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From Askar Test Readers:

 


A common theme for fantasy novels is how the central,
seemingly powerless, character can play a crucial role in the war
of good prevailing against the odds over evil. At first I thought
Askar was based on the same theme... So is it the story I expected?
No, we are told at the start that the peoples of Urkan and Askar
are cousins, and although in Askar they worship the god Dread, it
is the goddess's wish to see the realms reunited, and the prophecy
is that Askar will rule in Urkan. So it seems that the prophecy,
and the goddess's intention, is that evil should prevail over
good.

Then we find the real threat (evil?) is the invading
Falhar, and that the only way Urkan and Askar can prevail against
this mightier force is by reuniting.

So is this book the story of the struggle to reunite
Urkan and Askar in an attempt to repel the Falhar invasion? Much
more...

It is the epic tale of Jena, Zarek, Galen and Ahron
(the Askar king's son), fulfilling their destinies (sometimes in
spite of themselves). It is a story of endurance and faith winding
a precarious path through war and betrayal, where the line between
good and evil is very much blurred, and where seemingly peripheral
and powerless characters can play pivotal roles.

A great read.

 


Anatole Sergejew
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Bronwyn Calder is quite the storyteller and Askar is
a great achievement. She has developed the characters beautifully.
This is the sort of book one can't put down. I thought there was
especially good pace and structure such as around the battles. I've
been reading NZ books lately so Elizabeth Knox comes to mind as
someone to compare Bronwyn to. I love Elizabeth's writing,
especially in The Vintners Luck. Bronwyn's is alike in the use of
the unreal and the magical to draw analogies. The structures and
stories are entirely different but the character development is
much the same. Their characters have similar fears, insecurities,
misunderstandings and regrets. Askar is about the battle of good
and evil, even within the characters. This battle is depicted more
in the classic sense than any overt sense. Good wins with the
welcome subtlety that good includes accepting the imperfect.

 


Annika Streefland
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Prologue

 


There came a time when the order of seers was corrupted and most
forgot their vows of celibacy. The High Priestess Arina bore twin
sons to the King of Urkan and they jointly inherited their father’s
kingdom. All was apparently well for many years, until they both
fell in love with Hella, the fairest woman that ever lived. But
Hella chose Leandro, the elder. Petrus, jealous of his brother,
listened to Megorath, an evil counsellor who worshipped Dread.
Megorath told him: “Your brother is a fool, you could be sole King
of Urkan. Kill your brother and the people will follow you, as they
followed your father.”

Petrus listened to the evil one and laid a plan to
kill his brother. Meanwhile news of the treachery reached Leandro.
Fearing for the future of the kingdom he openly challenged his
brother to single combat. They met in the open fields outside the
city of Lankaren and the people gathered to see who would be king.
The brothers fought with clubs – gravely wounding each other. But
Leandro gradually gained the upper hand. Just as he was about to
end Petrus’ life, the goddess moved him to spare his brother.
However, he spoke on his own behalf when he said sadly: “My
brother, I would have killed you, but the goddess bade me spare
your life. Go from this city to the northern wild places. Take your
wives, your lords and your people and be king in Askar.” Petrus,
humiliated and filled with hate, did as his brother ordered. Ten
thousand of his people followed him to Askar.

Petrus carved out a separate realm in the strongholds
of the ancient Askan people, and their god, Radoc, the Dread. He
allied his family to the household of the Corb Hola, the ancient
kings of that place. He took as a new wife the Hola’s daughter, and
ever after the Emperors of Askar took as Empress a daughter of the
house of the Holas. And the two realms were riven by warfare and
treachery.

The goddess moved to reunite her people with the
birth of a much-awaited child to King Rollo of Urkan, the tenth
king from Leandro. In Urkan, in those days, newborn infants were
taken to Narvon the Sacred Isle, if it could possibly be done, and
smoke cast for their future. Prayers were said and wine and food
cast into flames as an offering, hoping for a word about the
child’s future. The High Priestess Jethra did the smoke casting for
the King’s daughter, Daria, and when the word came the priestess
said with great relish: “When the child Daria becomes an adult,
then shall Askar rule in Urkan.”

Of course there was a great deal of consternation at
this pronouncement. The High Priestess said: “Take the child and
expose her in the wild places. Her blood is required to halt this
prophecy.” It was said that everyone on the island heard the
Queen’s screams as the child was ripped from her arms. The King
gave the child to his steward and ordered him to dispose of her.
But the man took pity on the baby and handed her to a worthy family
that had just lost a girl baby stillborn. They exchanged the babies
and the stillborn baby had a royal funeral while Daria’s life was
saved. The steward gave them the largest piece of gold he had in
his money pouch at the time. And Daria grew up not knowing who she
was nor the doom she carried with her.

~~~~

 


 



Chapter 1

 


The Sacred Isle

 


The flagship captain squinted up at the mainmast. The sun
struggled to penetrate a thick blanket of fog and the captain could
only guess it was about noon. There was no wind so the ship was
under oar and they were crawling practically blind across the face
of the sea towards the Sacred Isle. The ship creaked as it shifted
beneath him, but the eagle pennant atop of the mast hung limp. The
captain shivered and huffed into his hands. Summer already but
still cold. It was all unnatural. He kissed his crossed fingers in
the age-old sign to ward off Dread.

Below him on the main deck three tall black figures
stood shoulder to shoulder. They stood silent, grim faced,
concentrating on the sea and the fog as if their very wills kept
the fog in place. The captain shivered again and the figure on the
right turned to look straight at him, his heavily tattooed face
absolutely unreadable. Elir Vial, leader of the Tribes of the
North. Sorcerer. The Elir’s black eyes met the captain’s and the
captain closed his own eyes to ward them off.

The Emperor stood between Vial and his son. At the
mere thought of the Emperor the captain made the ward sign again.
Not tattooed, his black hair streaked with grey, one eye missing,
his black patch toward the captain now, seemingly boring into his
very mind – the Emperor, well known disciple of Dread, wife
murderer, child murderer, slaughterer of innocents. And next to him
his only son, Ahron, as like his father as possible, his beauty
already showing a hardness around the mouth and a narrowing of the
eye. The young Emperor followed his father in everything, but the
captain fancied that he had seen, or suspected he had seen, along
with many he had spoken to on long evenings in the taverns of
Zersha, a look in Ahron’s eye that hinted the pup would, one day
soon, turn on the sire and rip out his throat.

The captain sniffed the air. A seabird landed on the
top of the mast. “Two degrees port,” he muttered to the
helmsman.

The man looked at him sceptically. He was an
experienced seaman; had been sailing with the captain for fifteen
years. He was right to be sceptical. “How far to the Sacred Isle
d’you think?” the captain asked.

The helmsman shrugged his shoulders. “Tomorrow
morning, dawn,” he said.

“That’s what I thought,” the captain muttered.

~~~~

It was the first day of summer and Ash, oldest son
and heir of Jevan, Lord of the Sacred Isle, was marrying Freya, the
youngest daughter of Bardolph the merchant, the richest man on the
island. This was a double celebration because Bardolph’s middle
daughter Jena was leaving home to join the priestesses of Narvon.
Bardolph, a man of modest origins, had spared no expense to impress
the gathered nobles.

Galen, the groom’s brother, sat with his father and
the merchant’s family at the top table in the dining hall of the
merchant’s house. Galen ate little. He leaned on his hand and
scanned the crowd, watching anxiously for the arrival of his
closest friend, Zarek. There were four long tables below the top
table, all packed with the nobility of Urkan. Right at the back of
the hall a tall serving woman was passing food through the drawn
curtains of a retiring box. There, he thought, would be the
unfortunate “Chosen One”. Galen sighed and his gaze wandered on
past the merchant’s three sons, dressed for war. Galen scratched at
the neck of his robes. He could not see Zarek anywhere. He realised
this meant his friend was with some whore in the Red House at
Lankaren, oblivious of the tide and his commitments. Galen closed
his eyes and wondered whether anyone would notice if he fell
asleep.

The tall serving woman was called Fuzz by Jena and
her sisters who loved her as their nurse and companion. Today the
last of her charges was marrying, and Jena, whom she had carefully
guarded against the world in readiness for her sacred vows, was
entering the Temple. Fuzz was proud, excited and apprehensive about
what lay ahead. After a lifetime of service what would be left to
her? She handed a plate with a slice of beef on it through the
curtains of the retiring box.

Jena took the meat. “Thank you,” she said and
carefully put it in her mouth. She chewed thoughtfully. Beef was a
rare treat as there were no cattle on the island. She watched her
brothers with their newly shaven heads, their armour and their
swords, ready for war. The youngest was only fifteen. The King’s
spies had brought tidings that their ancient enemy, Askar, was
preparing for war. But that was going to happen far away, while she
was to be shut away in the Temple forever.

“You have always known it would be so.” said the
Voice in her head. Everyone said it was a great blessing to be able
to hear the goddess’s voice, but she did not feel especially
blessed. It was the Voice and the future divined at her birth that
had doomed her to the Temple. She peered again through the curtains
of the retiring box.

There was a young man in black academy robes with the
white eye on the right breast sitting with Jena’s parents and the
wedding couple. “Is that Ash’s brother?” she asked.

“Aye, my lady, Lord Galen.” Fuzz discretely flicked
the curtain aside and sat in the box beside her.

“He’s very beautiful,” Jena continued.

“They’re a handsome family. His mother was a great
beauty.”

Jena watched the yellow haired, blue-eyed young man
scan the room again and again. He was looking for something and was
continually disappointed.

“Poor young man, he looks very unhappy.” Jena said.
“He’s still in mourning, of course.”

“Twelve months is long enough,” Fuzz sounded
disapproving.

“But Annelise was his one true love!”

Fuzz frowned at her. “Don’t talk nonsense. He’ll find
another wife easily enough.”

Jena wanted to object, but she knew Fuzz was very
unsentimental about marriage. Jena bitterly regretted that she
would never be a wife but had found no sympathy from Fuzz: “Most
married people are miserable,” she’d snorted when Jena offered a
complaint.

Jena stopped staring at Lord Galen, and let her eye
travel over the rest of the assembled guests – her three brothers,
her eldest sister seated with her husband, son of the rich and
powerful Lord Ranald.

“Which one is Lord Zarek?” she asked, referring to
the King’s closest male relative and presumed heir.

“I don’t believe he’s here. It’s not unexpected. He
has a reputation for carelessness,” Fuzz whispered, for criticising
the heir was not terribly wise, even though the King did it loudly
and frequently.

The servants cleared away the last of the platters
and Jena’s father, the merchant, raised his voice: “My friends, I
bid you attend with us the priestesses on the Sacred Mount where we
shall ask the goddess’s blessing on this marriage and where, on
this day, my daughter, Jena, will be accepted into the sisterhood
of the Temple.”

The crowd turned en masse and stared at the
retiring box. Jena pulled back quickly behind the curtain.

~~~~

Jena first heard the Voice when she was three years
old and about to retrieve the ball she had rolled into the fire in
the kitchen. She reached her hand in for it and the Voice said:
“No!” loudly and sharply. She jumped and pulled her hand back as if
it was already burned. She looked around her and saw no one. Then
the dusty old cook returned: “Wot you doing my little lady? Come
away then, pet.” And she knew the Voice hadn’t been the cook’s. As
she grew up the Voice came to her more and more: “There is a
visitor in the yard now”, before any announcement; “Your brother
has broken his leg, send a servant to help him” when Roban had
indeed been thrown from a horse and did indeed need a servant to
pick him up and bring him home. After that her mother took her more
seriously, so that when she announced “Lord Jevan will accept a
marriage contract for Freya,” her parents took action.

She sighed and leaned her head on her hands. What
would she do if the Voice pronounced on matters of life and
death?

~~~~

High on the peak of the island stood the Temple of
Narvon, sacred to the goddess, where forty priestesses kept the
altar fire ever alight and spoke the goddess’s words to her people.
The white pillars of the portico stood out against the strong blue
sky silhouetted at the top of the island. The Temple was plain and
white and pure like the priestesses who served and the robes they
wore. As the wind swept in off the open sea, the High Priestess
Jocea performed the smoke casting for Ash and Freya’s marriage. The
altar fire belched black fumes; the priestess pulled back to avoid
the black billow; the guests gasped in dismay.

“This marriage is doomed and so are all those
present,” the Voice said in Jena’s head.

She cried out, but no one heard her.

The priestess turned toward the assembled guests. Her
face was white and drawn. Jena could see that she had heard the
Voice as well. Jena clutched the sides of the litter and watched as
the priestess composed herself and said warmly: “All marriages
present challenges but my children, Ash and Freya, have good and
loving hearts. All will be well.”

She lied!

It had never occurred to Jena before that a priestess
would lie about such things. She began to tremble.

“Jena,” Fuzz whispered, nudging her gently. “You must
go now.”

Jena was still staring at the priestess, still
shaking and feeling slightly sick. She thought: “How can I go on? I
know the truth.”

“Go.” Fuzz shoved her and she nearly fell out of the
closed litter.

“Who approaches?” the High Priestess asked
loudly.

The assembled guests all looked at Jena. She began to
tremble and to feel her face grow warm. “She whom the goddess has
chosen,” she replied shakily.

“Let it be known the goddess welcomes Jena, daughter
of Bardolph the merchant.” The Priestess held out her hands and
Jena took them. Her parents were smiling broadly. Briefly she
thought: “I am pleasing them.” Then another priestess took her hand
and led her away. She turned back, but her parents had turned away
to the congratulations of their guests.

~~~~

The flagship of the Black Fleet was now thickly
shrouded in fog. The captain watched the water sliding by the hull.
It was sluggish and oily and deep green. The sun was sliding lower
in the sky and its dull glow penetrated the shroud no more than two
degrees above the horizon, by the captain’s best calculation. To
the east lay the mainland of Urkan, to the south their destination,
the Sacred Isle.

“You are heading too close to the mainland,” the
tattooed sorcerer said.

The captain would have contradicted anyone else, but
the black eyes looked dead, so he kept his mouth shut. He signalled
the helmsman to comply. This was the Emperor’s ship, after all; he
was merely a hired hand. And the sorcerer was the Emperor’s trusted
adviser. Trusted. The captain had enough Urkan blood to find
sorcery very distasteful indeed. “My lord,” he said, his voice
astonishingly tremulous. He cleared his throat: “My lord,
continuing through this mist in the dark is very perilous.”

“Do not concern yourself,” the sorcerer said
coldly.

The captain felt as if a sliver of ice had been
pushed into his heart. He inclined his head slightly. “As you say,
my lord.”

~~~~

Jena stepped through the door behind the altar. The
priestess let go her hand and gave a little shove, then closed the
door. She grabbed at Jena’s robes. Jena tried to clasp them to her;
she couldn’t see properly in the dimness.

“Don’t be afraid, little sister.” The voice was kind
and young. Gradually Jena’s eyes grew accustomed to the gloom.

“I will do it,” Jena said, removing her clothes
herself and putting on the white priestess’s robe.

The priestess picked up a pair of scissors. “Little
sister, now I have to cut your hair. It symbolises your new birth
as a priestess. It is allowed to grow for the rest of your life. I
have been here two years.” She tugged at her curly brown hair,
which stuck out in a rather large frizzy halo around her face.

The High Priestess came through the door and shut it
behind her. “Greetings, little sister,” she said. Jena wanted to
say hello, but the priestess’s beauty made her shy, she dipped her
head slightly. “Welcome,” Jocea continued smiling, despite the
formal sounding words. She drew her long golden hair off her face
and tied it in a tail behind her head with a string. “This is
Mara,” she said, indicating the other priestess. “She will look
after you. I have some things to attend to but I need to talk to
you after supper.” She smiled again, opened the door and looked
out. “Good, the multitudes have departed. See you after supper,
then.” And she left.

Mara proceeded to snip at Jena’s hair, then showed
her the results in a hand mirror. The face Jena saw looked
unusually large. Her dark eyes were huge and naked, free from their
curtains of black hair. She screwed up her nose, still sharp, her
mouth still wide. She sighed and handed the mirror back.

Mara led the way out the door and closed it behind
them.

“Watch the path,” she said as they left the lighted
circle around the altar. They descended an uneven stairway towards
the Temple House. The air was very still now, and it felt warmer.
Jena could smell the tang of pine and hear night insects on the
hunt. Below in the town of Narvon lamps were being lit in the
streets and at the odd window. Jena could also see lights far away
over the sea. She stopped walking.

“Those lights – is that Lankaren?”

“Yes.” Mara stood beside her. “We’re high enough to
see over the headland.”

“I’ve never seen them before. I always wanted to go
there, to see the midsummer festival,” Jena said wistfully.

Mara looked out across the sea and sighed. “My father
is High Sheriff of the city.” She turned back and began walking
briskly again. “Tomorrow morning at cock crow you must go up to the
altar on your own. You must pray for the King.”

Their path led through scrubby trees, past a deep
tank, and into a courtyard with a low building set around three
sides of it. Mara led the way to the right wing of the building and
they entered a large, high-ceilinged room. Hundreds of oil lamps
hung from the rafters. A dozen or so priestesses read or wrote or
prayed at small tables set in rows. The room was silent, except for
a mournful-sounding lyre that one of the women was playing. Mara
led Jena to the far end of the room. “Look,” she whispered. “This
is what you must pray tomorrow morning. You rise and wash yourself
in the tank, and then you take wine and go up to the altar. You
sprinkle the wine on the altar and say this.” She pointed to a
prayer painted high on the wall. “The bell will ring soon. I will
come and get you,” and she moved away.

Jena read the prayer. “O great goddess, mother of all
your people, visit the house of Rollo, our king, with a son.”

Jena studied the prayer for about ten minutes before
there was a sudden noisy ringing in the study hall; a handbell
swung vigorously by a middle-aged priestess whose long plait of
greyish hair swung about her as she bent to her task.

“Come, little sister.” Mara was at her side again,
and nearly pushed her out into the night.

The dining hall was a large room in the left wing of
the building. The kitchen was divided off at one end with a
waist-high wall painted white and decorated with a frieze of fruit
and flowers. Ten or so priestesses laboured in the kitchen. As they
completed each platter of food they placed it on the wall where
another team of women distributed platters to the long tables,
four, each with room for ten. Still more women were laying out
spoons, knives and wooden bowls.

When all was ready and everyone stood in their places
the High Priestess raised her hand and the room fell silent. “Great
goddess,” she said. “Thank you for this food and for all the
blessings of life. Thank you for our life in your service.” Then
she said: “We welcome our youngest sister, Jena. Oh goddess, we ask
that the perils that lie before us be not too onerous for us to
bear.” Then she lowered her hand and everyone sat.

The women sitting around Jena all stared at her. She
could almost feel the shock run through them. Slowly they began to
eat, but Jena realised she couldn’t. Not only had she eaten hugely
at the wedding feast, but also she remembered what the Voice had
said at the altar. The smell of boiled vegetables and stewed mutton
made her feel sick. She put her spoon down and looked at the High
Priestess who looked straight back into her eyes. She knows I know,
Jena thought. She pushed her bowl away.

The meal was eaten in complete silence. When all was
done the platters and bowls were taken away and the High Priestess
stood up to leave. As they filed out of the room the other women
seemed cold towards Jena, although no word was said. The High
Priestess made her way to Jena’s side. “Our time is short,” she
whispered. “Come with me.”

Mara had turned at the door and was waiting for Jena.
“What did she say to you?” she asked.

“Leave me,” Jena said, hurrying after Jocea, and was
immediately sorry she’d been so imperious. She turned to apologise,
but Mara had gone and Jocea was rapidly disappearing into the
night.

Jena struggled to catch up with her. “You know you
are to be my successor,” the High Priestess said. It was fully dark
now and Jena stumbled a bit on the uneven path. Jocea, long
striding, seemed completely surefooted.

Jena tried to talk while almost running. “Well,
um.”

“You will be the next High Priestess. I tell you this
because I know our time is short.”

“I have brought some ill to the Temple.”

Jocea noticed that she was struggling and stopped.
“Your coming signals great peril. It is not of your doing.” She
walked on, but more slowly. “Jena, the goddess does not tell me
all, only enough so that I can do what is right. She has told me
that your coming signals a time of great suffering for us all. But
there is something you must do when the evil comes.” She stopped
again and faced Jena. “You must find me. You must come to me,
whatever it takes.”

“But not soon.”

“Yes, very soon. Your coming is the signal. With you
everything changes.”

“But....”

“That’s all I know.” Jocea gazed out towards
Lankaren, but now the lights could not be seen. A heavy fog had
rolled in over the sea. “There is great danger awaiting us
all.”

“Askar?” Jena said.

“I don’t know.” Jocea took another few steps. “Askar
are our enemies but also our cousins. We were once one people.”

“Yes,” Jena said doubtfully.

Jocea gestured south. Over the sea in that direction
lay endless mountains and forest. “In that direction lies
peril.”

“My lady?”

“The goddess wants her people reunited.”

“But the Askans follow Dread!”

“I don’t know, Jena! I’m just doing as I’m told!”

They had reached the main road and Jocea walked
briskly up to the altar. Jena struggled after her.

“Why did you lie about the smoke casting?” she gasped
out.

Jocea stopped again. “How could I tell those lovely
young people and your parents and all the others that they are
doomed?”

“But can’t we do something?”

“What? Whatever we do the doom would still come. We
could even make it worse. All I know is you must come to me,
wherever I am.”

They returned to the courtyard. As Jocea said
goodnight Jena felt as if she were saying farewell forever.

~~~~

Galen slumped in a chair in the main hall of the
merchant’s house staring into the dying embers of the fire. It was
near midnight, as far as he knew, and all about him revellers were
sleeping off their indulgences. He drew his pipe from the deep
pocket in his robe. It was an instrument of the mountain people of
northern Urkan, given to him by Annelise long ago when he first
declared his love for her. He turned it over, thinking of her. He
remembered mainly how she smelt of sandalwood, an extraordinary
scent that seemed to him to embody her extraordinary essence. The
pipe smelled now but faintly of her. He put it to his lips and
gently blew an air from the north.

“Galen!”

It was Zarek.

“You have no manners. You offended the good
merchant,” Galen said.

“Well, I’ll make my apologies in the morning.” Zarek
threw himself down in the chair opposite his friend. “Fog,” he
said. “The ferry captain swore and cursed but it still took us all
day under oar. I should’ve taken passage yesterday.”

Galen grunted: “Yes.” Then he said: “I’m going to the
Temple at dawn.”

“What for?”

“Guidance.”

Zarek snorted. “I thought your precious Academy
frowned on superstition?”

“It’s your fault. You told me I’d been mouldering at
the Academy long enough.”

“The Academy’s no place for you,” Zarek said,
settling deeper into his chair. He looked as if he might be going
to encourage Galen to get on with his life. Galen held his breath,
but fortunately Zarek knew not to press too hard. “So, what did I
miss?”

“Usual thing. Ash was suitably pompous. Father
swallowed his pride and took the money. The bride blushed prettily.
Oh, and the merchant’s elder daughter was accepted into the
Temple.”

“What was she like?”

“Small and dark. She looks a bit Corbish, not like
the rest of her family.”

“Oh, well the Temple’s the best place for her
then.”

Galen felt uncomfortable with this remark, so
remained silent for a while. Then he returned to the subject
uppermost in his mind. “It’s all right for you, you know your
life’s path. My smoke casting just said ‘a good friend’ – most
helpful.”

“At least you’re free to choose.”

~~~~

The fleet split in two around midnight, or around the
time the sorcerer announced it was midnight. The flagship and six
other ships sailed west. Shortly afterward the captain heard the
slight lapping of waves on a shore and their beat on rocks. “Sacred
Isle,” the helmsman said knowingly.

