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PROLOGUE

 


It lay on the
shelf.

It was
dusty.

It was
inanimate.

It was
inert.

It didn’t know
how dangerous it was. It had been manufactured, not to hurt, but
for the good of all.

It could never
realise that its very existence would cause such concern and would
lead to a crisis; caused by its existence and the ambition of one
man.

Few ever knew
of this crisis, few ever will, because the crisis emerged at a time
of great change on Planet Wolf, during a time when the planet
changed again and forever.
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AL 648

 


 


THE OUTSKIRTS
OF TALASTOWN – DAGAN - THE WESTERN NORTHERN CONTINENT

 


Hans and his
Lind Davanya were on a visit to see Hans’s stepfather; that was
what Hans called Niaill but that wasn’t, of course, entirely
accurate. Niaill was his adoptive father, the man who had when
serving in the mountains of Argyll, saved him from a band of
bandits. Hans had been thirteen at the time.

Niaill and
Taraya had later served in the capacity of 21C Vada. They were
retired now and had been for a number of years.

Hans and
Davanya were still serving vadeln in the Vada, having attained the
rank of Ryzcka of the Eighteenth Ryzck some years before this
visit.

“Good to see
you Hans,” rasped Niaill, his voice cracking with effort, “such a
long way.”

“No distance is
too far to see you Father,” answered Hans in a voice meant
to cheer but the distress on his face belying his words. Thank
the Lai I got here in time.

: Yes :
Davanya, Hans’s Lind ‘said’ in his mind : Taraya too, she is
very weak :

Hans wondered
which of the two would pass on to the Blue Pastures first, it would
be, he rather thought, instantaneous. Neither Taraya nor Niaill had
hearts strong enough to bear the shock of their life-partner’s
departure.

: Does it
matter? : asked Davanya in a ‘voice’ both gentle and sad :
one does not wish to live beyond the other anyway. We vadeln all
know this. It is a part of the bond we share :

Hans knew it
too. He sat down on the bed beside his father’s wasted body and
took hold of the knurled and skeletal hand; it was so thin he could
see the veins.

“We got here as
soon as we could. Haru sent word.”

Niaill smiled.
His Lind, Taraya might be his mind-mate, his life-mate, his friend
but Haru the Lai ran her a close second. Hans noted that Niaill’s
face was stark white, bloodless, the only colour two reddish spots
heightening his cheeks.

He wants to
go.

Niaill’s other
hand was lying over the bedside, towards Taraya who was sleeping on
the walda mattress divan set close to his bed.

Her breathing,
like Niaill’s, was laboured as she fought to stay alive long enough
to stay with her Niaill during his last bells of life, their
last bells together.

“Father,” added
Hans, “I love you. You’ve always been there for me, ever since that
day you and Taraya rescued me and took me back with you to Vada.
Remember?”

“Best thing I
ever did,” Niaill whispered, looked at Hans out of rheumy eyes.
They lingered for a moment then his head turned once more towards
Taraya.

Hans rambled
on, talking about his first tendays, then months at Vada, of how he
had met and vadeln-paired with Davanya, that same day as the Ryzcks
had run out to meet the fearsome Dglai in battle. Of the day when
Niaill and Taraya had returned, when so many had not, the day when
Niaill’s parenting proper had begun, the beginning of the years of
guidance and mentoring, of fathering. It had continued until Niaill
and Taraya, retiring from Vada service, had left for the continent
of Dagan, to spend what years remained to them with their friend
Haru the Lai.

And contact had
never really been severed. The Lind were telepathic and never a
tenday had passed without some sort of contact between them, at
least until recent months, when Taraya had become too weak to form
the telepathic link.

Now at last the
time of final severance was apaw. Niaill and Taraya were dying.
There was and never had been a cure for old age.

Hans stopped
talking and sat by the bed, holding Niaill’s hand and listening to
his breathing.

Niaill began
whispering to himself and Hans leant closer to listen. It was one
word, repeated over and over again.

Core?

Hans was
mystified.

Core of
what?

“What is it
Father? What is it you are trying to say?”

“Shouldn’t have
moved it,” Niaill fretted.

He didn’t speak
again, lapsing into an unconscious stupor.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Taraya died
first. One moment Hans could hear her laboured breathing, almost
exactly synchronised with Niaill’s, the next, nothing.

Niaill took a
breath in and out, then another. There was no third. Hans leant
over to close his eyes.

He glanced at
Davanya.

: That’s it
then, we’re on our own now. We’ll be retiring from the Vada too,
one day soon. I’d always thought we might join them here in Dagan,
thought we’d have a few more years :

: We can still
come here. You know this. Haru is growing old too. He might like
the son of his friend to keep him company :

“We might at
that,” answered Hans aloud, warming to the idea. “I wonder what
it’s like living for hundreds of years? He must have said farewells
to many friends during that time. Niaill used to say that Haru
actually knew the Tara and Kolyei.”

“He did. Niaill
and Taraya will lie sleeping in fine company. Tara and Kolyei’s
bones lie within a small copse of trees not far from Haru’s daga.
We will ask if Niaill and Taraya may join them.”
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AL 654

 


ON THE
OUTSKIRTS OF TALASTOWN – DAGAN - THE WESTERN NORTHERN CONTINENT

 


Six years had
passed since the day when Niaill and Taraya had been interred close
to where Tara and Kolyei, the first human and Lind to life-bond and
mind-bond lay at rest. Hans and Davanya were living in the daga
which had belonged to Niaill and Taraya. They had retired from the
Vada, the previous summer, at the end of the season of rhedhrehl,
the word being Lindish for summer.

Now Hans was
bored, bored and more than bored. From an active, often dangerous
life serving with Davanya in the Vada, patrolling the coastlines
(against sea-pirate attacks), patrolling in the northern mountains
(where the gtran and the wral lived and who thought that anything
walking on two legs or four was legitimate prey), or simply honing
his weapons skill-set, he had become, as he complained at least a
half dozen times every day, little more than a couch-potato.

: And what
exactly is a couch-potato? : Davanya asked with an exasperated
amount of asperity in her telepathic ‘voice’ tone. She wasn’t
finding retirement boring. She was enjoying her days, running and
hunting in the nearby woods, or lian and meeting those Lind and
Larg domiciled on the continent. Sometimes she spent her day just
relaxing in the sunshine, enjoying the scenery, so different from
what she knew from the rtathlians of her birth-pack, watching
sunsets and sunrises cater-pulling up and down over the mountains
and listening to stories of times past.

: Never mind
: snapped Hans, as usual these days, in no good humour.

Davanya ignored
his show of temper.

: You need
something to keep you occupied : she decided.

: And what
may I ask do you have in mind? : he queried, with a consummate
lack of manners.

: Write
: was her simple suggestion : write about what has happened
during our lives, about what is to be as one with me :

Now, why hadn’t
he thought of that? Probably because; if he was honest with
himself; because of the two of them it was Davanya who had the more
imagination; who was the more introspective.

“No-one will
ever read it,” he said aloud.

“Does that
really matter? But it is important that what has happened be
recorded lest it be forgotten. Please Hans, do it, do it for
me.”

And what could
Hans say after that? There was little he would consciously refuse
to do for Davanya.

He sighed and
reached out for pen, ink and paper.

“Where do I
start?”

“At the
beginning of course. Now hurry up and get some of these squiggles
you call words down on that paper and later we can go see Haru,
tell him what we have been doing.”

: I would
like that : he dipped the pen into the ink : perhaps Haru
might even tell me some stories I could include :

Although not
yet excited about the task Davanya had set him, he was finding
himself pleasantly interested.

He began to
write.

Davanya laid
her wise old head down on to her paws and closed her eyes. She was
having difficulty stopping her face from breaking into a grin which
would be a dead giveaway. Sometimes Hans had to be manipulated into
coming to the correct decisions. Another to me, she thought
as she drifted into sleep, lulled by the scratching of nib on
paper.

However, Hans
hadn’t been as preoccupied as she had thought.

: Are we
keeping score? : she ‘heard’ his amused comment as sleep took
hold.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


As time went
on, Hans stopped feeling bored with life. He was far too busy.

Hans wrote then
wrote some more, filling page after page with a mix of his and
Davanya’s life-stories, explaining in his own words, the events
which had occurred during their life-times and some of their
thoughts and dreams for the future. He wrote many paragraphs about
Niaill and Taraya and about the Dglai War and the aftermath.

Davanya
sometimes wished she had thought of another pastime to keep him
busy, so preoccupied had her vadeln become with getting the words
(Davanya still called them squiggles) down, but not often. There
were still plenty of bells in the day for them to do things
together. All she had ever wanted was for him to be happy.
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TALASTOWN -
DAGAN AND BEYOND

 


Twelve years
later, when Hans and Davanya passed on to the Blue Pastures in
their turn, his diaries lay untouched for some time; in the corner
of their empty daga, a well built log cabin a mile or two south of
Talastown.

One day, in AL
674, a human family moved into the cabin, cleared out what they
found there and sold the pile to a passing merchant for eleven
pennies. Hidden among the bundle were the diaries.

They weren’t
valuable in themselves, those tattered books filled with the spiky
handwriting of Hans and the merchant wondered if there was any
point in keeping them at all. However, there was ample space in his
wagon so he tossed them inside. He took ship for what he called
‘the mainland’, the usual description for the larger northern
continent on which sat the countries of Argyll, Vadath and the
Rtathlians of the Lind.

As with the
nature of hard-to-sell goods they travelled with the merchant for a
considerable time until at last, in a small town in the southerly
part of Argyll the merchant found a buyer, selling them for a
florin, a minimal profit and forgot all about them.

They passed
through various hands during the next few years; sometimes the
purchaser read them but more often than not they were sold on
unopened.

In AL 704,
another merchant traded a mardinare bauble for the battered diaries
in a flea market, on the outskirts of Port Lutterell in Argyll. He
originated from the Duchy of Duchesne in the southern Kingdom of
Murdoch and his Duke was a learned and erudite man who was
interested in history and all things pertaining to the past.

Wrapped in
oilskin, the diaries began their journey south to Duchesne by ship
and were acquired there by a Duke William Duchesne who read them
from cover to cover.

“Very
interesting indeed,” said the Duke to himself when he reached
half-way through the final diary, “I wonder …”

Long did Duke
William wonder about the information he had gleaned from the
diaries of Hans.

Duke William
was a clever man, he put two and two together and made four of it
but he was also a very busy one and did not have the time to
investigate. He went to his grave with his questions unanswered. He
did however, put some notes he had made into the relevant diary
before he put them away on top of one of the higher library
shelves.

There they
would have lain forever and a day, unopened, unread, except for
mischance and an ambitious visiting future king who bored and
restless, started to look for something interesting to read.
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AL 804

 


THE ISLAND
KINGDOM OF LEITHE – THE GREAT EASTERN SEA

 


With grim
intent, King Cadan of Leithe studied the paper that lay on the
hardwood desk in front of him, satisfaction on his narrow face. Six
children, four boys and two girls, and all married advantageously
into the most important royal and ducal houses of what he liked to
call ‘his sphere of influence’. It was quite an achievement if he
did say so himself. Prince Catar, his heir, had married the eldest
daughter of the self-styled ‘King’ of R’sair. Prince Lars, the
second son (the one to spare) was married into the family of the
rulers of the Eastern Isles. His youngest, Rand had also married a
girl from that area, to the daughter of the Duke of the Western
Isles. These two last were important marriages as both these
western and the eastern islands were traditionally the allies of
the Kingdom of Murdoch on the southern continent. His two daughters
had allied Leithe via marriage to Eilidon and Randall, two of the
largest islands in the Great Eastern Sea. His planned system of
alliances were thus bringing the islands together, tying them to
Leithe.

The piece de
resistance however was the marriage of his third son, the one most
like his father in character and ambition if Cadan was honest with
himself. Prince Crispin had married the sixteen year old heir to
the Kingdom of Murdoch, Crown-Princess Antoinette. One day
therefore and as soon as possible if Cadan had anything to do with
it, Crispin would become absolute ruler of that powerful southern
country. He grinned, an evil grin. The negotiations for this
marriage had taken years but King Cadan knew that all good things
came to those who waited and planned. Cadan of Leithe was a very
patient man.

By rights, he,
Cadan, shouldn’t be King of Leithe at all. He had not been the
first-born son of his father.

How
fortunate that Atan died so conveniently.

This time King
Cadan’s smile was a triumphant smirk.

“Wonderful
stuff that Litjda and still no-one to this day has any idea that I
did it.”

He spoke aloud,
there was no-one to hear his boast. He was after all ensconced in
his own private rooms. No-one, not even his sons would dare place
one foot upon the lower stair leading to the tower on pain of
death.

“I will be
Emperor of all the Great Eastern Sea before I die,” he exalted,
“what a gift to hand down to the heirs of my body.” He raised his
wine glass in a toast to his dream. “No my grandson, my Cadan.
Cadan, Emperor of All.” His sons would have been most displeased
and not a little scared to have heard his words with these hidden
implications but Cadan would never have spoken about this in their
hearing or anyone else’s hearing for that matter. Cadan intended
that it be a grandson who would ascend the throne on his death, a
grandson taught by his grandfather. King Cadan of Leithe was
disappointed in his four sons.

He cleared his
throat. Enough of this. Thoughts of what was to be wouldn’t make
them happen.

Argyll might
still prove troublesome, he was thinking, especially if its
alliance with Murdoch remains strong. Now … what can I do to drive
a wedge between them?

King Cadan
thought for a while then began making notes. He stayed up well into
the night making plans from these notes. At last, they were
finished and he sat back in satisfaction.

They’ll do. Now
for the second part of my grand plan.

He drew a
tattered book towards him, got up from his desk and settled himself
in a comfy chair. He began to read certain pages again. These were
the pages that looked well-thumbed, mute testimony to the hundreds
of times, he, Cadan, had read them.

At last he laid
the book down with a half smile as he remembered the day he had
found and stolen it, the year before he had engineered the death of
his older brother. The Dukes of Duchesne had never realised the
importance of the words written within its pages. More fool
them! It is I who will use it and use it well. Why, perhaps I might
become Emperor, not just of the Great Eastern Sea but over the
entire planet!

Taking yet
another piece of paper from his desk, he began to write some more.
This time he was writing not just notes and plans but an order.

It was
addressed to one Baron Erik Halfarm; a man, possibly the only
person alive on the planet who Cadan believed was utterly loyal to
him.

Erik would know
what to do. Erik would know who to send.

