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			PROLOGUE

			He knew the injury would be fatal. Accepted it at the very moment he caught the sword’s menacing glint as it slashed down.

			Fergys Thirsk, favourite son of Morgravia, began the last part of his journey towards death as a grey dawn sluggishly stretched itself across the winter sky. He faced his end with the same grace and courage he had called upon for all of his life as General of the Legion.

			It had been the King’s idea to attack the Briavellians gathered on an opposite hillside under the cloak of night. To Fergys it had seemed somehow ignoble to interrupt the traditional night’s peace in which men sat quietly around small fires, some singing, others deep in thought as to whether they might live through another day of battle. But the King had fixed his mind on this bold plan to take his enemy by surprise on a night where dark, brooding clouds eliminated the moonlight. The River Tague, which bisected the realms of Morgravia and Briavel from the mountains in the north to their midlands, had already run red with the blood of both armies earlier that day and Fergys had been reluctant to put the men to the sword again so soon. But his sovereign had persisted and Thirsk had accepted the challenge. There had been no sense of foreboding as he carried out his monarch’s wishes and led the attack. He simply did not like the plan. Fergys was a man of honour and tradition. War had a code which he preferred to observe rather than flout.

			Nevertheless he had fought ferociously – he knew no other way – but had been disturbed when Magnus, his friend and King, going directly against his wishes, had joined the fray. Without further thought Fergys had planted his feet and grimly despatched three Briavellians before he was able to make a move towards protecting his sovereign.

			

			‘The white cloak’s suitably inconspicuous,’ he had yelled sarcastically above the din towards his oldest, dearest friend.

			Magnus had had the audacity to wink at him. ‘Got to let Valor know I was here when his army was beaten into submission.’

			It was a reckless act and more dangerous than the King could ever have suspected. They were fighting on Briavel’s side of the river and once the element of surprise had passed, both armies had got down to the business of slaughtering one another. Valor’s men were no cowards and had worked with a new-found passion to repel Morgravia.

			Fergys had noticed Briavel’s standard – signalling that Valor too was in the thick of the fighting – and remembered now, as lifegiving blood leaked from him, how he had feared for both Kings. With Briavel having the advantage of higher ground, Fergys had made the decision to pull back. His army had already inflicted a terrible price on its enemy; no need for either of these sovereigns to die, he recalled thinking. He knew by daybreak and the inevitable clash that would come later that day, that Morgravia would overcome its enemy once again. So he had given the order and his men had obeyed immediately.

			All except one.

			And it was that one man whom Fergys Thirsk had sworn to protect. The one he would give his life for.

			As with the Thirsk Generals who had gone before him, Fergys had lived long so the only regret which surfaced as the killing blow came was his absence from the family he loved. Fergys was not at all used to losing but it seemed Shar had asked more of him on this occasion; his god had asked for his life and he had given what had been requested without hesitation. He had fought so many battles and rarely returned with more than surface wounds, such was the fighting prowess and tenacity of the man.

			And this battle had looked to be no exception until he had seen the danger, heard the man’s battle cry and deliberately stepped in front of that slashing sword. Up to that fateful moment only a thin line of dried blood across one cheek marked the closest a blade had come to threatening him. Duty, however, came first. Fergys had not even paused to consider the implication of pushing aside King Magnus, knowing he would have no time to block the inevitable blow. The only obstacle between the King’s survival and certain death was Fergys’s own fragile body, which he offered up gladly. The blade struck, fate guiding it ingeniously beneath the breastplate armour.

			

			He did no more than wince at the sucking wound in his abdomen, too intent was he on despatching the Briavellian and ensuring the life of his King. Only then did Fergys Thirsk fall, not yet dead but the longest journey of all commenced.

			As they had hurried him from the battleground and back over the Tague, he was still calling orders to his captains. Once he had heard the full retreat sounded, he lay back on the canvas which would bear him back to Morgravia’s camp. This journey seemed endless and he now used the time to reflect on his life.

			There was little to complain about.