“All ships halt,” the sorcerer said. The captain
ordered the anchor dropped. Around him he heard anchors running
into the sea. He had no idea how they had all received the signal.
The cold seeped through his sea coat and he shuddered.

~~~~

Galen slept fitfully. Zarek snored loudly, his mouth
open. The hours passed. A cock crowed somewhere in the merchant’s
yard. Galen put out his foot and jabbed Zarek in the knee.

Zarek grunted and half opened his eyes.

“We have to go,” Galen said.

“Go?”

“To the Temple.” Galen stood and stretched. He
reached for his academy robe to put it on, for it was chilly. Then
he thought better of it. The Temple and the Academy were not best
friends. Perhaps his reluctance to wear it was a sign of where his
heart truly lay? He smiled to himself and slipped his pipe into his
trouser pocket.

Zarek stretched and stood up. “Lead on,” he said.

Galen grinned at him and they picked their way
through the sleeping company. As they left the merchant’s house the
heavy smell of smoke came to them. It was a foggy morning; smoke
always stayed close to the ground on such a morning.

~~~~

Shortly before dawn the sorcerer gave the order for
the ships to move forward. The oars dipped and rose, their slight
splashing loud in the stillness. The sky began to lighten and the
captain could see the dim outline of the southern head of the broad
harbour of Narvon. The sorcerer leaned towards the Emperor. The
captain could see them exchange a few words. Then suddenly the
captain felt a slight touch on his cheek. He looked up. The eagle
pennant atop the mainmast fluttered. “All hands on deck!” he
called, seizing the helm and sending the helmsman scurrying on
deck. “Raise the mainsail!” Six of his crew hurried to do his
bidding. He glanced skywards again. The fog was shredding. Tearing
away to reveal the clearest of skies, the sun still low, but their
goal clearly visible. The white city of Narvon, City of the Sacred
Isle, jewel of the Inland Sea. He turned the wheel. He’d sailed
into this harbour a thousand times when he’d captained the fisher
out of Megotha for his old master. He knew every rock and eddy.

~~~~

It was completely dark. Jena could hear the deep
breathing of others sleeping. She slipped quietly outside. In the
courtyard all was still, not even a breeze rustled the leaves. The
water in the tank was deep and black and smelled of earth. She took
off her robe and under shirt and climbed down into it. The water
was a deep mysterious darkness. She shuddered, gasping for breath,
her skin bumpy with gooseflesh. She ducked her head and rinsed the
sleep from her face and climbed from the tank as the sky was
lightening toward the mainland revealing the roof tiles of the
Temple House. She rubbed herself briskly with linen from her bed,
put on her clothes again and slipped sandals on her feet. An old
priestess was tending the fire in the kitchen. Jena put the linen
on the pile of laundry.

“Get Loya to show you the secret way when you are up
there, little sister,” the old priestess said. “They say there is a
secret tunnel down the mountain.”

“Have you seen it?”

The old sister cackled. She stirred the embers and
put on more wood. “It’s an old sister’s tale. Ask Loya, she
knows.”

The dawn was still damp and misty. Jena hurried up
the path to the altar between dripping leaves. Loya was lying
prostrate before the altar. Jena waited in the shadows.

“O praise the goddess, our mother, safely delivered
of a new dawn!” Loya cried out. “Good morning, little sister,” she
said as she rose to her feet.

“Good morning, sister.” The sun was glimmering feebly
in the mist, barely penetrating the grey damp.

Loya blew out the oil lamps she had set by the altar.
She removed two jars to the robing room and swept embers onto the
fire.

“Sister,” Jena said. “Could you show me the secret
way down the mountain?”

“What secret way?”

“The old sister in the kitchen said....”

“Well, I don’t know of a secret way, but there is a
secret room. Come in here,” and Loya beckoned Jena into the robing
room. She bent down by the back wall, and pushed with all her might
on a block by the floor. “See, here.” The block moved in slightly.
“I can’t move it the whole way, but they say there’s a secret room
in there.”

They went back outside where the feeble sun was
beginning to find its way under the portico. Loya carefully poked
the fire. “Keep this alight.”

“Yes, sister.”

“May the goddess guide you!” And Loya disappeared
down the steep path.

Jena looked about her as the light strengthened.
Indeed, the mist had gone and she could now see a short stretch of
the sea before it rounded the headland into the harbour at
Lankaren. A small fleet of ships was scudding past the headland,
slipping into the harbour. They were a long way off and seemed mere
dots, ant ships on the broad brazen bay. She dipped her fingers
into the altar wine; a greyness of spirit enveloped her as she
sprinkled wine on the fire. It hissed at her.

“You are my right hand. Through you my will is done,”
the Voice said. Jena shuddered and sprinkled a bit more wine. The
fire spat viciously. “Your time is at hand. Have faith. Follow
Jocea to the ends of the earth.” She closed her eyes and slowly
intoned the prayer from the study hall, begging the goddess for a
son for the King.

“Rollo shall have no son,” the Voice said.

Jena sighed. Somehow this news did not surprise her.
She turned from the altar. There were two figures walking up the
road towards her. She watched them for a while. They were a long
way off, but they were walking quickly. Their rapid approach made
her feel nervous.

~~~~

The harbour was unguarded. There were two fishing
boats and a ferry tied up at the dock, the crews busy on deck. As
the black ships neared they raised the alarm, sounding bells on
their decks. Up on shore merchants setting up their stalls were
alerted and three or four ran towards the garrison building which
stood back from the quay and about two hundred yards away. The
flagship tied up and the warriors swarmed onto the dock, putting
every fisherman to the sword. The merchants on the waterfront fled,
leaving their wares, but the Askans ignored the plunder and pursued
the owners up into the streets of the city. Warriors from the
garrison began streaming onto the quay, but by this time all seven
ships had docked and seven hundred Askans were storming the town.
Soon the invaders had the upper hand and the flagship captain saw
the buildings on the waterfront begin to burn.

He was not a fighting man, or at least not a man who
fought his battles on land. As they dragged the residents of the
grand house on the quay out into the street and cut their throats,
he was sitting with his back to the town, mending a rip in his sea
coat.

~~~~

“Excuse me!”

Jena turned. Below her at the foot of the altar steps
stood two young men. One was Lord Jevan’s younger son, Galen.

But he wasn’t the one who had spoken. The other
walked a little forward. “Are you deaf? My friend seeks guidance.”
He was tall and dressed in a warrior’s leather armour with a very
fine white woollen tunic over it, and his brown hair, instead of
shaven like an Urkan warrior’s, was long and braided.

“Remove your feet from the altar steps and lower your
voice in this sacred place.” She spoke very quietly and with great
dignity, but she was angry and barely contained her trembling. “You
will have to wait for at least an hour. I am not able to accept
your offerings.”

“What do you mean?” the warrior snapped.

“I am new to the Temple.”

Galen smiled at his friend. “That is so, Zarek, she
is the little one who entered the Temple last night.”

Zarek, it was Lord Zarek! Jena felt heat rush to her
face. She stood as tall as she could and looked down her nose at
him.

“Well, then, introduce me to the little grey hen.”
The heir used an old Urkan word for hen, which was slightly
obscene. “My friend here always told me the priestesses at the
Temple were great beauties. I can see he was wrong.”

Jena’s face continued to burn.

“Er, my mother’s sister Jocea is a great beauty, that
is what I said.” Galen stammered and sounded embarrassed.

“My mistake. I am Zarek, my lady.” The warrior looked
unabashed.

Jena turned away. Tears stung her eyes. She fought
them back furiously, wondering whether priestesses often had to put
up with such insolence.

The fire still spat nastily. Smoke blurred her
vision. “I must apologise,” Galen said. “My friend is out of sorts.
He is not used to this early hour.”

“I don’t care if he is out of sorts.” Jena turned
towards Zarek. “You have no manners!”

Zarek laughed loudly. “I think we’ll come back,”
Galen said, moving away. Jena turned back to the altar, shaking.
Past a pillar she could see Narvon Bay – black with Askan warships
– and black smoke billowing into the bright morning sky.

Suddenly Jena screamed. Then she screamed again.
Galen was jerked into awareness to see Zarek already running off
down the road. “Zarek!” he called. “What are you doing?” Then he
saw the smoke curling up into the clear morning. He seized the
priestess by the shoulders. Surprised, she stopped screaming. “Stay
here.”

Jena’s head bobbled as he pulled at her.

He left her and ran after Zarek. He caught his friend
and yanked him back with all his strength. “Don’t run straight into
it. Through the vines.”

Zarek said nothing but followed Galen into the rows
of grapevines that encircled the mount like necklaces. Galen knew
secret ways in and out of Narvon after years of escapades as a
student. He ran along the vine rows, gradually working down the
mountain until he reached a vantage point where the entire Academy
courtyard could be seen. The Academy was in flames, the heat so
intense Galen had to avert his face after only a few seconds. There
was no one, alive or dead, in the courtyard. “The barracks,” he
whispered, signalling Zarek back.

Galen went more slowly now. He left the vineyard and
crouched beneath the low town wall. He followed it until he had a
view of the main street. There about fifty Askans were looting
Merchant Bardolph’s house, the top floor of which was in flames. As
they watched they heard screams inside. Zarek moved to leap over
the wall. Galen hauled him down.

“Don’t be a fool.”

“But they’re all in there!”

“And what are you going to do?”

“The merchant’s family, the guests....”

At that moment a servant dashed from the burning
house, screaming in terror. As he ran an Askan put an arrow in his
back.

Galen fought back nausea. “We must escape,” he
said.

“No. I must....”

“Come on.” Galen crept along behind the wall, and
then, behind the Weavers’ Guild building, climbed over the wall and
crept down the alley to the barracks. But the Askans had already
been there; the court was littered with bodies. The building had
been overrun; the garrison was no more.

Zarek stood, his sword drawn, looking at the
devastation, not moving.

“Come on,” Galen said again, again pulling at his
friend.

“We must stay and fight.”

“Come on.” And to Galen’s great relief Zarek followed
him. He led him back the way they had come, over the wall, and then
he went straight up the mountain, hiding in the early summer
greenness, until they had nearly reached the top. Then he pushed
through low-lying bushes straight to the Temple House. Stumbling,
bent double, he was about to break through the underbrush and enter
the courtyard when he became aware of more screams, close in front
of him. He pushed Zarek back and crouched low – peering through the
brush to where a band of Askans was steadily ransacking the Temple
House. He watched as they dragged the treasure of the priestesses
away. He saw them set fire to a huge pile of documents. They were
dragging women from the dining hall where they had been eating
breakfast. Bodies were already piled in the courtyard – and, as he
watched, a young priestess with a huge halo of frizzy brown hair
was dragged before the man who seemed to be in charge of the
attack. He grabbed a handful of the brown hair and the priestess
screamed as he cut her throat. Blood flowed down the drainage
channels and the water in the tank glowed red.

Galen signalled Zarek to move back. His friend stared
dumbly back at him. Galen shoved him backwards. Just as he began to
retreat Galen saw them lead out his aunt, the High Priestess. Her
white blond hair was matted and tangled; her robe torn and already
bloodstained. She was dragged before the leader. She stood before
him proud and unafraid. And, just as Galen was steeling himself to
see her lifeblood flow, there was a shout and an order which Galen
could not hear over the screams and the crack of fire, and the man
who seemed to be in charge signalled for her to be dragged
away.

Galen turned and pushed again at his friend. “Back up
to the top,” he hissed.

They ran through the low-lying scrub to the road.
There was no sign of the Askans there. Galen sprinted up to the
altar. The priestess was standing where he had left her, before the
dead altar fire, wringing her hands. “My family,” she said, turning
her tear-stained face to him.

“It’s too late,” he said, taking her arm.

“My sisters?”

“It’s too late.”

She began screaming again.

“Show us the way out!” he shouted in her face.

To his relief she stopped screaming. “I have done
this,” she gasped.

“Show us the way out.”

“I don’t know....”

“Now!”

The girl pulled herself free from him. She
straightened and seemed to pull her body into line. She lifted her
head slightly higher. “Follow me,” she said, her voice suddenly
calm and commanding.

~~~~

 


 



Chapter 2

 


In the Forest

 


The young priestess led them through the sanctuary. There was a
door, ajar, and they slipped through. The girl locked the door
behind them and took up a lighted lamp. “There is a passage from
here, down through the mountain, to the village below. Here.” She
knelt and pushed at one of the large marble blocks at the base of
the Temple wall. It shifted an inch or so. “Help me,” she said.

Zarek bent and pushed. Galen helped him and together
they pushed the block slowly into the wall until it gave way and
fell a short distance, leaving a hole large enough to scramble
through.

The priestess lifted the lamp. “Follow,” she said,
dropping into the dark. Galen became aware of noise outside – the
sound of many boots approaching. He could hear the chant in the
Askan dialect: “One more witch. One more witch.”

“Hurry.” The girl’s voice came out of the dark. For
an instant anger held him still. He laid his hand on his sword.
“Hurry,” the girl said again, and he lowered himself to where she
stood. Zarek jumped down behind him and together they tried to
replace the stone, but it was too heavy. “Leave it,” she said.

The lamp cast leaping shadows around a tiny room. The
priestess held it high and began examining the space. Galen
realised she had no idea what to do next. “If you wish us to live
you must help me!” she said with eerie authority. All three of them
started running their hands around the walls.

“Down, it’s down,” the girl cried suddenly and knelt.
She ran her hands across the floor. It was wooden, and the lamp
showed gaps between the boards. Zarek slipped his knife between two
floorboards. A trap door lifted. They dropped through and Zarek
closed the trap behind them. He put his fingers to his lips. They
could hear nothing from outside now. He gestured through the
trapdoor; faint light seeped into the secret room from the robing
room. He blew out the lamp.

“Come, carefully,” the priestess whispered and she
led the way into the pitch dark.

Jena felt as if she were not quite present. Her voice
was calling instructions, orders, telling them the way, and she was
following just as much as they. The tunnel was completely dark and
she knew she was terrified, she knew that in a normal world she
would never be leading them into such darkness, but she knew that
behind them was death and that the Voice was all that protected
them. Her heart beat in her chest; it felt as if it were trying to
find its way out of a cage. Dimly she could hear Zarek and Galen
behind her, but also, way back up the tunnel, crashing and shouting
in a language she barely understood.

“How far is it?” Zarek asked.

“I don’t know,” she whispered, nearly breathless with
fear.

Suddenly her foot met air and she tumbled forward,
pushing her hands out to the walls of the tunnel to stop her
downward fall. She felt with her foot. A step. Zarek barrelled into
her and she nearly fell again. “Steps here,” she said in her
strangely detached voice. The steps were crooked, so they slowed,
carefully feeling their way. The sounds behind them dwindled to
nothing and before them light beckoned. The steps ended. “Come on,”
Zarek hissed, and they ran.

At the entrance they plunged into a thick growth of
small trees and brambles, snagging their clothes, cutting their
skin. They picked their way through the tangle to a small clearing.
Zarek drew his sword and led the way across. There was still no
sound of pursuit. He led them forward, through another thicket. On
the other side he almost tripped over a girl, a young village
woman, cradling another woman in her arms. The girl screamed and
cowered, bending over the older woman who lay motionless on the
ground.

“Ssssh,” Zarek whispered. “The infidel are behind us.
You’re not safe here.”

“My mother is dead.”

From that other part of her brain that was feeling
nothing Jena said: “If I changed clothes with her they might think
she’s me.”

“No! You will not touch her!” The girl threw herself
over her mother’s body.

“Girl,” Galen said firmly. “The infidel pursue the
priestess. If she changes clothes they will stop hunting for
her.”

Jena was already struggling against the girl to
remove the dead woman’s robe. She pulled her own robe over her head
and replaced it with the brown one. The girl sobbed loudly and
cursed.

“A boat, quickly girl,” Jena’s voice said, although
inside she was still standing at the altar, weeping and wringing
her hands and watching the destruction of everything she loved.

“My father’s,” the girl sobbed. “On the beach.”

The girl led the way through low brush to a rocky
little beach where the shattered remains of five fishing boats lay
scattered on the pebbles. She waded out into the water. “You’ll
have to get wet,” she said scornfully. Jena hoisted the heavy brown
garment she had stolen to her knees and followed the girl. The girl
waded across the bay, making directly for its northern head. Zarek
and Galen followed and then Jena, but the water pulled at her until
she lost her footing and fell face forward into it. Strong arms
hauled her out, and Zarek lifted her to his shoulders. He said
nothing. She felt her face flame in embarrassment and wanted to
make a sharp remark, but it seemed foolish to rebuke the blank
brown top of his head.

Suddenly exclamations in Askan could be heard from
inland among the trees. “The witch is here. She must have
fallen....” Galen silently signalled the girl to hurry. More Askan
voices shouted from above and Jena braced to hear that they had
been spotted in the water.

They rounded the headland and a narrow channel opened
before them, a small tongue of sea that wound inland between steep
banks. Zarek put Jena down. He said nothing, but she discovered it
was shallower and she was able to scramble around the rocks. The
channel was so narrow the trees met over it so it was completely
hidden from above. A hundred or so yards up the channel a small
fishing boat was tied to an overhanging tree.

“It might be safe to wait here until night,” the girl
whispered.

Zarek nodded and they climbed into the boat. A flock
of gulls wheeled overhead and above them a shout went up.

“The gulls come to feed on the Urkan infidel!”

Jena sat facing the girl, who remained silent, but
tears were running down her face. Jena clenched her teeth and put
her hands over her ears, but she could not shut out that guttural
voice.

~~~~

The captain of the Imperial Guard spat on the ground.
The sea below him stretched blue and almost motionless across the
bay to the great harbour at Lankaren. He knew there the rest of the
Black Fleet was taking the heart of Urkan. This was a side trip, a
whim of the Emperor’s, and an extremely foolish one. And costly.
Near seventy men lay dead in the streets of Narvon for no military
advantage whatsoever. What was the point in killing women and
children? It was shameful. The guard captain was ashamed of his
Emperor and of his part in the massacre. He had ordered the
slaughter of the witches. He had handed the head witch over to the
Emperor himself.

“My lord,” his second came running up, slightly
breathless. “We have killed them all.”

“All? What of the guardian of the Temple?” The
captain knew the altar fire was never left untended. The Emperor
had specifically required that every priestess be killed.

“Her too, sir.”

“Did you find the King’s heir?”

“No.”

“He could not have escaped?”

“No, sir.”

That was a concern. The Emperor’s spies had been
clear that Zarek of Leandro would be on the island on this day.
They would all pay dearly if they let him escape. “What about
boats?”

“All destroyed.”

“No one left the island?”

“No, sir.”

“All right.” He was relieved. It was over. He would
go and wage a decent war and forget about this. “We sail on the
tide.”

On to Lankaren where real reputations could be
made.

~~~~

They waited in the boat as the sun climbed in the sky
and the day grew hot. The girl found a full water bottle and they
passed it around in silence.

When the sun was at its highest Zarek at last broke
the silence. “At dark we sail to the mainland.”

“What about me?” the girl asked.

“You shall come, of course,” Jena said. “What is your
name?”

“Dartie.”