Baron Erik
Halfarm did better than that. He went himself, taking his most
trusted man-servant with him.
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AL 805

 


THE STRONGHOLD
OF THE VADA - VADA - VADATH

 


Thalia
Josensdochter looked at herself in the wall glass and frowning,
adjusted her kepi for the umpteenth time, eyes glaring at her
image. She twisted and turned, making sure her uniform was sitting
just right. Yes, nothing out of place, the very picture of a model
Vada Cadet.

As usual
diffident and critical of her self-image, Thalia thought she might
just pass inspection, as long as Ryzcka Dominik didn’t examine too
closely.

In actuality,
Thalia looked good in her cadet dress uniform. The maroon suited
her and the lines of the tunic set off her trim figure to
perfection.

Today would be
the very last time she would wear this tunic. Back in her cubicle,
hanging on its hook was the dress uniform tunic of a vadeln-proper
of the Vada.

For this was
Thalia and her Lind Josei’s graduation day. Today she and Josei
would cease to be cadets and enter service with one of the Ryzcks
and she and Josei knew which one; the Fifteenth.

Thalia had
already met some of the vadeln-pairs who were serving with the
Fifteenth and she was not displeased about the posting. On the
tunic waiting on her cubicle peg she had sewn the Ryzck badge of
the Fifteenth, of a silver (all the badges and trimmings on Vada
uniforms were silver) Lai in flight. Cadet badges, trimming and
year stripes were white. As well as the silver representation of a
Lai in flight she had sewn on the silver Lind head, the badge all
serving vadeln wore.

It will be
great not to have to keep all the white, white, she hummed as
she turned this way and that, now admiring herself in the wall
glass. Even she had to admit she looked smart.

The tunic was
high necked and trimmed at the edges with the ubiquitous white
beading at the neck and cuff. On her left breast was the white Lind
head badge of a cadet and on her left arm the four white inverted
stripes denoting her rank as a fourth and final year cadet.

Thalia was
twenty-one, older than most in her graduating class but younger
than some.

The Vada could
begin training when both the girl or boy and their respective Lind
were fourteen summers of age (a Lind became an adult at fourteen
summers). Cadets usually spent four years training, gaining a year
stripe on each anniversary of joining.

Some cadets
started when they were older. If they were over sixteen when they
did begin, they did not wear the narrow white year stripe of a
first year (two for second years) but a broad white stripe. This
they wore until they were deemed proficient enough to be integrated
in with the third years who then became their year-mates. If
however the cadet was over twenty-four he or she retained the broad
stripe until graduation.

The training of
Thalia and Josei had taken three years, one year in the adult
beginner class then two as part of the more usual cadet structure.
That was why on the dress uniform tunic she was wearing were sewn
the four stripes, one for each year group. Her kepi too was trimmed
with white beading. Sitting on her bunk her new kepi waited, this
one trimmed with the traditional silver piping.

Thalia and
Josei were two of twenty-three cadet duos graduating this day. All
but two wore the four stripes. They were about to become one of the
most recent vadeln-pairs to become a part of what was a long line
of those serving in the Vada, these men, women and Lind who had for
eight hundred and four years given their oaths to protect the
freedom enjoyed by all the species who lived on the northern
mainland and beyond.

These days
there were no Larg to fight. If not yet allies at least they no
longer wished to do incessant battle with the inhabitants on the
northern continent. During the almost two hundred years since the
Battle of Duchesne, the battle which had signalled the end of the
Dglai Wars, there had not been another. The Larg had retreated into
their Nadlians and ventured out rarely. If they weren’t
isolationalists like the Lai then they ran them a very close
second.

“Thalia?” The
question came out of the blue and she jumped.

“Aren’t you
ready yet?” Thalia knew this voice and she turned with a
smile. It was her friend Katie. Younger than Thalia by just a few
months over a year, they had gone through their training
practically side by side.

Although Thalia
was smiling, she was sighing inside. Katie always managed to look
tidy and elegant even when she was not. Today she looked the very
model of a model; there wasn’t a wrinkle in either tunic or trews
and her boots didn’t just shine, they shone.

Like her
friend, Katie Durand had been born in Argyll, but there the
similarities between their pre Vada lives stopped. Thalia came from
what might be termed a ‘middle-class’ family whilst Katie was the
daughter of one of the richest (and thus most powerful) in the
country. Thalia had been a student at the University when she had
life-bonded with Josei. Katie had been a Senis (a second year
trainee) at the Garda Officer Training Establishment known as the
Academie when her Kenlei had appeared to whisk her away. Katie’s
family had been delighted with the lind-choice whilst Thalia’s had
most certainly not been.

“Are your
family here?” Thalia asked, one eye on the glass, her right hand
doing the last moment adjustments to her hair.

“Just come from
them,” Katie replied, her face one great beam of satisfaction.
“Mother and father and my brother Francis! I’m really surprised he
made it. Father wrote to say he didn’t think he would be but he
has!” Her face fell. “Sorry Thalia. I mean, I’m sorry your family
isn’t here.”

Thalia
shrugged, trying not to show that she minded.

“I never
expected they would, remember? Father’s still not pleased about all
this, Mother won’t come without him and Tara (Tara was the
afterthought of the family and the only one still residing at home)
can’t for the same reason. She sent me a lovely letter though, I’ll
let you see it after the parade. And of course, Hal can’t make it,
Aya’s disability makes running long distances difficult.”

“What I
actually came to say,” interrupted Katie, “was that Father would
like you to join us for a celebratory meal this evening and before
you say anything, (Katie knew her Thalia) it’s not because he feels
sorry for you ‘cos you’d be on your own otherwise. He wants you to
come ‘cos you’re my friend. I’d have asked if he hadn’t said it
first too but he did. It won’t be as much fun if you aren’t
there.”

Thalia was
pleased.

“Thank him for
me will you?” she asked, “it is very kind of him and I’ll be
delighted to accept.”

“Not kindness,”
Katie insisted, “actually I think he’s happy to have one non-family
member there, someone outside the circle so to speak, to brag to.”
She grimaced.

“Well, you did
gain the Sword of Honour for best cadet you goop! Most fathers
would be as proud as a malinon with two tails if their daughter
achieved that! Not to mention the fact that you’ve been posted to
the Fifty-first Ryzck.”

Thalia wasn’t
envious of Katie’s achievements. Her friends always said that
Thalia didn’t have a jealous bone in her entire body. The
Fifty-first, known as the ‘Susa’s Own’ was the most prestigious
Ryzck in the Vada. Very few graduating cadet duos were ever given
that posting. Katie’s father had more right than most to be
proud.

“I hope me and
Kenlei don’t let Susa Malkum down,” fretted Katie.

“You’ll both do
just fine,” said Thalia, at last deciding that she was as ready as
she would ever be and that there was little she could do about it
if she wasn’t. “How long have we got?”

“We’d be better
to make steps,” Katie replied and the two young women linked arms
and made for the door. The stepped outside the cadet barracks for
the last time as cadets.

Josei and
Kenlei were waiting with impatience, conversing with three other
Lind who were also waiting for their partners.

Thalia realised
that most of their year mates (and the more junior cadets who would
also be attending the parade) must have already left for the flat
practice field where the parade muster was scheduled for Fourth
Bell.

As the two
women checked Josei and Kenlei, making sure that their harnesses
were as Katie said, all trim and proper, they heard a commotion
behind them and the sound of running feet. It was the last three
soon to be ex-cadets.

Adam looked
neater than Thalia had ever seen him, he had always been on the
receiving end of demerits for untidiness and she correctly surmised
that the other two had been helping him get ready.

“Are we the
last?” queried Rodick in an excited voice.

“Yep, so you’d
better hurry up or we’ll be late,” Katie advised from her vantage
point astride leggy Kenlei. “It’s not too late for a toasting from
Ryzcka Dominik.”

The three boys
took the hint and with a haste born of much practice began to check
harnesses and accoutrements before spring-mounting their Lind.

Then the five
soon to be fully fledged vadeln-pairs made their way to the
practice field.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


It’s like a
carnival, thought Thalia as she and Josei took their place in
file. Katie and Kenlei, as the recipients of the Sword of Honour
took their place at the front. Katie, realised Thalia, was looking
flushed. ‘Feeling her position’ was the Vada term for this.

She deserves
it. She and Kenlei have worked so hard. I’m so glad for her.

She caught
Rodick’s eye. The young man, he was eighteen, caught hers by return
and winked. He had a devil may care attitude to life that reminded
Thalia of her eldest brother Hal, the only other of her siblings to
be serving in the Vada.

She was trying
hard not to be too bothered by the absence of her family on this
all-important day and was managing pretty well.

Josei, attuned
to her thoughts as always tried to help : I am here, some of my
lisyas are here and we are your family too. So you do have family
here to celebrate our success :

: Success?
Is that what you call it? : asked Thalia, diverted by the idea
and much comforted.

: Yes it is.
We, together, have graduated. We should be proud you and I :

: I am Josei, I
am :

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


The Vada had
been graduating cadets for eight hundred and three years and the
ceremony hadn’t changed much in all that time. It had perhaps just
got a little more elaborate since that day in AL 2 when the first
commanders of the Vada led by Susa Francis and his Lind Asya had
stood to take the salute.

The cadets
still took their oath to protect and they still performed a mock
cavalry charge for the entertainment of their families, guests and
onlookers. The younger cadets still stood in rank and watched,
imagining the day when it would be their turn to walk up to the
Susa and salute, a salute the Susa would return with a few well
chosen words of congratulations. The Lind half of the duo would
incline his or her head, a gesture of respect and one as seeped
deep within the traditions of the Lind as it was with
humankind.

When it was
Thalia and Josei’s turn Susa Malkum returned her salute with the
grave courtesy that was his trademark, even to the youngest, most
troublesome cadets. He complimented her on her achievement and
wished her and Josei good luck and good hunting when they joined
the Fifteenth Ryzck.

In file with
the others she watched with pride as Katie and Kenlei walked up to
the Susas, saluted then received the Sword of Honour.

She listened to
the cheers and clapping as Katie saluted again, this time the
formal salute with sword and remembered Katie practicing the moves
over and over again in her cubicle under the amused gazes of Thalia
herself and their two Lind. She had been so terrified of the idea
that her wrist would wobble and everyone would laugh. It didn’t and
the laughter was more akin to joyful cheering.

Thalia wondered
if Susa Malkum had himself gained the sword-accolade when he and
Freya had graduated.

: They did
and his arm didn’t wobble either : was Josei’s comment.

Well, Thalia
decided; if anylind would know it would be Josei. Freya was
distantly related to him.

The
presentation of the Sword of Honour completed, Thalia. Josei and
the other new vadeln-pairs trotted over to the edge of the field to
get ready for their mock charge.

Weaponsmaster
Alkin handed over command of the ryz to Katie who cleared her
throat.

“Swords ready!”
she shouted.

There was a
steely rustle as swords, they had been polished until they shone,
whistled out of their scabbards.

“Charge!” the
command emitted from Katie was more of a squeak than a shout but it
didn’t matter. As one the riders leant forward, swords in the ready
position and their Lind leapt forward, gaining speed within a
matter of three bounds until it looked as if they were flying
across the field.

“For Vadath!”
they cried.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Now that the
graduation ceremony was over Susa Malkum and Freya dismissed the
parade.

With many a
whoop of joy and a chalcedony of cheers, Thalia, Josei and their
year mates fell out and sped back to their barracks for the all
important changeover of uniform.

At least the
human halves of the vadeln-pairs did. The Lind? Well, almost as one
they demanded that their harness be removed. Almost as one again
they rolled about on the grass behind the barracks. They were
acting more than ltsctas rather than adults and bona-fide vadelns
of their respective Ryzcks.

This was also
tradition and the Lind always respected tradition even when some
who might be watching might think it made them all look rather
silly.

 


 


* * * * *
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A SHORT RESUME
OF EVENTS ON PLANET WOLF SINCE THE BATTLE OF DUCHESNE IN AL 608
(BOOK 5 OF PLANET WOLF - VALOUR AND VICTORY) AND A QUICK REMINDER
ABOUT THE COUNTIES AND THEIR RESIDENTS

 


Argyll

 


Argyll is the
country that occupies the area to the far east of the larger of the
two northern continents. It is inhabited by and ruled by humans.
Its topography of Argyll is varied, with hills and flatlands,
forest and plains and there are many rivers. Society is largely
agricultural; there are many villages, a few towns and one city,
Stewarton, situated at Lake Stewart almost in the exact centre of
the country. The currency of Argyll is gold crowns, silver florins
and shillings and copper pennies. Argyll is defended by an army
called the Garda; its headquarters are based in the original
settlement at the southern tip of the continent. As well as the
Garda, the Vada from the country of Vadath patrol the coastal and
northern wards, providing a fast and effective first line of
defence against predators and the pirates that ravage the shores.
Argyll sends tithe to Vadath for this service.

Since AL 608,
Argyll has not changed much. It remains a democracy, ruled by an
elected Council. If anything, the merchant class has grown more
powerful.

There has been
a cooling of relations between Argyll and Vadath in recent years
although the Ryzcks continue to patrol in the north and along the
eastern seaboard. Some politicians and also not a few of the
ordinary citizenry (mostly those residing in the urban areas)
believe that the Vada’s raison d’être has disappeared now that the
Larg have ceased to be a threat and think they can manage their own
defences. The Garda however, with their eight hundred year history
of fighting with the Ryzcks of the Vada do not concur with these
sentiments.

 


Dagan

 


There is still
not much known in Murdoch, the Islands of the Great Eastern Sea and
Argyll about the other northern continent on the planet which lies
west of the Rtathlians of the Lind.

The Lai (called
dragons in Argyllian fables and cold-drakes in the Murdochian
equivalents) remain secretive and do not emerge from their
continent often, even in the Rtathlians of the Lind, the Nadlians
of the Larg or Vadath. For a short time (twenty years or so and
even perhaps into the mid seventh century) the Lai were sighted in
the skies above but suddenly, in around AL 648 even these
occasional sightings ceased. Once more the Lai had become beings of
whom legends were made and fictitious stories were told.

However, during
the two centuries since AL 608, it is the continent that has
changed the most. Lind, Lai and some Larg now live there and in
harmony with the world around them and with each other.

There is now,
situated in the north east a township called Talastown which is
home to a thriving human community which trades with the mainland
and also with the south. They do not however, answer questions
about their Lai neighbours.

It is still a
continent of mystery to most. Its people, whether two legged, four
pawed or winged, prefer it that way.

