but was certainly no substitute for fried salted meat. “What time is the ceremony by the way?”

The answer of ‘sundown’ did not impress her at all. She would be stuck inside all day and complained bitterly.

“If you want to go and see your elf that desperately, do not let me stop you.” 

“Drop it,” Sam said coldly. They were side-tracked from the imminent argument by visitors coming through the door. The men had gone out hunting, leaving the women bored and lonely, so they decided to pay the blushing bride a visit. They had been horrified to hear that she was confined to her room for the entire day and secretly amused that it had been decided that Sam should join her. Even Queen Hetta had joined them, carrying little Worrel in her arms. She was handed to Sam, who willingly took the sleeping infant. Selene immediately moved to the other end of the room.

“Nothing personal,” she assured a stunned Sam. “For some reason my little monster starts to kick violently whenever he is near his baby aunt and I would prefer not to be beaten black and blue from the inside on my wedding day.”

Much to Selene’s delight, Mia had been persuaded to leave her room once Hetta had pointed out that Selene’s suite was a women only sanctuary for the day. It took a while, but she slowly relaxed more and more until she was laughing and joking with everyone. She told them about her own upcoming nuptials, which would be a quiet affair with only family members present. 

Ellen had wandered over to the window and was looking out. She could just make out a figure wandering alone in the courtyard. The smooth flow of his movements meant it could only be one person. “Looks like Brin did not go hunting with the others,” she called out, then turned to address Sam. “We are happy staying with Selene for a while if you wish to go and see him.”

“Pack it in,” she snapped.

“I will make a deal with you,” Ellen said reasonably. “I will agree to stop tormenting you if you can manage to go the entire evening without staring at him.”

“Deal. That should be no problem. I mean, he’s not that good looking.”

“Yes he is,” Liselle contradicted. “Even River thinks so and she cannot abide elves.” The water sprite reluctantly nodded her head. 

Just at that moment, Worrel decided to wake up and started yelling loudly. Hetta retrieved her screaming infant and retreated to the nursery where she could feed the baby in private. 

The day passed surprisingly quickly. When lunch was delivered, River offered to remain with Selene, giving Sam the opportunity to head down to the dining room with the other ladies. While she tucked into thick slices of ham, Selene picked at her bowl of salad, nuts and berries. River, of course, was more than happy with her meal. 

They all spent the afternoon with Selene, talking about the upcoming ceremony and celebrations. At the mention of dancing, Sam suddenly went quiet.

“Whatever is the matter?” Selene asked. “You do know how to dance do you not?”

“Of course I do,” Sam replied. “I took tap, ballet, jazz and even some ballroom lessons when I was younger, and I can certainly hold my own at a disco, but they won’t do me much good here, will they.”

“Stop worrying. I can solve your problem.” Ellen took Sam’s hands in her own and, closing her eyes, started to cast a spell over her. When she went quiet, she opened her eyes and smiled. “Whenever you hear music over the next few days, you will now instantly know the dance steps that go with it. The spell does not give you the ability to dance, just the knowledge, so I do not know how good you will be.”

“That’s good enough for me.” Sam hugged her tight. “Thank you.” 

Time seemed to fly and they were all taken by surprise when Hetta returned and announced that it was time for Selene to start getting dressed. It was the mother of the bride’s job to prepare the bride and Selene had asked Hetta to perform the task, which she gratefully agreed to do. The other ladies escorted Mia to the room she shared with Everet then retired to their assigned room to perform their own preparations. When everyone was dressed, Ellen took Sam aside. Placing a quick spell on her that curled her hair, she then spent ages tying it up elaborately, allowing just one curl free at the side of her face. Even Sam had to admit that the result looked very good.

As the weather was so nice, the wedding was to take place in the garden that Sam and Selene had started to clear. While Sam had been away, Allias had hired gardeners to finish it off, under Selene’s watchful gaze. The results were stunning. Selene would pass between rows of rose bushes, white on her left, red on her right. The area that had been cleared and laid with grass especially for the ceremony was surrounded by trees and bushes with bright blue flowers. Chairs had been laid out, with men being assigned to the left and women to the right.

Nearly one hundred guests would watch the nuptials and at least that number again would arrive after the feast for the celebration dance. Bellak had created an archway out of ivy over a raised platform, where Tallon was nervously pacing. As tradition dictated, he was dressed all in yellow and seemed as happy about it as Selene was about being cooped up in her rooms all day, eating nothing but fruit, nuts and vegetables. 

A wizard was needed to officiate at the ceremony and Allias had somehow persuaded Bellak to do the honours. Rumours of blackmail over further access to the library were circulating. Dressed in a dark blue robe with deep red patterning along the hem and sleeves, he was talking quietly to the groom, trying to get him to calm down, as Sam and the other ladies arrived. Most of the males in their group were already there and were standing behind the chairs, talking quietly.

When Sam’s eyes fell on Brin, she gasped. Dressed in a light green tunic and dark green trousers, the silk cut to emphasise his superb body structure, he was breath-taking. A wave of animalistic lust flowed through her.

“That is called staring,” Ellen whispered to her. Having been the one who made the clothes, she knew how well he would look and what Sam’s reaction would be. A self-satisfied smile crept across her face.

“Okay, I give up. I admit it. I want him. But it’s just lust, nothing more.” She was kidding herself, and she knew it. She wanted him for more than just his body.

“Then I suggest you make a move on him soon,” Ellen advised. “Before someone else gets him.” Looking around, Sam realised that most of the women in the vicinity were looking in the same direction. Even River seemed impressed with the view.

“The funny thing is, I think he is totally oblivious to how attractive women find him. Out in the desert, all of the young ladies, and some not so young, were swooning over him and following him around, and he didn’t even notice.” They all continued to stare, admiringly. 

“Looking for someone?” a voice sounded behind them, making River jump.

“There you are,” she said, quickly drawing her gaze away from Brin, a slight flush rising across her cheeks. Grimmel pretended not to notice.

“May I escort you to your seat, my lady,” the dwarf asked formally, holding out his arm. He led her away, making sure he sat her in a seat where she could not see the elf without having to turn her head around.

“I detect a little jealousy there,” Liselle observed. “It is about time that men learned that there is no harm in a woman looking. It is like admiring someone else’s dress. You can appreciate how good it looks, but it does not mean you want it.”

“Window shopping,” Sam murmured, and received questioning looks. “Window shopping is when you put goods that are for sale behind glass so potential buyers can look but not touch.”

“I like the idea of putting men behind glass,” Ria joined in. “That way you do not have to put up with their dull conversation.”

“Or have to continually fend off their groping hands. Do you think you can make some large glass boxes for us?” Liselle asked Ellen. Laughing, the witch shook her head.

“Patrick looks immaculate as usual,” Sam commented as they made their way to their seats, selecting ones next to River. “He should wear white more often.”

“Please do not give him that idea,” Ellen begged. “It is hard enough keeping his clothes clean as it is; imagine how much harder the task will be if he insists on wearing white all the time.”

As Sam looked around the garden, a puzzled frown formed on her face. “I don’t understand,” she said to Ellen. “The garden should not be big enough to fit this many chairs in.”

“Magic can be very useful sometimes,” she replied, winking.

People slowly drifted to their seats while making quiet conversation. Allias arrived with Yeland. The two old enemies had become almost inseparable since their animosity had been put aside. Allegedly they were making plans to get their chief advisors together to see what benefits could be gained from the cessation of hostilities, but Ria claimed to have overheard their conversation the previous day and swore they were planning a fishing trip. They escorted Hetta to her seat beside Mia, then moved across to the male side. Mia, who had Worrel in her arms, once again sleeping peacefully, seemed a little nervous being surrounded by so many people. Hetta spoke quietly to her, but did not retrieve her daughter; she would be a good distraction for the former maid.

Rupert made a point of passing Sam on his way to his designated seat. “Good to see you again,” he said in greeting. “Would you do me the honour of joining me for a dance later?”

“I would be delighted,” Sam replied, silently praying that Ellen’s spell worked. She watched his departing back, then looked around again.

“Your group of witches certainly did a good job,” she congratulated Ellen. “Everyone looks really good.” She was looking at Modo and Oak as she spoke; the former in slate grey and the latter in various shades of brown. Both looked exceedingly comfortable in silk, though neither had ever worn it before. 

Ria, who always seemed up to date on local gossip, provided a running commentary on each wedding guest as they appeared. Not only was she able to name most of the Lords and Ladies and their multiple offspring, but also indicated who was betrothed to whom, who was cheating and who with and, and more importantly in her opinion, which of the men were eligible and how rich they were.

Samson, not wishing to be left out, crept between the chairs and lay down at Sam’s feet. “Wrong side stupid,” she informed him, giving him a gentle nudge with her foot. Reluctantly he pulled himself off the ground and padded over to Tor, looking back to give Sam a sour look before lying down again. 