“There is only death here, Dartie, you must
come.”

~~~~

“You will never see him again,” the Voice had said as
she watched her oldest brother entering her father’s courtyard. He
had been very fine, Tobbar, Captain of the Sacred Isle, his head
newly shaved, ordering his men to make preparation. They expected
war. They knew the Askans were planning to attack that summer. He
strode through the courtyard stripping off his gloves, barking
orders to the man leading his horse.

“I will never see him again,” Jena thought now,
sitting cramped in the little boat.

She had been angry then, trying on the fine robes her
mother had made for her entrance to the Temple. To be worn only
once. Sky blue with silver pears embroidered near the hem, her
mother’s best work. She had slipped on the blue gown; it whispered
into place over her head. She had walked up and down in it swishing
slightly and tears had sprung to her eyes. Freya, her baby sister,
had a life waiting for her, and she was doomed to servitude.

Tears fell now. Freya and her beautiful young husband
were dead.

Her dear father had spared no expense. The wagons had
rolled in for hours delivering the finest delicacies, including the
side of expensive imported beef. Ash was heir to the Sacred Isle
and Freya merely a merchant’s daughter. It was a very fine
match.

Jena watched the new Lord of the Sacred Isle. He lay
back in the boat with his eyes closed. She wondered how he could
bear it, all that loss. How was she to bear it?

“In the days of Daria the Askan shall rule in Urkan.”
It was the Voice. Daria is dead, she said to herself automatically.
The Voice did not contradict her. Suddenly the stories she had read
all her life were no longer stories. She could imagine this
becoming another part of the chronicle – the Massacre of the Sacred
Isle. Jena had thought the death of Daria a thrilling story, like
Alonso and Lalla being murdered by their parents, or the legend of
the Bloodeater in the Megothan swamp. But now she knew it really
did happen and Urkan was suffering as a result.

Jena’s youngest brother Estvan was only fifteen; he
too was shaven for war. He too was dead. She had been closest to
Estvan of them all, for they shared their lessons. Only girls who
were to be priestesses had lessons. The grief was too much. She
looked at the others. Dartie was weeping silently. Galen and Zarek
seemed to be asleep. They were warriors, perhaps weeping was not in
them.

Weeping was not for priestesses either. Priestesses
were called upon to speak the goddess’s words. “I need to tell you
something very important,” her mother had said. She had sighed
heavily and put down the piece of silk she was embroidering. They
were in her mother’s room, at the top of the house, and from here
Jena could see the ships that tied up from Lankaren and the traders
and their customers in the marketplace. The room always smelt of
roses and was crammed with things her mother loved – a large
embroidery frame with a half finished needlework of a ship, a lyre,
a table with pens and paper for sketching. Jena loved her mother.
Tall and fair and beautiful. Jena was in no way like her. It was
Jena’s thirteenth birthday. “My darling, you know that you are
different from your sisters.” Her mother looked at her hands,
turning them over. “You are not like the others. When you were born
your smoke casting was different.”

Jena already knew, but she whispered: “What did it
say?”

“This child, daughter of Bardolph the Merchant, will
be remembered as the greatest High Priestess of Urkan.”

“Oh.”

“You must know, my daughter, that it is a great
honour to be chosen by the goddess in this way.” She smiled
broadly. Fuzz murmured assent. Jena fidgeted in her chair.

Jena smiled slightly. Poor mother, how could she know
that this was what was meant?

“You can bear it. You will bear it well,” the Voice
said and she remembered that she had something to do and maybe she
could grieve when she had done it.

It grew dark. They punted out of the channel. Once in
the open water Dartie put up the mast and hoisted the square
sail.

“We’ll go south. Avoid the Black Fleet,” Zarek said
to her. “There’s a bay. A long beach with a stream at the south
end. Do you know it?”

“The Bay of Large Fish,” Dartie said.

Dartie took the tiller in one hand and held the sheet
in the other. She tugged on the sheet until the breeze filled the
sail and the boat heeled over and began racing towards the open
sea. She tied the sheet off and sat back; gazing intently in the
direction they were going, sometimes glancing up at the sail,
guiding the tiller with tiny movements of her hand.

The sea was choppy. The moon rose and shone brightly
on the lumpy waves. Jena scoured the sea to the north of them,
looking for Askan ships, willing them to stay away. At dawn the sun
came up behind the mountains and gulls began to feed in the waves.
Galen pointed out a pod of whales further south, their great backs
arching out of the water as they raced to the south to lands and
seas unknown. The sun rose higher. The gulls disappeared. Jena
trailed her fingers in the water and watched the bright bubbles
churned up as the prow of the boat ploughed the sea. She watched
Dartie concentrating on the boat and Galen, his eyes half closed,
legs stretched out, his hair lifting in the wind. Zarek was
polishing his sword blade with the now filthy hem of his white
tunic.

The coast drew nearer. The massive headland of
Lankaren slipped by them to the north and they confronted the long
featureless shore. As they sailed nearer the dense pine forest
revealed itself – dark green and black. Jena had no idea how Dartie
found her way into the curve of the Bay of Large Fish, but as the
sun went down behind them they entered a large, sheltered bay and
sailed for the northern end of the beach.

They landed as the sun burnished the sea out to the
western horizon. The gulls had returned to their feasting and the
mountains and forest before them were bathed in a dark orange glow.
Dartie grounded the boat on the sand and Galen and Zarek helped her
pull it completely from the water and drag it into a cave.

“Is there a way from this beach to the forest trail,
Dartie?”

“The only way off the beach is up the stream bed, my
lord.” She pointed. The cliffs loomed over the beach, but they
appeared to have a gap in them near the southern headland.

“We spend the night here, then,” Zarek said. “And
climb tomorrow.”

In the morning they walked south. A stream ran down
the gap in the cliff in a series of little falls, like a staircase.
They climbed up the falls to the sparse brush forest at the top.
Zarek filled the water bottle in the stream and began to push
through the brush, finally gaining the cool shade of the pine
forest. He stopped.

“Which way now?” he asked. “Dartie?”

“I’ve never been off the beach, my lord.”

Zarek sighed heavily. “Have you ever been this far
south, Galen?”

“No. But I think if we just keep going inland we’re
bound to meet the trail.”

“How do you know?” Zarek snapped. “The trail heads
due north after twenty miles. We could completely miss it.”

The climb up the stream had left Jena hot and tired,
and she had scraped the skin off her shins. Her face was sunburned
and so was the small amount of her neck the robe exposed. She could
not see the sea; she had been able to see it all her life and now
it was gone. The mainland always looked like a mere line of hills
from the island. She never thought there was so much of it beyond
those hills. And the smell was gone. The friendly smell of salt and
sand. She sat on a fallen log and watched her companions. Galen and
Zarek frowned as they talked and gestured, making suggestions and
angrily dismissing each other’s ideas. Jena put her head in her
hands and closed her eyes. Everyone she knew was dead ... except
the High Priestess. She must follow the High Priestess to the ends
of the earth.

“Calm down,” Galen was saying, laying a hand on
Zarek’s shoulder. “We should head straight north, hit the trail and
follow it west.”

“I must find the High Priestess,” Jena said, cutting
across their argument. She was aware that Dartie was stifling a
giggle. She began to dislike the girl.

“She’s dead,” Zarek snapped.

“No, I saw her,” Galen said. “I saw them drag her
away.”

“Well, then if she’s alive the King’s spies will
know.” Zarek’s tone was flat, as if he were keeping himself under
tight control.

“I doubt the King’s spies could find one small woman
when they couldn’t even detect the approach of an entire battle
fleet,” Galen said in a voice dripping with sarcasm. “He’s off
hunting Falhar when he knew they were preparing for war.”

Zarek turned deep red. “We understood the Askans were
to attack Anzali shortly before midsummer. That’s just one thing of
many I’ll bring up with the old buzzard when I see him.”

“And how’re we going to find the old buzzard, given
he’s off chasing horned pirates somewhere?”

“We’ll go to the city, raise the alarm.”

“We cannot go to the city,” Jena said, standing up.
“The city has fallen.”

“Nonsense. It was just a raid.” Zarek turned his
annoyance on her.

“They attacked Lankaren, I saw their ships enter the
harbour,” she said, trying to stop her bottom lip trembling. “There
is still danger there.”

Zarek snorted. Galen said: “The most sensible course
is to go to Lankaren.”

“Go east,” said the Voice.

“Go east, meet the King in the forest,” Jena said.
She looked up at the sky, and then pointed. “We go that way.”

She set off. But she had gone barely six paces when
Zarek grabbed her arm and pulled her back. “You may not go off
alone. I will take you to Lankaren. Once you’re safely there you
may do as you like.” He began to push her north. Galen and Dartie
followed.

Jena tried to pull away from him, but it was useless.
All around her the forest was alive with noise. It was deafening.
Insects chirped loudly, there was the occasional snap of a twig and
the harsh cry of a bird. Jena found herself concentrating, trying
to identify each noise as she heard it.

Suddenly Galen stopped walking and hissed:
“Shhh!”

Zarek stopped in his tracks and glanced back. “What
is it?”

Galen crept forward. They crouched low, hidden among
the trees, and watched the clearing a short way ahead. As they
watched a tall, olive-skinned Askan warrior strode into view.
Behind him, with two or three strides between each, came nine
others just like him. They were slender and raven-haired and moved
with a beautiful grace. Jena had seen plenty of Corbs before, but
never a Corb warrior of Askar. Their gold hair ornaments glittered
in the dappled sunlight and their weapons clanked but faintly. They
walked alert like cats. Two of them had heavily tattooed faces.

Galen, Zarek, Jena and Dartie crouched motionless for
a good quarter of an hour after the last Askan disappeared into the
trees. Then Zarek motioned them back.

“We cannot go to Lankaren,” he whispered. “We’ll have
to try and find the King out here in the forest.”

“Impossible,” Galen said. “We have no idea where he
is and there’ll be Askans everywhere.”

“So, what then? We stay here and starve to
death?”

“The King is camped in the forest,” Jena said. “Take
me to him.”

Galen glared at her.

“We go due east,” she said. “We will find a trail.”
She moved off. To Galen’s amazement Zarek followed without a word.
After a short time Zarek pushed past the priestess. “I should go in
front,’ he said. “Keep alert.” He looked back and bestowed on her
one of his most charming smiles. Galen found himself a little
amused: Zarek was going to have no luck with that little one.

As the forest dimmed towards dusk they came quite
suddenly upon a rough shelter set in under the trees at the edge of
a clearing.

“The goddess has provided,” Dartie said.

“Indeed,” Jena said, her spirits lifting.

Galen drew his sword and moved around behind the hut;
Zarek drew his and entered the cloth-hung door. He reappeared
almost immediately.

“There’s no-one here.”

“He’s here!”

Galen was standing over the body of a large
middle-aged man. At first Jena thought Galen had killed him, but
then it became very clear he had been dead for some time as a cloud
of flies buzzed into her face. Zarek moved forward.

“Seralite!” he said in some surprise. “What’s he
doing here?”

Galen flicked at the man’s money pouch with his
sword, severing the chord. He picked the pouch up. Inside was a
large silver disc inscribed with markings he almost recognised.
They looked like simple signs for a bird and a fish and a ship.
“This is not Seralite,” he said.

“Askan?”

“No. They prefer gold. Besides, they didn’t pay him,
they killed him.” Galen retrieved a black-feathered arrow from the
ground. “He did the trade and met the Askans later.”

“So this was payment?” Zarek weighed the silver in
his hand.

“Seralites trade slaves and horses. Who’s buying
slaves or horses in the forest?” Galen crouched again and looked
thoughtfully at the body. “Falhar,” he concluded.

“They don’t use horses and they have no time for
slaves.”

“I think I recognise the signs of their gods. Haven’t
they become a lot more active lately? They’ve been raiding all
along the south a long way into the mountains.”

Zarek looked at the arrow thoughtfully. “We know
nothing at all about them. They attack and then disappear. I saw
one crewing on a merchant ship once. He had horns.”

Galen snorted. “Well, we can’t solve this mystery
now.” He stood up. “We take what we can from this man’s hut and get
out.”

“We ... we ... can’t just steal....” Jena started to
say.

“He doesn’t mind.”

Jena was so hungry she had no heart for an argument.
She helped them take blankets, bread and ground meal, and a cooking
pot and pack their plunder into bags.

“Why didn’t the Askans take his food when they killed
him?” she asked, as she hoisted a heavy bag onto her back.

Galen shrugged. “They need to travel light. Fast and
light. That’s why they killed him. They didn’t want him spreading
news of their presence.” He shouldered his own bag.

They marched quickly through the glooming forest,
stumbling through the trees, over roots and sliding on pine
needles, until Zarek judged that they were well out of sight and
ear shot of the hut. Then he threw his bag down and slumped on the
ground.

Dartie handed around the food and they fell upon it
voraciously.

It was very cold, but no one dared light a fire. They
sat, wrapped in the Seralite’s filthy blankets, slightly comforted
by the cold food.

“How did you know which way was east?” Zarek asked
Jena suddenly.

“I was tutored in all the arts from a very early
age.”

“Oh, yes, Temple girls, yes. So it was foretold at
your birth you’d be a priestess?”

“Yes.”

“It was foretold I would not be King.”

Galen drew his breath in sharply. It was not wise to
say such a thing too openly.

“What’s wrong with you?” Zarek asked rudely.

“You should learn more discretion.”

“You should learn not to listen to private
conversations!”

“Do you have to fight about everything?” Jena said.
“I thought you were friends.”

“My lady,” Zarek said. “If we were not friends Galen
wouldn’t dare argue with me.” And he laughed.

Galen shrugged, sat back on his heels and took out
his pipe.

“What’s that?” Jena asked, moving closer to him.

“A pipe from the northern mountains. My wife gave it
to me.” Galen fingered it gently, looking thoughtful. Jena decided
to change the subject.

“Why did only some of the Askans have those marks on
their faces?”

“Tattoos. Those are tribal Corbs – they still live in
their clans as they did under the Hola Kings.”

“Barbarians,” Zarek muttered.

“Goddess preserve us,” Dartie said quickly, crossing
the fingers on her left hand and kissing them. Jena shuddered at
the sign – a reminder of ancient ways that were not after all as
dead as civilised people believed.

“I must find the priestess,” she said.

“So you’ve said.” Galen sounded amused.

“The goddess speaks to me.” As Jena said it she
suddenly wondered if he believed it. “You do believe me, don’t
you?” she said softly.

He laughed. “I believe you believe.” He turned the
pipe over, gently touching its curves. “He believes you,” he said
quietly, nodding towards Zarek. Zarek met his eyes and frowned.

“Do not scorn, Galen. You’re the one who went to the
Temple seeking guidance.”

“How could the goddess allow the Askans to invade and
destroy Narvon?” Galen asked.

“They are our people,” Jena said.

“What?” Galen snapped.

“They were,” she said, more quietly. “The goddess
wants to reunite her people.”

“Never.”

Jena said nothing more for a while, and then Galen
began telling her about the Academy. About classes in mathematics
and law, history and the natural world. “I was sent there at
fifteen. But I ran away. So I spent some time with Zarek fighting
for the King. Then I went back.”

“Why?”

Galen was silent for a long time. “I couldn’t decide
where I belonged. Anyway, I left again to fight with Zarek. That’s
when I met ... Annelise. She was Bryn’s sister, you know, the Lord
of Corsha. Zarek was making another truce with Bryn. But she died,
so I went back as a master to the Academy.” He looked thoughtful
for a while and then he said: “And now it’s all gone.”

He sighed and bit back tears. There was no time to
grieve and he would not. Some day, perhaps when he was very old, he
would have the time.

After the priestess and the girl were asleep Galen
took his pipe from his pocket again, feeling the smooth wood,
carved to fit his fingers precisely. He felt an ache to hear its
tones again. He put it away reluctantly.

Food helped Jena sleep better that night. It was
cold, but the Seralite’s blanket kept the frost at bay. She awoke
to see Zarek hunched over a tiny fire, a small pot bubbling over
it.

“Aren’t you worried about the Askans seeing the
smoke?”

He shrugged. “It’ll be out before the mist
clears.”

“Oh,” she squatted next to him. He scratched at the
stubbly beard on his chin. “I never saw a beard before,” she
said.

“I gather you priestesses are stored like precious
silk.”

“I suppose.”

He reached out a hand as if to touch her. Then
withdrew it. “I’m sorry I was rude to you, when we first met.”

It was her turn to shrug. She didn’t really know what
to say.

“The goddess has told you to rescue the High
Priestess.”

“To follow her, anyway.”

“I’ll take you to her.”

“But....” She didn’t quite understand him, and the
Voice didn’t provide an explanation.

“I will go with you.”

“But you must.... The King won’t let you.”

“I will do as I please.”

They climbed all that day. The trees became sparser
and from the tops they could see the coastal forest stretched out
below them like a vast grey ocean. Jena could not see the sea –
just the sun over the great forest. They reached the summit near
the middle of the day, wrapped in the Seralite’s blankets as the
wind howled around them, and moved as quickly as they could down
the other side.

“You know exactly where the King is?” Zarek asked her
on the way down.

“No, but I know which direction and how long it will
take to get there.”

“How long?”

“We will find horses. Then two more days.”

“Horses?”

“Another Seralite. They trade horses don’t they?”

“But....”

“It will hasten the journey, won’t it?”

“Yes,” he said. “So your goddess is to provide horses
is she?” And he chuckled. He started telling her stories then, most
of which she knew, but she allowed him to talk on. “Shall I tell
you of Hella?” he said. “The most beautiful woman who ever lived,
for whom the kingdom was divided?”

“How do they know that?” Jena asked, familiar
annoyance rising in her.

“What?”

“The most beautiful woman who ever lived.” Jena
snorted.

“There’s a painting of her in the House of Leandro in
Lankaren.”

“Oh, so what does she look like? Tall, slender, long
fair hair, blue eyes? How many women have you met who look like
that?”

Zarek blushed. Galen was astonished at this reaction
from his friend.

“Well,” Zarek said. “Perhaps she was just the most
beautiful woman of her time.”

“And more trouble that all the beauty in the world is
worth,” Jena said.

“Then perhaps I should tell you of the weeries,”
Zarek persisted. “Creatures that have lost their souls and steal
those of travellers lost in the forest.”

“In the desert, I heard,” Jena said.

“Do you have to spoil everything?”

“Sorry,” she said.

“Anyway,” he resumed, “The servant of Dread roamed
the lonely places of the world and stole the souls of those who
travelled there. Once their souls were gone they lived forever and
ever and stole the souls of others, who then joined them. They say
that’s what happened to King Asa in the days before the schism when
he disappeared into the swamp at Megotha.”

Zarek continued telling them all the weerie lore he
had ever heard, finishing with a lurid description of the
Bloodeater of northern Askar with his ghastly green face and long
white hair. Jena laughed at most of the tales. “Stories to terrify
children with.”

“My mother disappeared in Megotha,” Galen said
suddenly. “No one ever found her.”

They were silent after that.

After another cold night and another cold supper and
meagre breakfast they set out to walk again. The Seralite’s food
was poor and dispiriting and there was little chatter and no tale
telling this day. Zarek led the way until around mid-morning when
Jena edged ahead and stepped out into a clearing before Zarek could
stop her. There five horses stood grazing, tethered to a long line.
Nearby a man was tending a fire. As he heard them he rose, a knife
in one hand.

“Hail, Seralite,” Zarek said.

“Hail.”

“Are your horses for sale?”

“Indeed, Urkan. Five pieces each.”

“For those old nags!” Zarek sounded horrified.

Galen pulled at his sleeve. “I haven’t any money,” he
said.

Zarek shook him off.

“You’re a long way from the Great Desert, my friend,”
Zarek called out.

“I am to trade with the Falhar.”

Zarek turned to Galen. “None?” he whispered
anxiously. “What about the Falhar silver?”

Galen spread his hands and shrugged. “I didn’t think
we’d need it ... besides we couldn’t steal it off his tribesman; it
might be awkward to explain, especially as its owner lies dead and
rotting only a day back.”

“Well, do you want to trade or not?” The Seralite
looked ready to dismiss them.

“I have something we could trade,” Dartie said
quietly. They turned towards her. “I have something he might take.”
The girl advanced, holding a large gold medallion out in her
hand.

Zarek took it. “Where did you get this, girl?”

“It was my father’s. He found it at the bottom of the
bay. He always said it was his insurance. Very careful Dadda was. I
took it when we fled.”

Zarek held the medallion carefully. It was the size
of half his palm and had once borne an etched design, but the
pattern was worn almost completely smooth. “Goddess, it’s heavy.”
There was something familiar about the remains of the patterns on
it, but he couldn’t make them out. “It’s probably worth fifty
horses.”

“How about this for all five?” he said to the
Seralite.

“No,” the priestess said suddenly. She took half a
step forward. Zarek frowned at her. Jena was confused. They were to
have the horses and yet the gold was important. Her courage failed
her and she remained silent.

The Seralite spat on the ground, took his gold,
scuffed out his fire, and almost ran into the forest.

Galen was examining the horses. Two were very fine
and the other three looked acceptable. “We paid a steep price,” he
muttered.

Zarek shrugged and took the tether of one of the
middling nags. It stood quietly for him and he saw only gentleness
in its eyes. “Do you think he’ll do for Jena?”

Galen nodded and led another of the quiet horses to
Dartie. He helped her up.

Zarek lifted Jena onto her horse. She sat
precariously and had to stretch forward to hold his mane. “It’s all
right, Jena,” Zarek said. “He’s a good boy. He’ll look after
you.”

Jena clung to the horse with her knees, hanging onto
his mane for fear of toppling off. Zarek led her horse. Galen rode
behind, leading Dartie and the fifth horse. They rode down through
the forest.

~~~~

The Askan patrol moved through the forest covering
the ground between the mountain and the road. They had found
another Seralite camp, but its occupant had gone. They were due to
report back in another two days. The sergeant looked up to the sun
through the tops of the trees. It was late afternoon. Nothing. Just
Seralites. Why they were around was a mystery, but not one that had
anything to do with the business at hand.

Suddenly the front man motioned them to be still. The
sergeant heard it then. Voices through the trees. A strange sort of
Askan in an odd sing song accent. He nocked an arrow in his bow and
motioned the other five forward. They readied themselves. Through
the trees he caught a glimpse. Five horses, four riders. Two women,
two men. Urkan clothing. The women were peasants, one even had her
hair hacked short. But the men were both nobles. Filthy and
unkempt, but they both wore woollen tunics. And one of the tunics
was white. The sergeant knew that meant Urkan royalty, the missing
heir.

He took aim carefully, through the trees. As he lined
up his shot and let fly one of the women moved into his line of
sight. He groaned inwardly as the arrow missed its mark. It was
short; it sank into the leg of the small woman with the hacked off
hair. He cursed roundly and shot again. Again he missed, this time
killing the horse from under the heir. By now the other man had
taken the injured woman to cover and the other woman was urging her
horse under the trees. As the sergeant scrambled to fire again all
four disappeared under cover.

The sergeant signalled his men to fan out. He sent
one to circle around behind. He could almost see their quarry in
the trees, but not clearly enough. He heard a woman’s voice calling
something that sounded like: “Six black warriors.” He fired in the
direction of the voice.

Galen crowded up beside Dartie. They had ridden up a
slope towards the trees, so the patrol of six Askans moved slowly
through the clearing slightly below them. The Askans came on but
they had ceased firing. They had a few precious seconds before the
Askans would be upon them. Zarek signalled that he would circle
around behind their attackers. Galen considered doing the same, but
that would leave the women defenceless.

He and Dartie crouched and watched the patrol. They
were beginning to fan out, using hand signals to co-ordinate their
movements. Dartie scooped a shard of rock off the ground. Galen had
good eyesight: when she threw it he saw that it flew straight and
fast and true. It caught one of the patrol on the cheek and checked
his stride. He stumbled back, holding his bleeding face. His
companions looked uneasily about them.

The sergeant saw the front man flinch and put his
hand to his face. There was another loud cry from the woman, a word
he didn’t understand but it sounded triumphant. He put his bow up,
desperately trying to see something to aim at. As he did a shard of
rock caught him on the hand and he dropped his bow. He cursed
loudly, then, too late, heard a step behind him. He began to turn
as the blade sunk into his back, and before he died he saw the
Urkan heir smiling at him. “Lord Zarek,” he said softly as he
died.

The Askans began to scatter, moving into the trees.
The one with the bleeding face fell quickly to Zarek’s sword.
Dartie felled another one, catching him with deadly accuracy on the
temple.

“Your name will go down in legend,” Galen said to
her.

She smiled grimly and stooped for another rock.

Galen glanced back at the priestess, lying still
where he had laid her. He caught a glimpse of one of the Askans
moving through the trees towards her. He drew his sword. “Watch
your back,” he hissed to Dartie and moved away, circling to try and
come up behind the man. Dartie scuttled into the brush and an arrow
whacked onto the rock outcrop where she’d been standing. The Askan
had not seen Jena yet. Galen crept towards the source of the arrow.
The bowman in the trees was crouching, aiming again. Galen screamed
and rushed him, sword drawn. The man pulled his bow back in
surprise, pulled it around and drew a bead on Galen, but Galen was
upon him. He released the arrow and it flew wide. Galen held his
sword out waist high and drove the blade into the man’s heart. He
was running so fast he barrelled into the dying man and knocked him
over, nearly skewering himself on the hilt of his own sword. He
took the Askan’s bow and all the arrows he could find. He ran back
to Jena and Dartie. A huge Corb was bearing down on Dartie, blood
flowing from the top of his head, matting his black hair. Galen
stood his ground, nocked an arrow and took aim. The man was too
hurt, enraged, or blinded with blood – for some reason he was not
using his bow. He was flailing around with his sword and Dartie was
able to avoid him. Galen waited until she had put about a yard
between herself and her attacker then shot the man cleanly in the
neck.

In the clearing Zarek was fighting with the sixth
man. The Askan was swearing profusely. Galen nocked another arrow
and, taking his time, shot the man in the back.

“That’s all six!” He yelled as Zarek circled the
clearing backwards, sword in hand. Zarek relaxed.

Jena was cold and there was so much pain. The sun was
shining through the trees down on her. She shut her eyes against it
and tried to sit up, but there was so much pain. She wanted Fuzz.
Where was Fuzz? Fuzz would make it go away.

“Jena, Jena can you hear me?”

It wasn’t Fuzz, it was a man. She didn’t know any
men. She opened her eyes. He was looking down at her. He had very
blue eyes. “Galen,” she said.

“You’ve been shot. But you’ll be all right now. I’ll
look after you.”