 


The Islands of
the Great Eastern Sea

 


The Islands to
the east of the northern mainland were first colonised by humans
during the first decade after landing on Rybak. There are estimated
to be over four hundred islands, ranging from small rocklike crags
to large arable areas as much as a hundred miles long and wide.

The inhabitants
are a mix of religious beliefs and cultures. They are independent
of the mainland and have their own governments. The main threat to
their existence are the sea pirates.

By AL 807, most
of the islands are populated to some degree. Some call this
expansion the ‘Second Colonisation’. The majority of these
colonists have come from Murdoch and Argyll.

The Western and
Eastern Isles and the Galland Confederation are still allied to the
Kingdom of Murdoch but are looking more to the other islands and
not to the south.

The pirate
islands of R’sair have become a state in their own right although
piracy is still rife.

The island
groups of Randall and Eilidon continue to flourish.

The Island of
Galliard has become very rich and wields much commercial
influence.

The biggest
change in the Great Eastern Sea has been the emergence of the
Kingdom of Leithe. During the seventh century, successive kings,
through marriage or conquest, annexed nearby islands. This trend
escalated in the eighth century and now Leithe is the richest and
most powerful state in the islands.

By AL 807 some
island states have woken up to the threat Leithe poses and nebulous
alliances are being formed to protect their independences.

The tiny Island
of Hallam remains un-allied and independent. It has no need to form
alliances to defend itself. It has its Larg.

 


Nadlians of the
Larg

 


The Larg are
the large warlike creatures that inhabit the extensive southern
continent. In size and build they are similar to the Clydesdale
horse of old Earth and like their distant cousins, the Lind of the
north, they are wolf-like in appearance. The Larg have telepathic
abilities although it is at a far more basic level than that of the
Lind.

Their society
is rigid in structure, all packs owing allegiance and instant
obedience to one pack, the members of which are the hereditary
rulers of all Larg. The supreme Larg is called the Largan.

Largdom has
changed only in that the Larg no longer wish to dominate the planet
and the Lind are no longer enemies but it has been a difficult two
centuries as they have tried to mould their culture to this new way
of life and thinking.

 


Rtathlians of
the Lind

 


The Lind are
the large peace-loving beings that inhabit the larger and more
easterly of the two northern continents of planet Rybak. In size
and build they are similar to the Thoroughbred horse of old Earth
and they are wolf-like in appearance. Their colours and patterns
vary depending on the pack they come from, usually striped although
some of the far western packs have patterns more similar to the
Larg. They live in packs led by older members who are called the
‘Elda’. Their society is pack based but all packs defend their own
and the entire nation of Lind. The Lind prefer to live in forested
areas. The Gtratha, or High Council of Lind is made up of a member
from each pack, looks after their land’s defence and is the
receptacle of all traditions and knowledge. The ruler of the
Gtratha is called the Gtrathlin.

 


Vadath

 


Vadath is the
long slice of land in the northern continent and is ruled jointly
by Lind and humans. It is situated between Argyll and the
Rtathlians of the Lind. More humans and Lind are life-paired in
Vadath than anywhere else on the continent. There is only one town
of any size and it is situated on the southwest coast. It is the
home of the Vada and has the most unoriginal name of Vada too.

Vadath is the
base of the Vada, the Lind/human cavalry force that does so much to
defend the mainland from intruders and dangers. The commanding pair
of the Vada, or Susa as they are called are charged with leading
the combined forces of Lind, Vadath and Argyll in time of war.

A
time-traveller from AL 608 would instantly recognise that the
country in AL 807 is almost identical. The Vada is still pledged to
protect. Unlike in Argyll, Murdoch and in the islands where a
population explosion has occurred, the population of Vadath has
remained static.

 


Murdoch

 


Murdoch is
still a militaristic autocracy. It is divided into Dukedoms,
originally eight, by the end of the first century, nine and by AL
807, twelve. Each Duke owes fealty to the King. Much of the land is
scrub and desert, especially in the far west and in the south.
Arable land is at a premium and the lords are ever jealous of the
fertile northern continents.

The currency of
the Kingdom is gold circles and half-circles, silver circles and
half-circles and copper bits, half-bits and quarter-bits.

Like Argyll,
Murdoch hasn’t changed much in the two centuries since the war
against the Dglai, although, at least ‘deep down’ there have been
what politicians might call ‘surface changes’. Slavery was
abolished by King Elliot the Twelfth and his wife Queen Zilla of
Argyll in AL 615 and other reform laws were promulgated but
Elliot’s immediate descendants and heirs were not strong and the
powerful Dukes asserted themselves and their traditional rights on
his death.

In some duchies
the institution of serfdom has taken the place of slavery which is,
when all is said and done, just slavery under another name.

There remains a
divide between the northerly and southerly duchies both in attitude
and wealth. Rival dukes are often at each other’s throats although
this animosity has not yet led to another civil war.

 


 


* * * * *
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AL 807

 


 


NORTH-EAST
ARGYLL - THE PATROL SECTOR OF THE FIFTEENTH RYZCK

 


: Thalia? :

: Yes, what is
it? :

: I would like
to hunt. May I ask Vadryzka Cera and Xei if we can be detached?
:

: What? Now?
:

: Now :
Josei answered in a firm and no-nonsense tone : there is a lian
over there and thus a nice juicy vuz or two to be caught :
Josei’s mind-tone had become wistful.

Here, in this
area of Argyll there were no wild kura or zarova, the preferred
meal of the Lind. The countryside was well (some said over)
populated and the meat-herds all domesticated. Actually,
domesticated was probably the wrong term, the zarova especially
being most intractable but they all, without exception, belonged to
some farmer or other. Of course, the Fifteenth’s base, the enclave
of cabins which was home to the duty Ryzck kept a herd of meat
animals for Lind consumption but from time to time the Lind had the
urge to actually hunt out their prey before they killed and ate
it.

Thalia sensed
Josei’s need. The farmers wouldn’t mind. The creatures known as vuz
were numerous and hungry this time of year and all farmers knew
them for the pests they were. They ate young shoots and crops.

: Ask :
Thalia told him : and while you hunt I’ll do a spot of reading.
There’s still enough light :

She sighed.
There were never enough bells in the day to read during a duty
tour.

: What is
wrong? : asked a now cheerful Josei; he had become very happy
at the thought of a bell or two of fun chasing vuz in the
woods.

: I’m
feeling a mite tired : Thalia admitted.

It was no
wonder Thalia was feeling tired. Not only were they coming to the
middle of their three month long duty but she and Josei had had
guard duty last night; four bells awake when she might otherwise
have been sleeping. It was enough to make anyone tired, even
anylind.

: I’d like
to finish my book : added Thalia.

: I’ll ask
Xei now : he promised and did.

Permission was
granted and peeling away from the other seven vadeln-pairs in their
Vadryz Thalia and Josei made a beeline for the woods.

Ensconced, her
back leaning against a handy tree trunk, Thalia settled herself
down and opened her book. However, she couldn’t seem to summon up
enough energy to begin to read it.

No
wonder, she thought crossly to herself, I was up half the
night and we set out on shore patrol immediately after brekker. I
wish something would happen, all we seem to do this duty stint is
to run up and down the shore, looking out to the sea.

: Be careful
what you wish for : Josei’s comment arrived unbidden in her
mind : it might just happen :

It was an old
Vada saying.

But Thalia
didn’t respond. Her eyelids closed and her book fell from her
hands. Thalia was asleep.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


The Fifteenth
Ryzck was stationed in the second-most northerly of the wards on
the eastern seaboard. The Eighteenth Ryzck was responsible for the
ward to the north, where the mountains began but the area where the
Fifteenth were stationed was an important one.

Lying between
the two wards was the River Missouri, no-one could remember why the
river had this name but it had been so since the first decade of
colonisation. The Missouri was wide and tidal, deep in the central
channel and therefore navigable upriver as far as the town of
Cranston some fifteen miles inland. The inhabitants of Cranston
depended on trade from river traffic for their prosperity and the
town was thriving.

The people who
lived in the ward, unlike many Argyll people in the interior and to
the south were glad of the protection of the Ryzcks and paid their
tithe willingly, for this was an area beset by peril. In the
mountainous north prowled the gtran and the wral, large and vicious
predators who preyed on the unwary. Also inhabiting these mountains
were bandits, who also preyed on those who did not protect
themselves, their families and the smaller villages and townships
which dotted the landscape.

Added to these
perils were the sea-pirates who continued, despite the navy’s best
efforts to raid the coastal areas. Ryzcks serving in this area
expected at least one violent incident during each tour of duty.
The pirates appeared to have an innate ability of knowing just
where to attack and the more experienced vadeln suspected that
there were men and women of Argyll in league with them and who were
tipping them off.

In recent years
this problem the smuggling and the violence had been getting
worse.

The attacks
would usually ‘come out of the blue’ with no warning so it was a
surprise to Susa Vandiel and his Lind Zandya who commanded the
Fifteenth Ryzck when the message arrived from the Susa of the
Eighteenth Ryzck to the north informing them that they had received
intelligence that a pirate fleet of three large galleys were
expected to land in a place upriver from the coast in two days.

Frantic
telepathic conversations ensued between Zandya and Susa Brent’s
Rozya. A message to the nearest Garda garrison was sent by Brent
but he knew that the horse cavalry stationed at the fort would be
unlikely to reach the ambush location in time unless they were
mounted on fast horses. Only the Lind would be able to run fast
enough.

Susa Vandiel
explained this to his three Vadryzkas; that the Ryzck would be
leaving immediately and what he knew about who they would be facing
when they got there.

“Full battle
armour,” he ordered, “and only food and water for three days. We
will be running fast.”

“Will it be
only the sea-pirates we will be ambushing?” asked Vadryzka Cera,
who was Thalia’s immediate superior.

A Ryzck was
split into three Vadryz of eight vadeln-pairs each and led by a
Vadryzka. The other three duos who made up a Ryzck were the Ryzcka
pair, a Holad (medical) pair and the pair responsible for
communications. The Lind of this latter partnership was always one
of strong telepathic abilities.

“We are not
sure as yet Cera,” Vandiel answered. “Brent says that he suspects
collusion between the pirates and the bandits. I think he’s had
word from some Avuzdel operatives. As you know, we have been
suspecting this for some time.”

“We most
definitely don’t want them working together,” Cera agreed,
“they’re bad enough on their own.” Cera, in her mid-forties now,
had had a lot of experience dealing with both types of renegades.
She also originated from this area and always took it as a personal
affront if either type of parasite managed to steal from, maim or
kill any civilians in the ward.

“Definitely,”
said Vandiel, “but with two Ryzcks and the Light Cavalry from
Cranston we shall certainly put a spoke in their wheels. There’s a
contingent of militia coming from Cranston too, they’ll be marching
with the Garda infantry.”

The commanding
officers of the Fifteenth Ryzck had a lot to think about as they
dispersed to prepare. A fight was not unexpected, what was, was the
confirmation that the land bandits and sea pirates were working in
tandem. As Vandiel returned to his cabin to get out his battle
armour he pondered. It was a worrying development. What was causing
these one-time enemies to unite? Who was behind it?

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Josei had just
swallowed his second vuz when the summons arrived, in fact, he was
licking his lips and wondering whether he should go after a
third.

It was too
good to last, he thought with regret, this complete
un-event-ful-ness (he had but recently learnt the word) of the last
month and a half and unlike Thalia, he wasn’t a great seeker of
adventure. He blamed the books she read. Adventures had a tendency
to turn into violence and like most others of his kind he was of
the opinion that prevention was far better than a fighting cure.
The Lind fought when they had to; to protect, but that didn’t mean
they liked it. Oh well, perhaps it was nothing but Xei’s telepathic
voice-tone hadn’t indicated that this was a mundane recall; in
fact. Josei had sensed quite the opposite.

He took a last
regretful look at the vuz burrow and trotted back to the tree where
he had left Thalia.

It took longer
to wake her up than it did for her to put his harness back on. She
mounted and they ran back to the domta as fast as Josei’s paws
could take them.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Contained
purpose was how Thalia later described the scene that met them.

Sliding off
Josei’s back Thalia waved to Cera and hurried to her and Josei’s
daga to get ready. She and Josei had been wearing what was called
half-armour during their recent patrol along the shore, a
compromise between protection, ease of movement and speed.

Now Thalia
dragged out their thick battle armour from the press; hard zarova
leather front and back plates, impregnated with chain, full leg
greaves and hand and arm protectors. Finally she removed her helmet
from the shelf.

She stripped
off her patrol attire, right down to her undergarments and donned
the body-hugging quilted tunic, wrinkling her nose at its unique
smell, comprising of saddle oil and sweat. The rest took only as
long as it took Josei to nab another quick snack from the
meat-store and slurp a drink of water. Clipping her thigh greaves
in place, Thalia paused : Josei? :

: Here :
and Josei’s large hairy face peeped round the door.

Thalia grinned,
a tight grin and picked up the armour that belonged to Josei.

“We’ll put it
on outside,” she decided after a look round. Cripes, she’d almost
forgotten her knives! One never knew when an extra knife or two
might come in handy during a fight. Her sword she was already
wearing and the light shield the Vada carried when going into
battle was outside.

She picked up
the knives and hurried out of the door. As she attached Josei’s
battle armour to his harness he was telepathing a running
commentary about where they were going and why.

Thalia listened
as she worked, pausing only for an instant to thank the kitchen boy
when he thrust a food package and a large water bottle into her
arms. She shoved them into the saddle-pack and continued buckling
on the armour.

“Does it feel
okay?”

Josei shifted
and stretched, making sure it wasn’t impeding movement.

“Perfect,” he
replied then burped. He had after all rushed his food rather. “Xei
says we leave in a quarter bell. We are to report to him and Cera
for inspection.”

Thalia nodded,
slipping the extra knives into the sockets of her boots. Inspection
was normal just in case someone or somelind forgot something.

Another boy
came into view. She opened her hands and a standard medical pack
was tossed into them and the boy sped away.

Josei nudged
Thalia with his snout.

: We are ready,
we are together :

The words were
said in such a matter of fact tone that Thalia smiled. She did not
laugh, no-one was laughing. Fighting was not a laughing matter no
matter what the adventure books she was always reading said. People
and their Lind got killed in even small battles and three
galley-loads of pirates would be formidable opponents.

The two of them
passed inspection with flying colours. They noticed however that a
few pairs were being sent back to their dagas to pick up whatever
they had forgotten. Vadeln Jenna had even forgotten her sword! When
she returned (she was in Thalia’s Vadryz) Thalia noted that she was
red-faced with embarrassment yet excited too.