Suddenly a lone harpist started to play and everyone fell silent. Selene had timed her entrance perfectly. The sun was just beginning to set behind her, producing a glow around her as she walked down the aisle between the two sets of chairs. She looked amazing as she took the solitary walk toward her groom. Her dress had been cleverly altered to reduce the obviousness of her pregnancy; the low plunging neckline drawing focus away from her swollen belly. She walked slowly and sedately, her bare feet making no sound in the grass. Tallon looked up and their eyes met. He held her gaze until she was standing beside him and he was forced to face forward once more. 

“Yellow really is not your colour,” Selene whispered to him.

“I know,” he whispered back. Both received a scathing look from Bellak. 

The harpist fell silent and Bellak addressed his audience. “We are here today to witness the union of not only Tallon and Selene, but also Kinfen and Amenia, two countries that have been in conflict for many years. Today is an historic day and will be remembered by many generations to come.”

“He’s overdoing it a bit isn’t he,” Sam whispered. “Didn’t the first wedding signify the union?”

“Not exactly,” Liselle whispered back. “When members of different royal families marry, they are not legally wed until there have been ceremonies in both countries, especially when one of the couple will take over the crown one day.” 

Bellak continued his oration for a while longer and Sam stopped listening, allowing her mind to wander. She thought about how different the setting was to all other weddings she had attended. This was warm and romantic, making marriages held in buildings, especially some old churches, seem cold and dreary. She made herself a vow that if she was ever to marry, it would be outside, in the sunshine and fresh air, surrounded by nature’s beauty.

Tuning back in, she realised that Bellak had progressed onto the significance of marriage and the commitment the couple were making to each other. He spoke about a groom’s duty to his new wife and, in turn, her duty to him. Finally, after what felt like hours, he turned his attention back to the happy couple. When instructed, Tallon removed a thin chain from around his neck and handed it to Bellak. He took Selene’s hand in his own and watched as Bellak placed the chain over their joined hands while incanting a spell.

The wizard then instructed Tallon to place the chain over Selene’s head. The instant it touched the skin on her neck it started to shrink until it was too small to be removed, but not so tight it would choke her. Bellak announced that the chain now permanently bound them to each other, forming a bond that could not be removed by man nor beast.

“Does that mean they cannot get divorced?” Sam asked.

“No, he’s just being theatrical,” Liselle said.

Ellen, however, contradicted her. “Actually, that may not be a true statement. If he has used the spell I think he has then their marriage can only be broken by death or removal of the chain, which is now one solid piece with no clasp and cannot be cut or broken. Any divorce documents they try to sign will spontaneously combust. I presume he got their permission to use it.” The three of them exchanged glances, none of them certain that that was indeed the case.

“Do you think we should warn them?” 

“Probably best not to mention it. Hopefully they will never have the need to find out.” They returned their attention to the ceremony, where Bellak was addressing the groom. 

“Tallon, you may now say your vows to Selene. Bear in mind that what you say, though not legally binding, is binding in more important ways. You must stay true to what you declare here, in front of these witnesses.” 

Tallon’s nerves seemed to have gotten the better of him as he turned to face his bride. He tried to speak, but no words came out.

“Why is he so nervous?” Sam asked.

“He had to write his own vows. If he is a typical man then he is either trying to remember what he wrote, as he left his notes in the palace, or he has not given any thought to what he plans to say and is having to make it up on the spur of the moment.”

Unbeknown to Selene, while the majority of the men were out hunting, Tallon had shut himself in her father’s study to work on his vows. He knew exactly what he wanted to say, he just had trouble finding the right words. It took him hours, but he was happy with the end result. He had spent the next few hours memorising it. 

“You are my fire. You make me burn with desire and the flames of my happiness die when you are not by my side. You brought meaning into my life and taught me forgiveness, understanding and compassion. I am not worthy of you and every day I thank the stars that you are mine. The beauty of your inner spirit overwhelms me. I know my life with you will be an amazing journey and hopefully a long one. I will hold you tight when you are cold, fan you when you are hot. I will stay by your side when you are sick and stay away when you wish some peace. I promise I will listen to your advice and not keep any secrets from you. You will be my Queen in more than just name. When I take my throne, you will be my co-ruler not just my wife.”

Gasps filled the garden. This had never happened before in the history of any country. The only person to remain calm was Yeland. Tallon had discussed his wish with his father early that morning and had received his blessing.

Silence returned. Selene made no vows. When she enquired later that evening, Sam was informed Amenian weddings required the bride to speak only one word during the ceremony. Bellak turned to address the groom. “Tallon, Selene wants you as her husband. Will you protect her, cherish her and love her? Will you be strong when she needs your strength and gentle when she wants your tenderness? Will you stay true and never leave her?”

“Yes.” Never before had Sam heard so much emotion put into one word. 

Bellak turned his attention to Selene. “Selene, Tallon wants you as his wife. Will you look after him and care for him? Will you obey him when he is right and teach him when he is wrong? Will you bear him strong and healthy children to continue his bloodline?” 

Selene barely managed to keep the amusement out of her voice as she said, “Yes.”

“Then I declare you both married and may you stay happy together for many years.” A cheer went up as Tallon took Selene in his arms and kissed her deeply. Samson turned his muzzle to the sky and howled a serenade. He ran out of air before they parted, causing great amusement for the bride and groom. A basket had been placed beside Hetta’s chair and, at a cue from Bellak, she lifted the lid, releasing a dozen brightly coloured flying lizards, which happily flew around the couple’s head, making small chirpy noises that sounded almost like purring. As they flew off down the aisle, Tallon and Selene followed them, hand in hand, both grinning broadly.

They led the guests to the great hall where tables had been laid out and servants were standing by to start serving food as soon as everyone was seated. The men and women still remained separated, the only exception being the bride and groom. The food was wonderful and there was plenty to go around. Vegetables that Sam did not know the name of, but tasted good, were piled on plates along with many different meats and fish. There were no set courses; all of the diners ate what they wanted when they wanted. There were fresh fruits and pastries and desserts aplenty. Tallon looked at his new wife in horror as she piled slices of meat on her plate.

“I have been dreaming of meat all day,” she explained. “And I am eating for two remember.”

He grinned at her then leant forward to kiss her cheek. “I love you,” he whispered in her ear, making her blush as her thoughts strayed from her food to the bridal bed that had been set up for them. 

“How soon can we get out of here?” she asked. Concerned that events had been too much of a strain for her, he looked into her eyes, which sparkled mischievously. “I want to get you out of that hideous outfit and into something you look better in.”

“Oh yes. Like what?”

“Me.”

“We have to dance the first dance together before we can retire,” he informed her when he had recovered from a choking fit. “But then we can claim you are feeling tired and I can carry you off to bed.”

“I cannot wait,” she said, smiling happily. 
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When the wedding feast was over, servants cleared away the tables and moved the chairs to the side of the room. A number of women withdrew to their rooms to change into ball gowns, while those that remained joined the men in sipping wine and conversing with the bride and groom. Samson, having been well fed in the kitchens, had decided to join the party. Seeing that it was in a temporary lull, he found a sofa tucked away in the corner of the room, jumped up on it, turned around and made himself comfortable before anyone could see him and turf him off, and promptly fell asleep. Soft snoring was soon heard coming from his direction. 

Sam slipped into her dress and looked at herself in the mirror. She was quite impressed with the result. The dress was a light shade of blue, full length, backless and clung tight to her body. The long split at the side allowed her to move freely while revealing a large amount of leg. The dressmaker had chosen the material, but Ellen designed it. She had a lot of talent in that area it seemed.

Ria brushed and retied Sam’s hair while Ellen looked her up and down critically. Sam almost mentioned that she was capable of dressing herself, but did not want to sound ungrateful for their help, so kept quiet and put up with their ministrations. She felt like she had become their new pet project.

“Something is wrong,” Ellen said, tapping her lips with her finger. “Turn around.” Sam complied. “It does not seem to flow right.”

“It looks great to me,” Sam assured her.

“Yes, but it is not your opinion that matters. Someone else is supposed to think it looks fantastic.” Sam did not ask who. She knew she would not like the answer. “I have an idea.” A sinking feeling hit Sam’s stomach. Ellen took hold of the bottom of the dress and cast a spell. She then had Sam spin around again and smiled, obviously happy with the result.

“Take a look,” she suggested. Sam turned and looked in the mirror, but saw no difference. She threw a questioning look at Ellen.

“Turn around slowly.” Sam obeyed and the result left her speechless. As she moved, the dress shimmered and changed shade; it was breath-taking. 

“Oh wow,” River exclaimed. “He is going to love that.”

They arrived back at the great hall just as musicians were setting up in one corner. Most of the room had been cleared, leaving a large area for dancing. Many more guests were starting to arrive. One old lady spotted the lone sofa and made a beeline for it. Seeing Samson, she grabbed the nearest available male and requested that he remove the animal. The man happened to be Tor and she was highly offended by his response. 

“Ask him yourself,” he said, trying to hide his disgust at hearing Samson being referred to as an animal. “He is very well trained.” He escorted her up to the wolf. “It is best to be polite though” he warned her.

“Why? He is just a worthless dog.” Samson opened one eye to regard her quizzically, closing it quickly as she turned her attention to him. “Get off the furniture you dirty beast.” 