Oh, she thought. That’s all right then. And closed
her eyes.

~~~~

 


 



Chapter 3

 


The King’s Camp

 


“Hold her still,” Galen said and Jena felt Zarek’s hands on her
shoulders holding her very firmly. “Don’t look,” Galen said. So she
closed her eyes and turned her head away. There was suddenly
excruciating pain, as if Galen were hacking her leg off with his
sword. He was twisting the arrow in her leg. She tried to pull
away, but his left hand held her leg still and Zarek held her
tight. She screamed and suddenly the worst of the pain went away.
She looked. Galen was wrapping a strip of linen around her leg. “We
can’t stay here,” he said. “The Askans will be on us any
minute.”

Zarek stood up and lifted her. He put her on Galen’s
horse, and then got up behind her. Galen took Jena’s horse. They
rode until the forest was completely dark. Galen finally stopped
when he was unable to judge direction. “We haven’t come far
enough,” he said.

“They won’t search in the dark,” Zarek said, gently
handing the priestess down. Galen laid her on the ground. She had
fainted. They ate a hurried meal and rolled into their blankets,
cold and miserable.

“Can she survive the ride to the camp?” Zarek
asked.

“I don’t know. It depends whether she gets a
fever.”

“Can’t you stop that?”

“I don’t have that much knowledge.”

Zarek was silent for a few moments, then he burst
out: “The goddess has truly abandoned us with the Falhar on one
side and the Askans on the other!”

Galen did not know how to reply. He lay on his back
and looked at the stars. They had not changed. His home was gone;
Annelise was gone – but the stars remained. “We can’t carry her any
further,” he said. “We need a litter. One of us should ride to the
camp and fetch a bearer party.”

“You go. Take Dartie and the horses. I’ll stay with
Jena.”

Galen smiled broadly in the dark. “There is no future
in it, you know,” he whispered. “The last priestess to take a lover
was walled up beneath the Temple. Her lover was castrated.”

“That’s only a legend.”

“No, it isn’t.”

“But nobody takes the goddess that seriously any
more.”

“Have you forgotten about the Princess Daria?”

Zarek shuddered. “Why does she follow such a
bloodthirsty goddess?” He nodded towards Jena.

“You’ll have to ask her that. Just remember what I
say and forget her.”

“I don’t think I can,” Zarek said carefully.

Galen would have laughed if he hadn’t been sure Zarek
really was troubled. Somehow Zarek had bound himself to the
priestess and whatever Zarek did Galen would follow. He could not
leave Zarek; he had no one else.

The priestess cried out in her sleep. Zarek moved his
blanket to her side and lay down next to her. He reached out and
touched her arm. She instantly quieted.

Jena woke with the sun on her face. It was full day
and she had slept very heavily. She tried to get up and cried out
in pain.

“Don’t move, Jena.” Zarek was instantly at her
side.

“Where are the others?” Jena couldn’t see Galen or
Dartie and the horses had gone.

“They have ridden ahead to get a litter from the
King’s camp.”

“I want to sit up. Help me.”

“Actually, now you’re awake we have to move. We’re
not yet far enough from the Askan patrol.”

Jena remembered then what had happened – pain and
shouting and running and flying arrows and blood.

Zarek carried her through the trees. He pushed deeper
and deeper into the forest until she heard running water, and he
lowered her onto a grassy knoll on the edge of a stream, under a
sapling. He pulled stale bread from his tunic. “Eat,” he said.
“There is only this.”

She pulled a face, but ate the food. “I am not going
to be able to rescue the High Priestess,” she said.

“You will heal in a few weeks. But I can go for
you.”

“No, I must go.” She frowned. Some things were
happening that were not meant to.

He sat, leaning his back against the young tree,
closed his eyes and, perhaps for the first time in his life, prayed
to the goddess. He didn’t formulate words beyond “please please
please” but he supposed he prayed for Galen to be quick and for
Jena to be all right and ... when it came to himself he didn’t know
what to pray for. He would concentrate on Jena. He had always got
by concentrating on one thing at a time and not worrying about the
future. That’s what he would do now.

“Was it really foretold that you wouldn’t be
king?”

He laughed. “You are such a child.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Always questions. All the time.”

“Well, my humblest apologies, my lord.”

“I’m sorry.” He closed his eyes and sighed. “I will
never be king and I don’t want to be king,” he said slowly. “Of
course, it could be that the Askan Emperor will conquer Urkan and
rule here instead. Maybe I am meant to die in this war.”

The Voice at once said: “You must keep him alive.”
“No!” The pain pounded in her thigh. “No,” she said. “That would
mean the prophecy about the Princess Daria had come true. But she
is dead.”

“Your precious goddess ordered her put to death.”

“The High Priestess Jethra assumed she could prevent
the prophecy coming true. But I don’t think she was right.”
Actually Jena had never had any teaching about that, but she knew
it was true.

He took her hand between both of his and looked into
her eyes. “I said I will come with you to rescue the High
Priestess. That is my solemn promise to you.”

Jena felt his intensity and was shocked by it. “He is
my servant appointed to protect you,” the Voice said in her
head.

“The goddess wills it,” she said out loud, but she
wondered if it was as simple as that.

He half smiled and released her hand to settle back
against the tree.

She dozed again, opening her eyes only when he left
her side and fetched some bread from his bag. The sun had gone and
it was chilly under the trees.

As they ate he told her about his family. “Mother,
the King’s first cousin, died two years ago. It was through her I
am the King’s heir.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.”

“That I’m the heir?” He laughed. “Actually, I didn’t
know her very well. My parents weren’t close and she lived at
court.”

“She left you alone?”

“I had Sonta. She was our nurse and father’s
concubine.”

“Where is your father now?”

Zarek shrugged. “Probably mustering for the
King.”

“Is he as beautiful as his sisters?”

“How would I know? He’s a lot older than Jocea. I
don’t look anything like him, if that’s what you mean.”

The bread was very stale. Jena chewed on it
valiantly, but couldn’t finish it. “My father was the richest man
on Narvon,” she said. “I was his fourth child, but all my brothers
and sisters are dead now.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Do you have any brothers and sisters?”

“No. I grew up with Galen, though.”

“And Ash?”

“He was older.”

“Estvan was my youngest brother. They were sending
him off to war, though he was only fifteen.” It was strange. She
felt most about Estvan. Her eyes were heavy with tears.

“That’s generally the age a boy is trained to
fight.”

“Have you done a lot of fighting?” she said, trying
to stop thinking about what was lost.

“Yes. Mostly in the north. Lord Bryn.”

“But he’s the King’s brother-in-law!”

“Yes, and Galen’s. And he and Galen seem to be
friends. But that doesn’t make him a friend of the King’s –
remember Daria was Bryn’s niece. He’s a very powerful lord who
thinks he ought to be king himself.”

“So he’s an enemy?”

“Not exactly. It’s a bit of a game, really. Is he or
isn’t he with the King? He likes to think he has everyone
guessing.”

~~~~

The Askan captain drew his brows together.
Twenty-four hours and Jenk had not returned. He hated this stinking
southern forest – an enemy behind every tree and a weerie in every
shadow. He judged direction from the sun streaming between the
trees. He had to find Jenk to release his soul to the gods and how
could that be done in this steaming hellhole? He led his men
forward, cursing the entire enterprise. They were meant to be
judging the strength of the enemy, but how could you count
phantoms? They’d only seen one miserable Seralite on the whole
mission.

~~~~

Night fell and Jena lay awake under the stars,
listening to the wind and animals moving in the forest. Zarek was
awake as well. He sat up alert to every sound. Jena had stopped
talking; she was tired.

She lay half propped up and could see him clearly
silhouetted against the stream and she saw how beautiful it
was.

In the morning he gave her more bread. She moaned as
she sat up.

“I wish I could give you something for the pain.
Sonta had a drink she would give us when we were hurt. It made the
pain go away.”

“My nurse was a Corb called Fuzz. She had curly hair.
I think she had some Seralite blood.” Jena felt quite comforted
remembering Fuzz.

“Sonta is a Corb as well. She has the royal blood of
the Holas in her veins. Well, that’s what she says.” He smiled. “I
loved her very much. My father sold her to the King when I was
fourteen.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. The old buzzard probably forced him
into it. Anyway, now she’s the most powerful whore in Urkan.”

Jena wiped a tear away with her fingers.

“I’m sorry.” Zarek stopped speaking and looked at his
hands. Then he said. “What else can I talk about? Breaking Galen’s
arm wrestling when we were twelve?”

“You brute.”

“I was lucky. He’s a better wrestler. Cleverer.”

“It must be so wonderful to have a friend,” Jena said
wistfully. “When you’re chosen to be a priestess, you know, from
when you’re first born, they don’t let you do much.”

“Galen told me about priestesses. Jocea lived in his
father’s house before his mother disappeared. She was closeted and
only saw members of the family.”

“Yes,” Jena said. Then smiled slowly to herself. “You
see,” the Voice said. “I have plans you have not thought of.” Jena
immediately felt ashamed. “Mourn for them by all means,” the Voice
said. “But remember you are my instrument.”

“Why are you smiling?”

“It’s unworthy,” Jena said. “But I just realised – no
more closeting for me!”

~~~~

The captain found the patrol lying scattered over the
rough ground of a clearing. Jenk, their sergeant, had been stabbed
in the back, and another hacked with a sword. The boy had taken a
blow to the head, another lay with an Askan arrow in the back. It
took time to find the others. They were in a small grove of trees
at the top of a gentle slope – another shot with an Askan arrow,
and another run through with a sword. The corpse of a fine Seralite
horse also lay in the clearing.

“How many?” he asked the tribal Corb who accompanied
his troop.

The man’s heavily tattooed face was impossible to
read. The captain would have preferred not to have the man with
him. Corbs were all sorcerers and couldn’t be trusted. The tracker
bent to the ground and indicated hoof prints.

“Five horses,” he said. “Maybe five riders, but ...”
he pointed to a pool of dried blood, “one badly injured.”

“Radoc’s demons from hell!” the captain cursed. “Five
miserable Urkan!”

He mounted his horse, surveying the field. One was
injured. They couldn’t be far. “You six take our brothers back to
camp. The rest, follow me. We squash these infidel like the bugs
they are.” And he trotted out of the clearing and down the mountain
towards the main track.

~~~~

Galen travelled as hard as he could down the
mountain. He and Dartie spent one rough night with no food or
shelter and the next day he drove them even harder. They reached
the mountain track early that afternoon, urging the horses out of
the trees and down the bank and onto the hard packed trail. As he
reached the open Galen heard a guttural war cry and, as he wheeled
around, an arrow thudded into his horse’s shoulder and it fell.

He leapt clear, dropping the tethers of the other
horses. “Back!” he cried to the girl. Too late. Another arrow flew
and caught her in the shoulder. She screamed and lost her seat. The
three uninjured horses scattered back into the trees. Galen
crouched and scuttled for cover below a very slight bank. He set an
arrow into the bow he had taken from the Askan back in the forest.
Dartie was lying on the ground – alive or dead he didn’t know.

There were four Askans. They were mounted and wearing
cloaks with black hoods pulled over their heads. “Urkan dog, you
die.” The captain set another arrow into his bow and advanced
towards where Galen was crouching. Galen let his arrow fly, but he
was shaking and it went wide. He cursed and drew out another arrow.
The captain’s arrow whistled, but skied off the top of the bank.
Galen fired again and the captain fell. Galen looked up in time to
see the other three Askans bearing down on him on their horses. He
nocked another arrow. They were coming closer, being on horseback
made them unstable, they wanted to be close enough not to miss. He
drew a bead on the front rider. Three Askan bows creaked. But they
were never loosed. There was the sudden distinctive whistle of
arrows in flight and all three Askans lay dead on the ground, each
felled with at least two Urkan arrows. Galen turned. Ten Urkan bows
creaked in the sudden silence. Ten arrows were trained on him and
the girl.

“Hail, Urkan!” Galen shouted.

“Speak your name!” the leader of the troop
commanded.

“Galen, second son of Jevan of the Sacred Isle.” The
bows were slowly lowered. Galen moved quickly to where Dartie was
lying. She was on her back, looking up at him with wide green eyes.
The arrow was in her shoulder. “My lord,” she said.

“Lord Galen, my apologies for not recognising you.”
Galen did not recognise him either. It had been a while since he
had ridden with the guard. “We thought the island lost,” the man
continued.

“It is.” Galen passed his hand over his face,
suddenly very tired. “This girl is hurt. Take her to a healer.”

One of the guard carefully lifted Dartie up to
another. Another rider rounded up the three surviving horses and
the four Askan nags. The Urkan commander slit the fallen horse’s
throat. Galen mounted one of the three and took the tethers of the
others.

The sun was just beginning to slant low through the
trees when they arrived at the King’s camp. The muster had begun.
Galen saw the lion standard of Ranald, the dragon of Edric (Zarek’s
father), Julius’ bear. The guard took him to the centre of the camp
where the King’s tent, with its dragon pennant, stood flanked by
the Queen’s tent and the tent of women.

The King was pacing up and down in his tent as Galen
was announced. Galen stood in the entrance as the old man stopped
and looked at him suspiciously. Galen was sure the King didn’t know
who he was, although they had met before, and indeed Galen had
spent a great deal of time around the King, if not exactly within
his immediate notice. He was actually the King’s brother-in-law, in
that they had been married to sisters, but Annelise was nearly
twenty years younger than the Queen and born after her sister’s
alliance with the King.

The King looked down at Galen with his iron-grey
brows drawn together. Then he said: “Oh, you’re Jevan’s.”

“Greetings, sire,” Galen said, making his best
courtier’s bow.

“Weren’t you in Narvon for that wedding?”

“Indeed, sire.”

“How did you get away? We heard that none were
spared?”

“None were, sire.” Galen spoke with his head bowed,
looking at the ground. He was a mere servant. A servant did not
meet the King’s eyes.

“You were with my heir,” the King sneered. “Where is
he?”

“He is back in the forest, sire. The one who
delivered us, the priestess who helped us escape, is hurt and he is
with her.”

“Doesn’t he know the penalty for violating a
priestess?”

Galen stifled the urge to defend his friend. “Sire,
the priestess Jena led us off the island and delivered us to
safety, but she needs help. Let me take a bearer party back into
the forest to fetch her to the healer.”

“I have not heard of this Jena.”

“She is new to the Temple, sire.”

“I will have no truck with her. I do not trust the
witches. How did you survive? The forest is crawling with
Askans.”

Galen thought about answering, but couldn’t find an
explanation he thought the King would accept. Finally the King
said: “Take men and fetch her, and bring my heir to me.” He waved
Galen away.

Galen went to the tent of women. “I am Galen, tell
Sonta I’m here,” he said to the woman at the tent entrance.

The girl slipped inside and soon he heard Sonta call
out: “Come in, boy, come in. It’s only Galen, my baby. Come
in.”

Much as he wished she wouldn’t call him her baby so
loudly, he was pleased to see Sonta. She embraced him warmly.
“Blessed be the gods,” she said, “you are safe. And I understand my
Zarek is too.” Galen knew Zarek was her favourite.

“Yes. I’m going to fetch him to you tomorrow.”

“My babies are both safe. But your father and your
dear brother Ash ... I’m so sorry.” She held him at arm’s length.
She was short for a Corb, but she had the straight raven black hair
of her race and she wore the gold ornaments in it that all, from
highest to lowest, seemed to own. She had the fierce beauty of her
race as well. “I suppose you are now Lord of the Sacred Isle?”

“Lord of nothing,” he said. “Sonta, where’s
Dartie?”

Sonta clapped her hands. A couple of the women pushed
a third forward. She was tall, and bore herself well, like a
noblewoman. She wore a bright blue robe and her russet hair had
been twisted into an elaborate knot on the top of her head. One arm
was strapped up so that she carried it crossed high over her breast
and the blue robe bulged over a bandage beneath. “She will live,”
Sonta said. “The wound is clean.”

Galen moved towards her. “Are you all right?” he
asked quietly.

“Yes, my lord,” she said.

“The horses are yours. Sell them, or do with them
what you like. Your gold bought them.”

“Oh.” She smiled.

“Look out for her,” he said to Sonta, and kissed her
quickly on the cheek and left.

He found the off duty guard at the edge of camp,
hunkered down near their fires, honing their weapons. Their leader,
a one eyed warrior named Pold, spotted him and stood to attention.
“Lord Galen, sir.” Galen knew Pold. He’d served Zarek for nearly
ten years. The others dropped what they were doing and also stood
to attention. Pold grinned from ear to ear. “My lord, we heard our
prince is alive. How can that be?”

Galen squatted down with them and told the story of
the escape. “So,” he said. “I need a bath and a shave and
volunteers to rescue a lady in distress.”

At dawn the men left the camp on horseback. With them
were six Corbs carrying a litter. Galen led them straight up the
mountain from the point where he had encountered the Askan patrol.
They spent the night in the forest and climbed on the next day. At
mid-morning on the second day he found the stream and followed it,
going more slowly. He had told Zarek he would find him two hours
down from their last campsite. By noon he had found the clearing
where they had been attacked. The bodies had been taken away, as he
had known they would be, but the dead horse was still there.
Somehow he’d missed Zarek. He retraced his steps and found the
place where he had left Zarek and Jena. He found Zarek’s tracks
quite easily. Broken branches, crushed grass, an easy trail for
Askans to follow. There was, however, no sign that Askans had come
this way.

Galen saw them almost immediately as they lay
together under the young tree. A pack of wolves was standing around
them on the riverbank, watching the sleeping pair and sniffing the
air nervously. “Get out of there!” Galen shouted loudly. The beasts
ran off. As he dismounted to move closer, the leader of the pack
turned and came towards him, snarling. Galen raised his bow and
growled back, letting the arrow fly. “Fan out and keep them away!”
He shouted to the men, moving towards the tree where Zarek and the
priestess lay. “Zarek.” He shook his friend. Zarek mumbled and
opened his eyes. “You were nearly dog meat, you idiot.”

Zarek sat up. “Is she all right?”

Galen shook the priestess gently. “My lady, how you
could sleep through a wolf attack escapes me.”

“Wolves?”

“They are gone now.” He turned to Zarek. “Are you all
right?”

“Of course.” Zarek got shakily to his feet. “What
happened?”

“The old ones call it desert madness. Healers say it
has to do with cold and hunger. Some say it’s the weeries trying to
steal your soul.”

“Don’t tell them.” Zarek nodded towards his men. He
strapped on his sword and strode towards Pold. “Carry my lady with
much care,” he said loudly.

“My lord.” Pold bowed briskly at the waist.

Jena felt herself gently lifted as many arms laid her
on an open litter. She propped herself up. She saw the many riders
around her, but it was too difficult to stay propped up. She lay
back and slept again.

The litter jolted her. Her eyes flickered open and
she had fleeting impressions of sunlight and then darkness. She
closed her eyes again. She heard Galen’s voice: “Jena, how are you
feeling? The trip isn’t too rough?”

“When will we be there?”

“We stop now for the night.” He reined in beside her.
He was clad in armour now, like the others, except he still had his
hair.

“Why do you still have your hair?”

He laughed.

“What’s so funny?”

“I’m sorry, it’s just, you ought to be concerned only
with your own comfort like any poorly lady should be.”

“Why do you still have your hair?” she snapped.

“Because I’m too vain to have it shorn.”

Many hands lifted her again and she spent another
fitful night in the forest on the ground. As before she was aware
of Zarek next to her all night. And every time she moved his hand
laid gently on her arm. In the morning they tried to make her eat,
but she was too tired. She couldn’t concentrate on swallowing.
“Let’s just get her off this mountain,” Galen said. And again she
was lifted and again the sun flickered.

~~~~

There was a great noise all around them: weapons
clanging and horses neighing. Men shouted. The air was thick with
dust and smoke, and a crowd surrounded the bearer party as it
entered the camp. The sun stopped flickering and Jena heard the
noises and closed her eyes. Then she became aware of her
surroundings again and a strange man’s voice saying:

“My lord, the King wishes to see you straight
away.”

Jena tried to lift her head to see who spoke. He was
somewhere near the front of the column, but she was too tired and
she let her head rest again.

“We must take care of the priestess first.”

“The King has made provision in the tent of his
women. The healer has been sent for.”

“I can’t take the priestess to the whores’ tent!”

“There’s nowhere else. The Queen is gravely ill. We
fear mortally so. She cannot go to the Queen’s tent.”

“I will go with her. Tell the King that I will be
with him when I have settled the priestess.”

“But, my lord....”

“I will take full responsibility.”

Jena tried to raise her head again. She could see the
tops of brightly coloured tents, and pennants – mostly dragons, the
royal standard of Urkan. She smelled smells of cooking and smithing
and horse dung and unwashed men. She heard the clang of metal, the
shouts of men, the snort of horses. And then the Voice said: “My
child, my child.” And she drifted away to the Temple at the top of
the Sacred Isle and the gentle breeze lifting her white robe in the
dawn.

They passed into shade, under the opening of a tent.
Gentle hands laid her on a bed. But she couldn’t be bothered any
more. The goddess waited for her on the Sacred Isle.

Zarek enveloped Sonta in his arms and kissed her
cheek. Galen bent over the priestess and felt her head. As he had
feared she now had a fever. She drifted in and out of
consciousness. The healer appeared at his elbow.

“I think there is some poison,” he said.

“You wrapped it?”

“Yes, old mother. I removed the arrow cleanly, but
there was a lot of bleeding.”

The old woman pinched Jena’s cheek. “Ow!” Jena said,
from wherever it was she had drifted to. “Estven, I’ll tell Fuzz,
you beast!”

“Colour is normal,” the healer muttered. She bent her
head to Jena’s heart. “Heart steady and strong, a little quick, but
she’s fighting the poison.” She undid the bandage. Galen saw
immediately that the wound was red and swollen. “Yes, it is
poisoned. Geta!” The healer called. An even older, smaller, more
bent woman bustled to her elbow. “Prepare the poultice.” The
assistant hurried off. “In a day we’ll know if she’s to mend. Do
not fear. It has not travelled far.” Soon Geta returned with the
poultice and the healer packed it into the wound. Jena began to
moan and move about and they rebandaged her. The healer held a cup
to her lips.

Jena woke up then and tried to sit up. The drink was
bitter and she didn’t want it. “It will lessen the pain,” the old
woman in the rough brown robe said.

Galen helped her sit, propping her with pillows.
“This is the King’s healer,” he said.

Jena took the cup and drank. It was milky and horrid.
But when she had swallowed it she began to feel warm. She smiled at
the old woman.

Then Zarek came to her. Slightly behind him was a
small woman of about forty, smiling at her, her hair glinting with
Askan gold.

“Sonta will look after you,” he said. “I have to
attend the King.” He took her hand. “But I will be back.” Then he
and Galen left.

Jena lay back against the pillows. She felt sleepy
again, but not sick and dizzy anymore and not as if her head were
elsewhere. She was in a large tent, lined with carpets, with a
brazier burning in the centre and many beds, piled high with
cushions, around the walls. On many of these beds lounged women
dressed in every colour Jena could think of, like a bank of gaudy
flowers on a summer’s day.

“My lady, you have had such adventures,” Sonta said.
She leaned down and plumped Jena’s pillow.

Jena laughed sleepily.

“I am Sonta, the King’s whore. I suppose this isn’t a
very suitable place for a great lady to recover in.”

“I am not a great lady,” Jena said.

“My lady?”

“I was in the Temple one night. I was the lowliest
priestess.”

“But you are one of the greatest seers who ever
walked the earth.”

“What?”

“The prophesy of the Holas.”

“The Holas?” Jena remembered the word from
somewhere.

“The kings of my people.”