Was it only two
years since Thalia had herself graduated and joined the Ryzck? Was
it only a year and eight months since she had, like Jenna, been
mortified with embarrassment when she had been sent back to fetch
of all things, her helmet?

She smiled in
what she hoped was an encouraging manner at Jenna then turned to
bestow on Rodick what she hoped was a forbidding look. Don’t you
dare make a comment it said.

Jenna smiled a
tremulous smile in return as she mounted Stasei, her Lind.

Jenna was quite
right to feel nervous, decided Thalia as she settled herself on
Josei’s back, without Rodick making comments. Her fleeting thought
at the prospect of actually dying during the next few days was
immediately dispelled by Josei’s soothing thoughts of love and
togetherness.

: Best not
to think about it : he ‘said’ to her : better to think of
the good we can do and for the safety of those in danger from these
bad men of sea and mountain :

Thalia tried
very hard to comply with his advice and on the whole succeeded. It
would be, after all, not the first fight she and Josei had been in
and they were still in one piece. Why should this be any
different?

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


NORTH-EAST
ARGYLL - THE RIVER MISSOURI - BETWEEN THE PATROL SECTORS OF THE
EIGHTEENTH RYZCK AND THE FIFTEENTH RYZCK

 


Two days had
passed since the Fifteenth Ryzck had left their domta to go to the
aid of the Eighteenth Ryzck, two days of fast running but the haste
had been worthwhile. They had arrived at the rendezvous point with
enough time for a long rest.

The members of
the two Ryzcks, seventy of them plus some other vadeln-pairs who
were in the vicinity were now hunkered down behind cover on the
north bank of the river, waiting for the pirate galleys the Avuzdel
scout had reported were on their way upriver. Three medium sized
galleys he had telepathed. At least they wouldn’t be dealing with
the mountain bandits as well.

The leaders of
the bandits hadn’t considered security one of their main concerns.
It had been relatively easy for Avuzdel operatives to infiltrate
their inner circle and to find out about their plans. When the
bandits had moved out from their base, heading towards their
rendezvous with the pirates they had walked straight into an ambush
set by the militia of Cranston and the Garda. Every last one of
them had either been killed or captured. More to the point, the
Garda Captain in command had ‘persuaded’ some of the survivors to
divulge the pre-arranged signal which was to be used to tell the
galleys that it was safe to row upriver. The signal had duly been
sent and now the galleys were coming.

Ryzcka Brand’s
plan was to permit the pirates to land and then to pounce. A Vadryz
would sweep round behind them and cut off their escape. The element
of surprise was with the Vada and would more than counterbalance
the fact that the pirates would outnumber them two to one.

What happened
next happened much as he had planned.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


From behind the
trees and bushes the vadeln-pairs waited in silence.

Josei and
Thalia were hidden behind a large, prickly dugo bush. To distract
her mind from thinking about what lay ahead Thalia began to count
the thorns. She reached eight hundred then a thousand. She then
went back to the beginning and started again. It was a relaxation
technique she had been practising over the last two years and she
always found it oddly soothing. This balmy evening she was managing
to keep the twittering in her stomach down to a manageable
level.

Josei wasn’t
counting. He never seemed to feel the need to calm himself before a
fight. She could feel his steady and even breathing between her
legs. He felt as if he didn’t have a care in the world. Thalia
wished she could be more like him.

: They’ve
reached the bend in the river : Josei informed her.

Thalia stopped
her counting, six hundred and eleven, then began again,
six hundred and twelve, six hundred and thirteen. Wonder how far
I’ll get to.

: Ready
: the command cracked out from Josei’s mind like a
whiplash.

Thalia
swallowed. She was a vadeln of two years service but she had never
got used to the waiting. Some of the older vadelns had told her
that perhaps she never would. Some of them hadn’t. They
always said that the waiting was the worst part.

She wondered
how young Jenna was faring. The extensive weapons-practice and
training during their cadetship was good but it was nothing like
the real thing when real people with real swords were trying to
kill you and you them. Weaponsmaster Alkin always tried to prepare
his cadets but nothing, this Thalia had decided after her first
fight, could. She had been as sick as a dog after it, sick with
reaction and shock.

She was
gripping her sword too tight, her fingers were getting numb.

Relax,
she instructed herself, it’s got to be done. They’ll be trying
to kill me and Josei. The thought of anything happening to her
beloved Josei filled her with grim resolve. She forced her hand to
relax. No dastardly pirate was going to kill her and Josei, or any
of her friends for that matter, not if she could help it.

She felt Josei
shudder as his battle adrenalin began to kick in. It wouldn’t be
long now.

She saw Josei’s
ears flicker forward and back as he strained to listen.

: Is that a
splash of an oar? :

: I think it is
:

: Are they
coming in to land? :

: Count to
Duntanvad : he instructed.

Thalia had got
to thirteen, seven short, when Josei’s next telepathic ‘shout’
reverberated in her mind.

Thalia gritted
her teeth and tightened her legs round Josei’s barrel and he
jumped, high over the dugo bush and raced towards the beach. She
heard shouts of alarm. She was conscious of the thundering of many
paws around them as the other vadeln-pairs raced into the
battle.

There was more
confused shouting and she could see running figures on the beach.
The Ryzcks were silent, they had no need for verbal commands.

: That big
man to the left of the group : Josei ‘shouted’ his instruction
and Thalia bent herself low on his back to make of herself a
smaller target and readying her sword. The man raised his, a wicked
curved blade but shorter than Thalia’s rapier.

Now was not the
time for thinking and introspection. Training and reflexes took
over as Thalia and Josei ran down their enemy, Thalia sticking like
glue on Josei’s back.

To do him
credit, although he didn’t deserve it, being a pirate and all, the
man stood his ground, which took a lot of courage when a large
horse-sized snarling beast was running you down, but it wasn’t
enough. Teeth bared and chelas tracted, Josei lunged and he
flinched. That split-heartbeat was enough for Thalia. Like a whip
her sword came down, she was aiming at his sword-shoulder, where
his ill-fitting armour had left a protective gap. She misjudged it,
or perhaps he moved more than she had expected, the rapier cut down
in a moon-gleaming arc of death and severed his arm right through.
Shocked eyes staring, he dropped to the ground, bright red blood
pumping. The man was twitching, ashen faced and he lay there,
staring as his life-blood spattered away. His body twitched a few
times then was still.

Thalia and
Josei barely spared it a glance.

Shouts and
yells of battle were filling the air and the Ryzcks were being
pressed hard. Pirates neither gave nor expected quarter. This was a
fight to the death. Piracy, banditry and murder were the three
crimes which were always punished by death in Argyll and it would
not be the headsman’s block as in the Kingdom of Murdoch. Argyll
favoured the slower, more lingering death by a hangman’s rope.

Another pirate
lunged towards Thalia and Josei. This one was good and more than
good as Thalia realised as their swords met with a rustle. Josei
lunged but the pirate danced away as his jaws snapped down on thin
air. Josei spun round on his haunches to avoid the man’s sword.
Thalia leant into his neck as he did and not a moment too soon. She
felt the air-whizz of an arrow as it missed her head. Too close for
comfort. The pirates must have left some archers in the boats to
guard their backs.

Josei snarled
as they leapt at the pirate again. He didn’t flinch but this time
his dancing around would be his undoing.

This one’s
been taught by a fencing master, was Thalia’s fleeting thought
as the sword whistled towards her in a practised arc. She parried,
turning her blade with a flick of her wrist as Weaponsmaster Alkin
had taught her. The man, surprised, stumbled. The hilt dropped from
his hand but he still retained possession of it because he had had
the foresight to attach a wrist-clinch. Thalia had to finish him
now, before he got the chance to grasp the hilt again. He was
perfectly placed to blade Josei on his haunches. If Josei went down
Thalia’s chances of survival would be small, clipped in as she was
into the harness. She would drop with him and it took time to slice
away the harness straps.

Josei spun
round on his hind legs, his front chelas swiping at the pirate. The
man didn’t retreat but leapt forward, dancing and weaving, sword in
position and ready to slash at Josei’s paws.

The sound and
smells of battle receded in Thalia’s mind as the two of them
concentrated on this, their private war to the death.

The man
stumbled again.

: Left :
she commanded and Josei obediently turned as Thalia swept her sword
up then down. It came down so fast and with such anger behind it
that the blade went deep into the pirate’s chest. With clinical
detachment, anger didn’t keep you alive, in fact anger resulted
more often than not in the complete opposite, Thalia twisted her
wrist again as she wrenched the blade back out.

The pirate
staggered back, his face full of horror and all blood drained from
his face. His legs buckled under him and he collapsed; but his
hands were still moving as he fumbled for his knives.

Josei didn’t
hesitate. With a snarl his forepaws landed on the pirate’s upper
torso, pinning his arms.

: Me :
he ordered Thalia, the word a command as his jaws opened.

With a gurgle
and a cackle the man died, but it was quick. Josei despatched him
as he would a kura buck after a hunt, as painlessly and as quickly
as he could. For Lind the actual kill was a necessity and not an
action to be enjoyed. Volat, the Lind called it. Volat was the
needless slaying in pain or the joyful kill of any living
creature.

Thalia’s senses
returned and she could hear again.

It was quieter
now, the battle-chaos was getting less.

Looking up and
towards the river she spied one galley getting away, its oarsmen
striving with every ounce of strength to row fast enough to they
could escape what they were already calling ‘the killing
ground’.

A few pirates
were still fighting at the water’s edge. Thalia knew they would not
surrender. This way they would die on their own terms and not at
the end of a rope.

There were
however, a couple of very dejected men standing to Thalia’s right,
guarded by two vadeln-pairs.

: We go help
at water’s edge : Josei informed her as he turned, adding :
pirate man tastes very nasty :

They joined in
the melee once more. Now the pirates who were left were outnumbered
instead of the other way around.

It wasn’t easy,
fighting never was but slash by slash the vadeln-pairs overpowered
and killed them. It was not without cost. As the last pirate was
cut down, Thalia and Josei backed away from the carnage and looked
around.

She realised
that they had lost to death at least seven vadeln-pairs. Their
bloodied bodies lay still and quiet, the only movement the ripple
of the night-breeze on fur.

One of them was
Jenna and Stasei. They hadn’t made it through their first fight.
Thalia felt sick.

This wasn’t the
first time she had seen her comrades die in violence but Jenna had
been so young, just eighteen.

: It’s not
fair! : she cried in the silence of her mind.

: It is
never fair : Josei answered : but she and Stasei knew it
could happen as do we. It is part of the price we too may have to
pay in the future to keep others safe from harm :

the words
didn’t help, they never did.

: If we
hadn’t stopped them : Josei added : they would have ravaged
the land, stealing, raping and all that is the same :

: I know Josei
but Jenna and Stasei are dead and they didn’t deserve that. They
had their whole lives in front of them :

: But that does
not detract from what we have achieved this night :

Thalia had to
agree but Josei’s words were still not helping her to come to terms
with the grief she was feeling. That would take time.

Josei knew
this. It was always the same for his Thalia.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


NORTH-EAST
ARGYLL - THE PATROL SECTOR OF THE FIFTEENTH RYZCK

 


As they
returned to their patrol area Thalia began to come to terms with
the deaths of Jenna and Stasei. Josei knew his Thalia and wouldn’t
talk about it. He understood she needed the time to grieve. Some
human halves of vadeln-pairs would react differently he knew, they
wanted to talk and did, but not her.

The others
among the Ryzck knew of this need and they respected it. Josei knew
that no person would talk about Jenna and Stasei until Thalia
mentioned it first and he knew that wouldn’t be until at least
another half tenday.

Rodick, her
cadet year mate and Thalia were walking side by side.

“So what do you
make of it? he was asking, “go on, you must have some idea.”

Thalia frowned,
“I’m not sure Rodick, I mean, it was different; they were
different. Do you see what I’m getting at?”

“But that’s
what I’ve been telling you, haven’t you been listening? Apart from
some of them wearing what can only be described as some sort of
uniform and this was the first time we’ve seen anything like
that, they looked different. Almost as if they
weren’t real pirates at all.”

Thalia shook
her head, “no they weren’t; they looked just like all the pirates
we’ve encountered these last two years, scruffier even. It was how
they were that was different.”

Rodick wasn’t
as deep thinking as Thalia.

“I don’t
understand.”

Thalia
marshalled her thoughts, “let me see,” she began, “now, this is
fairly nebulous but I did get the impression that they were working
together.”

“They were
all pirates Thalia,” Rodick snorted, “of course they were
all together.”

“No, that’s not
what I mean. The second man Josei and I fought for instance, well,
he didn’t fight like a pirate. He’d been trained, I’m sure of it.
He danced, like that demonstration sword fight between the
Weaponsmaster and that visiting southern noble. Remember? During
our third year as cadets.”

“It was
awesome,” enthused Rodick, forgetting in that instant the
conversation in hand but Thalia was not so easy to distract. As her
fellow cadets had once said, ‘once Thalia has got the bone between
her teeth she won’t put it down’. Thalia liked solving
problems.

She put her
brainpower to work.

“I don’t
believe this attack was a normal one,” she told Rodick after
teasing the evidence to and fro. “They acted different and there’s
the bit about them acting in tandem with the mountain bandits.”
: Josei? :

: Did you
see the flags on their boats? : he asked.

Thalia thought
back, and struck her forehead with her fist, “the flags! Of course!
The two galleys were sporting different flags! Did you notice the
third one, the one that got away?”

: Not
particularly, no : he answered : I was not paying much
attention but I will ask the Avuzdel who were watching. Slei might
have noticed :

: Do that :

Rodick had
remained silent during this exchange but couldn’t contain himself
any longer.

“Well? What
have the flags got to do with it?”

“”Shush. I’m
working on it.”

Rodick
subsided.

Slei’s answer
wasn’t long in coming.

: Slei says
that it was purple with white splotches. His words, not mine :

“The Renegades
of R’sair,” breathed Thalia, “and one of the others was the flag of
the Corsairs of Rkhenash. I didn’t recognise the third but it
doesn’t matter, not really.” She turned to Rodick, “don’t you see?
They came from different pirate groups! I wonder what has happened
to make them put aside their differences and to work together?”

“Did something
have to make them?” he asked.

“Something or
someone. You mark my words Rodick, it’s a someone and a someone
with brains too.” She paused, “a someone high up.”

“Who?” demanded
Rodick.