Tor winced. Samson snarled, making sure he revealed how sharp his teeth were. The old woman went pale and backed away. “Allias will have that animal destroyed when I tell him how vicious it is,” she stammered then headed off to find the King. 

“Actually, I think you will find that Samson is on the guest list,” Tor called after her, then winked at the lupine. “Nicely handled,” he commented before leaving him to go back to sleep in peace.

Samson was woken again a short time later by Bellak calling for everyone’s attention. “It is now time for the bride and groom’s first dance.” Tallon escorted Selene into the middle of the room and the musicians began to play. A girl of no more than fifteen years of age stood in front of the musicians and began to sing. Her voice was clear and pure, the song slow and romantic, telling of eternal love. Tallon eased Selene around the floor, keeping perfect time with the tempo, her steps blending with his. She moved elegantly, despite her pregnancy. She had been in training most of her life for this moment and would not let something as simple as being with child spoil it. Sam watched them, enchanted by the music. Her daydreaming was interrupted by Ellen approaching, dragging a young witch with her. Pointing at the dancing couple, she furiously said in a low voice, “Fix it.” 

“It was just a bit of fun,” the girl said, pouting.

“Magic is never used for fun,” Ellen informed her. “Fix it now.”

“Alright,” came the sulky reply and the girl muttered an incantation while waving her fingers in the general direction of the dance floor. 

“That is better,” Ellen said, a little more calmly. “Now do not ever let me catch you playing with magic again.” The young witch scarpered to rejoin her friends.

“What was all that about?” Sam inquired.

“That little madam thought it would be funny to put a spell on the bridal gown so that the fastenings could not be undone. I knew she had been doing something she should not have been and when Selene danced past I could detect traces of magic on her.”

“That’s funny,” Sam said, barely suppressing a laugh. Nobody else saw the funny side. “So magic leaves a noticeable trace behind does it?”

“Not when performed properly. I will have to have a word with her teacher about that.”

“Hang on a minute,” Sam said, casting her mind back to the start of the conversation. “What was that crap you were sprouting about not using magic for fun? How do you explain my dress?”

Ellen smirked. “That was necessity. It does not count.” 

The musicians stopped playing, the singer fell quiet and the room filled with silence. “Thank you all for coming,” Tallon announced loudly. “Unfortunately my wife,” he paused as though realising what he had just said. “That sounded good; my wife. Sorry,” he continued regaining his train of thought. “I got a bit side-tracked. Where was I? Oh yes, the day’s excitements have left my wife feeling tired so we are going to retire for the night. Please stay and enjoy yourselves.” He held out his arm and Selene sedately placed her hand upon it and was led from the room, smiling serenely.

A dance was announced and the musicians started to play. It was a sequence dance, where each couple danced one complete sequence before the ladies moved to their right to pick up a new partner. Allias was the first on the dance floor, escorting his wife. Worrel had been sent to the nursery with her nursemaid, so Everet persuaded his fiancée to join the King and Queen. Others quickly rose from their seats so that by the time the first sequence was complete there were more than two dozen couples dancing.

Rupert approached Sam, formally bowing to her and requesting her to do him the honour of being his first partner. She nervously agreed, silently praying that Ellen’s spell would work. To her great relief, it did. Though she did not glide around the dance floor like a professional, she was competent enough to not make a fool of herself. It felt strange dancing with so many different partners, most of whom she did not know, and as soon as the music stopped she headed to the refreshment table. Brin, who had been watching her closely, was there, though that was not her only reason for heading in that direction.

“You dance well,” he said as she accepted a glass of wine that was handed to her and drank deeply. Dancing was thirsty work. “How did you get your dress to change colour like that?”

“Ellen,” she replied, secretly pleased that he had noticed. No further explanation was necessary. “I wish I had high heels with me,” she grumbled. “It makes this sort of dancing a lot easier.” She received a puzzled frown. “Where I come from you can get shoes that have long heels, keeping your foot in the upright position, as though you are on tip-toe. It’s a lot easier to make turns on your toes, hence they are worn a lot for dancing.”

“Sounds uncomfortable.”

“It can be, especially if you have to do a lot of walking. Many a night I have hobbled home complaining of sore toes or even had to remove my shoes altogether and walk home in bare feet. I must admit though, they do make my legs look good.”

Brin looked down at her legs. Though currently hidden under the material of her dress, her legs had been almost entirely on display through the split up the side as she danced. “You do not need different shoes,” he stated. Sam was still trying to work out if he was being sarcastic when the music died down and the next dance was announced. An elderly Lord standing nearby asked Sam to join him so politely that she held out her hand and was whisked back onto the dance floor. Ria, who was nearby, noticed this and grabbed Brin by the arm, ignoring his protests as she forced him to join in. 

“Not bad,” she complimented him as he smoothly dipped her. “Then again, I should have guessed elves would be good dancers seeing as they are so nimble on their feet.”

The partners changed, and once again. On the third change Sam found herself in Brin’s arms and her heart rate instantly increased. He held her tight, tighter than her other partners had done, and he ran a caressing hand up her naked back as he eased her out of the dip, sending a chill of excitement through her. Neither spoke as they danced together. Sam avoided looking directly into his eyes, worried that he would sense the impure thoughts that were going through her mind. When it was time to swap partners again, she felt a pang of regret. He held her hand slightly longer than was necessary, leaving her longing to be in his arms once more. They stayed on the dance floor for the next tune, and the one after that. 

Hawk, dressed in his customary black, slipped unnoticed into the great hall and watched the dancers. He quickly spotted Sam, noticing how she held Brin just that little bit closer than she did her other partners. He smiled to himself; tonight would be fun. 

By coincidence, Sam was back in Brin’s arms when the song ended and the dance changed from a group composition to one for single couples. Without saying a word, Brin moved his arm down Sam’s back to the correct position and swung her around into the opening steps. Hawk casually walked up to them, flawlessly intercepting as they danced passed.

“My turn,” he said smugly to Brin as he took over from him. A look of pure hatred flashed across the elf’s face, but instantly dropped away as Sam was swung around so she no longer had her back to him.

“You don’t mind do you?” she asked over her shoulder as she moved around again. He minded. He minded a lot, but pride kept him silent. He simply bowed to her then made his way toward the table where glasses of fruit punch were being served.

“That was rude,” Sam said sternly to Hawk as they glided around the dance floor.

“I know, but it was necessary.”

“Why? What are you up to?” Hawk refused to answer so Sam changed topics. “Dressed colourfully for the occasion I see.”

“No need for sarcasm,” he replied, slightly amused. “I like black. I look good in black.” 

Sam was forced to agree with this statement. The way the witches had moulded the cloth around his body was almost indecent, leaving little to the imagination when it came to his firm, perfectly formed derrière. She was tempted to give his buttocks a quick squeeze to see if they were as tight as they appeared but decided it was probably inappropriate, especially as she could feel Brin’s eyes watching her.

They had been circling the dance floor for a few minutes when Sam looked down at her feet. “I thought we were moving too smoothly,” she commented, noticing that they were actually floating a few millimetres from the ground. Hawk winked.

“One of the advantages of being a vampire. It is amazing how much easier dance steps are when you are not touching the ground. It makes it much harder to step on your partner’s feet.” 

As they danced, Hawk held her tight, caressing her skin at every opportunity. He was an excellent dancer and skilfully maneuvered Sam around the floor as though they had been dancing together for years. All the while Brin watched them coldly, not noticing the women who were trying to catch his eye, hoping to be taken onto the dance floor themselves. 

Brin was not the only one not enjoying the evening. Dal was having difficulty escaping the advances of an overeager young lady. The daughter of a Duke had been fluttering her eyelids at him during the ceremony and feast and now had him cornered. He had blatantly refused to dance with her so she chatted happily to him, groping his bottom whenever she thought nobody was looking. He kept attempting to get past her, but she had him backed into a corner and kept blocking his exit.

When the musicians took a short break, Tor walked up to Seth. “What are you up to?” 

“Watching your young cousin. He seems to have gotten himself into a little bit of a fix.”

Tor looked across to where Dal was struggling to remove the girl’s arms from around his waist. “You had better go and rescue him. I do not think I could face his mother if he inadvertently gets himself betrothed and from what I have heard about that young lady, it is a distinct possibility.”

Laughing, Seth sauntered across the room, grabbed Dal by the arm and started to drag him away. “Sorry miss,” he said politely, “but Tor wishes to speak to his cousin.” This, however, was exactly the wrong thing to say.

“He is related to Prince Tor,” the girl chirped excitedly, taking hold of his other arm. “He neglected to mention that.”

Dal looked at Seth pleadingly. Seth took pity on him. “I take it he also forgot to mention that he is married with a young child.”

“Yes, he did, the bastard,” the girl snarled, slapping him round the face before stomping away.

“Did I deserve that?” Dal asked, perplexed. “She is the one that has been molesting me all evening. There should be a law against it.” He rubbed his sore cheek, which was turning a bright shade of red. 