“Oh.” Jena wanted to ask more, but she was also very
tired. I’ll ask tomorrow, she thought, and slept.

~~~~

“You,” the King said, “should be dead.” There was a
murmur among the lords present, including Zarek’s father, Edric.
Galen could not tell whether the murmur was in assent.

Galen was strictly subordinate in this company. He
stood quietly behind Zarek. He could see Zarek flinch.

“Why did you not die defending your people?”

Perhaps the King was not expecting an answer. Zarek
again seemed to involuntarily jerk backwards.

“Why did you flee like a whipped dog? Well, boy?”

Zarek stood straighter. “I could do nothing
else.”

“Coward,” the King hissed. “The island is gone. I
have reports that the High Priestess is held hostage.”

“Indeed, sire?”

“So, what is that to you?”

“Jena, sire, the priestess wants to rescue her.”

The old man laughed harshly. “These priestesses are
nothing but trouble.”

Galen crossed his arms across his chest and looked up
at the vent in the top of the tent. It was blackened with smoke and
a small bird flapped in through it.

“I am going with her when she is well to rescue the
High Priestess.”

The old man got down off the dais where he had been
sitting and shoved his face into his heir’s. “You are going to stay
here and do your duty for once in your miserable life!”

“But sire, the High Priestess....”

“What use is the crazy old witch in this war? Let her
rot.” The King climbed back on the dais and sat down. “We ride in
two days. The Askans are preparing to march north and we will meet
them at Anzali. You will lead the guard and ride at my side. The
little witch can stay here in Sonta’s care. Go now.”

Galen and Zarek backed out of the tent. Outside Galen
muttered, “Why did you tell him what you intended?”

“I felt as if I had to explain myself.”

“He’ll never let you out of his sight now.”

“He can’t watch me all the time.”

The lords began to drift out of the tent. Edric
approached them. Galen stood straight. “Greetings, Uncle,” he said.
Edric was tall but stooped. Once he had stood as tall and straight
as a young tree, but his life had beaten him until he developed a
permanent bend and the drawn look of a man defeated. Galen could
barely see that he had once been as beautiful as his sisters, had
once had the maids and matrons of Urkan swooning for him. He was a
man who played second fiddle to a powerful wife who did not love
him and a son elevated above him in status. Galen caught Zarek
rolling his eyes before he turned to greet his father. “Edric!” he
said, putting out his hand.

Lord Edric ignored the hand and the disrespect. “You
play a dangerous game defying the King,” he said.

“How can he call me a coward? Because I survived?
What good would I have been dead? Of course that’s what he wants.
He can’t stand that I’m his heir.”

“No, but he cannot change it, my son. Lower your
voice.” Edric put one arm around Zarek’s shoulders and the other
around Galen’s. “Let’s walk,” he said quietly. And they walked a
few paces from the King’s tent. “If you insist on going on this
quest,” and Edric didn’t exactly sound as if he disapproved, “I can
tell you that Jocea was taken immediately by ship to Zersha.”

“Why’s the old man languishing here?” Zarek said. “It
was only a raiding party. There cannot be more than two hundred
Askans in Lankaren. It’s a simple thing to draw the peninsula in
tight. What’s he doing here?”

Edric gathered them into a walk again, looking over
his shoulder to check that no one could overhear them. “There are
one thousand Askans in Lankaren. But the Emperor and his son have
both returned to Zersha. The King doesn’t know what they’re up to.
He’s moving to cage them in, but he is puzzled, and puzzlement in
war leads to fear.”

“And what’s the Queen doing here?”

They had been walking inadvertently towards the
Queen’s tent. At that moment the healer emerged bearing a basin
covered with a cloth and looking grave. “The Queen fancied a little
Falhar hunting. The Askans were thought to be months from an
attack.”

“And that’s another thing. Why didn’t the King have
warning of the attack?” Zarek demanded.

“That we do not know.”

“So then,” Zarek said. “The Askan have patrols
keeping the King from the city but allowing him to muster the lords
and ride to Anzali?”

“Yes,” Edric said wearily. “They have a noose around
the city so tight a mouse couldn’t get through. But they haven’t
advanced east, yet. We secure the east road and inch our way back
towards the city. They are trapped.”

They were in front of the tent of women. “I’m going
to see if Jena is any better,” Zarek said, moving closer.

“This priestess must be a great beauty to have
enslaved my son so readily,” Edric said quietly to Galen.

“It’s not so simple, my lord.”

“Really?” Edric looked surprised. “He’s not actually
serious about her?” Galen shrugged. “Then he’s even stupider than I
thought.” Edric suddenly laughed and ruffled Galen’s hair
playfully. Galen grimaced and pulled away. He was fond of his
uncle, but this was too much. “Take care of him,” Edric said and
strode away.

Zarek was confronting Dartie who stood guarding the
women’s tent. “You may not enter, my lord.” She stood at the
entrance, her good arm blocking the way.

“I come to see Lady Jena.”

“Lady Sonta says you may not see her until she wakes
up.”

“You deny me access, girl?” Zarek prepared to push
through.

“My lord, I – I do Lady Sonta’s bidding.” The girl
lowered her eyes.

“You behave above your house, girl.”

Dartie looked up. She looked straight into his eyes
in the way of an equal.

Zarek took a half step back. “Be grateful you are not
being put out into the world with nothing but your torn rags of
clothes.”

She looked as if she was about to retort, but she
didn’t and lowered her eyes again. “I am grateful to serve my
lord.”

“Serve Lady Jena.”

“My lord?”

“Stay with her. Her service is a worthy calling.”

“If your lordship wishes it.”

Jena dozed quite a lot through the next day. Sonta
gave her some more of the pain killing drink. The healer visited
again and pronounced herself happy with Jena’s progress.

Jena woke fully as the light in the tent faded and
the brazier cast shadows on the walls. She was immediately aware of
her leg. But the pain seemed less intense. And she was very hungry.
A small fair-haired girl sat by her. “Can I have something to eat?”
Jena asked her.

“You feeling better, my lady?” The girl smiled
broadly at her. “I’m Shali of Goth. Don’t worry, I’ll fetch you
something. Also, Lord Zarek said he wanted to see you when you were
properly awake.”

Shali slipped out, and almost immediately Zarek and
Galen appeared. Zarek strode to Jena’s side and knelt to kiss her
hand.

“The healer says you will mend, but it will be many
days before you can go to Askar.”

“Askar?” She glanced towards Galen. He hung back in
the shadows.

“I told you the King’s spies would locate the
priestess. She is alive, as you said, and has been taken as a
captive to Zersha.”

“Is she all right?”

“We don’t know.”

“How can I get all the way to Askar?”

“We will go, you and me and Galen.”

She smiled. “Thank you,” she said, laying her hand on
his arm.

“However,” he sighed, “we must ride with the King
tomorrow. I have no choice in the meantime, not until you are ready
to travel. But do not fear, we will come for you when you are
ready.”

“And will my mistress still be alive?”

“We can but hope.” He shrugged his shoulders.

Jena lay in Sonta’s tent for five days, cared for by
Sonta’s ladies. Sonta took her turn sitting with Jena and gossiped
about what was going on in the camp. The army had ridden out to
meet the Askans north of Lankaren but they had left a small
garrison for Askan patrols still roamed the forest and there were
sporadic reports of Falhar. The Queen was still unwell.

Sonta sat near Jena and sewed. She was decorating a
leather jacket with glass and ivory beads.

“That’s beautiful.”

“It’s for Zarek.”

“He loves you very much,” Jena said.

“I know.” Sonta bit through a thread. “A man in his
position has few he can trust.”

“He can trust me.”

Sonta cocked her head to one side. “Be careful of
Zarek.”

“Why?”

“Just be careful.” She lowered her voice as Dartie
moved quietly about the tent. “I know Zarek well and I believe he
is fonder of you than he ought to be.”

Jena blushed and looked at her hands.

“Don’t encourage him.”

“I don’t know how.”

“I know. Just don’t be fond of him.”

“He promised to come with me to Askar.”

Sonta looked up quickly from her work, her eyes
narrowed to icy spikes. “Why should you want to go there?”

“I’m to rescue the High Priestess, he said he would
come.”

The woman’s face softened. “Sssssh. He wouldn’t want
the King to hear of this.”

And then, about twenty days after the army left, the
Queen died.

It was a blow to everyone. For eighteen years since
the death of the baby Daria the Kingdom had lived on the fading
hope that the King would have a son. Now the Queen was dead someone
suggested the King should take another wife, and everyone agreed
that would be so. But Jena knew then the prophesy of an Askan ruler
in Urkan would come true, even though Daria was dead. She told no
one.

“Never mind about another queen,” Ankya, a chubby
little whore from Lankaren, said cheerfully. “Zarek will be king
now.”

“Ooh yes,” squealed Shali. “And if he is I shall be
his favourite.”

“What makes you think so?” Ankya said, bristling with
annoyance.

“He likes me best, he said so.”

“I doubt that very much,” Ankya said with great
superiority. “Indeed I know for sure that he prefers me in every
particular.”

“What particular?”

“Well, he particularly likes it when I....”

“Ladies! Please remember our guest.” It was Roselle,
the woman with dark skin from beyond the desert. Jena thought her
so beautiful she almost rivalled the High Priestess. “Besides,”
Roselle said wickedly. “I shall be the favourite.”

“No!” Shali and Ankya said almost together. “You’re
too tall.”

“You will leave this place much less innocent than
you arrived,” Roselle said to Jena.

“I don’t think she could stay in the prince’s
presence for so many days and remain totally innocent!” Ankya
said.

“Oh,” and Jena blushed enough to satisfy their
teasing.

Jena sewed herself a travelling garment of fine
leather. It had leggings and a long tunic. She tried to plan her
next move as she sewed. She doubted that Zarek would come for her;
she didn’t doubt his word, just the practicality of his acting on
it. She thought that she would need money, clothes, a horse and a
companion, at least as far as Anzali. She didn’t know the way and
there were still Askan patrols along the road. At first she thought
of asking Dartie to come with her, but Dartie knew the road no more
than she. She pondered as she sewed and considered not obeying the
Voice and simply staying where she was. But she was used to obeying
the Voice. She could not stay.

The Queen’s funeral took place two days after her
death. By that time Jena was walking well. She attended with the
women from the tent, watching as the priest carried out the funeral
rite.

The Queen’s body was raised on a bier while the
priest intoned the prayer to the goddess to accept the soul of the
departed. The nobles sang a song of lament:

 


“The days of men pass as swiftly as a stream that
runs from the mountains

But our great mother is eternal and is eternally
watchful

As the earth and the sun and the moon that lights our
way in the dark

The goddess cares for her children and takes them to
her when they die

The ways of men change and pass as swiftly as the
hawk that swoops upon its prey

But our mother remains constant and faithful and will
never turn her face from us

Blessed be she that cares for us, children of
Urkan

For ever and ever until the world’s end.”

 


As night fell the Queen was carried between the
swaying torches of the mourners up into the mountains a short way
to a cave. She was slowly lifted into the cave, and laid to rest
with a small collection of her belongings: jewellery, utensils,
clothing, and the things she had kept that had belonged to her
child, Daria, that she had lost. As soon as possible her body would
be reinterred in the tomb beneath the Great Temple in Lankaren, but
in the meantime they rolled a boulder across to keep out animals,
and slowly walked back to the camp, again singing a lament:

 


“And man’s time is but short

And he passes away and is forgotten

And spring and summer become autumn and all dies and
is winter

But the mountains remain

And the trees and the rivers

And the great sea rolls to the west

And the goddess surveys all and watches her
people

And we shall know at the last of her goodness.”

 


The Queen’s tent was taken down and her women quietly
disappeared. Jena and Sonta sat outside the women’s tent and
watched the Queen’s women disappearing into the night with their
bundles of belongings.

“Where are they going in the dark? They look like
thieves, sneaking away like that.”

“Ssssh, I’m quite sure you are wrong about that.”

Jena thought Sonta didn’t sound at all sure. “Where
are they off to?”

“Their husbands’ tents, most of them.”

“So, the guard are just going to let them....”

Sonta shrugged. “Not my business,” she said. She
watched the guard taking down the tent and the boar pennant – the
pennant of the Queen’s brother, Bryn of the north. It took a very
short time for the men to dismantle the frame and drag the thatch
away to a fire. “And thus, so quickly, is nothing left of our fine
lady,” Sonta said.

She sounded so bitter Jena looked at her sharply. And
yet Sonta’s face was quite composed.

~~~~

 


 



Chapter 4

 


Anzali

 


Galen sat cross-legged on the beach playing his pipe. He was
trying to play a ballad he’d heard at Bewtle’s, but couldn’t
remember how the second line ended. He stopped playing and rubbed
his hands before the fire. It was still cold, although nearly
midsummer. The Askans still sat behind the walls of Lankaren. The
Emperor seemed to have so little regard for the war that he
remained in Zersha, hundreds of miles to the north, leaving a mere
shell of his army to defend what had been taken. It was madness to
risk so much to take the city and so little to keep it. In Urkan it
had been said that the Emperor was mad, but Galen hadn’t literally
believed it, not until now.

“My lord.”

Galen stopped playing and looked up. Pold stood
before him. “What is it?”

“There is sorry news.” Pold looked uncomfortable.
“The King asks that Lord Zarek attend immediately.”

“Thank you, Pold.” Pold turned on his heel and
retreated briskly.

“Rouse yourself,” Galen said loudly, kicking Zarek,
who was asleep on the sand.

“Ow, stop it!” Zarek shook himself awake.

Galen stood up and kicked sand on the fire. “The King
wants to see us.”

The King was pacing around his tent. “Why are you
never here when you are needed?”

“My pardon, sire.” Zarek inclined his head. Galen
quickly followed.

“Your aunt is dead,” the King said. He sighed and put
down the paper he had been waving about. Galen studied his face,
but saw no sign of grief, only corrosive worry.

Zarek’s breath sucked in audibly. He stood straight
and rigid. “I am sorry, sire.”

“She never kept good health.” The King picked up the
paper again, screwed it up and threw it in a brazier. “Why does the
Emperor skulk in Askar?” He threw the question to the tent at large
and no one answered.

Zarek’s face looked ashen in the firelight. Around
the tent were the councillors of Urkan and the lords who had so far
joined their king in the war. Edric stood at the far left, facing
Zarek and Galen, his face rigid with tension. Everyone was waiting,
Galen knew, for the King to declare Zarek his heir.

“Well, if you aren’t going to contribute anything
useful you can go.” The King turned his back and resumed
pacing.

Zarek turned on his heel and marched out of the tent.
Galen stumbled after.

“How could he?” Zarek asked. He sounded as if he were
struggling with his rage.

“But you don’t want to be king.”

“That doesn’t matter. If he had the welfare of his
people at heart he would forget he hates me.” He stopped walking.
“Let’s get a drink.”

Galen shrugged and readily agreed.

They rode along the coast road to Anzali. Zarek rode
fast. Galen knew they were going to Bewtle’s where Zarek was going
to get drunk. In the old days he would have found some girl as
well, but as far as Galen knew Zarek hadn’t been near a woman since
they fled the island.

The taproom at Bewtle’s was full of warriors and
fishermen and was very noisy. The fishermen plied their trade all
around the Inland Sea and one of their sources of income was
selling information to the highest bidder. Much of what the King
knew about the Emperor’s movements had been bought from fishermen.
The information went both ways; information from the taverns of
Urkan wound up in the Emperor’s ears in the same way.

One of Bewtle’s girls brought the ale. Zarek barely
looked at her and didn’t even thank her. “You are going to have to
forget Jena,” Galen said.

“I cannot forget the promise I made her.”

Galen looked about him and lowered his voice. The
crowd was so noisy there was little chance of them being overheard.
“How’re you going to take her to Zersha without the King
interfering?”

“I could volunteer to go to Bryn to press the King’s
suit.”

“What makes you think Bryn will listen to you when he
won’t listen to anyone else?” Galen knew Bryn better than Zarek
did.

“I am his passport to the throne. I’m to marry his
daughter.”

“That’s a dangerous game.”

Zarek swallowed his ale and called the girl back. She
refilled his mug and he put two coppers in her palm. He took a good
swallow of his second mug and was quiet for a long time. “I don’t
know what to do,” he said at last. “The King’s snub has shamed me.”
He took another mouthful. “Did you know most of my smoke casting
was suppressed?”

“That’s not always bad.”

“Isn’t it?” Zarek drained his mug again and signalled
for more. “My smoke casting said I would not be king.” He kept his
voice low. “It was suppressed for a long time. The King told me
when I came of age, I think because he wanted to keep me in my
place. I always thought the Queen would have another child. Now I
know that the Askans will win this war. I and my smoke casting
spell doom for Urkan.”

“But,” Galen kept his voice low as well. “But that’s
not possible. Daria is dead.”

Zarek shrugged. “All I know is I have to take Jena to
Askar.” He drained his third mug. One of Bewtle’s girls sauntered
by, and he grabbed at her waist, but then pushed her away. Pold
entered the taproom and Zarek stood up to talk to him instead.

Galen saw someone he knew and motioned him over.
“Leonin, good fellow, throw dice with me.” Leonin was the lord and
governor of Anzali and its environs, but he was only a few years
older than Galen and a friend. He spoke briefly to his bodyguard
and they arranged themselves around the bar to wait for him.

“Lord Zarek used to know how to enjoy himself,”
Leonin said, pulling up a chair, and rattling the dice around in a
mug.

“He is upset with the King,” Galen said, risking
Leonin’s discretion.

“Aye, we all noticed the significant omission. Edric
is livid. Can’t say anything, of course, poor old fellow.” Leonin
threw the dice and groaned as a one and a three turned up.

Galen rolled a double four. “It’s temporary,” he
said. “The King will name him heir when this war is over.”

“He doesn’t have to. He could name anyone, even you,
my friend.”

Galen snorted, taking Leonin’s gold. “Or you.”

“My royal blood is thinner than yours.”

They each rolled again; this time Leonin won.

Galen felt the need to steer the conversation into
slightly safer waters. “How is your family?” he asked.

“Fine. I’m considering sending them to Skavon,
whether it would be safer, you know.” Leonin rattled the dice
around again. “But it’s hard to judge. Ghislaine just turned
fourteen. I’ll have to find her a husband soon.”

“Fourteen!” Galen remembered an ugly little pixie
creature and chuckled to himself.

“Leonin!” The sheriff of Lankaren, an older man whom
Galen knew only slightly, sat down. “May I join you, my lords?”

“Of course,” Leonin said. “Do you know Galen, Lord of
the Sacred Isle? The Sheriff of Lankaren.”

“Narvon?” The sheriff’s face had turned pale. “My
daughter was ... there were no other survivors?”

“Only the priestess Jena, from the Temple,” Leonin
said quickly.

“You did not see my daughter?” The sheriff continued
to address Galen. “Mara, she was two years in the Temple. A mere
novice. A good girl. Not pretty. She had hair like mine.” He
touched his wiry iron-grey head.

Galen swallowed – the priestess shrieking in the arms
of the Askan, and the officer’s order and the blood flowing into
the drainage channel. “No,” he said. “I did not see her.”

“There is no hope that she is alive?”

“I do not think so, my lord.” Galen picked up his
small pile of winnings, feeling slightly sick. “I am sorry, my
lords. I think I’ll go and catch up with Lord Zarek.” He pushed
back his chair.

Galen left the taproom and strode along the hall and
up the back stairs. “You seek Lord Zarek?” It was Bewtle, the fat
madam who owned the house. She carried a tray with the remains of a
meal down the stairs towards him. “He is in the top-most room. His
man is there, they are drinking.”

Galen took the rest of the stairs two at a time and,
upon reaching the top, found Pold closing a door behind him. “He’s
passed out,” he said. “Never seen him drink so much.”

Galen went in and closed the door quietly. Zarek
snored loudly on the bed. The lamp was turned down. Galen went and
sat in the window, waiting for his friend to wake.

Galen was dozing in the chair when Zarek awoke
moaning and holding his head. “Dread’s legions! How many did I
have?”

“You don’t remember?” Galen said wearily.

Dawn was just touching the harbour outside where the
fishing fleet bobbed gently at anchor. “Bewtle will charge you a
fortune for staying all night,” he said.

“Well, I spent all my money.”

“Just as well I had some winnings, then,” Galen said.
He fished around in his money pouch and found ten pieces. “I met
the Sheriff of Lankaren.”

“Good man.”

“It was his daughter I saw the Askans slaughter on
the island.”

Zarek’s indrawn breath hissed.

“He asked me if I knew her, if she could have
survived.”

“Poor man.” Zarek yawned hugely.

~~~~

Six weeks had passed. It was a long time. There was
no telling what had happened to the High Priestess, whether Jena
would be too late, whether by delaying she had disobeyed the
goddess.

“Go tonight,” the Voice said one day when she was
turning everything over in her mind. She had become slowly aware
that she would have to set events in motion herself, but she hadn’t
been able to actually make the decision. She had prepared as much
as she could, learning to ride, making her own riding clothes, but
... a direct order from the Voice galvanised her.

“Dartie,” she said quietly after they had shared a
morning meal with the other women, “can you walk with me this
morning, please?” She tried to make it sound like an invitation,
but felt as if she were issuing an order.

They walked. Jena had chosen the route carefully so
they were out of earshot of everyone in the camp. “We are riding
for Anzali tonight, Dartie. I need you to get the little black
horse I learned to ride on, and one for yourself.”

Dartie stopped walking and opened her mouth to say
something. She closed it again. Then said: “My lady, aren’t you
waiting for Lord Zarek?”

“I don’t think he’s coming for us.”

“I will not come with you, my lady.” She said it
quietly, as if she had made the decision some time ago and had
steeled herself to say it.

“Dartie?”

“I’m not your servant. I have apprenticed myself to
the Queen’s seamstress.”

Jena searched her mind for the Voice. She had assumed
Dartie would come with her. The Voice said: “It is not necessary.”
I can’t go alone, Jena thought. “All will be well,” the Voice said.
Jena considered for a moment.

“Very well. But can you help me prepare? I need food,
the black horse.”

“You will need money.”

“What for?”

“You should take a ferry north to Megotha, otherwise
you’ll have to walk through the swamp.” Dartie lowered her eyes. “I
have been asking about making such a journey.”

“Thank you,” Jena said, a little taken aback. “I hope
you were discreet.”

“Yes, my lady.”

“So, how can I get money?”

“Borrow it from Lady Sonta.”

~~~~

Sonta crossed her arms and said: “What for?” She
sounded deeply suspicious. Jena had not been prepared for that.

“I ... I thought to buy some cloth for a new
robe.”

“There is no need, I can give you another robe.”
Sonta opened a chest and produced a bright red silk robe that
flamed across the room in the light of the brazier. “No, perhaps
not.” She put it down and rummaged again. “I know I have a white
one in here somewhere.”

Jena was annoyed.

“What is it, dear?” Sonta looked up; she had a
magnificent bluey green robe trailing from her fingers.

Jena wanted to cry. How was she ever going to reach
the priestess? It was beyond her resources. Even if she had not
been hurt, how could she ever have hoped to get into Askar? Tears
fell.

“What is it, child?”

“Oh, I’ve been waiting for Zarek for so long. He said
he would come, he promised, but he can’t just leave the King, can
he?”

“No.” Sonta put all the clothes back and shut the
chest.

“I have to go, you see.”

“Go where, dear?”

“To Askar.”

“You cannot go alone, you know,” Sonta said after the
merest pause.

“I must.”

“It’s out of the question. I know where Zarek is. I
will take you there.”

“Oh, thank you!” Jena forgot that she was trying to
keep her journey quiet. She stood up and hugged Sonta.

“We must be very thorough and very secretive. It is
Zarek who is in danger if we are discovered,” Sonta said. “It is
not wise to cross the King.”

Sonta sent a message by one of her manservants to
Zarek. It read: “Our friend must complete her task. Meet us at
Anzali at full moon. S.”

~~~~

They had been encamped on the beach north of Anzali
for nearly forty days. Bryn had still not rallied to his king and,
as Galen’s friendship with his brother-in-law was well known, he
sometimes wondered how long it would be before someone questioned
his own loyalty. He rode with Zarek at the head of the guard one
morning, scouting for Askan raiding parties, turning this over in
his mind instead of remaining aware of every sound and movement as
he had been trained to do.

They were trotting through the sunshine when Pold’s
sudden cry brought him to his senses. They halted at the head of a
broad valley, and there below them a party of Askans were loading
sheep carcasses onto their horses.

“I fancy the sheep herder would appreciate his
property returned,” Pold remarked.

“I believe we can arrange that,” Zarek replied.

Galen pulled up beside him and trained his sharp eyes
on the scene below. “Fifteen,” he said.

Zarek turned to his men and silently signalled the
charge. The Urkan kicked their horses into a gallop and swooped on
the enemy. At the sight of the heavily armed Royal Urkan Guard the
Askans abandoned the sheep, nocked their arrows and let loose a
volley, almost in one movement. Before any Urkan had thought of
firing three tumbled to the ground. Galen shot one Askan. The rest
mounted their horses. One took an arrow in the shoulder, but kept
his seat, and soon they had galloped off with four carcasses,
leaving a little heap of dead sheep and three dead Urkan. One Askan
lay dead, his horse grazing quietly nearby.

Zarek dismounted and turned the Askan over with his
foot. “Why do they wear all that frippery?” he asked, flicking the
gold hair ornaments with his sword.

“It’s their family fortune. You know that,” Galen
replied, bending over the nearest Urkan body. A boy named Zabad.
Barely fifteen.

“But, all his fortune? What will happen to his wife
and children?” Zarek held the ornaments out with his sword tip.
They glinted in the sunlight.

Galen wondered at Zarek’s sympathy for the enemy.
“He’s just a filthy Askan.”

“Pold,” Zarek called, “bury this man.”

“No, don’t,” Galen said. “They don’t bury their dead.
They’ll be back after we’re gone to take him back to Lankaren. Even
if we do bury him they’ll dig him up.”

Pold came and gently lifted Zabad. The dead Urkan
were lifted and loaded onto their horses. They were to be taken
back to Anzali.

“How come you know so much about Askans?” Zarek
asked.

“You were so busy being her precious baby you
neglected to talk to Sonta about herself,” Galen replied
rudely.

Zarek ignored him. He picked up the dead Askan and
laid him gently across his horse. The horse shied slightly, it’s
golden tack jingling and glinting. Zarek slapped it on the rump. It
would return to its fellows.

The Askans galloped hard until they were out of
sight. Their captain signalled a halt. Galt had been left behind.
His soul would not find its way home. It was doomed to roam the
earth for eternity. Several of the men were openly weeping. The
captain wiped his own eyes. They would have to return after dark to
try and retrieve Galt, but meantime what indignities would the
infidel perform upon him?

“Take the beasts,” he said to those carrying sheep.
“You,” he signalled five men unburdened, “come with me.” He turned
his horse and galloped back. It was perhaps reckless. It was
certainly against orders. But Galt was his sister’s son. He could
not imagine facing her if he didn’t at least try to do the right
thing.

They were galloping over open country. The infidel
peasants farmed here and every few hundred yards there was a hedge
or ditch to jump. The peasants themselves wisely laid low. It was
as he cleared a tall hedge the captain saw Galt’s horse trotting
towards him. He signalled a halt. The horse was unmistakable.
Infidel horses were harnessed in brass and cowhide. Askan horses
flashed with gold and, often, the bright tapestries of the northern
desert. Galt’s horse was resplendent with the colours of his desert
Clan of the Raven. As the horse trotted closer the captain saw that
it carried across the saddle a body. Galt.

“Why did they do that?” his second said, reigning in
his horse.

The infidel had loaded Galt onto the horse and let it
go. “Why indeed,” he muttered. He caught the horse’s reigns. Galt
still had all his gold, all his weapons, all his arrows. “You and
me,” he said to his second. “Take Galt home,” he said to the
others. Then he and his second trotted on.

At the scene of battle they found the sheep carcasses
had all been cleared away. He signalled silently to his second and
they rode on quietly.

The port town of Anzali, where they knew the King
lurked, was well guarded and fortified, and the approach to it was
down a narrow defile always well watched. But the captain knew how
two men could approach without the alarm being raised. He led his
second up the narrow trail between high rock walls. They dismounted
and approached the sentinel. A single man. A knife in the back. And
he fell silently. The captain and his second waited. It was not
long before the Urkan heir and his men appeared below.

“Do not kill them,” he said under his breath.

The second nodded and fired an arrow into the ground
just in front of the heir’s horse. The captain’s arrow followed
closely. The heir ordered a halt and nocked an arrow in his own
bow.

“Urkan, look up,” the captain called.

The heir raised his eyes. His second also looked
up.

“We thank you for sending us back our brother,” the
captain shouted down.

“Where is the lookout?” the heir called back. His
dialect was strange, but the captain understood.

“We have sent him to his goddess. He is better
off.”

The Urkan’s second raised his bow.

“Urkan, tell your servant to lower his weapon. We can
drop him before his elbow is fully bent.”

The Urkan second lowered his bow.

“Thank you for treating our brother with respect and
allowing us to release his soul.” As he said it the captain
withdrew, his second behind him. They mounted and galloped. The
captain knew it would take the heir at least twenty minutes to
reach this position. They could get cleanly away in that time.