“I have
absolutely no idea and I’m not going to think about it any more.
Let others worry about it.” Changing the subject, she asked, “are
we stopping at the Supply Station tonight or is Vandiel going to
insist that we run on? I could do with a bath.”

Rodick didn’t
know.

: I’ll let
Slei know about your thoughts : Josei offered as he picked up
his pace in tandem with the rest of the Ryzck.

He did, but
Slei didn’t get back to him after the courtesy thank-you and the
news that he would pass it on to the Susa of the Avuzdel.

 


 


* * * * *



 


 


The Fifteenth
Ryzck got back to their domta early the next morning and the first
place Thalia visited was the bathing pool. Ryzcka Vandiel hadn’t
let his Ryzck stay at the Supply Station for the night being
desirous to get back to their patrol area as soon as possible.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


A month passed,
day after day of nothing happening. There were no more pirate
incursions. Replacement vadeln-pairs arrived to replace those who
had lost their lives and the badly wounded.

Thalia came to
accept the loss of Jenna and Stasei.

She couldn’t
wait for the end of their tour of duty however. It hadn’t been a
happy one, despite their achievements.

Ryzcka Vandiel
was intending to return to Vada not by the direct route but would
instead lead his Ryzck west, paralleling the North Caravan Route
and then turn south to Vada once they had passed the border between
Argyll and Vadath. It would add a full three days on to their
travelling time thus cutting into their leave period but he had
decided that this option was the more prudent.

Tension had
been growing in recent years between some elements of Argyllian
society and Vadath.

Each Ryzcka had
in fact, received orders from Susa Malkum who commanded the Vada to
keep contact to a minimum, especially in the Argyll interior.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


So, one fine
day just over a month after the fight with the pirates the Fourth
Ryzck ran in and the Fifteenth gathered up their belongings and
prepared to move out.

As Thalia
packed her harness-bags she wondered if her Ryzck would be
returning to this area any time soon. She hoped not but she wasn’t
holding out much hope in that direction. Next patrol they might not
be but if not the one after that it would almost certainly be the
one after that. But what was the alternative?

: Request a
transfer : was Josei’s suggestion : if you really don’t want
us to come back here :

: Why didn’t I
think of that? But it wouldn’t solve the problem Josei. Any Ryzck
can be ordered back here :

: West. Let us
request a transfer to one of the Western Ryzcks. I would like that
Thalia. Closer to my rtathen I would be :

: Then we will
my Josei, just as soon as we get to Vada :

: Good :
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The journey
home was an anticlimax. Thalia usually looked forward to her and
Josei’s leave periods but normally, especially during the first
days she felt a bit down in the dumps and this journey she felt
more low than usual. Josei was right, it was time to move on.

Although it was
summer, they met but few travellers on their route; some Express
Service riders and their Lind delivering packages and letters and
the occasional merchant and farm worker, that was all.

Everyone they
met greeted them with smiles and cheers, especially in the east.
News of their victory over the pirates has spread. Passing through
solitary farmsteads Vandiel didn’t have to request water. It was
brought to them by a succession of grinning children, all eager to
get close to a Lind and perhaps to talk to one.

Thalia left the
farms cheered. When they ran over the border into Vadath she was
almost back to her old self, in fact everyone and everylind cheered
up as they entered the lian of what were known as the Home Packs
whose rtathlians were situated in the north of the country. The
Vada Stronghold, along with most of the human inhabitants of Vadath
lived in the southerly areas, where the land was flatter and more
arable.

“We’re coming
home,” Thalia hummed the well-loved Vada running song. Oh I
can’t wait.

And Josei could
only agree.
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THE STRONGHOLD
OF THE VADA - VADA - VADATH

 


It was with a
great deal of pleasure that Thalia found out that her friend Katie
was in residence at the Stronghold. A flying visit she was
told.

“Me and Kenlei
leave in the morning,” Katie informed her.

“Yet another
message on behalf of the Susa?” hazarded Thalia. Actually, it
wasn’t difficult to guess. Katie and Kenlei were still serving with
the Fifty-first Ryzck and that was what they did. It was rare
indeed for any member of the Susa’s Own to remain on one place for
long. They were always off doing the Susa’s bidding, taking
messages, finding out information and liaising with officials of
other countries. Some ventured even into the southern continent.
The Fifty-first worked closely with the Avuzdel; the semi-secret
cadre within the Lind nation responsible for intelligence and
fact-finding.

“Another
message,” agreed Katie, “Kenlei and I will likely be away for a
while his time too. There are exciting times ahead Thalia.”

“Times are
always exciting when you’re around Katie,” laughed Thalia. Katie’s
zest for life was perpetually catching for those in her
vicinity.

“How true,”
Katie giggled, “life is for living. You take life too seriously my
friend.”

“Perhaps I like
it that way, so, if you’re going tomorrow, perhaps we could go to
the Lazy Lind for dinner tonight? The cook-house will be
full to the brim with both us and the Second coming in.”

“Absolutely,”
agreed Katie, her face brightening. The Lazy Lind was
the favourite eating house. The food it served was
‘tremendously delicious in every way’ as Rodick had once described
it and more importantly, it catered for the Lind too; as did most
inns in and around Vada but it was common knowledge that the
Lazy Lind was the best.

“At Eve Bell
then?” asked Thalia, “now, I’d better be making tracks, I’ve got an
interview with Susa Malkum.”

“That sounds
ominous,” teased Katie, her eyes were twinkling, “so what have you
been up to, to warrant such a summons?”

“I
requested the interview,” retorted Thalia, “can’t tell you
now, don’t have the time. Eve Bell then?”

“Eve Bell.”

Katie exited
Katie and Kenlei’s daga at a run, straightening her uniform tunic
as she went and with the mental urging of Josei ringing in her
head. He was already waiting outside the Susa’s office.

“What took you
so long?” he asked as she skidded to a halt.

“Katie,” she
answered, “Lazy Lind. Eve Bell.”

Josei looked
pleased. He liked the cooking there. The head chef was very fond of
Josei; Josei told good stories and during his and Thalia’s
cadetship, bored with the mess hall cooking, he had, at least once
a tenday regaled the chef with stories in return for a large bowl
of his best zarova stew.

The two of them
stood watching the activity around them. Cadet duos were hurrying
to their next classes. They laughed as a gaggle of first years
exited the main lecture room and began to run at full tilt towards
the practice fields.

“Weapons
practice,” Thalia deduced, “I wonder if Weaponsmaster Alkin is
still as unforgiving with latecomers as he was in our day.”

“He is a man of
a habit,” agreed Josei, adding, “Freya says Malkum is ready for us
now.”
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“You must
remain with the Fifteenth Ryzck for another tour,” Malkum informed
them after he had heard them out. “After that the Fifteenth has
Long Leave. Is that correct?”

“Yes Susa,”
replied Thalia.

“I can arrange
transfer to one of the Western Ryzcks after that,” Susa Malkum
said, “if that is agreeable to you and Josei.”

“I agree,” said
Josei at once.

“As do I,”
echoed Thalia.

“You will be
stationed much closer to Josei’s rtathen which will please you
Josei,” Malkum continued.

“Yes Susa,” he
said, “I am most excellently happy, I miss my family much.”

Susa Malkum
nodded. “I’ll make out the orders and let you know the
arrangements. We’ll miss you both here in the east. I have heard
nothing but good about both of you. Now go. Enjoy your Short
Leave.”

“Yes Susa,”
said Thalia and saluted.

She skipped her
way out of the office. Yes, she would miss all her friends in the
Fifteenth and moving west didn’t mean she and Josei wouldn’t see
action again; there were plenty of dangers there too, even pirates
and she would be living miles and miles away from the family that
remained to her but Josei was happy and that was all that really
mattered when all was said and done.

To make Josei
happy she would even go to live on Dagan if that was what he
wanted.

: That won’t
be necessary : ‘said’ Josei, padding after her.
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Katie and
Kenlei were waiting for them when the entered the taproom of the
Lazy Lind, just before Eve Bell.

In front of
Katie was a long thin bottle in which resided a pale pink fluid,
Thalia’s favourite wine.

“Dedta, Thalia
and Josei,” said Kenlei, getting to his paws, “you look well, if a
little tired.”

Kenlei was a
large, tall, rather heavyset Lind of an indeterminate colour-stripe
pattern with so many different browny-orange shades in his hairy
coat that even Josei wasn’t exactly sure what rtath (pack) he
originated from. Thalia had long suspected that he had some Larg
blood in his veins, a suspicion Josei agreed with. His gaze
however, as Kenlei quirked his lips at them was all Lind.

“So where is it
that you and Kenlei are going in the morning?” asked Thalia once
they were settled and the two humans were perusing the menu.

“You know I
can’t tell you,” answered Katie, “oh goody-good, we’re in luck,
tonight’s special is zarova pie. No-one makes it as good as Kenlas.
The pastry simply melts in the mouth. I’ll admit that sometimes
when me and Kenlei are off someplace or other I dream about it.
Kenlei adores it too. Hope Kenlas has made lots of them.”

“I’m sure he’s
prepared for all eventualities,” said Kenlei, looking smug. “I took
the precaution of informing Kenlas that we were in town and would
be dining here tonight.”

“Then he will
have made plenty, you clever sausage.”

Kenlei
grimaced. He didn’t like sausages.

Katie looked at
Thalia, “and what will you have Thalia, what do you fancy? It’s my
treat.”

“I’ll have the
pie too,” said a decided Thalia, the smells emanating from the
kitchen area were mouth-watering. “Josei?”

“I’m having
what he’s having,” said Josei, inclining his head in Kenlei’s
direction and wagging his tail.

The waiter
appeared as if by magic and took Katie and Thalia’s order, a grin
on his open face.

“Some
gingrootbeer too to wash it down please, two glasses,” ordered
Katie.

“Very good
madam.” The Lazy Lind prided itself on its courtesy to all
of its guests, two-legged or four-pawed. He looked with
attentiveness at Josei and Kenlei.

“Sirs?” he
prompted.

“We’ll have the
pie too,” Kenlei ordered, “no trimmings. Three each.”

Thalia almost
choked on her wine.

“They are very,
very good,” Kenlei explained, “three will do to be going on with.
Josei and me will decide later if we need another.”

“Very good
sirs,” said the waiter, hiding a grin, Thalia’s face had been a
picture. “Water dishes will arrive soon and I apologise for any
delays. We are, as you can see, very busy this evening.”

“Apology
accepted,” said a magnanimous Kenlei, twitching his ears back and
forth in a gesture Thalia could interpret as amusement.

The waiter
backed away, still grinning and Katie turned to Thalia.

“So how did
your meeting with Susa Malkum go?”

“Great. Me and
Josei will be transferring to one of the Western Ryzcks in the new
year. Not sure which one yet.”

If Katie was
surprised she hid it well. “is that what you really want?” she
asked, “it’s different there, a lot different. Many sent there
don’t want to stay, transfer out requests are common.”

“Definitely,”
Thalia replied in a firm voice, “it’s much closer to Josei’s rtath
you see and I know he misses his rtathen. We only ever get there at
Long Leave time, it’s too far otherwise.”

“But what about
the other way about?”

“You know how I
am situated,” Thalia answered with a sigh. “I haven’t seen my
family, except for a quick visit to Hal since I paired with Josei
and last patrol stint they were only two days run away. I did send
a message. They didn’t reply.”

“Well, I get
your point, no reason why you should both be distanced. I wouldn’t
like it though.”

“Pot calling
the kettle black! You know you hardly see your family, you and
Kenlei are always on the go, everywhere and nowhere.”

“I make
the time.”

“You’ve got a
family who cares about you,” countered Thalia.

“Perhaps you’ll
meet someone out west and make your own family,” Katie
suggested.

“That’s very
unlikely and you know it,” Thalia was quick to nip that
conversation entrée in the bud as soon as she could. Katie was an
incurable romantic at heart and even now she was vadeln-paired and
therefore unlikely to form a long-term relationship with any man
she never gave up hope of meeting a man who would be in her own
words, Mr Right. “I don’t want a husband.”

“You don’t have
to be a married woman to enjoy yourself,” Katie replied with a
nudge and a wink.

At that moment
and to Thalia’s relief, their meal arrived and the conversation
moved on to more comfortable topics.

Josei and
Kenlei ate four pies apiece and then asked for another, as
dessert.
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THE ROYAL
PALACE - FORT - KINGDOM OF MURDOCH - SOUTHERN CONTINENT

 


It was common
knowledge among the citizenry that although their Queen was their
ruler, with the help and hindrance of the twelve dukes; that it was
those nobles of less exalted rank who performed the day to day
running of her kingdom. Without them, taxes would not be collected
(quite a number rather thought that would be a good thing), roads
maintained, rivers dredges and the regiments responsible for their
defence paid.

These, the less
exalted members of the nobility held a variety of positions within
the government. Some might also have a formal position at Court, in
the Queen’s Household but many did not.

Of the three
men that sat toasting their toes beside the roaring fire, two
served in this dual capacity and the third did not. They were of
much the same age these three and all had entered governmental and
royal service within a few years of each other.

Baron Peter
Taviston was the Queen’s senior auditor and worked in the tax
office. He also held the post of Usher to the Queen’s person. He
didn’t perform the duties of the second. It was an old title and
the duties had fallen into disuse some centuries before. It did
however, earn him a small yearly stipend.

Kellen Robert
Crawford worked within the office of Internal Affairs. This was the
least popular of all the departments, concerned as it was with
crime and punishment; trade; hospitals; internal security and the
like but Robert had survived within it for over twenty years,
probably because he was unflappable, not to be bought and so loyal
to the Queen’s person that his loyalty squeaked. It was also known
that he was one of Queen Antoinette’s favourite attendants at
Court. What also helped was that he was, and most admitted this,
the most likeable man in the palace. Almost everyone liked him, few
believed he was in any way a threat and therefore dangerous and so
he was left alone.

Politics could
be a murky and fatal occupation to embark on within the Kingdom of
Murdoch.

The third man
warming his legs at the fireside was one Kellen Philip Ross. He
worked for the Lord Marshall of the Kingdom, Prince Pierre.

Lord Prince
Marshall Pierre was responsible for keeping the kingdom safe from
harm, externally and internally and also for the safety of the
Queen’s person and those of her blood. He commanded the Regiments
of Murdoch and also the Royal Guard. Back on their native planet,
Earth, he would have held the rank of Field Marshall.

Kellen Philip
Ross’s especial duties were the collation and interpretation of all
intelligence received regarding the state of the borders.