Seth laughed. “Dal my lad,” he said, slapping him on the shoulder, “there is a lot you need to learn about women. Grab some ale then come with me. I need some fresh air so you can have your first lesson while we walk.” Dal did as instructed, then noticed Tor watching him. He quickly swapped the ale for fruit juice and followed after Seth.

Later that evening, Ria found Ellen staring forlornly at the dancers and asked her what was wrong

“He is really in his element out there,” Ellen said a little wistfully as she watched Patrick dance with yet another partner. He was being more than a little friendly with some of the prettier ones and she had overheard someone taking bets on which one he would spend the night with. She had been shocked to hear that she herself was one of the current favourites.

“Take it as a compliment,” Ria told her, when Ellen passed on what she had heard. “Some of those doing the betting must think you are something special.”

“Or they think I am stupid enough to go to bed with him then be heart broken when he leaves the next morning.”

“Maybe you should consider doing exactly that. It may get rid of some of your sexual frustrations and, from what I have heard, it would certainly be a night to remember.” Ellen was too flabbergasted to reply. 

Ria walked across the room to where she saw Grimmel on his own, leaving Ellen to stare, open mouthed, at her retreating back. Grimmel was definitely sulking.

“Go away,” was his reply when she asked him what was wrong. Looking around the room, she spotted River on the dance floor with a young man who was paying her a lot of attention. 

“Why are you not dancing with River?” she inquired, faking innocence. Grimmel growled at her.

“Dwarf’s do not dance.”

“They sulk well though.” She was rewarded with another growl. Deciding any advice she could give the dwarf that evening would be a waste of breath, she left him to dwell in his misery alone and went off in search of a single young man who wanted to dance.

“I need some fresh air,” Sam announced, stepping out of Hawk’s arms. 

“Good idea. I will take you for a stroll through the garden.”

“And you can finally tell me what you are up to.”

“Perhaps.” Grabbing a couple of glasses of wine on their way, they left the great hall. It was a warm, clear night, with a light breeze carrying the smell of roses. They headed into the garden, neither of them noticing the figure silently following them. Wandering around, they found a stone bench and sat down, Sam leaning into Hawk. She felt at ease in his presence. His arms were warm and comforting, offering friendship, nothing more. Relaxing, she closed her eyes. 

“So are you ever going to explain to me why you were so rude to Brin and have been doing your best to prevent me dancing with him all night?” The watcher crouched behind a nearby bush, ears pricked.

“You noticed that did you? Very well. You want him so I am going to help you get him.”

“Explain.” She did not waste her breath with denials.

“The easiest way to get a man is to make him jealous; make him think that he has competition for your affections. Right now he thinks that I want you.”

Sam sat up suddenly. “But you don’t.” It was not a question.

“No. I have experienced love and lost it. I do not want to go through that again. You do not know how hard it is,” he added quietly. 

“Actually, yes I do.” She told him about Dean and the baby. It was the first time she had managed to talk about it without crying.

“I am sorry,” he said, kissing her forehead comfortingly.

“Do you think I am stupid, risking going through it all again?”

“No. I just think you are braver than I am.”

Sam went quiet. “Do you really think he believes he has to win me off you? Is he even interested in trying?” she asked suddenly. 

Hawk smiled. “I am certain of it.”

Sam relaxed back down again. “You’re a devious sod.”

“I will take that as a compliment.”

When they rose and walked back toward the palace, they failed to notice someone stepping out from the bushes behind the bench on which they had been sitting. Brin watched them depart, his face betraying a slight smile. He had overheard every word.

——————————-∞——————————-

The music stopped and the dancers slowed to a halt. Ellen was exhausted. “The evening is over for me,” she informed her partner, kissing him on the cheek. “Goodnight.”

“Wait,” Patrick said, taking her hand. “Let me escort you to your room.” Racking her brain for a reason to refuse him and failing to find one, she accepted his offer. Leaving the great hall, she turned to the right, but Patrick pulled her to the left.

“My room is the other way.” 

“I know,” he replied, ‘but there is something I want to show you first.” 

Thinking longingly of her bed, but resigning herself to being away from it a while longer, Ellen allowed herself to be led away.

“Where are we going?” she asked, recognising that they were entering the part of the palace that was reserved for the royal family.

“I talked Tallon into giving me his room for the night. After all, he will not be needing it.” He led her around a corner, opened the first door on their right and held it open for Ellen to enter ahead of him.

“I should be going,” she said, refusing to cross the threshold. She made the mistake of looking toward him as she spoke.

“Stay.” Ellen had seen that look in his eyes before, though had never been the recipient.

“That is really not a good idea,” she informed him, dragging her gaze away from his face.

“Stay,” he said once again, his voice soft and compelling. She refused to look at him, knowing that she would be unable to resist him if she did. He pulled her close, gently kissing her neck. 

“Please stop,” she said, making no attempt to push him away.

“You do not mean that,” he replied, moving the strap of her dress aside as he started to kiss her shoulder. “You want to stay.” 

She tried to say no, but her mouth was unable to form the word as memories of his naked body forced their way into her mind. 

“Yes,” she found herself whispering. Her legs began to weaken and she had to lean into him for support. Taking her hand and leading her into the room, Patrick closed and locked the door. 

——————————-∞——————————-

Sam, too, was ready to call it a night. Hawk played the part of a suitor perfectly as he escorted her to her room. He glimpsed Brin talking to a servant, indicating toward them with his head, and smiled.

“He has set a servant to watch us,” he whispered to Sam. “Invite me into your room.”

Sam was a little taken aback. “Don’t you think that is going a little too far? I am sharing this room with a few other women you know.”

“Trust me.” Unsure that she was doing the right thing, Sam let him follow her into the room and close the door behind them.

He remained in the room for a while, giving the servant enough time to report back to Brin, then, with a swift goodnight, he flew out of the window. His departure did not go unnoticed; Brin was waiting in the courtyard below, watching the window.

Dawn was not far away. While Sam drifted off to sleep and Hawk went looking for a last meal before turning in, Brin made his way to the stable where the wagon containing Hawk’s coffin was situated.

He was sitting in the wagon when Hawk flew in.

“I have been waiting for you,” he informed the vampire.

“So I see.” Hawk kept his tone neutral, hiding the slight trace of concern he felt.

“Not long ago you told me that you would kill me if I hurt Sam.” Brin looked him straight in the eye. “The same applies to you. Betray her in any way and you will regret it.”

“Are you threatening me?”

“Of course not. I know how dangerous you are. I am just pointing out how easy it is for a coffin lid to accidently open during the day.” 

Hawk’s face betrayed no reaction. No more needed to be said so Brin jumped off the wagon, landing lightly on his feet. Hawk watched him leave the stable before opening his coffin and getting in. As he pulled the lid shut he wondered if Sam had been right; maybe he had gone too far.

Brin stopped outside the stable, listening. As soon as he heard the sound of the coffin lid closing he put his hands in his pockets and sauntered back to the palace, whistling as he walked. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 29



[image: image]


Bright sunlight was shining through the windows when Patrick opened his eyes. Ellen was standing by the bed, getting dressed. He waited for her dress to fall into place then reached forward to grab her. She adroitly moved out of his reach.

“I have to go,” she said. Turning to face him, she leaned toward him and kissed him gently on the lips. “Thank you for last night. It was good, really good.”

Before he had chance to respond she was once more out of his reach. He watched, astounded, as she left the room, quietly shutting the door behind her.

“What just happened?” he mumbled to himself before lying down and drifting back off to sleep.

Everyone was awake, though still in bed, when Ellen let herself into the room the ladies in her party were sharing.

“And where have you been?” Liselle enquired before she had even closed the door.

“I do not have to answer that.”

“True. It is common knowledge that you spent the night with Patrick,” Ria stated. “How was it?”

“You cannot ask that,” River exclaimed, shocked.

“Of course I can. Well?”

Ellen could not keep the smile from her face. “All I will say is that even if I never have sex again I will still die a happy woman.”

“Come off it,” Sam scoffed. “He wasn’t that good, was he?”

Ellen nodded, smirking. “And what about you young lady? I thought it was Brin you were interested in. You were all over Hawk last night.” 

“I was not. We are just friends. It’s amazing how quickly you become at ease with someone when you sleep in their bed most nights.”

“I would hardly describe his coffin as a bed, but I see your point. So why did I overhear a couple of servants discussing how he entered this room with you but did not leave?”

“He flew out the window.”

“Oh.” Ellen was disappointed with such a simple explanation. “Well I hope you made sure Brin did not see you taking him into your bedroom.”

“On the contrary, Hawk made sure Brin saw everything.” Four pairs of eyes looked at her, eyebrows raised. Sam went on to explain, in great detail, Hawk’s underhand tactics of the previous night.

“I never knew men could be so devious,” Ria said with admiration. “They always seem so simple and straight forward. It is a shock to the system to hear of one actually using his brain for once.”

“If it makes you feel better, think of Hawk as a vampire rather than a man,” Sam suggested.

“Good idea. Now who votes we have breakfast delivered to us. Or is it lunch time already?” 

“Count me out,” Liselle said. “I am going to head to the library to start hunting for the mysterious Zeneth.” 