~~~~

Zarek stood, again, before the King. They were alone,
but for Galen. Zarek had asked Galen specifically to stay.

Zarek stood straight and looked unafraid. “We came
upon fifteen Askans slaughtering sheep ten miles from here. They
killed three of ours. We killed one of theirs.”

“Only one?” The King’s mouth was twisted in a sneer.
“I understand the furthest man on the defile also met his end. How
did that come about?”

“The Askans wanted to thank me.”

Galen could see Zarek’s stance waver slightly.

“What?”

“I er dealt fairly to the Askan’s body.”

The King snorted. “You’re an idiot.”

“I’m sorry, sire.”

“Well, if that is all?”

“Sire, have you heard anything from Lord Bryn?”

“No. Why boy?”

“Sire, I think I can persuade him to join you.”

“Why should I trust you, an incompetent fool, to do
what my ambassadors can’t?”

“I am to marry his daughter.”

“You will marry whom I choose.”

“Sire,” Zarek remained calm. “Bryn believes I am to
marry his daughter. He trusts me. If anyone can persuade him, I
can. Send me to him.”

“Rubbish! Leave me boy.” The King gestured him
away.

Zarek strode furiously away towards the beach. “How
am I supposed to keep my promise to Jena now?” he snarled.

“Don’t blame me.” Galen sighed. Here we go, he
thought, back to Bewtle’s, more drinking, more recriminations, more
forgetting. Zarek paced down to the sea and waded up to his knees.
Galen stayed dry, watching him. Suddenly he heard a throat cleared
behind him. A messenger stood at his elbow, holding out a piece of
paper. Galen took it and read it. It was from Sonta.

“Zarek!” he called. “Fear not, the decision has been
taken out of our hands.”

Sonta and Jena set out that night as Jena had
planned. With them went Sonta’s personal guard of fifteen men. The
man with the message rode hard ahead of them to reach the army in
four days. Sonta and Jena, riding more carefully, would take five
days. Jena rode her little black horse. With her she had a pack
containing a white robe, a heavy woollen cloak, some food and some
gold coins. She wore the leather riding outfit she had made
herself. They rode northeast, avoiding the main roads that led to
the city of Lankaren; the fifteen guards alert for sign of Askan
patrols. They rode down the mountain until they reached the wide
fertile plains of central Urkan where most of the Urkan people
lived. However, the fields this year remained largely untended and
the people they saw scuttled away from them at their approach. Some
houses were burned-out shells, their crops trampled, their animals
gone. The people watched hollow-eyed from behind hedgerows and deep
in ditches.

“Why do they stay? Aren’t they in danger?” Jena
asked.

“Where would they go? They’re trapped between the
mountains and the sea. Many will starve this winter.”

The closer they got to the coast the more Urkan
soldiers they saw but they saw no Askans. On the second day Sonta
asked the captain of one Urkan patrol how things lay with the
Askans.

“They are around, my lady. They attacked a party on
the road to Anzali not two days ago. You would be wise to go
home.”

“Lankaren is my home,” Sonta said coldly, moving to
ride on.

“Then don’t tarry, my lady!” The captain called after
them. Sonta kicked her large red horse in the ribs and he broke
into a canter. Jena’s horse picked up his pace and followed. The
fifteen men rode around them. They rode hard for half an hour
before Sonta pulled her horse to a trot.

It was later that afternoon that one of Sonta’s men
came galloping back down the road towards them with news that he
had seen an Askan patrol setting fire to a farmstead a mere half
mile ahead.

“We have to get off the road,” Sonta said. “Did you
see which way they left?”

“They’re not going anywhere for a while, my
lady.”

Sonta nodded and gathered up her reins. “Quickly,
into the trees,” she ordered, and Jena nudged her horse to follow.
Among the trees they could no longer see the road, but soon they
could hear shrieks and smell the burning farmstead. They moved
their horses forward slowly and rode southwest through the trees as
far as the wood stretched. As the trees thinned Sonta motioned the
captain of her guard to ride forward. He returned five minutes
later. “There is no sign of them, my lady.”

They rode out into the afternoon sun and back onto
the road. Jena looked behind, back up the road, and saw the huge
pall of smoke, but nothing else. “Shouldn’t we go and see ...” she
began to say.

“They’re dead already,” Sonta said grimly. “There’s
nothing we can do.”

That night they camped in a field near the road
within sight of an Urkan encampment. As they sat in the darkness,
watching their fire spit orange sparks into the night, they could
hear the raised voices and songs of the men around campfires and
felt safe. Sonta and Jena sat on small folding stools and ate a
meal of spiced venison cooked by Sonta’s men while Sonta told Jena
about the court. Jena could smell the venison stew and a slight
whiff of horse and was strangely content.

“The Queen was Bryn’s sister, you know. The marriage
was another attempt to keep the Corshans in line. You know Zarek’s
to marry Bryn’s daughter?”

Jena didn’t.

“Anyway, she was the King’s second wife and very much
younger than him. Then he had her only child put to death. The
southern ladies all despised her and she hated me. Jealous. She had
no friends but Zarek’s mother, who of course died a couple of years
ago. She never saw her family. I’ve heard she never even met her
sister, you know, Galen’s wife, who was a great many years younger.
I believe she was the unhappiest creature in the world.”

“Poor lady!” Jena said.

Sonta grunted and took another mouthful of her
dinner.

“Why doesn’t the King like Zarek?”

“Zarek is not his son. Also, so far Zarek refuses to
grow up. I think the King is in despair about leaving Urkan to him.
He thinks the goddess has deserted the house of Leandro. This war
has convinced him of that.”

“Oh, doesn’t the King know Zarek won’t be king?”
Suddenly the Voice snapped across Jena’s thoughts: “She doesn’t
need to know that!”

“Whatever do you mean?” In the firelight Jena could
see Sonta looking at her, eyes narrowed, calculating briefly. Jena
kept quiet. “Tell me, Jena. I know you see the future. What do you
see for Zarek?”

“Nothing, nothing really,” Jena said feebly.

Sonta continued to stare at her. “Oh!” She ate in
silence for a moment. “Oh, that does confuse things mightily. If
it’s true,” she said quietly, as if to herself.

~~~~

Zarek had established a habit of riding into Anzali
in the early evening, nearly every evening, to get drunk. So on the
evening of the full moon it was a simple thing to ride to Bewtle’s
and take lodging. They were slightly earlier than usual and had to
ride past Leonin sitting on the court in the front of his house
hearing a dispute between two fishermen. As they rode past he
appeared to be completely taken up with the argument. Galen held
his breath that he had not noticed them. Then he saw Leonin raise
his head and look straight at them. He did not give greeting but
Galen knew that when the question was asked Leonin would be able to
say: “I saw them just as the sun was leaving my court, riding
towards the waterfront.”

“Bewtle, my darling,” Zarek greeted the madam. “My
friend and I would like a room for the night, if you please.”

“Well, my lord, at least you let me know it’ll be the
whole night you’ll be wanting. I can’t abide it when people just
stay. Then I run out of rooms and have to turn away customers.”

“My darling, are you implying that I would do that to
you?”

“Indeed, my lord, you have done it!”

She led them to the top-most room in the house.
“Would you be wanting me to send any ... thing up?”

“Just food, my old sweetheart.” Bewtle winked and as
she turned he pinched her on the bottom. She squealed in delight as
she shut the door.

“How much do you trust her?” Galen asked, flinging
himself on the bed.

“Oh, she can keep her mouth shut. That woman knows
everything about everyone in Urkan. But you would never get any of
it out of her.” Zarek threw down his belongings. “I’m going to
secure passage for dawn.” He left the room.

Galen lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling.
The rafters were rough hewn and black with age. At least they were
moving forward now he thought, and felt content, for the first time
in a year. Moving forward. Annelise’s eyes appeared before him.
Brown eyes, large, wide spaced, deep as wells. Annelise breathing
her last in the great bed in her brother’s fortress at Corsha.
Annelise telling him he must live, he must not be sad, for her
sake.

The food and Zarek arrived together. Galen did not
know how much later, for he had been asleep. Zarek arrived with a
girl.

“This is Assa,” he said, pushing the girl into a
chair. “Do we eat then?”

“Well, it’s been sent up for that purpose.” Galen was
annoyed that Zarek had chosen tonight to get over his recent
scruples.

“What’s stuck in your craw?”

“Did you do what you went out to do?”

Zarek put his finger to his lips. The girl was
staring out the window, curling her hair in her fingers. “Yes,” he
said under his breath. He helped himself to a chicken leg. “Assa,
food.”

“I’ve eaten, my lord. You continue without me.”

Galen began to eat. He felt acutely uncomfortable
with the girl there. He felt sick and put his chicken down.

“What’s wrong with you?”

“Leonin saw us.”

Zarek shrugged. “He won’t think it significant until
it’s too late.”

When they had finished eating, Galen wiped his mouth
and stood up. “I’m going to find a game.”

“Take this.” Zarek shoved the tray at him.

He went down to the kitchen and handed the tray to a
rattled looking cook. He found Bewtle in the taproom and thanked
her.

“Lord Zarek and I are expecting Sonta from Lankaren
to ask for us. Can you show her up immediately?”

“Of course, my lord.” Bewtle leant towards him
confidentially. “Sir,” she said, dropping her voice very low. “I
don’t know what you’re doing, nor do I care, but this town is
crawling with Askan spies. Please be careful and,” she paused and
looked around carefully, “that Sonta is not as honest as she
seems.”

Galen laughed briefly. “Thank you, Bewtle. I will be
careful. But Sonta is devoted to Zarek.”

“So I believe.” Bewtle gave the bar top an aggressive
swipe with her cloth.

Galen found a gaming table. It took him ten minutes
to shake off the doubt Bewtle had put in his mind. He bet on the
toss of a coin with a fisherman and a warrior. He lost twenty
silver pieces; then he judged he had given Zarek enough time with
the girl. He left the table and walked quickly upstairs, knocking
at the topmost door.

“It’s Galen.”

“Come in.”

He pushed the door open to find Zarek fully clothed,
looking out at the harbour. The girl had gone.

“I lost twenty pieces. How did you do?”

“I sent her away. Jena’s due any minute.” Zarek
shrugged.

“So you’re going to remain celibate for the rest of
your life?”

“You manage it.”

This was like a slap in the face. Galen almost felt
winded. “You’ll have to wait forever waiting for Jena,” he
snapped.

“I can’t....” Zarek stopped.

“Bewtle says the place is crawling with Askan spies.
We are in danger from more than just the King, you know,” Galen
said.

~~~~

On the fifth evening Jena, Sonta and her men entered
the fishing port of Anzali.

It was nearly dark as they rode down a narrow defile
towards the town gate. At the gate a sentry called. “Identify
yourself and your business!”

“I am Sonta, of the Red House in Lankaren. I seek to
re-establish my business in your fair town.”

“Lady, you may enter, but keep an eye out for Bewtle.
She doesn’t like interlopers.”

“I know this Bewtle. She will give no trouble.”
Sonta’s voice sounded dangerous.

The great wooden gate swung open, revealing a narrow
cobbled street, lined with tall houses that swept steeply down
towards the quay.

The sun was slanting low over the sea and the town
was bustling with people about their last chores for the day. Jena
was astonished. “So many people, you’d think there was no war.”

“There’s too much money to make for them to leave,”
Sonta said. “Jena,” she continued, “we are going into the roughest
whorehouse in Urkan. You look a bit like a boy, so that’s what I
shall say you are.”

Jena felt her face grow hot.

“I’m sorry, Jena. You make a very nice looking boy, I
assure you.”

They rode down the street. The smell of the sea was
so wonderfully familiar Jena felt as if she were returning home.
The salt stung her nostrils and she breathed deeply. She looked out
to sea, where the sun had disappeared, its rays just lighting the
sky in pink and purple as it sank further. For a moment she
expected to see the black outline of her island, but it was not
there. There was only the broad expanse of the Inland Sea. Far off,
beyond the bright horizon, was the shore of Askar itself.

At the waterfront they turned north and rode a short
way along the quay before turning right into an alleyway beside a
tavern.

Suddenly there was a piercing shriek and a voice
laced with sarcasm. “Sonta, you old tart, how are you keeping in
your fine royal whorehouse?” And a hugely fat woman bustled from
the lighted tavern door.

“Bewtle, you pox ridden old hag!”

“I heard that you were setting up in
competition.”

“There’s no money to be made in the mountains with
the King down here. I’m sure you have more custom than you can cope
with.”

“Aye, and your young favourite is here.” Bewtle
winked.

“Keep your voice down, old woman!” Sonta hissed.

“Zarek is here,” Bewtle repeated in a more
confidential tone.

“Take us to him.”

Bewtle led them into the tavern, into a lit passage
that smelled of sweat and ale. They creaked up a narrow staircase,
across a landing, and up another. It was hot and airless on the
stair. Occasionally they passed an open door, through which a
slight breeze of cool night air washed over them. Finally they came
to the last, top-most room in the house. Bewtle pushed the door
open and they went in.

Zarek and Galen sat at the window looking out into
the night. They did not acknowledge Jena and Sonta as they entered.
Jena could see past them the bright night sky, for there was no
light in the room and the moon was full.

After a long time they heard Bewtle move away from
the door.

“Jena?” Zarek said without turning around.

“Yes,” she whispered.

“Good. I know this is no place for you, but Bewtle is
the only person I know in Anzali I can trust.”

“The things that woman must know,” Sonta said,
pulling off her riding gloves. She took tinder and flint from her
pack and lit the lamp on the table.

Zarek was now facing into the room. “I’m sorry I
didn’t return for you,” he said to Jena.

“I knew you wouldn’t be able to,” Jena said.

“I’m sorry.” He stood up, moved to her and took her
hands in his.

Sonta cleared her throat. “She was preparing to leave
on her own. I couldn’t have that.”

“Thank you, Sonta,” Zarek smiled and wrapped her in
his arms, kissing her on the cheek.

“Now, now,” she said awkwardly.

Zarek let her go and turned again to Jena. “We leave
on the tide tomorrow at dawn. I have found a fisher to take us to
Megotha.”

“Have you eaten?” Sonta asked.

“Yes, indeed,” Galen said.

“Good, well I’ll go and organise something for Jena
and me, then I’ll step out and see some business contacts I have. I
do have business here.” She winked at Jena and disappeared.

Galen closed the door behind Sonta and locked it.
“You’re sure you can trust Sonta, aren’t you?” he asked Zarek.

“Yes!” Zarek’s voice was surprised and angry.

“It’s just Bewtle warned me....”

“Business rivals,” Zarek said. “They loathe each
other. Bewtle hasn’t got Sonta’s class and couldn’t buy it.”