It had been
almost two hundred years since that day when the Larg had last
invaded and no-one wanted a repeat of the killings that had
ensued.
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“So what did
young Charles Karovitz have to report Philip?” asked Peter
Taviston, sipping at his mulled wine.

“Quite a lot
and not a lot,” was Philip’s enigmatic reply, “but you know that my
son Daniel went out with him this year? The fact that there wee two
of them made the reports more informative than usual, from the
experienced as well as the inexperienced point of view.”

“Unexpected?”
asked Robert Crawford. Peter Taviston was silent, interested but
the state of the kingdom’s borders was not his area of expertise.
He was interested because if trouble with the Larg flared up then
it would be he who would have to find and redistribute the coin to
pay for it.

“We weren’t
expecting any news of a Larg resurgence,” said Philip Ross, “nor
did we get it; the report from Charles was, how can I put it,
unusual in an odd sort of way. You are aware that Larg kohorts
prowl along the borders even in these peaceful days?”

“Peaceful!”
guffawed Peter Taviston, “peaceful he says! With the unrest in the
southerly duchies, disquiet here in the palace, nebulous as my
feeling is about that just as yet and the dukes still at each
other’s throats more often than not! You have a strange
understanding of the word peaceful my old friend.”

“Peaceful
externally,” Philip Ross amended, “the Larg.”

“Oh, go on, I
knew what you meant, just couldn’t resist it Philip, you always
rise.”

“So?” prompted
Robert Crawford.

“Nothing,” said
Philip, opening his hands in a negative gesture, “least that’s what
Charles Karovitz’s report said. Prince Pierre told me his relief at
the news was huge.”

“But, there is
a but, isn’t there?” asked Robert Crawford.

“Peter here
used the word nebulous a candledrip or so ago, well, Prince Pierre
didn’t wait around for long enough to listen to what my Daniel had
to say.”

“Pour it out
man, It’s obviously bothering you.”

Philip nodded,
“regular paw prints, Larg paw prints Daniel said. It was, as he
described it, as if they were running in a preset pattern, to and
fro, in and out. He told me that you might be forgiven for thinking
that their border scouts were made up of a single kohort of the
same Larg!”

“Impossible!”
exclaimed Robert Crawford.

“Improbable,”
said the more cautious Peter Taviston.

“That’s what I
thought, I knew it was his first time out there and said as such
but he was very insistent. I don’t think there’s anything to worry
about at the moment. Perhaps it was just a mixture of inexperience
and coincidence. Charles Karovitz didn’t set much store by it
though he said Daniel did well.”

“We’ll
remember,” said Robert Crawford wisely, “out of the ordinary
happenings have a habit of turning into happenings of significance.
Thanks for telling us Philip.”

The three then
began to talk about other matters, some kingdom orientated but
mostly about subjects more personal, their families, their horses
and the progression of young Crown-Princess Antoinette’s
pregnancy.
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AN INN EIGHTEEN
MILES TO THE WEST OF PORT LUTTERELL - ARGYLL

 


The horse was
lathered to the extent of exhaustion. The stable hands at the inn
where his owner had taken a room for the night were cursing his
owner for riding him so hard.

“He doesn’t
deserve such a fine horse,” said the head groom as he laid yet
another horse blanket on the animal’s quivering flank and directed
a couple of lads to start rubbing the stallion’s trembling legs.
“It’s a wonder he’s not permanently winded,” he added caressing his
charge’s ears. “Just look at him!”

“Is his wind
broken?” asked the youngest stable lad with bated breath.

“Actually, I
don’t think it is,” the head groom admitted with grudging honesty,
“but if it was, why, I’d just like to castrate the owner myself,
without benefit of smaha too, that’d learn him.”

“It would hurt
a lot without smaha, wouldn’t it?” asked the lad, diligently
continuing rubbing the stallion’s left foreleg.

The head groom
didn’t answer, he was looking over his shoulder, “where’s that hot
mash?” he was demanding in a loud voice.

“Here sir,”
said another lad, older and taller than Jak, running, but being
very careful not to splash.

“He’s smellin’
it,” said the youngest as the stallion’s whickering head turned
towards the appetising odour. “If he were done in he’d just ignore
it, wouldn’t he?”

“Yes he would
young Jak,” said the head groom with a smile of approval. He had
been right to take Jak on, despite his youth and puny stature. Jak
had an instinctive knowledge about horses, a knowledge the head
groom knew couldn’t be taught.

The man
dismissed all the boys but Jak and the two of them fed the horse
his mash.

“We must make
him eat it slowly,” the head groom instructed Jak, “don’t want to
cope with belly-ache on top.”

“I know,” said
Jak.

“You’ll make a
fine head groom one day,” the old man told Jak.

Jak kept his
face bland as he nodded. He had other ideas, other plans.

“Wonder what it
was that made his owner ride him to the ground like this,” mused
Jak, half to himself. In his world nothing was more important than
the welfare of one’s mount, well almost everything. Jak had a
secret and he had told no-one about it.

The head groom
didn’t answer. He was wondering much the same thing himself.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Upstairs in the
inn, inside the private room he had engaged, the stallion’s owner
was talking in quick, eager sentences to the man he had almost
foundered his horse to meet.

“The artefact,
as you suspected is definitely not in Talastown,” he was
saying.

“We needed to
make sure.”

“I know My
Lord. As far as I could gather, it was there once but not for long.
It was moved from there sometime during the first half of the
seventh century.”

Baron Erik
Halfarm was more than satisfied with what he was been told. It was
also much as his half-brother, King Cadan of Leith had
expected.

“You look as if
you knew that already,” said the stallion’s owner. If he felt
accusatory feelings towards the Baron he was careful not to show
it. His employer was noted for his uncertain temper.

Baron Halfarm
nodded again. “Do you know where it was taken?”

“I got some
information. Fact is, that’s why I’m a bit late getting to you. I
didn’t know for sure, but I got the impression from a couple
of people that they suspected it was moved to the Rtathlians of the
Lind. Mostly from the older folks that was, those that remembered
their grandfather’s talk. Some more devious questioning, it’s a
wonder to me what too much ale does to a man. They became less
close mouthed about matters that shouldn’t have concerned
them.”

“Well?” Erik
Halfarm tried not to sound too eager. He didn’t succeed and his spy
gave him a quick look.

“Well? Well it
appears that everything the Lind think is important goes to a
special place, deep inside the rtathlians, least that’s what they
told me. After some more judicious buying of strong ale they even
told me the where. They called it Gtratin.”

“The
Gtrathlin?”

“That sounds
like it My Lord. Hope I did right but I decided to make a detour to
take a look, I was coming here along the North Caravan Route
anyway, eastwards from the Talastown ferry. It’s not a busy route
this time of year but it is always well maintained. It winds along
easy enough and passes right by, save a couple of miles this place
you call Gtrathlin. A Lindish word isn’t it? Vada Supply Stations
sit along it, every sixty miles or so and there’s a bigger one
there at the Gtratin.”

“Gtrathlin,”
Erik corrected, absentmindedly. “So you went there? Did anyone ask
any questions as to why you were there?” Erik Halfarm was
alarmed and his face showed it. “There must be no suspicion, none
at all and the Lind, it’s said they can pick thoughts out of a
man’s mind.”

“No worries on
that score,” soothed his henchman, “I’ve come across Lind before
and no problems. I seem to be able to shield my thoughts from them.
I told them I was a notary by profession, I’ve got the necessary
paperwork to prove it, on my way from Talastown to Port Lutterell.
I don’t know if they believed me, maybe they thought I was a
prospector of some kind but even they had to admit the North
Caravan’s the easiest route from there to the port. Time is coin I
told them and they laughed and agreed. Anyway, I was there, I even
got shown round since I said I’d never been there before and was
unlikely to be there again. I expressed a great deal of interest,
they never suspected a thing. During the tour I made all the right
noises and asked umpteen inane questions. Very polite they were and
answered every one. Name of Drinan he was and his Lind was called
Kathya; they showed me round. I liked them. During the tour Drinan
pointed out to me a place he called the cave. Wouldn’t take me
close to it, which I thought a bit strange because he showed me
round everywhere else. I asked if I could look inside but he
refused.”

“Was it
guarded?”

“Yep. Two Lind.
Drinan said it was guarded round the candlemark. If this artefact
you’re looking for is there, that’s where it is, I’m sure of it,
can’t be anyplace else, stands to reason.”

“Good,” said
Erik, pushing over a purse of coin, “that’s for a job well done.
I’ll take it from here.”

“Yes My Lord,”
the stallion’s owner smiled as he jingled the coins. With his other
hand he handed over the maps and drawings he had made of his
journey, of the Gtratha and of the descriptions people had given
him of the box the Baron was looking for.

The Baron
coughed, he didn’t look at the papers.

“These are your
instructions, I want you to take the bay my man bought for you this
morning from the stables, go first light. She’s not much of a
looker but she’s sound and will get you to Port Lutterell without
any trouble,” Erik Halfarm handed over a letter. “This one you take
to my wife, tell her I’ll be a bit longer but that I’ll be home by
winter’s turn. There’ll be another letter too. You’ll find it in
the bay’s saddlebag. It goes directly to the King. Hand it over
yourself.”

“I will. My
horse?”

“Leave him,
I’ll make it all right with the stable hands,” instructed Erik with
the indifference of a wealthy man. “I need to disconnect you from
him and he is a striking looking animal.”

The stallion’s
now late owner didn’t complain out loud but he wasn’t best pleased.
However, he was one of the best in the business and saw the sense
in what the Baron was saying.

He left the inn
at dawn, riding the bay and headed towards Port Lutterell where he
intended to take a merchant ship to Leithe. At the port and as
instructed, he sold the bay thus even more distancing himself from
the Baron.

Young Jak saw
him leave and wondered. There was also much talk among the inn
servants. Why the man should swop the stallion for an unimpressive
bay mare no-one could understand. It was concluded that money had
passed hands and that the buyer had paid well to purchase the
stallion. He was a beautiful animal. It was further
concluded that the man had obviously been in a hurry to get away
and that as the stallion, being winded would need a day or so to
recover, he had decided to sell him.

Baron Erik
Halfarm also left the inn that day, leaving the stallion and his
man behind and so careful had they been that no-one even suspected
the connection between him and both of his employees.

He did not
follow the route to Port Lutterell. He first set off west then
turned in a southerly direction, making for an Argyllian village
named Stanton.
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VILLAGE OF
STANTON - ARGYLL

 


Chad, short for
Chadwick Smallhide, was a thief; a very accomplished and successful
thief. In fact, he was so good that he had managed to steal enough
to set himself up in a small way; by purchasing a small farm estate
in north western Argyll. More importantly, he was so good that he
had never been caught divesting his targets of their valuables, nor
had he even been suspected.

His house was
well built, not over large but big enough for his needs, house
servants to attend to his every comfort and farm workers who worked
his land. Thus at forty-one he had retired from what he personally
called his ‘primary occupation’ and lived a respectable life of
comparative luxury. That was not to say that he wouldn’t have
preferred to have a lot more coin in his strongbox. Coin had an
alarming propensity to diminish and Chad was not enamoured of a
future watching the pennies and of a poverty-stricken old age.

His main
problem was that he was bored, he missed the excitement of planning
and executing the thievings and it was during a particularly boring
time when who came to his door but a gentleman with a proposition.
The visitor was an urbane and well-educated man in fine yet subtle
clothing (of southern make) and Chad found what he had to say very
interesting indeed.

He heard his
visitor out but shook his head.

“You say this
is a dangerous job. I do not wish to undertake a commission of a
dangerous nature,” he told the man, opening his hands, palms up,
indicating his refusal. His nose was, however, twitching and
perhaps the man who had searched him out noticed this.

“I’ll double
the fee,” pressed the man, known to his King as Erik Halfarm but
who had introduced himself to Chad as someone else, a vassal of one
of the Dukes of Murdoch.

Chad shook his
head but knew that he would accept if the fee offered went at least
a half higher.

“Three times,”
he said, “and I’ll consider it.”

Chad was very
surprised when his visitor nodded. He should have become suspicious
but he didn’t. After all, six hundred gold crowns! A small
fortune!

“One box you
say?” he enquired.

“Indeed, a
plain, hardwood box about one and a half the length of my arm.” The
man thumped his open hands down on the table about a hand and a
half apart.

“Heavy?”

“Not so heavy.
One man can lift it easily. I have detailed drawings and maps.”

“Where exactly
is it and how well guarded?”

Chad’s visitor
looked evasive and Chad snorted.

“I’m not going
to accept this job until I know all the details and that’s my final
word. It must be hidden in an out of the way place else you
wouldn’t be prepared to pay what you are.”

“Not that far,”
Erik temporised.

“Not until you
tell me exactly where,” said Chad in an implacable voice.

“If I quadruple
the original fee?”

“Now you’re
talking.”

Why, he could
buy a whole island for that, albeit a small one. Being master of an
island appealed to Chad. He was the best thief that had ever graced
the planet after all, it didn’t really matter just where and how
well guarded this box was. Chad had absolute confidence in his
abilities.

“Half up
front,” he said.

“No,” his
visitor answered, “not possible.”

Chad rose to
his feet.

“Then you will
leave now,” he said, bluffing (he really wanted this
commission).

“Fifty,” the
man countered.

“That’s not
enough, there will be expenses.”

“Not my
problem,” he answered, “you’re being well paid for your
trouble.”

“Who is your
Duke?” Chad asked, changing the subject and trying to get his
visitor off balance.

“Highest in the
land.”

“Not quite the
highest I would think. Which Duke of Murdoch is it this time?”

“You have
worked for the south before?”

“Once or
twice.” Chad shrugged, “doesn’t matter who, as long as they pay up.
Which Duke?”

“I am not at
liberty to say,” Chad’s guest prevaricated.

Chad shrugged
again. So one of the Dukes was up to no good again. Some things
never did change. Still, it didn’t really matter. “What’s so
important about this box?” he asked, “and where exactly is it, you
never said.”

“I didn’t did
I? It’s in a very difficult place.”

“There’s no
strong room in all the lands that I can’t get in to,” Chad boasted.
“So what is it and where.”

“You will take
the job?”

“I said so
didn’t I? Chadwick Smallhide never goes back on his word.”

“Well, I’m
authorised to tell you so much about the box’s contents. It proves
blood-lineage, papers and the like I believe.”

This confirmed
Chad’s suspicions. The Kingdom of Murdoch was about to erupt into
civil war again. He thought this bit of information definitely
proved he was right. Perhaps there was, or would be another
claimant to the throne. He’d heard that the ruler of Murdoch was a
queen at the moment, a widowed queen and her heir, yes, another
girl. That was it then. Civil war. Still, it wasn’t his
problem.