——————————-∞——————————-

It was nearly midday by the time Patrick made it down to the dining room. Seth looked up, hearing the door open. Patrick did not return his welcoming greeting. “What is the matter with you? Rumour has it you got lucky last night.”

“I did, but she walked out on me.” He did not want to have this conversation, but could see no way of avoiding it.

“Are you saying that you wanted her to stay?” Modo asked incredulously.

“No, but that is not the point,” Patrick snapped. “I am always the one to walk away. She should have been crying and begging me to stay.” 

Dal was horrified. “You hypocritical pig. You use women for sex, treat them like dirt and then get all indignant when it happens to you. You are unbelievable.” He threw his hands in the air in disgust and walked out of the room.

“What has got into our young pup?” Modo asked Seth. 

“We had a talk about women last night. I think he has taken some of the things I said to heart. I will have another talk with him.”

“No,” Patrick sighed. “He is right.” 

Just at that moment Tor walked in, fury oozing from his entire body. “You self-centred bastard. What do you think you were playing at?”

Patrick went pale. “Now what am I supposed to have done?”

Tor kept the table between himself and the cause of his anger, knowing it was the only thing stopping him from strangling the man. “You could have had almost anyone last night. Half the women were falling over themselves to spend some time with you, so were some of the men, but you had to choose Ellen.” He banged his fist down hard on the table, making a nearby glass tip over. “Do you never think of anyone but yourself?”

“Ellen knew exactly what she was doing,” Patrick replied coldly.

“Horse shit,” Tor spat back. “No woman ever knows what they are doing as far as you are concerned and you know it.” He took a deep breath, trying to calm himself down. “Why choose one of our own?”

“I wanted her.” He spoke so quietly Tor almost didn’t hear him.

“You wanted her.” Tor laughed dryly. “That makes everything alright then does it?” He sat down and ran his hand through his hair. “When will you ever learn? You cannot keep using women like this. Sometimes there are consequences.”

Patrick’s temper flared. “Consequences. How dare you speak to me about consequences. I have had to live with the consequences of scorning a woman for a long time and will continue having to deal with it long after you are dead. I think I am more of an expert than you.”

“Yet you continue to think through your trousers instead of using your head,” Tor countered. “What if Ellen refuses to stay with us?” 

“Ellen is fine.” He made it sound as though he didn’t care.

Tor’s anger returned. “You had better pray that she is because if she is not, you are going to give her whatever she wants to make her fine.” He stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind him.

“It sounds to me like you should be thanking your lucky stars that Ellen was the one that walked out, not you.” Modo commented, smiling. “Unless, of course, you want to get married.”

“Married!” Patrick could hardly say the word. “They would not do that to me, would they?” The look he received from both Seth and Modo suggested they thought it was a strong possibility.

——————————-∞——————————-

While everyone had been celebrating the wedding, Bellak had sneaked out of the great hall and headed to the library. He was still there when Liselle entered the following afternoon, head down on a book, snoring loudly.

“Any luck?” she asked loudly, startling him awake.

“No,” he grumbled. “I have been looking all night and have found absolutely no reference to Zeneth anywhere, let alone his grave. I am beginning to think he does not exist.”

“Maybe you are right.” Bellak looked at her quizzically. “You are looking through the histories, maybe you should try folklore.”

Unconvinced, Bellak continued to look through the history books while Liselle hunted for the mythology section. She eventually found it in the far corner of the library. It contained only two books. Taking them to a nearby sofa, she sat down, curled her legs under her and began to read.

A short time later, Torrick arrived, bringing refreshments. Placing a plate of food and a jug of ale on the table in front of Bellak, he headed toward his wife. She was so engrossed in her book that she did not know her husband was there until he kissed her on the cheek, making her swear loudly. Apologising profusely, she took the proffered tray out of his hands and invited him to join her. Having already eaten, he declined her offer but promised to return later to drag her to the dining room for dinner. She smiled at him affectionately then continued reading; book in one hand, bread in the other. He left the room completely unobserved.

Liselle was half way through the second book when she jumped to her feet and rushed over to Bellak, calling his name excitedly.

“I have found him,” she declared, thrusting the book toward the wizard. He quickly scanned the page until his eyes fell on the word he was looking for; Zeneth. He read the passage in full.

Zeneth: Legendary hero of the battle of Billand. Rumoured to be the offspring of a mortal woman and an ancient god, he saved the Miands from being massacred by demons while giving up his own life to save his people. He was buried in a cave near the battleground. Some legends say he is in an eternal sleep, caused by the screams of the dying demons, and can only be woken by a scream of pain. 

Bellak stared at Liselle. “Good girl. I have seen mention of Billand and Miands in one of these books in front of me. Start looking.”

Liselle knew better than to expect any word of thanks. She obediently picked up a book and set about her task. They were still searching when Torrick returned, announcing that dinner was served. Liselle immediately dropped the book she was browsing and allowed herself to be escorted from the room.

“You need to eat,” she called from the doorway, noticing that Bellak had not moved. Reluctantly he laid aside the volume he had been perusing, carefully marking his page and followed them to the dining room.

They were the last to arrive. Allias instructed the servants to start serving the food as they took their seats. The entire royal family were present, along with Yeland. Another tradition. Selene looked tired, leaving Sam to wonder if she had managed to get any sleep since leaving the party. The seating arrangements indicated hostilities, though the conversation remained polite throughout the meal. Ellen sat with Tor and Dal, next to Yeland, with Patrick placed as far away from them as was possible. Grimmel placed himself alongside him, while River opted to join the other side of the table. Sam, though not actually avoiding Brin, made sure she was sitting close to him, with Ban separating them, so that she did not have to look at him. If anyone noticed her glancing in his direction whenever he leaned forward, or Ban leaned back, they did not comment.

The food was good and plentiful and the wine flowed. As everyone started to relax, conversation turned to the previous evening and Tallon and Selene were filled in on some of the things they missed. Dal’s face turned bright red when Seth regaled everyone with the tale of the lad’s exploits with the Duke’s daughter, embellishing the story here and there to make it even more entertaining. Patrick chose to remain quiet while Ria talked about the conversations she had overheard, mostly from married women discussing what they would like to do with him if they got him alone. Sam watched Ellen closely, but she showed no reaction to the topic of conversation, other than a slight, knowing smile.

River asked Hetta about one of the young Lords she had spent a lot of her time dancing with, throwing furtive glances toward Grimmel, who pointedly refused to meet her eye. It was obvious that she had no real interest in the young man and was just trying to wind the dwarf up, but he refused to rise to the bait.

“Hawk certainly knows how to move around the floor,” Ria commented, looking directly at Brin as she spoke. As usual, no emotion crossed his face, his body remaining relaxed.

“He certainly has some unexpected talents.” Sam inwardly grimaced as she realised that could be taken in entirely the wrong context. One look at Ria showed that at least one person was taking it exactly the way she had not intended. She braved a look at Brin, but his eyes, staring directly back at her, told her nothing.

Despite having stayed in bed so late, everyone was feeling tired so they all retired to bed early. Patrick hung back a little, then walked up to Ellen. 

“We need to talk.” He grabbed her arm and guided her out of earshot.

“No, we do not,” she told him calmly. “We had sex. Good sex. Great sex. We should do it again sometime. But that is all it was. Please do not make it a big deal.”

Patrick breathed a sigh of relief, releasing her. “In that case, please can you talk to Tor for me; he wants to kill me right now.”

“He does? That is sweet of him. Of course I will talk to him.” She kissed Patrick on the cheek then walked away. 

As he watched her gently swaying hips, his mind flooded with memories of their night of passion. “Ellen.” She stopped and looked around at him. “It really was good.” She gave him a shy smile before heading off to find Tor.

——————————-∞——————————-

As soon as Ria entered the bedroom, closely followed by Sam, she burst out laughing. “That was brilliant,” she gasped. “How ever did you keep a straight face while saying that?”

“I didn’t realise what I was saying at the time.” She groaned. “Oh god. I am such an idiot.”

Seeing that Sam was in obvious distress, the smile dropped from Ria’s face. She sat beside her on the bed and put her arm around her. “Stop worrying. If you are that concerned, go and see him.”

“I can’t do that.” River walked in at that moment.

“What can you not do?” she asked

“I was just telling her that she should go and speak to Brin.”

“She is right. She should not do that. It would be improper.”

Their conversation was cut short by a knocking on the window. Sam opened it and Hawk slipped inside. “My apologies ladies, but I need to speak to Sam alone.”

Sam brushed aside his request. “Feel free to speak in front of them. They gave me the third degree this morning so they know what you have been up to.”

Hawk did not look pleased, but continued anyway. “I had a visit from your elf last night. He was waiting for me when I returned to my coffin.”

“He is not my elf.” Sam was not sure if she was more worried or excited. 

“Yet,” she heard Ria whisper. 

“He casually informed me that if I betrayed you in any way he would kill me.”

“He actually said he would kill you?” Ria asked, shocked. “He is either very brave or very stupid.”

“Those were not his exact words, but his meaning was clear.”