Jena yawned and sat on the chair by the window. The
window shutters were still open. The beautiful sights and smells of
the harbour poured in. She could hear singing from out on the
harbour where the fishing crews were drinking and gaming the night
away. They sang a song of the south seas that she had heard many
times before. The smell of the sea mingled with the smell of
rotting fish. It was the smell of home.

~~~~

 


 



Chapter 5

 


The Ferryman

 


Jena awoke early to see Galen watching her from the chair by the
window. Zarek snored loudly in a chair by the door.

“Good morning,” Galen said.

Jena yawned hugely. “Morning.” She sat up on the bed
and ran her hands through her short spiky hair. “I’m going to find
a privy and a wash basin.”

“Remember you’re a boy.”

The privy was out in the yard. A mist lay heavily on
the sea and the damp air trapped the smells of the privy in the
courtyard, but there was also the salt tang of the port and the
yeasty warmth of bread baking in the kitchen. When she was done
Jena ventured out onto the waterfront, drawn to watch the small
morning waves break on the narrow beach. There were few people
about and no one remarked upon a scruffy little youth gazing
enraptured at the lazy green folds of the sea.

Sonta had returned when Jena got back. She had
brought breakfast: fried bread and eggs and a huge pot of tea
sweetened with honey. She had also brought a change of clothes for
Galen and Zarek. They were dressed now as anonymous merchants.

“Now,” Sonta said when they had finished eating. “I
will say goodbye. I have to see a man about a lease on a house. You
take care.” And she hugged Galen.

“Take care yourself,” he said.

“Zarek!” Sonta held her arms wide and Zarek engulfed
her in a hug. “You be especially careful. This is an unwise thing
you’re doing.”

Zarek said nothing. Her picked her up and kissed her
on the cheek. Then Jena submitted to Sonta’s hug.

“You will succeed and return to me,” Sonta said
holding her tight. Then let go and reached into her heavily beaded
money pouch. “Take this.” She handed Jena a knife in a jewelled
scabbard.

“But ...” Jena took the knife half out of its case
and pushed it in quickly. “I don’t really want it, Sonta.
It’s....”

“You don’t know what’s ahead of you,” Sonta said
briskly.

Jena opened her pack to put the knife away. “No, put
it in your boot, Jena,” Zarek said. “Sonta’s right. You need to
keep it handy.” Jena did as she was told, but walked
self-consciously as the knobbly scabbard rubbed against her
ankle.

They left the courtyard as the sea mist began to
evaporate in the sun and made their way along the waterfront to the
quay. At the quay some of the fishing fleet were tied up, their
crews unloading the night’s catch, but none of them paid the
travellers any attention. As they approached the fisher
Corova a man appeared from beneath the main hatch, tying his
trousers and wiping sleep from his eyes. Jena, practising being a
boy swaggering and swinging her shoulders as she walked, remained
unsurprised.

“Master, I’m sorry, I was celebrating a particularly
fine catch last night. We will be under way shortly, I assure you.”
He hastened below again. “Wake up you poxy curs, the passengers are
here already!” He reappeared quickly with a dirty looking girl by
the shoulder. He quickly manhandled her down the gangplank. Soon
three other women appeared and were shown off.

“Five pieces you owe us,” the eldest said.

“Get lost you scruffy whore.” The captain shoved her
roughly and she slipped and fell on the quay.

Galen helped her to her feet, handing her the fee out
of his own money pouch. “Thank you, sir,” she said, flashing him a
smile.

The captain was a small, chunky Urkan; the crew a
motley collection of peoples from around the Inland Sea: Corb,
Deridean, Seralite. However, there were two crewmen that Jena could
not identify. They were coiling a large rope between them on the
deck. “They’re Falhar,” Galen whispered to her. “They are fearsome,
are they not?” Jena watched the two men. They were short, strongly
built and very fair, and they looked as if they had horns on their
heads. She came to realise on the voyage that the horns were simply
spikes of their long fair hair, kept stiff with daily applications
of paste made with clay and water. The Falhar had very pale blue
eyes that looked strangely dead and wore blue-dyed clothes that
revealed chests filled with scars cut in symmetrical patterns in
their skin. They were colourless, like fish living in a cave. Jena
shuddered.

The captain ordered the crew to cast off just as the
sun’s rays were beginning to warm the deck. The ship drifted away
from the harbour side, the sails were hoisted, the ship heeled over
and began to tack out into the Inland Sea. Jena had lived by the
sea her whole life, but she had never experienced it like this. She
felt the wind on her face and lifted her arms to it, feeling, for
just a moment, as if she could take off into it like one of the
great seabirds that nested among the rocks of Narvon. The ship had
two masts and two sails. Both sails were full, billowing out before
them. Jena sat on the deck next to Galen and lifted her face to the
sun, enjoying the warmth and the breeze.

Two crewmen clambered up the shorter mast and hauled
on the sail, rolling it up and tying it at the top. Then the
captain threw the wheel round and the remaining sail was swung
about and the ship ploughed forward in a different direction. A few
minutes later the captain threw the wheel around again and the ship
changed direction, and then again. So it was sailing crabwise,
going forward only by zigzagging through the roughening sea. The
deck plunged up and down, and at the bottom of each trough the ship
shook itself like a dog. Quite suddenly Galen groaned. He sat bolt
upright; his face was very pale, then he staggered up and leaned
over the side of the ship, and was sick into the sea.

The captain had vacated his cabin for them. There
were two bunks and, as Jena was supposed to be the servant, she
slept on the floor. “No point in letting the curious know that
we’re not who we say we are,” Zarek said quietly. Galen threw
himself on his bunk and groaned. Jena rolled her eyes but didn’t
complain. After all, she reminded herself forcefully, this was all
my idea.

The wind stayed brisk. Galen’s seasickness persisted,
although occasionally he cheered up enough to blow a few notes on
his pipe. The Falhar sang strange chants that kept the rhythm of
their work. At other times the Urkan and the Corb sang sea sagas
about sea monsters and sea maidens, and one Jena had always enjoyed
about Assia, the beautiful sea maiden who lured ships to their
dooms on the knife sharp rocks at the world’s end. Once the captain
chimed in with the lurid tale of the Lord Steward of Puck. It
featured a long list of the physical idiosyncrasies of the whores
of Lankaren. Jena, sitting up against the bulkhead, put her head
between her knees while that was going on.

“Are you all right?” Galen asked. He sat beside her
and had been dozing on her shoulder.

“I’m trying not to let them see me blush,” she
hissed. He laughed softly in her ear.

On the sixth day they came close in to the coast
where trees appeared to grow right down to the sea. “Those are
swamp trees,” Zarek explained to her. “They grow right in the
water. Further in they form islands, with their roots and mud
caught in them. Then the soil begins, marshy and damp, with lakes.
It runs almost all the way to the mountains. Most travellers go by
sea to Megotha. The land route is very difficult, although there is
an easier way through the mountains but it’s very much longer.” He
smiled at her as he encircled her shoulders with a protective
arm.

“Doesn’t say much, does he?” the captain said.

“No, he’s a shy lad.”

“Eh lad, can’t say hello to the captain, eh?”

Jena ducked her head.

That night Jena lay asleep on the floor by Zarek’s
bed, curled up on a floor mat like the little dog her brothers used
to keep. She was wakened from her fitful sleep by someone moving
about in the cabin. She knew, from the sound of their breathing,
that Galen and Zarek were still asleep. Then a cloud shifted and
moonlight shone through the open shutters and she saw the
silhouette of the huge Deridean crewman standing in their cabin.
For a moment she was paralysed. Then, without formulating the plan,
she rolled over and drew her knife from inside her boot, which lay
on its side on the floor. Then she sat up and punched Zarek in the
leg as hard as she could. He groaned and sat up.

“Who’s there? Speak up!” he said, sounding wide
awake.

“Masters, my lords, I came to do you service.”

Jena got up and struck a light to the lantern. She
held it high. The Deridean blinked in the light; Zarek and Galen’s
swords both upon him.

“What are you doing in here?” Zarek asked.

Galen took the man’s knife from his belt.

“Sir, I meant you no harm.”

Jena was standing holding her knife self-consciously.
She stuck it into her belt.

“What are you doing here?” Zarek repreated.

“Sir,” the Deridean said calmly. “If you let me go I
can do you an inestimable service.”

“What is that?”

“I came to warn you, help you. The captain, sir, he’s
to rob and murder you and throw you to the sharks.”

“And why should he do that? Killing passengers isn’t
good for business.”

“He knows who you are, sir.”

“I’m Rath Merchant.”

“Sir, my lord. He knows you are the King’s nephew.
His heir.”

Galen drew his breath in hard.

“Someone paid him to kill you, sir. Tomorrow, before
we tie up at Megotha, we are to set upon you and throw you over the
side.

“So, why tell us now? You left it late.”

“Well, I was pondering on it, sir. It’s risky, poking
your nose in others’ business. But on the whole, you know,
murdering innocent people isn’t right.”

“You lie to save your own skin.” Zarek belted on his
sword. “We will sort this out with the captain.”

“But sir,” the man’s face took on a cunning
expression, quite incongruous on his large face. “I know who you
are, sir, and I wouldn’t know that if what I had said wasn’t
true.”

“Who paid the captain?” Galen asked, putting the
man’s own knife to his throat.

“Someone from the whorehouse in Anzali, not the fat
madam, someone else.”

“Who?”

“The one from Lankaren. They said she was the King’s
concubine.”

Galen took the knife away from the man’s throat. He
heard Zarek draw in his breath. “You lie,” Zarek hissed.

“No, sir. I saw her with the captain. She gave him
money.”

“You lie.” Zarek’s fist shot out and caught the giant
on the jaw. The man staggered back a little, his hand to his
face.

“Zarek, listen,” Galen said, trying to gain control
of the situation. “Who else knew we were on this ship?”

“Any one of the women, anyone at the camp. Who did
you tell?” Zarek snapped at Jena.

“Only Dartie; she told me to take a ferry.” Jena
looked frightened; her face was drained of colour.

“My lord,” the Deridean said. “Whoever knew, you are
in danger. And now I am too.”

“We still only have your word for that,” Galen
said.

“You may not believe me yet; wait until the dawn.”
The man was still rubbing his jaw. “Then you’ll see.”

“No,” Zarek said. “We’ll go and talk to the captain
now.”

He pushed the man out ahead of him. Galen followed
them. “Keep the door shut and stay put,” he hissed to Jena as they
left.

The three pushed along the gangway as quickly and
quietly as they could. There was always one man on watch on the
deck; the rest of the crew slept in the forward hold. Zarek pushed
the captain’s door open.

“What’s all the ruckus?” the captain bellowed. “Can’t
you let a man get some sleep?” He lit a candle and held it high.
“What is it, masters?”

“Captain, we need a word with you. We caught this man
sneaking around in our cabin,” Zarek said. Galen pushed the man
forward.

“Now why would he be doing that?” the captain said,
getting out of his bunk and tipping a candle to a lamp wick. “How
do I know you’re telling the truth? This man is reliable.”

“He broke into our cabin,” Galen said.

“Really?” The captain picked up a dagger from the
locker by his bunk. He levelled it at the Deridean’s chest. “Not a
team player are you, Marth?” he said.

“Tell them, captain, how you planned to murder them
on the morrow. How you were paid by that fine whore. How you get
not only their fares but fifty gold pieces from her upon proof
of....”

The captain’s demeanour had begun to crumble. Galen
could see the hand holding the knife tremble, then he saw it steady
as the man tensed to plunge the blade home. Galen grabbed the
captain’s wrist and bent his arm back. “There is no need for that,
captain, this man has committed no crime.”

“My lords, I apologise for my crew. I must....”

“What did you say?”

“My lords, your pardon sirs. I would not have you
inconvenienced....” The captain was making a fine show of
obeisance, but he had made a mistake.

“Who are we, ferryman?” Galen forced the arm back.
The fingers loosened and the dagger dropped away.

“My lords, ah, good Rath Merchant and his
brother....”

“Who paid you to kill us?”

“Groft! Groft! Allot! Get in here!” The captain’s
voice was raised in panic.

“Terrific!” Zarek muttered.

“It doesn’t matter, my lord,” the Deridean, Marth,
said. “Them Fellers and Seralites need killing. We can take ’em
all.”

Zarek drew his sword. Galen pushed the captain down
on the bunk and drew his own sword. Marth took the captain’s sword
from the table. They waited as the Corb on duty pounded down the
companionway. Galen put the tip of his sword against the captain’s
chest and the man remained silent. The Corb rushed past the door
and down to the end cabin.

“Blood of Corsha!” Zarek muttered. “That idiot’s
forgotten the captain switched cabins.”

Quite suddenly Jena heard shouts of alarm from the
captain’s cabin, then footsteps, running steps along the deck and
down the companionway. She pulled her knife from her belt.

Someone rapped loudly on the door. “What’s goin’ on
in there?” The tall Corb who had been on watch burst into the room.
“Where’s the captain?” he hissed into Jena’s face.

“In the mate’s cabin,” Jena squeaked, holding her
knife behind her back.

“Where’s the gold, then?” He had drawn his sword and
now held it to her chest, pushing its tip into the leather.

“There is no gold, sir,” she squeaked.

He looked about him, suddenly alarmed. “Where’s your
master, boy?” The sword tip dug in deeper. She felt the pressure.
Without thinking she pulled the knife from behind her and drove it
into his stomach, just below his ribs.

“You little bastard!” he said, thrusting his sword
forward, but he was off balance and in pain. She saw the thrust and
avoided it. Then he slid to his knees, clutching his free hand to
his stomach. “You haven’t killed me, you little turd,” he said,
trying to stumble to his feet.

“Groft! Groft!” It was one of the Falhar.

“In here, you moron!” the Corb yelled, supporting
himself against the bulkhead as he got to his feet.

Jena had to get out. She pulled the door open. The
Falhar was at the door and grabbed her around the neck with one
arm; he held a blade to her throat with the other, turning her so
she could see Groft coming towards her with his sword. “Zarek!” she
screamed and kicked back at the Falhar’s shins. The Falhar shrieked
and dropped her. But Groft was still coming towards her, sword
drawn. She held her knife, her hand trembling.

“Jena!” It was Zarek’s voice. She threw herself
sideways and Groft, clumsy from his injury, thrust and missed.
Zarek was in the passage. He plunged his knife into the Falhar’s
ribs from behind, then parried the Corb’s sword away with his own.
The Corb stumbled back, thrown off balance by the parry and Zarek
thrust his blade home. He pulled Jena roughly then, back to the
captain’s cabin, and slammed and bolted the door.

The Deridean stood in the middle of the room, holding
a sword. Galen was holding a sword to the captain’s chest. “You’re
a girl!” the Deridean said accusingly. “That’s why he dropped you.
He got a surprise.”

Zarek and Galen laughed. Jena felt her face grow hot.
“What happened?” she asked.

“He confirmed what Marth told us. Sonta paid to have
us killed.”

“What now?”

“This,” the Deridean said, running the captain
through with his own sword. The man let out a sigh as he slumped to
the floor.

“Captain! captain!” The second Falhar was outside the
door.

“Captain not here, go away,” Marth called.

“Zertlzla!!!!” The Falhar shrieked, his footsteps
retreating down the passage.

“Bloody awful names,” Marth muttered. “Couldn’t ever
get me tongue around ’em. Zertie and Blertie we called ’em.”

Marth unlocked and opened the door. The Falhar was
thundering back down the passage, sword drawn. Marth slammed the
door shut. The Falhar swore in his own language, then yelled:
“Murr-durr-err!” and thumped into the door.

“So now what?” Zarek asked, between thumps. “How do
we get off this tub alive?”

“They have to come in and get us,” the Deridean said.
He picked up the captain and almost effortlessly pitched him out
the window and into the sea. He shuttered the window and locked it.
As if on cue there was a thump on the shutter. There was an
accompanying thump on the door.

Zarek gestured to Galen and Galen unbolted and opened
the door, standing behind it, and Zarek stuck the Falhar in the
stomach before he was properly aware the door was open. At the same
instant there was another enormous thump on the shutter, the wood
splintered and gave way as the Seralite swung in, legs first, his
knife between his teeth. Marth was off guard and the Seralite
caught him a glancing blow on the shoulder while still trying to
get to his feet. Galen was the most alert, leaving the door and
stepping in behind the Seralite, sinking his knife into his ribs.
He slumped and gasped and tried to regain his feet.

The Deridean, absolutely enraged by the blood that
dripped from his arm, swung around with his sword in his left hand
and beheaded the man. Jena screamed and began to retch. “You did
well, lad ... ma’am,” Marth said. “It’s all right to heave when
you’ve seen killing for the first time.” The Deridean wiped his
sword on his trousers and stuck it through his belt. Then he
hoisted the Seralite’s head and body out the shattered shutters.
The blood in the cabin was now appalling. Although Jena desperately
wanted to stop, the smell nauseated her and her stomach heaved and
heaved.

Finally she felt an arm across her shoulders and a
hand on her forehead. The comforting pressure on her head helped
her control her stomach. “We have to get out of here.” It was
Galen’s voice. It was Galen who was holding on to her.

“Marth, Marth, you scumbag. What’s going on?” The
voice was coming from outside the locked door.

“Allot! Them Fellers turned on our guests. I told you
not to trust ’em.”

“But Groft is dead too.”

“Tried to protect ’em.”

“Where’s the captain?”

“That thieving Seralite threw him to the sharks.”

“What are we going to do?” Galen whispered.

“We go wary.” Marth opened the door, putting his
sword up as he did.

“Blow me, look at the blood!” the Urkan called Allot
exclaimed.

“That Seralite took a lot of killing.”

“No loss,” Allot sniffed.

The three Urkan crewmen moved warily into the room,
swords drawn.

“We could still kill them and go back for the rest of
the money,” Allot said. “We would only have to divide it four ways.
The captain was going to keep it all anyway.”

“Why should I split it four ways, when I can have it
all?” Marth said.

“How’re you gonna kill us and them all by
yourself?”

Marth’s hand moved to his sword. So did Zarek’s.
Galen felt the hilt of his own sword.

“Why do you want to kill them?” Marth said. “That’s
your future King there. Why do you want to work for filthy
Askans?”

“Why do you protect them, mercenary?”

“Because I don’t like traitors.” In a flash Marth’s
sword was through Allot. Without a word or apparent signal Zarek
and Galen moved to block sword strokes from the other two. Marth
ran one through from behind, the third traded blows with Zarek
before also falling. Jena began to retch again. Zarek picked her up
and carried her onto the deck.

The air was sweet on deck, the dawn almost completely
full. Zarek wiped her face gently and she gulped clean air as if
she had been suffocating.

“You had me concerned there for a while, my friend,”
Zarek said to Marth.

“I can still throw you to the sharks,” Marth
said.

“Not without another stoush,” Zarek replied, and Jena
saw with relief they were actually joking.

“It’s not a good idea to take this bloody hulk into
Megotha. We could take the boats and land on the beach. We drifted
a bit.” Marth pointed with his good arm. “Just there is the river
mouth.” Zarek squinted and recognised the place. They were not very
far offshore. “But it’s not safe to leave her to drift in the
Inland Sea. She’ll be a menace,” Marth continued. “We’ll have to
beach her.”

Jena saw Zarek and Galen exchange an anxious glance.
“Don’t worry, my lords. I’m a very experienced seaman,” Marth said,
throwing off his sword. “First, though, I seem to be bleeding
rather a lot.”

Galen bound Marth’s arm with a strip of cloth torn
from his shirt and Marth grabbed hold of the wheel with his good
hand.

Jena took her knife from her belt. She supposed the
scabbard must be quite valuable. She withdrew the knife. The blade
was still stained with the Corb’s blood. She pushed it back into
the scabbard and tossed it into the sea.

“What was that?” Zarek asked.

“Her knife,” she said. “I won’t need it again.”

“You don’t know what you may need.”

“I won’t need it again.” Jena watched the scabbard
glinting in the water. It turned a little and the sunlight caught
it so the jewels continued to glitter as it sank. She watched until
she could see it no longer.

“Here we go!” Marth called encouragingly, hauling on
the wheel. The sail flapped, before filling again, and the ship
began skimming across the waves towards the shore.

About midday Marth sailed the Corova up on to
the beach slightly south of the Megothan River on a section of
coast called the Isle of Megotha. He let down the anchor and
allowed the ship to drag herself up on to the sand, where she
settled in the breakers, leaning over on one side. He scrambled
down and lifted Jena off the deck with his one good arm. They waded
up the beach and sat together on the sand. He slid his bandaged arm
out of his coat, untied the bandage on his arm and squinted at his
wound.

Jena watched him for a while. Then her curiosity
returned. “Why are you helping us?” she said.

He shrugged. “I do not approve of Askans.” He
proceeded to retie his bandage using his teeth and his good
hand.

“Oh?”

“Opening hostilities interferes with trade.” He
patted the knot down, as if fixing it into place. “Derids don’t
like anything interfering with trade. Besides, I have all the
captain’s gold, and the fare owing to me, and I will go back and
get the rest of the money from the whore.” He nodded towards where
Zarek was wading ashore. “He knows her?”

“Yes,” she said.

“I thank you,” Zarek said as he approached. “You have
done us an invaluable service.”

“I wish to perform another for you, my lord, in
return for the full fare, of course.”

“Of course.” Zarek handed over the amount he had
agreed with the ferryman.

“I propose to go back to Anzali and kill the King’s
concubine for you.”

“No,” Zarek said, his eyes hard. “I don’t know she is
guilty, I must find out for myself. And then I will kill her. I
will go back.”

“No!” Jena said. “You can’t go back. We’ve wasted too
much time.” Marth looked at her in surprise.

“You see, good friend,” said Galen. “Who is really
master here.”

Jena frowned at him.

“I will find her and bring her to you,” Marth said.
“Where will you be?” Zarek’s face clouded with distrust. “I’ll find
you,” Marth said quickly.

~~~~

 


 



Chapter 6

 


Northern Urkan

 


They had landed on the shore of the Isle of Megotha, an outcrop
of sand and tough grass that guarded the entrance to the Megothan
River. It was the middle of the day and as they had not eaten Marth
took a hook and line from his coat pocket and expertly hooked fish
from the waves.

“That’s a neat trick,” Galen called.

“Necessity is a grand teacher.”

Marth roasted the fish over a fire on the beach. They
sat then, pulling the hot flesh into their mouths, and speculated
about the conduct of the war.

“There’s something strange going on in the royal
house of Askar,” Marth said. “You know, us sea folk, we move around
a lot and we see and hear things.” Marth blew on his fish; he held
it to his mouth on a stick and gingerly took a small portion in his
mouth. “Mmm,” he said. “Nothing like fresh fish.”

Zarek was sitting opposite. “Well, why aren’t they
reinforcing their garrison at Lankaren?”

“The Emperor’s an evil old bastard, but not generally
thought stupid. No one knows why he doesn’t reinforce Lankaren. But
Ahron, his son, is up to something.”

“His son? We know little of him. He skulks in Zersha
like a coward.” Zarek pulled some fish off his stick and sucked it
from his fingers.

“He skulks in Zersha and turns the Elir against his
father.” Marth licked his fingers. “Ahron is playing hard, and his
father knows it. That’s why he’s at home as well. They’re in a
mess.”

“So, the young Emperor is set to overthrow his
father?” Galen said. “That’s of no importance to Urkan.”

“Isn’t it?” Marth said. “In Deridea we believe in
odds. What’s most likely to happen will happen. Most likely young
Ahron, once Emperor, will withdraw, lick his wounds and await
another time.” Marth paused, poking the fire. “Of course, if you
bet on something unlikely happening you can make an awful lot of
money.”

Jena felt cold. “The most likely” thing was not going
to happen. Galen took out his pipe and began playing a lullaby from
Narvon.

“Can’t figure out why you’re heading off at a time
like this, though,” Marth said.

Zarek said nothing.

They walked north along the beach towards Megotha.
Galen walked with Jena. Zarek strode ahead. Jena tried to fit her
feet into Zarek’s footsteps for a while, but his strides were too
long for her and she couldn’t keep it up.

“Have you ever been here before?” she asked Galen
after she’d caught her breath.

“I’ve spent time in Goth with Master Shalma, as well
as in Corsha, of course.”

Jena felt embarrassed, remembering too late that they
were approaching the lands of his wife’s family. She shifted her
focus. “Who’s Master Shalma?”

“He was one of my masters at the Academy. He has his
own school in Goth.” Galen lowered his voice. “We’ll likely spend
time at Goth. It’s about midway from Megotha to Corsha.”

Zarek paced away ahead of them, his cloak flapping
around his legs. He was walking very quickly, and the distance
between them grew throughout the afternoon. “Is he going to be all
right?” Jena asked inclining her head slightly towards him.

Galen watched his friend’s back. “He doesn’t
understand how she could have done it.”

Jena didn’t know what to say. She wondered if you
could ever say why anyone ever did anything.

“She was brought up in Urkan,” Galen continued, “and
had every reason to love Zarek. Why betray him?”

Jena drew her dark brows together. “This was not
meant.”

“Who knows what is meant?” He laughed.

Megotha was a miserable outpost at the northernmost
edge of the Megothan Marsh, a grim enclave in the midst of the
continually unreliable house of Bryn. They stood at the river mouth
opposite the huddle of grey mud houses.

“Too late for the boatman,” Marth muttered. “Fancy a
night on the beach?”

He lit a driftwood fire and they rolled into their
blankets. Sleep came swiftly. The summer was at last warming up and
after their strenuous day they slept well.

In the morning they rose early. A boatman was
sluicing down his punt on the town shore. Marth waved and yelled to
get his attention. The man looked up and then went back to his
work.

“Good man, you would pass up a fare this early?”
Marth called.

The man threw down his bucket and scowled in their
direction. For a second Jena thought he might decide to keep
ignoring them. Then with a great show of weariness he picked up his
long oars and untied his vessel.

“You folks up and about early,” he said suspiciously
as he nosed the boat into the sandy bank.

“We walked up from Skavon,” Zarek said, naming the
main town of the mid-provinces.

“Most people take a ferry,” the man said sourly.

“My friend here gets sea sick.” Zarek clapped Galen
on the back.

The man grunted, examining them closely.

They clambered aboard and the man set to his work,
steering the punt across the river mouth. The crossing was
treacherous. Jena could see the current whorling about the little
boat, but the boatman guided her with skill.

“Ten pieces,” he said when they reached the far
shore.

“Ten!” Marth thundered. “And I thought Derideans were
chisellers!”

“You called me across. That’s two crossings.” The man
sullenly held out his hand. “You called me away from the harbour
where I get most of my work this early. That’s worth a surcharge.
Ten pieces.”

“You had no work!” Marth was warming for battle.

“You could have swum. Not one in ten men can swim
that river.”

“Good man,” Galen broke in. “We appreciate you taking
time from your day.” He handed over the ten pieces. “The goddess
keep you, good sir.” And shook the man's hand.

They walked along a sandy street. “You paid over the
odds,” Marth muttered.

“Making a scene was extremely unwise,” Galen
replied.

“Especially considering you’d rather people didn’t
remember you’d come this way?”

No one replied. After a few moments he remarked
casually: “The sun never shines in Megotha,” turning up the collar
of his long sea coat. “They say the gods cursed the place when the
Corbs were defeated here.”

Galen shuddered. He’d spent a lot of time in the
north but he’d only ever passed through Megotha. It was not worth
more than passing through. The uniformly block-like buildings along
the shore were tiny, built of mud and straw. Every few years they
had to be replaced as the wind and sea took their natural toll.
There were no timber trees near Megotha and no rock suitable for
building. To the north of the town there were a handful of stone
houses, owned by wealthy boatmen and traders who could afford to
import building materials, but there were no public buildings, no
permanent merchandisers, and no government administration offices.
The only authority in Megotha was the Fisherman’s Council, which
kept order after a fashion and taxed boats that landed on the
quay.

“It isn’t much of a place, is it?” Zarek said. He
drew his cloak tightly about him. “I think we should avoid the
quay, but we need provisions. Marth, can you?” He offered Marth a
handful of coins.

“Of course, my lord.”

Marth took the money and their water bottles and
returned a short while later with a sack of bread and cheese and
three full water bottles from the market on the quay.

They said their farewells and at the last Marth said:
“I will bring the traitor to you.” But they set little store by
this promise and set out to find another boat to take them up river
to the forks. From there they had to walk across the grasslands to
Bryn’s outpost at Goth, nearly five days’ journey.

Marth had not thought about how he was going to
fulfill his promise to Lord Zarek. Really it did no good to be
involved in a full-scale civil war. Scraps sure enough, but this
was too big, an honest fellow was likely to get hurt. He made his
way along the beach, past the market, to the quay. A sharp breeze
tugged at his coat, rocking the two ships that were tied up there.
One was a small, shabby fishing boat, with its crew disconsolately
mending nets.

“Good fishing, friends,” he called out to them as he
passed.

“Very bad fishing indeed,” they called back, sourly
bending to their tasks.

The other was a very smart merchant ship. It was
Urkan but its crew were Deridean.

“What brings you to these primitive climes, sirs?” he
shouted loudly in his own language.

“The Urkan’s stupidity with money,” the Derideans
called back, also in their own language. Urkan were known to be so
arrogant they expected everyone to know their language (or at least
the Askan dialect). They never learnt any other. Much could be
gained from this fact. “Care for a game, friend?” one of the crew
called. So Marth had a pleasant day throwing dice and drinking
Deridean rum (which was of course superior to the Urkan variety)
and remembering that he should really go home, just to check that
his wife was well and whether the latest baby was a boy or a
girl.

The weather turned foul. In the late afternoon the
Urkan merchant returned to his ship and ordered Marth off. But
there would be no sailing tonight. The wind howled and the crews of
both ships hurried to lash everything down. Another ship hove into
view, sailing fast before the wind, all sails set. Someone is in a
very big hurry, Marth thought. He squinted at the ship. Something
about her urgency made him decide to find out who needed to be in
Megotha so quickly.

Megotha was such a sorry place it did not run to a
tavern. The only public meeting place was the smithy where, on this
particular evening, five miserable looking fishermen were betting
on a coin toss. Marth stood just inside the door and watched them
for a while. As he waited it began to rain and the thatched roof
started to leak. He moved further inside. None of the players
seemed to notice he was there. The smith nodded briefly to him and
brought over a mug of ale.

“A miserable night, friend,” he said handing over the
mug.

“Aye.” Marth took the mug and handed over a coin. A
crowd of damp and steaming seamen came in, stamping and removing
heavy sea coats. “Greetings,” he said to them, raising his mug.

“Greetings, friend,” one of them called.

“A rough night for a voyage,” he said. “I saw you
beating in here this evening. You were driving her pretty hard, my
friend.”

“Yes,” the man snorted in disgust. “When you’re a
ferryman you do as the passengers ask. We had a good paying
passenger who required all speed.”

“Oh, aye?” Marth tried very hard to sound only
casually curious.

“Yes, if you ask me the captain was taken in by
flattery. Fine lady from Anzali. The Lady Sonta.”

“Why was she in such a hurry?” Marth kept his voice
light.

“She didn’t tell me.” The man shrugged.

“And where might your captain be?”

“He has a house here. Took her to it.” The man
winked. Marth caught the eye of the smith.

“Where might I find good clean lodging in this fine
town?”