“Where is it?
Stewarton? In the repository there? Because if that’s the case I’ll
have the very devil of a job getting it.”

“No, not
Stewarton. It’s in a cave in the very middle of the Rtathlians of
the Lind.”

Chad regarded
his employer’s agent in stunned disbelief before exploding, “you
expect me to steal something guarded by the Lind? Your Duke must be
mad!”

“Are you
reneging on your word?”

“No. I am not.
I said I will do it and I will, but I’ll need a hundred crowns up
front.”

“Fifty is all
I’m authorised to pay. You might fail and then my employer will
have all the trouble to find someone else.”

“If I can’t do
it then no-one can,” boasted Chad.

“They said you
were the best,” said Erik in a detached manner.

“I am the
best,” Chad affirmed, “but even so…”

“Think of it as
a challenge,” the man suggested, “the challenge of your life, you
may go down in history as the greatest, richest thief that ever
lived.”

“I hope not,”
Chad disagreed, “part of the secret of success is anonymity.”

He was going to
do this, he knew he was. Now he had heard about the box he wouldn’t
be able to rest until he had it in his possession.

“Tell me what
the box looks like, not just it’s size.”

The man smiled
thinly to himself as he brought a piece of grubby parchment from
his pocket.

“This is the
picture of the box.”

“Drawn from the
original?”

“Yes, I believe
so.”

Chad took the
parchment.

“When I’ve got
the thing where do I take it? South to Murdoch?”

“Galliard.”

“Galliard?”

“My Duke is not
the only collector in the world,” the man lied with a smoothness
born of long practice, “once word gets out that it has been stolen
he is sure that his rivals will try to take it off him. He wants it
delivered to him via a circuitous route. There will be a fast ship
waiting at Galliard.”
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Chad took a
long time planning the theft. Good planning he knew was an
essential element of success. His employer hadn’t put a definite
time on when the box had to be stolen but it was essential he be
prepared.

He had been
left coin, running expenses amounting to twenty gold crowns. Chad
spent wisely but as he planned he realised that thirty more crowns
which were to arrive by month’s end would not nearly be enough. He
would have to borrow the rest. He knew just the person.

One fine day he
put the estate into the hands of his Steward and departed for
Stewarton.
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STEWARTON -
ARGYLL

 


For a Master
Thief, who you know is almost as important as what you know. His
employer’s agent had sent him the rest of the crowns as promised
and although Chad calculated that this would be more than enough to
pay for the expenses he would have to pay out to steal the box he
had no intention of using more than a little of it for that
purpose.

He intended to
let another foot the majority of the bill and one never knew,
perhaps he wouldn’t even pay it back. With almost six hundred gold
crowns he would be able to go anywhere he wanted to and certainly
far enough away from the man he intended to swindle and from the
cut-throats he was like to send out to find him.

Chad made a
visit to Nonder Walmson.

“I need to get
to the Gtratha,” he informed him bluntly, “how much?”

Nonder
considered the request, eyes narrowing as he calculated the
impossible and the possible, the costs and how much he would
charge.

“I take it that
this isn’t a pleasure trip?”

Chad said
nothing.

Nonder Walmson
was not surprised. Only a foolish thief would tell another the
object of his intentions.

“I suppose you
could go on one of these new-fangled pleasure caravans. Believe it
or not, but people pay good coin to get bumped along, they call it
a holiday! I ask you? For me a holiday is a comfortable seat in
front of the fire with good wine my companion. Would cost you about
twenty-five gold crowns, but travellers are watched. Bunches of
ne’er do wells, sons mostly of rich folk off on a ‘great adventure’
into the Rtathlians. They’re watched ‘cos there’s been some trouble
in the past.”

“No. That is
not an option.”

“Thought as
much. It’ll have to be one of the trade caravans then. Drellor’s
the best. If there is such a thing as an honest merchant it’s
Drellor. He’s trusted. Makes two trips a year, beginning and end of
summer. Then there’s Trendor, but he’s a mite unreliable. Likes his
drink does Trendor.”

Drunk men, in
Chad’s experience were virtually incapable of keeping their mouths
shut.

“Drellor,” he
told Nonder, “he sounds about right. How do I go about getting a
place in his next caravan?”

“Drellor
charges an arm and a leg and is real careful about who he accepts.
He says he’s got a reputation to maintain but he pays well for
honest and reliable guards, no skimping. Bandits don’t attack
Drellor. As I say, he charges a lot of coin but you’ll get there
and back with your coin intact. Many feel that’s a fair bargain.
Don’t know if he’s got any room left for his next trip though. Last
I heard there was a waiting list of applicants. What are your trade
goods?”

“I hadn’t quite
worked that one out yet,” Chad admitted.

“Drellor won’t
take along any duplicated goods,” Nonder warned, “says it helps
keep disharmony at bay, his word, not mine and he won’t budge on
that no matter how much coin he’s offered. He doesn’t take bribes
either. I’d suggest something like jewels or the like, not heavy
you see and you wouldn’t require a wagon, just a pack-horse.
Drellor provides tented accommodation. It’s part of the
service.”

“I need a place
on that caravan Nonder. How much to arrange?”

Nonder named a
sum and Chad winced.

“I don’t have
that much on me,” he temporised.

“My fee and
Drellor’s fee. That’s what it costs. Your trade goods you purchase
yourself.”

“If it’s
jewellery the merchandise will be expensive and I won’t be able to
afford that and the fees.”

“Steal it.”

“Not this time
my friend. This time, much as it gnaws at my insides I think I’ll
have to buy the goods. Don’t want the law-enforcers dogging my
every step.”

He stood up,
“no, it’s too much, I’ll find another way.”

“Oh, don’t be
so hasty Chad. We might be able to come to an alternative
arrangement to our mutual satisfaction and you need me if you
really intend to reach Gtratha unsuspicious like.”

He looked at
Chad.

“How much you
being paid for the job?”

“Enough,”
growled Chad who most definitely did not want to disclose the
amount to Nonder, thinking, quite rightly, that his fee would rise
correspondingly.

“Is it theft or
delivery?” asked Nonder in an interested voice.

“Theft,”
admitted Chad with reluctance.

“How much?”
Nonder pressed.

“Two hundred
crowns,” lied Chad.

Nonder nodded
and at least gave the appearance of believing him although Chad
well knew the old rogue was probably doubling it in his mind.

Nonder also
knew that Chad Smallhide was the best in the business. If he
executed a theft, he would be successful.

“I’ll get you
on the caravan,” he offered, “and buy your trade-goods, I know
where I can get my hands on some good stones and jewellery, for
sixty percent.”

“Thirty,”
countered Chad.

“Fifty,”
countered Nonder in turn.

“Forty.”

“Forty-five,
net of my expenses and let’s shake hands on it,” offered
Nonder.

“Done,” said
Chad, “and remember that it’s me taking the risk.”

“That’s why I’m
not asking for anything up front,” smiled Nonder, “fair’s fair
after all. However, there is one other condition.”

“What’s that?”
asked the wary Chad.

“You’ll be
taking someone along with you, at my expense if you insist, call it
a protection on my investment. My nephew.”

“I work
alone.”

“Not this time
my friend. Zeb goes too.”

“Zeb?” queried
Chad, “don’t think I’ve heard of him.” As a Master Thief, Chad made
it his business to know or know of, every thief ‘on the game’.

“He’s not all
that well known yet,” Nonder replied, “he’s only ten.”
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THE ROYAL
PALACE AT FORT - KINGDOM OF MURDOCH

 


Kellen-Heir
Daniel Ross was grooming his horse Firefly when his friends Malcolm
and Edward walked into the stables. Most men of his rank left this
chore to the stable hands but Daniel liked to care for his own
mount as often as he could.

“Daniel!” the
former greeted him with a cheer, “you’re back!”

Daniel turned
at the voice and his face broke into a smile. Margrave Malcolm
Smith and Kellen Edward Tanon were two good friends. He had rather
wondered if he would see them now that he had returned to
Court.

Malcolm
half-ran at him and the two young men embraced in the way young men
do, in the manner rather embarrassed in case an onlooker might
think the greeting rather silly, but they hadn’t seen each other
for a long time. Daniel was being kept very busy by his father who
believed that too much free time was not good for a young man. They
broke apart. Edward, the more reserved of the three contented
himself with a joyful clap on Daniel’s back.

Firefly nudged
Daniel’s shoulder and dutifully, Daniel began his curry-combing
again.

“We got in late
last night,” he informed his friends.

“You might have
looked us up,” chided Malcolm.

“It was late,”
Daniel reminded them.

“Not too late
for us,” boasted Malcolm with a significant look at Edward. Both
Malcolm and Edward laughed.

“I suppose you
were out at the borders with Baron Karovitz again,” said Edward,
“it’s a long way and you were too tired to come looking for
us.”

“Right on both
counts,” agreed Daniel, continuing to brush. Firefly leant into
him, whuffling his joy at the nice feelings the brushing was
producing. Daniel hadn’t been at the borders this time but he
didn’t think the location of his last journey was any of his
friend’s business.

“I wish your
father didn’t keep you so busy,” complained Malcolm, quite as if
keeping busy was a bad thing. “I suppose that’s the trouble when
one’s father works for the Queen.”

Daniel made no
comment. “So what have you two been up to?” he asked.

“This and that,
here and there,” answered Malcolm, “but you’re here now. Why don’t
we ask Crispin if Daniel can get an invite for tonight Edward? I’m
sure he’ll say yes.”

“Prince
Crispin?” queried Daniel.

“The very
same,” answered the exuberant Malcolm, “he’s holding another of his
evenings.”

“What sort of
evening?” asked Daniel, his eyes on Firefly’s neck.

“Just the
usual,” grinned Malcolm, “wine, women and song and all that. His
evenings are always fun.”

“Doesn’t sound
much like my sort of party,” temporised Daniel but he found himself
wondering if he might enjoy it, even a little. Daniel had had
little use to date for courtesans but the wine and song sounded
okay.

“I can’t
persuade you to come with me to the Duke of Hallam’s town house
instead?” he asked. “The Duke isn’t here, he’s recovering from an
accident I believe but Duchess Elizabeth is here and she’s invited
me to a soiree.”

But this
alternative, Daniel soon realised, held little appeal for Malcolm
and Edward. An evening making polite and decorous conversation
would be boring for the two, especially when they compared it to
the enticing pleasures of a raucous evening with the prince.

“Definitely
not,” said Malcolm, “but I’ll ask Prince Crispin anyway. You might
change your mind.”

“I’ve already
accepted Duchess Elizabeth’s kind invitation,” Daniel answered,
“maybe next time.”
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The
twenty-eight year old Prince Crispin, husband to the Kingdom of
Murdoch’s heir presumptive, Crown-Princess Antoinette usually held
his gatherings in a previously little used tower room in the Old
Palace. He liked it because it was situated a considerable distance
away from the staid and to his mind boring, rooms and apartments in
the New Palace where his mother-in-law, Queen Antoinette lived and
held her court.

Crispin was a
handsome man, with even features and carefully tended blonde hair.
His figure too was good; perfectly proportioned; a fencer’s body.
Only if you looked close at his face did you see the signs of
discontent; the downturned edges of his mouth and the lack of real
laughter lines round his eyes.

He was however
great fun to party with and in recent months a number of noble
scions had gravitated to him, in search of entertainment in order
to fill the candlemarks of their days and of their on the whole,
empty lives.

Not every
father behaved like Daniel’s father. Most did not make sure
that their sons were gainfully employed on the Queen’s business or
kept busy running their estates, however small.

The ‘coterie’
that gathered in the tower room that evening was made up of these
unemployed and bored young men

The prince was
not best pleased when Malcolm told him that he had failed to
persuade Daniel to attend.

He had his own
reasons for wanting Daniel to join his group. Daniel’s father
Kellen Philip Ross had an important position on the Lord Prince
Marshall’s staff and Crispin believed Daniel would be a ‘useful’
person to have in his circle. If he could captivate Daniel as he
had the others there would be no knowing how much information he
might be able to pick up.

“He has a prior
engagement,” Malcolm Smith apologised. Everyone who wanted to keep
on Crispin’s good side apologised, even if the reason for the
apology wasn’t their fault, “but,” he continued, lying smoothly,
because he did want to keep Prince Crispin’s friendship,
“I’m sure I’ll be able to persuade him to come next time.”

“Do that,”
commanded Prince Crispin, hiding his disappointment and changing
his frown of displeasure into a smile that could have lit up an
entire mountain. “I’d really like him to join us Malcolm. He works
too hard and he’s far too young not to have some fun in his
life.”

“All work and
no play makes Daniel a dull boy?” a relieved Malcolm forced the
joke from his lips. It wasn’t very funny but Crispin laughed.
Malcolm wasn’t experienced enough to realise that the laugh was
feigned.

“Precisely.
Invite him to join the next hunting trip I’ve planned for next
tenday. Now go get yourself a drink and start enjoying
yourself.”

The party
progressed much as Crispin had planned after his conversation with
Count Malcolm.

The servants
were dismissed, they all proceeded to imbue a great amount of
alcohol, started singing songs and began to make use of the young
courtesans Crispin had provided.

Crispin didn’t
drink that much; he never did; the singing and the carousing stayed
the same though.

Crispin refused
to let his inner disappointment at Malcolm’s failure with Daniel to
show.

Most of the
young men getting progressively drunk in the tower room were young
men of lower noble rank, Kellens and Thanes and the like with the
occasional Baron or Baron-Heir thrown in. Most of their fathers had
little influence or power. True, there was Margrave Malcolm Smith
who was a member of the Smith Ducal House but he came from one of
the cadet branches and was empty-headed to boot. The Stewart boys,
the two youngest were rather similar to Malcolm in brains and
character. The eldest Kenneth, well, Crispin wasn’t a hundred per
cent sure of his loyalty. He appeared sound enough, he said the
right things but the ‘well’ bit worried Crispin.

He sipped at
his wine. Despite his misgivings. His plans were progressing along
nicely. His father would be pleased.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Daniel spent
his evening in the town-house of Paul, Duke of Hallam. Duchess
Elizabeth was a fine hostess and of more importance to Daniel, her
unconventional youngest daughter was present.

Why Daniel was
attracted to Contessa Jill Hallam he didn’t quite know. He did
realise however that his interest in her would in all likelihood
come to nothing. He would become a Kellen when his father died,
true, but she was the daughter of a Duke of the Realm.