“Shit shit shit,” Sam swore. “I knew this was a stupid idea. I’ve got to go and explain.” She headed toward the door, but Ria grabbed her by the arm and swung her onto one of the beds.

“Not a good idea.”

“You were all for me going to see him a few minutes ago,” Sam protested.

“Things have changed. Firstly you need to calm down. You will end up saying a lot more than you should the state you are in.” Sam grudgingly conceded the point. “Secondly, this is actually good news.”

“It is?” River, Sam and Hawk all asked simultaneously.

“Of course,” Ria said, nodding her head as she spoke. “He reacted. And rather dramatically by the sound of things. He sees Hawk as competition, which is what you were trying to achieve. There is one downside though.” They looked at her expectantly. “Hawk has to be on his guard.” She turned to address him directly. “Make sure you do not do anything that makes it look like you are betraying Sam.”

Hawk smiled. “That will not be a problem. I will just keep behaving the way I have been.”

Ria put her head slightly to one side, thinking. “That should be alright. Sam, your next move is to treat him as just a friend. Pretend you are still deciding whether you want to be involved or not.”

“How on Earth am I supposed to do that when Brin thinks I was a lot more than friendly with him last night?”

“Suspects, not thinks,” Ria countered. “There is a big difference. Besides, it is possible to spend the night with a man and remain just friends. Ask Ellen.” 

“Ask Ellen what?” a voice said behind them.

“Perfect timing,” Ria said, beaming at the newly arrived Ellen. “Sam can fill you in on her situation and you can fill us all in on the latest developments between you and Patrick.”

“I’m not sure either of us should be taking relationship advice from someone who never practices what she preaches.” Sam’s stubborn streak was setting in. “Have you ever actually been involved with a man?”

“Of course I have,” Ria replied, not in the least put off by the insulting comment. “And I will be again when I meet the right man, but right now let us get back to you.” 

“How did I let myself get into this?” Sam moaned. Hawk made his excuses and left. This was one conversation he did not wish to hear. The ladies discussed men and how to handle them well into the night, before tiredness overcame them and they went to sleep. There was still no sign of Liselle.

——————————-∞——————————-

Liselle and Bellak returned to the library as soon as the meal was over. They found the references that Bellak had seen previously, but they contained no clues to a destination. There was an official account of the battle of Billand and it was, indeed, won by the Miands, but there was no mention of demons being involved or of the legendary Zeneth. Giving up, they returned the books to the correct shelves and turned to geography. If the battle of Billand really took place, it had to have happened somewhere.

It was two days later that they found the answer, though in an unexpected way. During breakfast Tor asked how the research was going and Bellak filled them all in on their discoveries to date.

“Well at least we know where the idea for the clue came from,” Seth observed. “Whoever wrote it must have read the same book you did.” 

“Or had heard of the legend from another source,” Tor corrected him.

“Did you say Billand?” Allias asked, a curious look on his face. Bellak nodded. “Then I think you had better come with me.” Bellak and Liselle rose and followed Allias out of the room. He took them to the other end of the palace and down a poorly lit corridor. Near the end, he opened a door to his left and went inside; Bellak and Liselle followed. They found themselves in a large, well lit room. Comfortable chairs were spread, almost haphazardly, throughout and portraits lined the walls. No other furnishings were present.

“This is officially known as the reading room,” Allias informed them. “Though popular in my father’s time, it is rarely used now.” He gestured toward the paintings. “These are some of my ancestors. There is one I think you will want to see.” He wandered over to the nearest, reading the inscription before moving on to the next. Liselle and Bellak just stared around them in wonder. The pictures were magnificent works of art, the colours bright and clear, the frames ornately carved.

“Over here,” Allias called out, beckoning them over to where he was standing, half way down one wall. He was inspecting the portrait of a stern looking man, with a sharp, pointed black beard and long black hair, tied at the nape of his neck. “Let me introduce you to my great uncle Philliat, many times removed of course.” Bellak looked at the painting, a bored expression on his face. “According to the inscription,” Allias continued, “he was the last Duke of Billand.”

Allias suddenly had Bellak’s attention. He peered closely, but was unable to read the lettering on the painting. “What is his full name, and are there any dates mentioned?” 

Allias read the inscription aloud and Bellak instantly headed toward the door, dragging Liselle with him. “Thank you,” he called, without looking back. “I know just which book to look him up in.”

Less than an hour later, Bellak had found what he was looking for. The large volume on the table in front of him was open at the page dedicated to Philliat, Duke of Billand. It named times and places of major events, including the locations of not only Billand itself, but also Duke Philliat’s final resting place.

“Where are the Handon hills?” Liselle asked.

“It is a range of hills about three days ride from here, near the border. You probably know them as Sutton hills.”

They raced off to find Tor and give him the good news. If everyone could be found quickly, they could be on their way within the hour. Tor, however, had other ideas. “We leave in the morning,” he said. Bellak started to argue, but Tor stopped him. “I said, in the morning. Now go and let everyone you can find know that I want them packed and ready to leave straight after breakfast.

Liselle and Bellak headed off to see who was about. Tor could still hear Bellak’s grumbling long after he was out of his sight. Tor went in search of Allias, both to thank his host and to inform him of their imminent departure. He found him in his study, reading a history book.

“I never took you for a scholar.”

“I am not,” Allias replied, signalling to a nearby chair. “Wine?” Tor accepted the offered seat, nodding his affirmative. “Seeing all the family portraits today made me realise how little I really know about my family,” he continued, handing Tor a glass. “I decided to read up on them.”

“Have fun. Personally I know as much about my family as I wish to.” He took a long drink from his glass. “Bellak found what he was looking for, thanks to you. We will head off in the morning.” He explained where their next destination was and how Bellak had found it.

“We shall see you all again in a couple of weeks then, when you are back to use my library again. Though next time, is there any chance of you giving me some notice before you arrive? If Mrs Hubert has to house you all without warning again she said she will walk out on me.” 
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Chapter 30
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The next morning was clear and sunny. The wagon was loaded with supplies and personal belongings and horses were being removed from the stables. The chief cook had done them proud; there was enough food to last a week, maybe two, so hunger was certainly not going to be a problem. Mrs Hubert had promised to have rooms prepared for them in a week’s time. They pointed out that they may not be returning, but she just snorted and said she would see them all again soon. 

Yeland had also chosen that morning to depart. Affairs of state in his homeland could not wait and he felt a pressing need to find his younger son. He had not been heard from since before the first wedding and Yeland had decided he had sulked long enough. A search party would be sent out and the young Prince would return to the palace, even if the King had to physically drag him there himself.

Tallon and Selene would remain in Amenia until after the baby was born. They then planned to alternate between the two countries, spending a year in each, though there would be numerous short family visits.

As they headed out of the city gates, Sam looked back longingly. She had enjoyed both her stays in Vada and she hoped to return one day; preferably one day soon. They travelled all day and as they made camp late in the afternoon, Sam was hit with a feeling of déjà vu; everyone had fallen into their standard routine. They all seemed at ease; the sense of urgency that they usually felt while travelling had not yet set in. 

Later that evening, Seth was preparing the fresh rabbits that had been included in their supplies while Tor set about making a roasting spit. Both were within hearing distance as Patrick approached Ellen, who was placing stones around the fire pit. 

“Are we alright?” Patrick asked her, a little timidly.

“Of course we are,” she assured him.

“Good, because my shirt needs cleaning.” She threw the rock she had in her hand, narrowly missing his hip as he swerved to his right. 

“Your aim is a little low today,” he teased.

“That depends on what I am aiming at.” Working out exactly where the rock would have made contact had he not moved, he swallowed and made a hasty retreat, though not before throwing the shirt at Ellen.

“Everything is business as usual between those two I see,” observed Seth quietly, removing the head from one of the rabbits.

“No thanks to Patrick,” Tor replied. “I love him like a brother, but there are times when I want to throttle him. I do not know what I would have done if Ellen had refused to stay with us because of him.”

Late that night, while everyone else was sleeping, Brin sat alone, staring into the distance. He had volunteered to stand guard during the darkest part of the night. Not only did he have the better night vision than most of the others, but he also enjoyed being alone with his thoughts, surrounded by darkness. It gave him chance to think about things that were troubling him without the risk of interruption. His thoughts drifted to Sam, as they had most nights since they had first met. She fascinated him, and had done from the very beginning, though he was not sure why. He had met girls who were a lot prettier or had better figures or sweeter voices or eyes you could find yourself falling into, but none of them had enthralled him the way Sam did. There was something about her that he found amazingly attractive, but, try as he might, he could not put his finger on exactly what it was.

He almost managed to convince himself it was nothing more than curiosity about her world; it was purely her strangeness that attracted him. Deep down, he knew this wasn’t true. He knew that she had not spent the night with Hawk, and that they were nothing more than friends, but the thought of him touching her made Brin’s blood boil. Elves were a peaceful race, but he knew he would not think twice about killing the vampire. Brin was worried, very worried.