“I have a room I can let you have for two pieces,”
the smith replied.

~~~~

Jena, Zarek and Galen walked down the street and soon
left behind the squat houses. Galen led them down to the river than
ran sluggishly between high banks to the south of the town. On the
water’s edge there was a jetty, at the end of which a man was
fishing.

“Good day, sirs,” the fisherman said, quickly hauling
in his line and standing.

“Indeed, friend,” Galen said, putting aside his
doubts about the heavy-laden grey sky that glowered above.

“Would you be requiring passage, sir?” The fisherman
gestured towards his boat gently bobbing at its mooring.

“Can you take us to The Forks?”

“Fifteen pieces.”

“Ten.”

“Fourteen.”

“Twelve.”

“A deal, sir.” The man held out his hand and Galen
dropped in six pieces. He knew he had paid over the odds, but he
had an uneasy feeling about Megotha that had little to do with the
threatening sky.

Galen took Jena’s hand to help her into the
flat-bottomed riverboat. He then swung himself in and Zarek climbed
in and sat behind them. The boatman punted out into the channel,
then he began working upstream, sliding the boat between high
sandbanks. He punted all day until the mists rose from the swamp to
the south and engulfed them in murk. It began to rain steadily. As
night fell he threw out the anchor chain. “We spend the night
here.”

~~~~

Marth did not sleep well in the smith’s room. It was
not only the bed bugs and the mosquitoes that plagued him; it was
also the noises of the household. The smith had ten children;
various of whom seemed to suffer from nightmares, and there was at
least one baby who cried all night. Also his arm was annoying him.
He got up once to unbind it and check it, but it looked fine. He
tossed about on his cot until the first grey streaks of dawn, then
threw himself out of bed, leaving his money in the warm hollow he
had left. He let himself out of the smithy and into the misty,
chill morning. The smith was already about.

“I left the money in the room,” he said without
greeting.

“Aye.” The man stretched and propped open the door of
his business.

“Where is the house of the ferryman, the one who came
in last night?”

“His house is the biggest; north of the quay.”

North of the quay Marth found a row of large stone
houses facing out to sea. In the prime position, sheltered from the
worst of the sea weather behind a low sand hill, was the largest
and most imposing. As Marth walked past this house, the door opened
and a servant helped a veiled woman down the steps. Behind the
woman came the ferryman. Marth stopped and feigned interest in the
scuff marks on the heel of his boot.

“My lady, it is much too early for you to venture out
alone.” The ferryman was fawning, like a high-placed servant. Marth
straightened up and caught the end of the ferryman’s mistrustful
glance in his direction.

“Nonsense. I must catch the tide to Goth.”

“But, my lady. If you were to wait until tomorrow I
could escort you myself.”

“I cannot wait.”

Marth followed her at a distance as she walked
towards the river. She didn’t notice him.

~~~~

The boat lazed at anchor all night, settling on the
bottom at low tide and riding free again in the morning. After a
long wet night they ate cold porridge and the boatman hauled in the
anchor and they continued to punt up the river. By noon the
waterway had become narrower and swifter, the going harder. Small
islets appeared and became more and more numerous. Finally the
river divided in two around a large island. The boatman pulled hard
against the current, steering them into the northern shore,
opposite the marsh. On the north side grassland rolled gently down
to the river’s edge. The boatman grounded them on a small stony
beach. Zarek paid over the remaining six pieces and they
disembarked.

“Fair journey!” the boatman called.

“Fair journey!” Zarek called back. He bent and
shouldered his pack and gave Jena his hand as they scrambled up the
low bank.

She looked around. There was grass, then, far in the
distance there were low blue mountains, but nothing else. “How far
is it?” she asked in dismay. “I don’t want to walk again.”

She settled her pack on her back. It was smaller than
theirs. They carried food and water and cooking utensils and both
of them had steel and flint as well as their weapons and spare warm
clothing. She carried her woollen cloak, a hairbrush, her robe and
a blanket. It was still too heavy.

Zarek sighed heavily. “Five days to Goth.”

They trudged on. “Couldn’t we at least get horses? I
don’t want to walk,” Jena complained again.

“There are no horses in Megotha,” Zarek said,
striding on ahead of her.

“But it’s such a long way!”

“It was your idea, my lady,” he said over his
shoulder.

“We can buy horses in Goth,” Galen said.

It was overcast, the air damp with misty rain. But it
was hot. There were clouds of mosquitoes. Galen felt slightly sorry
for the priestess who, after all, was not used to rough living. He
began to softly sing the ballad of Luca the magician and his lover
Cassandra, the maiden from the spirit world. Jena began to cheer
up. She had heard the song only a couple of times and both times
short versions. She had never known what happened at the end.
Halfway through, at the part where the Princess realised her
husband had deserted her for the Island Maiden, Zarek took over.
Jena was happy to hear at last that, though the queen lost her
lover to the mist, Luca and Cassandra lived happily ever after. For
a while she felt better.

The land was crisscrossed by many paths, but they
seemed to branch off and loop around and meet each other randomly,
some disappearing over the low hills, some appearing as if from
nowhere. Jena suspected it would be easy to get lost, but Zarek and
Galen both seemed to know exactly where they were going. As they
left the flats they left the insects behind. A slight, salt tinged
breeze came to them and, looking towards the coast, Jena could see
down to the huge expanse of the river and how it frayed into the
braided marsh on its way from the mountains to the sea, and to the
long low bulwark of the island at its entrance.

“We walk towards Rodra,” Galen said, pointing.
Directly ahead of them rose a high mountain range; at least five
peaks pierced the clouds. “The one in the middle, the highest,”
Galen said. “Rodra, the Goddess of Vengeance.”

“That’s what the Askans call it,” Zarek said.

~~~~

Marth reached the river mouth ten minutes after Sonta
and he watched as the boat she had hired crossed the harbour mouth
and disappeared up the river. He took the only remaining boat,
paying over the odds, and set off after her.

~~~~

Goth nestled in a valley high up in the hills where
the wind blew strongly off the mountains. Jena, Zarek and Galen
reached the town late in the afternoon on the fifth day as the sun
slanted steeply over the grasslands and turned them a brilliant
burnished gold. The town was fortified with a huge mud wall, round
and smooth. There were four gates, north, south, east and west;
each guarded by men dressed in heavy coats who stamped and huffed
into their hands against the cold. The travellers walked up to the
southern gate.

“Master Galen from Lankaren to see Master Shalma,”
Galen said loudly.

“Masters usually travel alone.” The guard stood with
his pike blocking the way. Galen had expected this. Goth was ever a
suspicious place.

“These are dangerous times, sir,” he replied.

The guard looked unconvinced, but he turned and
called to one of his fellows: “Send for Master Shalma!”

The travellers withdrew a short way from the wall and
waited. As the sun disappeared it grew colder and colder.

“Why is it so cold? It’s midsummer,” Jena whispered
to Galen.

“It’s the mountains,” he said. “It’s high and sun
doesn’t reach very far into this valley.”

“Why did they build it here?”

“It’s Bryn’s first line of defence against the
King.”

“There’s also the cellars,” Zarek said idly.

“They’re disused.”

“Bryn’s ancestors used to hide whole armies in them.
Many an Urkan king had his entire force wiped out that way.”

“Well, now they’re only used to store wine.”

Zarek shrugged and continued pacing up and down.

“I’ve spent more time here than he has,” Galen said
to Jena. “There are meant to be caves all through the hills around
here. But it’s a myth.”

Jena heaved a sigh and sat on the ground. “We’ve been
waiting so long!” she whined.

Galen again felt sorry for her. “Master Shalma will
not be long, then there will be hot baths and clean beds.”

As if on cue there was a cry from the gate. “Galen,
my dear boy. How glad I am to see you!” A man in the black robes of
the Academy waved to them.

“Come on,” Galen said, moving quickly. Zarek and Jena
followed. “Master,” Galen said. “I would ask shelter for myself and
my companions.”

The master looked at them carefully. He was a tall,
thin man, with long iron-grey hair that hung in a fringe around his
head, leaving the top quite smooth and very pink. His face was
long, and all its features elongated and thin, as if at some early
age someone had grabbed his head and pulled lengthwise – except his
eyes, above long hollow cheeks and a long narrow nose, they sat
like two horizontal slits in the top of a pie. Jena did not like
them.

Suddenly the Voice spoke: “He is the tool of
Dread!”

The master took them quickly through the streets. The
town had been built of mud. The houses were square with steep tiled
roofs and no windows or other openings, except the occasional arch.
There were very few people about and no animals. After a few
minutes the master turned under an arch with the academy eye
painted above it and led them down a dark alley. They found
themselves in a small open court, off which opened many doors and
windows.

They entered through the largest door into a sparsely
furnished room with a fire blazing at a hearth and bear pelts
scattered on the beaten earth floor. There servants relieved them
of their cloaks and bags. Shalma gestured them to sit and another
team of servants brought them hot tea and warm bread. As they began
to eat Shalma said: “Now tell me what brings you this far
north.”

Zarek chewed for a long time. Galen wondered whether
he should answer, but he knew Zarek didn’t like Shalma and he
didn’t know how much Zarek wanted the master to know. Finally Zarek
said: “I’m on a mission for the King. I am to sue for peace with
Bryn.”

“You are not certain to succeed, you know.” Shalma
sipped his tea, keeping his eyes on Zarek’s.

“Yes, but he has ambitions for his daughter in which
I am instrumental.”

“So you plan to marry the little Donya?” Shalma sat
up slightly straighter.

Zarek and Shalma were sitting across from each other.
Galen squatted by the fire and poked at it. Jena sat on the bench
by the table. She had no idea how to warn Galen and Zarek of what
the Voice had said. There was a bowl of fruit on the table. There
were apples and grapes, but there was also a small brown fruit she
didn’t recognise. She bit into one. It was incredibly sweet, but
her teeth closed on a large stone.

Her involuntary “Ow” turned all heads towards her.
“Boys, you’ve neglected to introduce me to your ... friend,” the
master said.

The way he said the last word made Jena shrink
inside.

“My servant Spek, Master. A lad in my care. He is
tired. As are we all.” Zarek went to Jena and laid a protective
hand on her shoulder.

They were shown to an apartment heated with small
braziers. Two chambers with beds and steaming baths led off from
the main room.

Lamps glowed from the walls of the main room, casting
a rosy light all across the food that lay waiting on the table.
Jena helped herself to a piece of pork pie. She sat for some time
savouring it, and wondering whether she should enjoy the
hospitality of the tool of Dread. Zarek took a generous portion of
pigeon from the platter.

“He is horrible,” Jena said. “Is he really a friend
of Galen’s?” She took a small white cake from the pile in the
centre of the table.

“Galen regards Shalma as a mentor.” Zarek sounded
dismissive.

“No, I mean he is really – evil. He casts an evil
pall wherever he is.”

Zarek laughed. “Don’t worry, we’re only here for one
night.”

Jena didn’t feel consoled. She knew bad things would
come of even one night in Shalma’s house. “He serves Dread,” she
said.

Zarek laughed. “He doesn’t even believe in the
goddess.”

“That is how Dread prefers his servants.”

Galen emerged from his bath in black academy robes
with his hair unplaited. “I’m going to keep Shalma company for a
while,” he said.

“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” Zarek said
sarcastically.

“There is nothing you wouldn’t do,” Galen said,
shutting the door behind him.

Galen sat in Shalma’s study drinking wine and playing
chess. It was a good way to pass the time. He sometimes missed
purely intellectual pursuits. Problems and past times that had
nothing to do with politics or power or even loyalty. Shalma was a
very good chess player and Galen was rusty. He knew he was drinking
too much as well.

Shalma squinted at him through his tiny eyes. “How
are you these days, my beautiful boy?”

Galen shuddered a bit at the endearment. “Looking
forward to seeing Lord Bryn,” he lied, purposely reminding Shalma
of his very powerful relative.

“Of course, Lord Bryn.” Shalma looked mighty pleased
for some reason.

Galen did not exactly like Shalma. But he did respect
him. Shalma had taught him languages, which was now Galen’s main
field of learning, and had introduced him to the ideas of the
Deridean philosophers who tried to explain the world without the
direct influence of any god. Galen found Shalma unpleasant, but
interesting.

“Oh, check mate, dear boy,” Shalma said.

Galen finished his wine. He didn’t care much about
the outcome of the game, but it was so good to exercise his brain
again. “Can we have another, Master?”

“Of course.” Shalma’s long smooth fingers set up the
pieces again. “So you’re to Corsha, then?”

Galen nodded, concentrating on his pieces. He’d
forgotten the opening he used to use to devastating effect. It was
useless anyway, Shalma had probably taught it to him.

“Are you going to walk?”

“Oh, no. Actually, Master. If we could buy horses.
Three. One for the boy as well.”

“Girl.” Shalma moved his knight distressingly close
to Galen’s queen.

Galen quickly worked out his strategic position.
Shalma had him in three moves unless he could get rid of that
knight. There must be a way. It couldn’t be inevitable, not
yet.

“You didn’t really think a priestess of the Sacred
Isle could hide her origins, did you?”

Galen shrugged.

“So, why do you travel with a priestess?”

“Surely you have heard, Master. There was a massacre
on the island. All are dead, including everyone at the
Academy.”

“Ah.” Shalma closed his eyes. “Ah me,” he said
finally. “The Askans can be so barbaric.” He sounded only mildly
regretful.

“So can you sell us horses, Master?”

“Of course, my dear boy. Of course I can. But I
should like you to tell me more about the little priestess.”

Galen sighed. The game had come to a halt. “I
resign,” he said.

“You’re not beaten yet,” Shalma said.

“I haven’t the wit for any more tonight,” Galen said.
He poured himself another glass of wine and swallowed it straight
down.

“You avoid the subject most skilfully. So I shall
conjecture. You, of course, follow Zarek; visiting Bryn is simply a
welcome coincidence. Zarek is going to marry Donya but ... he has
the little priestess with him. I fancy our prince is dipping his
wick where he is likely to have it chopped off.”

Galen looked steadily at the master. He wished he
hadn’t drunk quite so much so he could think clearly whether it was
wise to let Shalma suffer under this misapprehension.

“Never mind, dear boy. I don’t care whether he’s
defiling the goddess’s little lackey. And I won’t pass it on to
anyone who does.”

“I think I’ll retire now,” Galen said, standing up,
feeling less steady than he expected.

“Good night, my dear.” Shalma waved his hand
absently.

Galen let himself into the guest quarters to find
Zarek and Jena still up, sitting on the floor before one of the
braziers, talking quietly, their heads close together. Briefly
Galen’s heart twisted in pain. He was alone, his Annelise was gone.
He stumbled inelegantly as he went to the table and sat down.

Zarek and Jena looked at him and frowned. “Very
cosy,” he said, picking a date off the platter on the table. “You
know Shalma thinks you’re defiling one the of goddess’s
chosen.”

“How dare you!” Galen saw with amusement that Zarek
was angry. “Did you tell him Jena was a priestess?”

“Of course not. But Shalma’s not stupid. He lived on
Narvon for forty years. Use your head for once.” The date was good.
Galen selected another. He saw that Jena was frightened by their
anger.

“I don’t want him to know my business. He’s evil,”
she said.

“No, he isn’t. Just creepy.” Galen suddenly realised
he wanted to go to bed. “Shalma will sell us horses.” He said
goodnight and disappeared into one of the chambers. There was one
bed. He could probably get Shalma to find another bed but he was
too tired. He undid his pack and took out his robe, ready to roll
himself up in it for sleep.

The door opened, admitting a shaft of light, then
closed. “How dare you talk like that in front of Jena?” Zarek
hissed at him.

“Like what?”

“Now who’s being stupid?” The room was quite dark,
save for a low glow from a lamp in the courtyard outside. Galen
only had an impression of Zarek walking across the room. Then light
flared from a candle on a ledge by the bed. Zarek glared at
him.

“Jena’s not a baby,” Galen whispered. “She knows a
bit more about the world than you think, and she knows your
reputation. After all you left her in a brothel for two
months.”

“But I don’t want to think of her like that.”

Galen snorted. “She’s not stupid either.”

Zarek sighed heavily then, so heavily that it could
almost have been a sob. “Marth talked about probabilities,” he said
running a hand through his hair. “But I have no idea what is likely
to happen, Galen. I think I’m really afraid.”

Galen’s anger evaporated. “We have both chosen our
path,” he said. “The best we can do now is follow it.”

Jena had the other chamber to herself. It was a warm,
comfortable bed and she had a full stomach, but she did not sleep
well. She could not put aside her foreboding about Shalma. Nor
could she stop worrying about why Sonta had betrayed them,
especially Zarek, who looked upon her as a mother. And Jena
couldn’t help but think she had brought this betrayal upon Zarek,
just as she had brought destruction to the Temple.

She awoke with a headache to the sound of a cock
crowing in the courtyard. She got out of bed and dressed in her
riding gear. Out in the main room breakfast had been laid and there
was a basin of cold water, which she splashed on her face. That
made her feel better. Zarek and Galen appeared, Galen looking
tired, his eyes puffy. He sat to breakfast with his head in his
hands.

“You won’t be beautiful much longer if you drink like
that,” Zarek said.

“Hypocrite!” Galen pushed his plate away and drank
some water.

Shalma knocked and entered the room. “Good morning,
my lords,” he said, his voice oily with deference. “My lady. I
trust you had a comfortable night.”

“No,” Galen mumbled. “If you knew Spek was a girl you
could have provided another bed.”

Shalma raised one eyebrow, a trick Jena had never
seen performed before. “My apologies, my lord.” And he bowed
slightly. “If you are ready, come and see your horses.”

In the courtyard three servants held small
solid-looking horses, ready saddled and laden. “You’ll need
stores,” Shalma said. “And warm clothing against the mountain cold.
I have included them all for the price.” He smiled by closing his
eyes and drawing his mouth into a line.

Galen scowled as he swung onto his horse. He turned
it and immediately galloped under the archway and out onto the
street.

“Thank you, Master,” Jena said as Shalma helped her
on to her little horse. Her flesh shrunk from him. She tried not to
let her repugnance show.

“You have been a most generous host,” Zarek said.
“Thank you, Master.” He nodded to Jena and they rode at a trot out
into the street.

They left Goth through the north gate and galloped
along the heavily trodden path that wound steadily up into the
mountains. Galen did not rein in his horse until they were out of
sight of the town. As he caught Galen up, Zarek said: “Feel better
now?”

“I will,” Galen replied and galloped off again.

“Let him go,” Zarek said as Jena thought of charging
after him. “He spent the evening drinking with Shalma and being
indiscreet and is embarrassed.”

“It’s unlike Galen to be out of control.”

“Precisely.”

~~~~

Marth kept well back from Sonta as they made their
way across the grasslands. She didn’t seem particularly interested
in what lay behind her, walking determinedly and fast towards the
mountains. He was sure, after twenty or so minutes, that she had no
idea she was being followed or that anybody might want to follow
her. Marth was amazed that a lady such as Sonta would set out
across the grasslands on her own, but shortly after she left the
river she stopped to strip off her gown. Underneath she wore
leggings and a tunic.

“Well prepared, my lady,” Marth thought. “But why
have you come out of your safe little hole?”

Sonta looked in his direction. He fell to the ground
and froze. She looked past him. She ate something from her pack,
shouldered it, and set out again. She was walking very fast, and
her pace didn’t slacken for the whole trip. Where did a fancy whore
get such strength? Each day she stopped only once, to eat a quick
meal. And Marth would hunker down out of sight and eat his cold
rations. He gradually let her get further and further ahead. There
was only one place she could be going, and he didn’t want her to
notice him.

When he reached Goth Marth walked around the town and
spied the layout of each gate. When he reached the northern gate he
saw what he was looking for. He approached it.

“State your business,” the Deridean guard called to
him.

“I’m on my way home from Megotha. I need a bed and a
bath and a hot meal.”

“Go to the inn on Vessi Street, called The Mountain
Goat. If there is any variation in your plan we will hear of
it.”

“Believe me, sir, I won’t tarry in your fine
town.”

He had been in Goth before and knew it was a hostile
place, especially towards travellers from Megotha. He made his way
quickly to The Mountain Goat.

“Do you have a room for the night?” he asked the
landlord who was serving in the taproom.

“Aye,” the man said, polishing a mug with a dirty
looking cloth. “Five pieces.”

Marth handed the money over. Then he produced five
more pieces from his money pouch. “I’m looking for someone,” he
said, holding the money in his hand.

“Who?”

“Another traveller. Arrived before me this
afternoon.”

“Fine looking woman wearing Urkan leather?”

“Aye.” Marth held the money in his palm. “Did you
notice where she went?”

“Funny,” the man said. “Peculiar like. She went up to
old Master Shalma’s.”

Marth reached his hand forward. “Master Shalma?”

“Academy master, y’know one of them Urkan teachers.
Has a school up on Geddi. Big red house. Spooky looking eye painted
on the wall.”

“My thanks,” Marth said, handing over the money. “If
anyone asks I’m asleep in my room.” He winked at the man.

“It’s a long tiring walk from Megotha, sir,” the man
said, rubbing vigorously at the mug.

Marth found the master’s house on Geddi Street
easily; it had the academy eye insignia painted over its entrance.
Evening cast deep shadows along the street and Marth was able to
sidle into the master’s courtyard without anyone noticing.

He kept close to the wall, watching the servants
moving backwards and forwards across the yard. There were lights
blazing in a large room on one side of the courtyard and a few in
smaller rooms on the opposite side. Marth watched as the servants
crossed the courtyard and entered a smaller room. Then he slipped
through the shadows to the large lighted window. A quick glance
confirmed that Sonta and an elderly academician were in there. He
ducked down under the window.

“You were foolish to reveal yourself in this way,”
the master was saying. “He has been here and has gone. You exposed
yourself for nothing.”

“But the witch said he would not be king. What does
that mean?”

“And you believe the Urkan witches? Their goddess
couldn’t protect them. They know nothing.”

“She is tirana.”

“What?”

“She is a seer, foretold by my people, by Askar. She
is a seer and what she sees....”

“Superstitious nonsense. I thought you were a
sensible woman.”

“And I thought you masters were curious about the
world, at the very least.”

“I am curious about this journey of his. He risks
much.”

“He’s following the girl.”

“The witch? To Bryn?”

“He’s to Askar.”

“Then he’s as good as dead.”

“But she leads him. There is danger for Askar while
she is with him.” The woman’s voice had a slightly hysterical
tone.

“It’s of no moment.” The master’s voice was sharp.
“Zarek will not reach Bryn. I also sent assassins. He and the witch
will be dead before they reach Corsha.”

“Are you sure? She leads him.”

“She’s a girl, a very simple, silly girl.”

“A very powerful sorceress.”

Now the master laughed. He roared with laughter.
Finally he said: “Not even Urkan witches believe in sorcery.”

“You are wrong. They believe, and so should you. And
they fear it. And so should you.” Sonta had regained her composure.
“Well, they have a long way to go before they reach Askar.”

Marth heard movement in the room.

“Leaving, my lady? You are welcome to my guest
room.”

“Thank you, Master Shalma. But I couldn’t
inconvenience you. I have a friend at the Hay House. She will put
me up.”

Marth moved closer to the wall as Sonta marched out
of the house in her brisk way. He stayed hidden until he was sure
Shalma had closed the door behind her, then he slid through the
shadows and into the street. He shadowed her along Geddi Street to
the corner of Vessi Street where she turned down a narrow alley. He
took off his coat and, approaching her as quickly and quietly as he
could, threw it over her head and pinned her arms beneath it. She
kicked and struggled and he heard muffled cries beneath the
coat.

“Quiet, Lady Sonta.” She kicked him in the shins. He
struggled to lift her off the ground.

“Accursed son of a bitch,” she swore in the Askan
dialect.

“You are to Lord Zarek. We’ll see what he does with
you.”

She struggled harder and kicked again. She was a
small woman, but incredibly strong. She knocked his hurt arm and,
infuriated, he coshed her on the head. She slumped to the ground
and he slung her, bundled in his coat, over his shoulder. He felt
her breathing and, reassured she would live to face Zarek, made his
way to the north gate.

“No one leaves after dark,” the guard called.

Marth peered up at him from beneath his burden. “I’ve
got meself in a spot of bother,” he said in Deridean. “Would you
care for ten pieces to forget you saw me come this way?”

“What’s going on?” One of the other guards, loitering
by a blazing fire a little way away, called out.

“My cousin from home,” the Deridean guard called. The
other lost interest.

Marth balanced Sonta with one hand and handed over
the money. “Keep well, my friend,” he said, as he strode out of the
town of Goth and into the northern darkness.
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