There was a
slim chance. Jill’s father was one of the few senior nobles in the
kingdom who respected a son or a daughter’s wish before he would
start arranging a marriage match.

So it was with
a pang of misgiving that Daniel noticed that his cousin Philip
appeared to be paying a great deal of attention to Jill’s older
sister Judith. Even Duke Paul Hallam could not be expected to
permit both of his younger daughters to marry into the same
dynastical baronage.

Despite this,
Daniel spent an enjoyable few candlemarks in Jill Hallam’s company.
One never knew what life had in store for you and there was
always hope.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


A tenday after
Daniel’s return and two men were standing deep in conversation in
one of the antechambers of the New Palace.

They were
discussing some problems that had come to their notice.

“What do you
think of Prince Crispin?” asked Kellen Robert Crawford.

“A quiet and
unassuming young man,” replied Lord Prince Marshall Pierre.
Although reputed to be a martinet on the parade ground, he was
always prepared to give people the benefit of the doubt.

“He has hidden
depths, I wonder if he is as innocent about all this as he
professes?”

“You think the
King of Leithe is behind this? Dangerous thoughts,” said Lord
Prince Marshall Pierre, raising an elegant eyebrow, “and even if he
is what proof do you have and that Prince Crispin is aware of
it?”

“But what if it
is true? We all know that Cadan of Leithe is ambitious and
Prince Crispin is his son. The Dukes of the Western and
Eastern Isles are worried and so is the Earl of Galland; he’s so
worried that he’s building extra defences along the more vulnerable
parts of his coasts. The Kings of Randall and Eilidon are scared
stiff and that’s with their sons married to Cadan’s
daughters.”

“Perhaps that’s
why,” suggested Lord Prince Marshall Pierre. “And how do you know
so much about what’s going on out-kingdom? I would have thought you
had enough to be going on with regarding our internal
problems.”

“I am concerned
when the external threatens the stability of the internal,” Robert
Crawford answered, “just as you are.”

“I like to be
aware of everything,” said Prince Pierre, “I have responsibilities
to keep our kingdom safe.”

“Of course, My
Lord Prince.” Robert Crawford had a sudden sinking feeling in his
stomach, a sense of foreboding. He was sure that the Lord Prince
knew more. He was right.

“And just to
add to your worries Kellen Crawford, perhaps you should be aware
that we’re sure King Cadan has made accommodation with the sea
pirates,” said Prince Pierre.

Kellen Robert
tried to assimilate this piece of news and how it might affect the
situation.

The Lord Prince
Marshall placed his hand on Robert’s shoulder.

“Robert, I
believe the time has come for you to go see Paul Hallam. I think he
needs to know about this. Me, I’m going to take three regiments
into the southerly duchies. I have a feeling in my guts that if
trouble is going to happen it will begin there.”

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


In the event,
Kellen Robert didn’t travel to see Duke Paul Hallam on his own.
There were a number of people travelling that way, nobility and
their attendants and Robert joined them. His fellow travellers were
returning to the manor from Fort where they had been attending the
christening of the new Prince-Heir.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


The Royal
Chapel at the Palace of Fort was ablaze with colour and light.
Candles in sconces had been set at intervals along the walls and
illuminated the paintings that decorated them. These were the
finest icons and religious depictions in the kingdom, painted in
bright colours, reds and blues predominating but there was an
abundance of gold and silver gilding too. The columns that held up
the decorated, vaulted roof were also bright, swirls of red and
amber, blue and green. Even the carpets were of thick red
weave.

Queen
Antoinette’s guests were gathering for the baptism of her grandson,
the baby Prince-Heir Elliot. One day he might, should, become His
Most Royal Majesty King Elliot the Seventeenth.

Queen
Antoinette had, only the previous tenday, decided to hold the
ceremony in the Royal Chapel rather than in the Cathedral. The
Cathedral was, admittedly large, if the ceremony had remained there
she could have invited a great number of guests but it was cold and
forbidding, she didn’t like it and in her view it was not a
suitable place for Elliot’s naming, however important he was and
would become.

The size and
coldness of the cathedral was not however the only reason the Queen
had changed her mind.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


She had
countered the arguments against the change in venue with many
counter-arguments. Elliot could be shown to the populace after the
ceremony she had decreed and the Dukes had noisily subsided.
Indeed, the Lord Prince Marshall had been against using the
cathedral in the first place. Effective security would have been
near nigh impossible there he had insisted and his counter argument
had most effectively quietened the continuing ducal rumblings of
discontent.

The Queen’s
real reason was more complex. It was also a person. It was her
son-in-law, Prince Crispin of Leithe. She didn’t like him. She
didn’t trust him.

Queen
Antoinette had perused the original guest list for the cathedral
venue drawn up by the Head of Protocols with a heart full of
disquiet.

She had made a
mental note to dismiss the present Head of Protocols and replace
him with someone not in the Prince’s group.

There are
far too many. What is the term? she had frowned as she had
perused the seating plan. Yes, that was it, there were far too many
of his ‘cronies’ in advantageous sitting positions dotted down the
main apse.

There were
rigid rank protocols for occasions such as these and they had been
put aside with impunity. It, she decided, would simply not
do.

Those planning
the seating arrangements hadn’t dared overturn the conventions for
the front three rows she had been relieved to see. They hadn’t
dared. These rows were always reserved for the royal family, for
the dukes and members of their families and for important foreign
dignitaries and representatives. Further back however, conventions
had been flouted with a vengeance. Barons and Kellens had been
placed in front of Counts and Margraves and one or two who held the
lowest of the noble and gentle rank, that of Thane had been placed
in the fourth row from the front.

Queen
Antoinette had pursed her most royal lips together and had made her
decision. She didn’t intend that there be any more unpleasantness
than possible but her son-in-law must not be allowed to get
away with this. That was the real reason why she had informed the
Dukes at Conclave that she had decided that the Chapel Royal would
be the venue. The Archbishop had been placated with the promise
that he would still officiate and for the others who would be
disappointed she had delved deep into her privy purse and provided
a series of court entertainments and processions.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


The Chapel
Royal was not large and guests could now be restricted to those she
wanted to invite, within limits. The royal and ducal families would
all still be invited. Foreign invites could be culled to the
Ambassadors themselves (and their wives if they were so encumbered
– most Ambassadors were, by tradition, bachelors).

As for the
other few remaining places, the Chapel Royal was her own personal
chapel.

I’ll invite who
I damn well please.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Now the day had
arrived and here she was sitting at the front of the royal stall
waiting for the most important participant in the ceremony, her
grandson. Light music was playing in the background; six of the
best violinists the royal music master could provide. In fact, he
was playing himself. There wasn’t a choir. Queen Antoinette
disliked voice music and much preferred instrumental.

The Archbishop,
the Royal Chaplain, both resplendent in full canonicals, were
waiting.

The violins
moved on to another piece and the Queen sat up straighter. Through
the side door entered her daughter, the Crown-Princess, baby Elliot
in her arms and beside her, his face as bland as ice walked Prince
Crispin of Leithe. His eyes however, resembled raw agates. To those
who knew him, these eyes told a story; of intense displeasure and
then some. Queen Antoinette’s gaze went to her daughter. The
Princess looked flushed.

So the couple
had been ‘having words’, again.

Why did she
marry him? The Queen, not for the first time, asked this
question. I advised her not to. Infatuation. Is the infatuation
dissipating? If so, it is too late now.

The Queen knew
the law as well as her subjects. One life, one marriage. This rule
had been promulgated as long ago as the end of the first century as
a means of keeping the inter- house (royal and ducal) marriages
within limits; to keep the inheritance laws as simple as possible
and to avoid bloodshed between ambitious heirs if the direct
blood-line were to die out. There had been three civil wars during
the first century alone.

The Princess
had insisted she loved Prince Crispin and would take no-one else.
Had the love been real? No, decided her mother, it had not. But
nothing could be done about it now.

Queen
Antoinette sighed. Her beloved daughter would just have to live
with it but she foresaw great problems in the future.

The royal
couple walked slowly to their assigned positions in front of the
altar and stood waiting for the Archbishop to begin.

The godparents
were requested to join them. As a royal prince, Elliot must have a
number of godparents as befitted his exalted status. It was a great
honour to be chosen.

What further
disquieted the Queen and a considerable number among the
congregation were the identities of some so chosen.

Traditionally a
prince had eight, six male and two female.

The females
chosen were Duchess Elizabeth of Hallam and her sister Duchess
Katie of North Baker. The two had been born Princesses of the
Blood, though from one of the more junior branches. They were
cousins of Lord Prince Marshall Pierre. More importantly for the
Queen, they were also Crown-Princess Antoinette’s aunts; their
brother had been Queen Antoinette’s beloved husband who had died of
the ague the year their daughter had been born.

Queen
Antoinette had chosen three of the other six after a discussion
with her daughter but the other three were, by tradition, always
chosen by the father.

The Queen had
chosen Prince Xavier (son of the Queen’s second cousin), Prince
Pierre (son of the Lord Prince Marshall) and Duke Raoul van
Buren.

The other three
were the choice of Prince Crispin. They were not of ducal rank,
they didn’t even descend directly from one of the twelve ducal
houses; they were not even Barons. The three consisted of two
Kellens and one Thane.

The three
weren’t even good, upstanding members of society. They were noisy,
argumentative young men, more suited to wenching and drinking than
looking after the morals of a prince.

However, the
Queen tried to comfort herself, they’ve been behaving much
better lately (she knew nothing about the activities in Prince
Crispin’s tower room) so I suppose we must just hope for the
best.

The three were
conducting themselves well; they were making the right responses,
they had put aside their party outfits and were dressed in sober
hues, so Queen Antoinette relaxed.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Queen
Antoinette was not the only one to be worried. Other members of the
congregation were making notes of the activities at the altar.

Crown-Princess
Antoinette appeared awkward and nervous to all who were sitting
close enough to see her properly. She kept glancing at her husband,
almost, the onlookers thought, as if she was desperately seeking
his approval.

Lord Prince
Marshall Pierre was sitting in the front pew.

By the gods,
Robert Crawford was right to be worried. “That young man is
trouble my dear, make no mistake,” he whispered in an aside to his
wife during one of the frequent stops and starts of the ceremony,
“you mark my words.”

Baron Peter
Taviston made a mental note to tell Kellen Robert Crawford to tell
Duke Paul Hallam about his observations of Prince Crispin.

Kellen Robert
Crawford made a mental note to inform Duke Paul Hallam about it.
Prince Crispin is getting above himself though he hides it well.
Look at that mocking expression on his face. I very much wonder
what he is planning.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


In fact, Prince
Crispin wasn’t planning anything particularly dire, at least this
day. He was just an angry and disappointed man.

There he had
been, helping the cathedral deacons with their planning of the
baptism; in the huge cathedral, with him the centre of attention,
when out of the blue, his mother-in-law had poured freezing,
icy-cold water on top of it all when she had moved the ceremony to
the Chapel Royal.

Crispin was,
deep down, a vain person; he shone in company; he liked being the
centre player in the court pageants and he had intended that the
baptism be a pageant that would never be forgotten.

Now here he was
in the pokey (his word) chapel and there was hardly anyone here to
view his achievement.

For he
considered the birth of his son to be an achievement of a very high
order.

Queen
Antoinette was correct in her suppositions in doubting his
attachment to her daughter. He didn’t love his wife, he had
difficulty sometimes even liking her. He considered her to be a
mousy, boring sort of person and as different as chalk from cheese
from the women who did attract him. He liked his women loud and
blousy, with large chests and who enjoyed sex.

It was a great
wonder to him that he had managed to get her pregnant at all.

He glanced at
her with barely concealed dislike. Prince Crispin was good at
subterfuge but he wasn’t as good as he thought he was.

Queen
Antoinette caught the look on his face.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


THE ROYAL
HIGHWAY – EAST OF FORT - KINGDOM OF MURDOCH

 


The people
accompanying Kellen Crawford to the Duchy of Hallam found him not
to be his usual quiet yet jovial self. So introspective had he
become that the normally alert Robert didn’t take much notice of
the fact that he was not the only one trying to hide inner
worries.

He did rouse
when the party passed through the border between the Duchy of Smith
and that of Hallam. It seemed indeed as if everyone sighed a great
sigh of pleasure at leaving Smith behind. The Duchy of Smith, like
the others further south, represented the old ways. It’s peasantry
were poor and downtrodden, were ruled by its Duke (through his
vassal nobles) with a heavy hand and an iron fist. The Duchy of
Hallam was more progressive and always had been. Its Dukes knew it
was their beholden duty to look after their people. Hallam had
vocational and academic schools paid for by the Duke who also paid
for the hospitals and it had a legislative system based, as far as
was reasonable, on a fair deal for all. There were no serfs in
Hallam. There was always a steady trickle of refugees entering
Hallam from Smith to its west and the Duchy of van Buren to its
south (both of these dukes believed that it was their god-given
right to extract all they wanted from the poor).

The voices of
the women and children among the party certainly grew far more
light-hearted once they had passed the border. Even Robert Crawford
found himself talking, not in the monosyllables he had previously
sported but with loquacity Lord Prince Marshall Pierre would have
found surprising.

However he was
still worried and his face showed it. Those talking to him wondered
and a few surmised that his worries might be very similar to their
own.

It was with
relief when Robert saw the outriders speed off towards the manor to
inform Duke Paul that their arrival was imminent.

He knew that
their destination was only a few candlemarks away. Soon he would be
able to unburden himself.

During what
remained of the journey however, he found out that he was
not the only member of the party going to seek advice from the
Duke. He was one of four.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


THE FAVOURITE
MANOR HOUSE OF THE DUKE OF HALLAM - DUCHY OF HALLAM - KINGDOM OF
MURDOCH

 


Paul, Duke of
Hallam was sitting reading when his seneschal entered the study to
tell him that a large party of riders were approaching the manor
and would arrive before nightfall.

Paul Hallam
looked up but made no move to rise from his chair. A recent fall
from his horse had resulted in a broken leg. It was healing well
but it was still painful to move around.

This leg break
was why it was not he returning from Fort this evening and why he
was sat in his study, reading, awaiting the homecoming of his
beloved wife Elizabeth, his first-born son and heir Liam and all
the rest.

Paul raised
clear blue eyes to Mal.

“A large party
you say?” he asked, knowing well that Mal would not have appended
the adjective in his sentence if his news had portended only the
return of those who had set out from the manor to attend the
baptism at Fort.
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