He was still lost in thought when something landed beside him. He showed no sign of surprise, though he had not heard any indication that someone was approaching. “Hello Hawk,” he said, without turning around. It crossed his mind that he would now be dead if Hawk had desired it, but he banished the thought from his head. Vampires, well this one at least, were more honourable than that.

“Come with me.” It was more than a request, but not quite a command. He could be being led to his death, but Brin did not hesitate in jumping to his feet and following. He was heading toward the wagon. He did not question where they were going, or why. Hawk would explain in his own time.

“Wake Sam. I need her help. And yours.”

Brin jumped onto the back of the wagon. Sam lay peacefully sleeping in Hawk’s coffin, Samson asleep at her feet. He stretched out a hand and caressed her cheek. She stirred slightly, but showed no sign of waking. Resisting the urge to kiss her, he leaned over her and whispered in her ear. “Wake up.” No reaction. He put his hand forward to shake her, but was prevented from making contact when her arm suddenly raised, her hand grabbing hold of his arm.

“Planning on taking advantage of me while I was asleep?” she asked, all sign of sleep evaporating as she spoke.

“No, but thank you for giving me the idea. Hawk needs us.” She, too, did not question why. Instructing the wolf to stand guard in Brin’s absence, she held out her hand and Brin helped her out of the coffin. He did not release her as they jumped down, and she made no effort to shake him off. Hawk noticed, but said nothing. He looked at Brin.

“I will take Sam by air,” he stated. “I know you can keep up on foot.” Brin nodded. Hawk pointed in the direction he would be taking and Brin set off. Hawk swept Sam up in his arms and took to the air. He cradled her gently as he flew, looking down occasionally to make sure the elf was still with them. 

He landed in a clearing in the middle of the wood. Seconds later, Brin arrived. In front of them was a huge black bear, pacing up and down in obvious distress. The new arrivals were ignored.

“I spotted her as I was flying in search of food,” Hawk said, keeping his voice low. “She is standing in front of a hunter’s pit. Her cub is at the bottom. I do not think it is injured, but it is too deep for it to get out. I have tried to get closer, but they both became even more agitated in my presence.” He turned to Sam. “I need you to talk to the mother. Explain that I am here to help and that I will not hurt her cub. Bears can sense what I am so she may take a lot of convincing.” He turned his attention to Brin. “Elves seem to have good relationships with animals. I want to drop you in the pit. Your job is to calm the cub down enough for me to fly in and rescue it.” They both nodded. They knew what they had to do and the risks involved, but their own safety was the last thing on their minds.

Taking a deep breath, Sam walked toward the mother bear. Bears are extremely dangerous. A mother bear trying to protect her cub is even more deadly. When she was within earshot, she started speaking. The bear looked at her in surprise. She walked a little closer, explaining who she was and why she was there. The bear stared at her. She spoke about Hawk, emphasising the good in him, making light of the almost irrelevance of him being a vampire. She was close enough to be attacked. Brin tensed. Sam continued talking, keeping her tone calm and slow. The bear raised her paw as if to strike, claws extended. Brin began to move forward, but Hawk held him back.

‘Wait,” he whispered. 

Against his better judgement, Brin remained stationary, but alert. The bear’s paw did not descend. Sam continued speaking, pausing occasionally to listen to a reply. After a tense few minutes Sam returned.

“She has agreed to allow you to drop Brin down. I am to remain by her side, within striking distance. If the cub shows any sign of distress, she will attack.” She returned to the bear, watching as Hawk lifted Brin into the air and flew him toward the pit. He started to lower him, when Sam called out.

“Try not to upset the cub please. It’s my neck on the line, not yours.” 

Brin winked at her. “Trust me.” Hawk lowered him down until he was close enough to the bottom to safely jump, then Hawk immediately ascended again. The mother bear watched closely, poised to attack Sam if she felt the situation warranted it. All three looked down into the pit, watching Brin’s progress.

The cub had moved to a far corner, watching the elf in terror. Brin remained calm, sitting down with his legs crossed, talking quietly to the frightened animal. He made no sudden movements and never changed the tone or pitch of his speech. Eventually the posture of the cub indicated that it was calming down and a few minutes later it cautiously approached Brin, sniffing him all over. Brin continued his monologue. From the top of the pit, Sam could not make out what he was saying, but the words were irrelevant; the cub could not understand anything he said. It did not take the cub long to finish its investigations, then, to everyone’s surprise, it climbed into Brin’s lap, making him grunt as he braced his body to take the weight. Hawk looked at the mother as Sam asked her a question. The bear replied and Sam gave Hawk the go ahead. He suspended himself above the pit and, with one last look at Sam, slowly descended. He made almost no sound as he landed. Brin heard, but did not react.

Without warning, the cub was grabbed from behind and lifted upward. The squeal it emitted was deafening in the pit. Its mother looked on anxiously, the claws on the paw nearest to Sam unsheathing. Hawk landed without incident and released the cub, which immediately ran to its mother. After a brief reunion, they wandered off into the wood. Just before disappearing from sight, the mother turned back and spoke to Sam.

“What did she say?” Hawk asked.

“That maybe not all vampires are vermin.”

“Vermin!” Hawk thought for a minute. “Actually, that is probably a very good way of describing us. Come on, time to get back.”

“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Sam asked, looking down into the pit.

“I thought we could leave him there for a while.” Sam could not tell if he was joking or not.

“Don’t even think about it,” she warned. He shrugged, leapt into the air and disappeared, returning moments later with Brin in his grasp. 

“Can you find your way back?” he asked. Brin nodded so Hawk rose into the air and was out of sight before Sam could protest.

“It looks like we are in for a long walk,” Brin said, grabbing her hand. All protests died in her mouth as he squeezed it gently. The walk back suddenly became very appealing. Neither spoke until they reached the edge of the camp.

“You did good tonight,” Brin said, lifting her onto the wagon.

“You too. You’re good with animals.”

“Some,” he replied, looking up to make sure Hawk was not returning. Sam, reading his mind, punched him on the shoulder, laughing. When she was comfortable inside the coffin once more and Samson had laid his head across her calves, Brin leant over, kissed her on the cheek and whispered, “Goodnight.” Raising her hand, she covered the spot where his lips had touched, protecting it from the elements. She was still holding her cheek when she fell asleep. 

The next day they crested the top of a small hill and they were, at last, out of the trees. Before them lay a vast stretch of grassy plains with nothing taller than a shrub to spoil the view. 

“Oh wow,” Sam exclaimed. Brin rode up next to her.

“Breath-taking, is it not.”

“You can say that again. I was beginning to think that everywhere was full of trees.”

“And what would be wrong with that?” he asked, raising one eyebrow.

“Nothing,” she said hastily. Trees were obviously very dear to an elf’s heart. “It is just good to be totally out in the open.” She breathed in deeply. “Just smell that air.”

Brin did as she requested, breathing in then exhaling slowly. “It is the trees behind you that you can smell.” He grinned at her. She hit him.

“Can I run?” Thresnine asked. It had been a long time since she had had the opportunity to canter across open fields and missed it greatly. Sam gave her permission and horse and rider galloped away. Thresnine had spotted a small stream in the distance and the need to jump it overwhelmed her. 

“She must be a very competent rider,” Brin observed to Tor as he approached, “to take a jump at that speed. I trained in this area. You cannot see it from here, but the other side of that river banks steeply. Many riders fall.” He suddenly lowered his voice. “I lost a close friend when his horse fell, throwing him. He broke his neck.” 

“Actually she had hardly ridden before joining us, and never without some sort of riding aid she called a saddle and bridle. She has probably never jumped a horse before.”

Brin cursed loudly and took off after her, his heart pounding and a sick feeling in his stomach. Tor called after him, but was ignored. Thresnine was quicker than he had expected and, seeing that he would be unable to catch up, he instructed his horse to halt. His heart was in his mouth as he watched Thresnine take off. The landing was good and Sam remained in place. The relief that washed through him was instantly replaced by fear as he watched them turn around for the jump back across. While the jump they had completed had been dangerous, the one back was doubly so. The landing area was exceptionally boggy and many horses had fallen, often breaking their legs.

An excited laugh filled the air as they took off for the second time. One of Thresnine’s hooves began to slip, causing Brin to inhale sharply. The horse quickly recovered and within minutes both horse and rider were approaching the elf, who was still visibly shaking.

“What’s wrong?” Sam asked, noticing how pale Brin’s face was.

“Do you have any idea how dangerous that jump was?” he demanded. “Never, ever do that to me again.”

Sam looked at him, puzzled. “Thresnine warned me of what she was planning to do and assured me that she had done it many times before without unseating her rider.”

Brin choked on the reply. “You risk your life because a damn horse said it was safe.”

Sam placed her hand over his, but he pushed it away. “I’m okay. I was never in any danger,” she said soothingly. “I’m sorry if I worried you.” She put her hand over his once again. This time, he let it remain. 

Tor rode up to them, closely followed by Ria. “I did try to tell you. The first time Sam rode Thresnine, the mare promised to take care of her. We all knew she would be fine. We would have stopped her if we had any doubt.”

“It was very sweet of you to try to protect her though,” Ria piped up, trying her hardest not to laugh.

“Ria, drop it.” Sam’s voice contained a warning undertone. Ria went quiet, though her smile did not fade. Her eyes fell on Sam’s hand, which was gripping Brin’s tightly, and winked at her before riding off, laughing loudly. Tor looked at Brin, gave an apologetic shrug, then galloped off after her.

As the group progressed through the seemingly endless plains, the atmosphere slowly changed from relaxed and carefree to slightly tense, a mixture of excitement and trepidation. They were approaching a large hill, almost like a small mountain. Their destination was about a third of the way around it, just hidden from view. The plan was to skirt the base rather than climb it. Distance-wise it was longer, but would be a lot quicker and easier on the horses.

Evening approached and Tor called a halt. For the first time since Sam had joined them, they made camp in the open. Though a spell would protect them from the elements, Sam felt strangely exposed. Brin and Oak looked slightly uncomfortable as well, having spent their lives almost entirely surrounded by trees. Sam looked longingly at the coffin. It would go a long way toward making her feel like she was in a bed, but somehow she felt a little selfish as the elf and the tree sprite would have no way of easing their discomfort. She therefore, reluctantly, opted to spend the night in the open.

Everyone went to sleep early that night. The open terrain had allowed them to travel much faster, but the additional speed was more tiring. Nobody complained when Sam volunteered to take first watch. Hawk had not yet arisen and she wanted to speak with him. He hunted each night, easily finding sources of blood, but she was a little concerned about the lack of wildlife in the plains. When Hawk finally awoke and she voiced her concerns, she heard a laugh from behind her. Brin, unable to fall asleep, was laying close by and had overheard what she had said. Between them, the vampire and the elf explained that the plains were teeming with life; you just had to know what signs to look for.

Brin took over watching the camp so Hawk could take Sam out and actually show her what they meant. The moon was nearly full and shone brightly in the clear night, enabling Sam to make out most of what she was being shown.

Hawk found a rabbit hole and explained the signs that had led him to it. Tracking backward he could follow where its occupant had gone on its nightly excursions. Sam could easily make out the hole and understood how it had been located, but it was too dark for her to see the tracks left by the rabbit. Hawk assured her Brin would show her in the morning, when it was light.

She was also taken down to the river. Herds of deer roamed the plains and evidence of their passing could be seen on the banks. A decent tracker could follow the trail to their current position. Although Sam could see where the river had been used as a watering hole, again it was too dark for her to see any more. 

When her lesson was over, Hawk returned her to the camp and went hunting. Tor soon awoke and took over guard duty with Ban. Sam went to sleep lying close to Brin, who used all of his self-control to resist the urge to put his arm around her. It was a long time before he was claimed by sleep. 

Next morning they headed out early. Most of them had slept well and, after an unusually large breakfast, were rearing to go. They were continually heading toward the hill, which seemed to increase in size as they approached. When they reached the base, they changed direction, following around to the east. The day passed uneventfully, a slight breeze cooling them sufficiently to prevent travelling being unpleasant. As Hawk had promised, Brin showed Sam the animal tracks in the daylight. Once he had pointed them out, they became obvious, though she would never have spotted them without his help.

They set up camp in the middle of the afternoon when Tor announced they had reached their destination. The surrounding features resembled those describing the location of Duke Philliat’s burial chamber. Of course, there might be absolutely no connection between the Duke and the legendary Zeneth and they might be completely wasting their time, but it was all they had to go on. The worrying thing was that they needed to find a cave. If they had been beside a mountain, finding a cave would not have been a problem, but they were next to a large grass covered hill. Hawk said he would take a quick look around during the night, but he did not hold out much hope. The search would begin in earnest in the morning. 

The cave entrance was found in a surprisingly short time. Brin, Tor, Patrick, Modo, Ban and Seth, with Dal in tow, headed out at first light, leaving the rest to prepare breakfast and tend to the horses. They returned, jubilant, while the bacon was still frying. Having gone in pairs in different directions, they covered a lot of ground in a short space of time. It had been Seth who had noticed the unevenness in the side of the hill as he passed. He had almost missed it. He sensed something out of place so he turned back for a second look. It was by pure luck that he was at the correct angle to be able to make out the indentation of a doorway. He called the others over to him and none of them could spot the irregularity as they approached, but once they stood beside him they could see it clearly. 

“So we think we have found where the next clue is,” Tor announced once everyone had eaten their fill, “and we are certain that Ban and Grimmel fit the criteria of the short and the tall. Before we go any further, we need to decide who will be going through into the cave, once we get the door open.”

“First, how are you going to get the door open?” Sam asked. “What is a cicerone and how are you going to get it to scream in agony?” Everyone’s attention was suddenly focused on something else, either in the sky or on the ground. Nobody would look at her. “What is going on?”

Unbeknown to Sam, while she had been washing the cooking utensils the previous evening, the others had taken a vote on who should be the one to tell her. Ellen lost. Putting her arm around her, she led Sam away from the others; this was not something she wanted to do in front of an audience. Once they were out of earshot, she turned her around so they were facing each other, took both her hands in hers, looked her directly in the eye and spoke. “Cicerone is another word for guide.” 

“Okay,” Sam said and started to head back, confused as to why she had been taken aside. She had only taken two steps when she understood what she had just heard. She stopped and turned back to Ellen. “Me? I am the cicerone?” Ellen nodded. “I have to give an agonized scream? How the hell are you planning on making me do that?” Ellen did not answer. There was no need.

Sam’s legs gave way and she sank to the ground. “Oh god,” she moaned, rocking back and forward as though in shock. “How long have you known?”

Ellen sat on the ground beside her. “Ever since we heard the clue. We decided it was kinder not to tell you.” 

Sam sprang up, fury raging through her. “We? Who is we?”

“Everyone,” Ellen replied timidly.

Sam stormed over to where the others were nervously watching the encounter. 

“You knew? You all knew? You dragged me away from my world, my home, my life and brought me into a world where there aren’t even any proper toilets for god’s sake. Despite that I stuck by you, I helped you out, I even drank poison for you, yet not one of you had the decency to tell me.” She looked around. Nobody was prepared to meet her gaze. Even Samson hung his head. Her eyes settled on Brin. She did not say anything, but he felt her watching him. He reluctantly raised his head to meet her gaze. His eyes looked sad, full of regret. Regret for not telling her or regret that he was not able to take her place? She felt her anger subsiding and quickly looked away, wanting and needing to keep her fury alive. She turned to Tor. 

“No. I won’t do it and you have no right to ask me to. Find some other sucker to go through agony for you. I’m through with this quest, I’m through with endless travelling and I’m through with all of you.”

She furiously turned and stalked away from them, not knowing where she was going and not caring. Tor started after her, but Bellak held him back.

“Let me,” he said gently.

“Bellak, I do not think−” but Bellak did not give him chance to finish his sentence. 

“Trust me.” 

Tor remained motionless, watching as Bellak caught up to Sam and took her by the arm. 

“Come with me,” he instructed. “There is something you need to see.”

He walked up the hill and, reluctantly, she followed. He kept ahead of her, so she was unable to see his lips moving and his hands gesticulating. A few hours later they reached the top. Exhaustion had replaced anger. Bellak was probably leading her to her death now that she was refusing to help, but she was past caring. She had a momentary pang of regret that, if she died on this hill, she would never know what sex with an elf would be like, but she quickly put it aside. Looking up, she noticed that Bellak had stopped and was staring forward from the crest of the hill. As she moved alongside, he pointed in front of him.

“Look into the distance and tell me what you see.” Using her hand for shade, her eyes followed the direction of his arm. She could just about make out a metal structure, pointed like the top of a triangle, but it was too far away for her to work out what it was. She turned toward the old man, a puzzled look on her face.

“If I told you we are currently standing in what used to be called France, would that help?” he continued.

“My god,” she exclaimed loudly. “It’s the bloody Eiffel tower.”

Bellak nodded. “You see, this is your world. It may be a different time, but it is still your world.” She was no longer looking at him, but back at the tower. “I have visited it. Up close it is spectacular. I am amazed that something so ancient still exists. Not a single nut or bolt seems to have rusted. We can take a detour there once we have our next clue, if you like.”

Sam spun around and stared at him. “Can you repeat what you just said?” Sam asked, thinking she must have misheard him.

“I said we can take a detour if you would like to visit it.”

“No. The bit before that. The bit about the rust.”

Frowning, Bellak did as he was asked. “None of the nuts or bolts appear to have any rust.”

Sam looked at him for a long while before speaking in a voice so quiet it was almost inaudible. “But all of the nuts and bolts were replaced with rivets before I was even born.” All colour dropped from Bellak’s face. He gaped at her, mouth hanging open.

“You’ve been lying to me!” Sam yelled at him. “Why? What good did you think it would do?” She was answered by silence. She had never seen him look so dejected. “What else have you lied to me about?”

When he looked up at her, defeat filled his eyes. He uttered just one word and that one word made her go cold.

“Everything.” 

Tor’s Quest continues in book 2: The Maze.
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