			He was loved. That in itself should be enough for any man, he reasoned but then there was so much more. He commanded respect wherever he went – had earned it too – and he had walked shoulder to shoulder with a King whom he called friend. More than friend… blood brother.

			That brother now walked in shock by his side, giving orders, fussing for his care, whispering to himself that it was all his fault; his stupidity and recklessness had seen the great General felled. It was all pointless. Fergys tried to tell the man this but there was insufficient strength in his voice to speak above the din of the retreat. If he could have he would have hushed his blood brother and reminded him that Shar’s Gatherers had spoken and whether any of them liked it or not he must now answer that call. No regrets. Duty done.

			Men were bowing their heads as the stretcher passed by. Fergys wished he could somehow convey his thanks to each. The Legion produced exceptional soldiers; loyal to a man to his command. They had never let him down; never questioned a decision. He spared an anxious thought for how they would accept the new General, yearned for a last opportunity to beg their tolerance. ‘Give the boy a chance,’ he would beseech. ‘He will be all that I am and better still.’ And he knew it to be true.

			He thought of the youngster. Serious, complex, a firm follower of tradition. Tarred by the same brush, as they say, especially in looks. They were plain, stocky, fearless men the Thirsks, and this boy was already shaping to be a natural-born leader. The Morgravian Legion followed a curious tradition of handing down leadership from father to son. Fergys wondered if it could last. The lad was so young. Would he have time to sire his own heir to continue the Thirsk tradition or would a new family vie for the right to lead the army? Thirsks had led the Legion through two centuries now. It was an extraordinary history for one family which seemed to breed sons with warrior capabilities, tempered with intelligence. In his heart he knew his son would be the best General ever, for his mother had given him humility to match his courage, and it seemed the boy had inherited her indomitable spirit too.

			

			The dying man’s bearers were nearing the tent which he knew would be his final resting place. Once he was laid down he would have to concentrate on his King for as long as his heart held out. He wanted time to think about his beautiful wife Helyna of whom so much lived on in their son. Not her looks, mind. Those exquisite features belonged to their daughter alone. Fergys grimaced, not from pain so much as grief. His daughter was so young… too young to lose both parents.

			How would his family manage? Money was no problem. They were the wealthiest of all the nobility, perhaps barring the Donals of Felrawthy, he thought sagely. He would have to rely on Magnus. Knew he could. What his family needed now was time. Time to grow into their new lives. Peace must be achieved with Briavel until the young Thirsk was ready to lead into battle. That peaceful time would have to be bought and he hoped his life would be the raw currency.

			They laid him down. The King had insisted he be settled in the royal tent. Physicians hurried to Thirsk’s side. He ignored their probing, knowing it would ultimately be followed by a shaking of heads and grave glances. Fergys closed his eyes to the sudden frenetic activity and returned to his ponderings.

			The old hate. It all seemed so pointless now. Valor of Briavel was a good King. He had a daughter. Little chance now of a son. Valor had shown no inclination to remarry after the death of his wife; it was rumoured that theirs had been a love gifted from Shar. And he was probably too old now, at seventy, to bother himself with trying to sire a male heir. He too needed peace for Briavel’s Princess to grow up and grow into her role. The wars had been a tradition in a sense. Their forefathers had fought each other when they were little more than feuding families. Initially it had been a case of maintaining the balance of power between two small factions suspicious of one another. But when the two strongest families established their own realms, and kingdoms were born, the battles were fought to increase power, gain more land, greater authority. Over the centuries, neither managed to claim domination over the region and so their animosity degenerated into squabbles over trading rights or merchant routes – any petty excuse, in fact, until by the time Magnus and Valor had inherited their crowns, neither was sure exactly why the two realms hated one another so intently.

			

			Fergys shook his head. If truth be known, he rather admired Valor, and lamented the fact that the two Kings could not be neighbours in spirit as well as location. United in friendship and mutual respect, the region would be rich beyond dreams and near invincible to any enemy. Now he would never see that dream come to fruition. He sighed.

			‘Talk to me,’ his King beseeched, voice leaden with guilt. 

			‘Send the physics away, Magnus. We all know it’s done.’

			The King bowed his head in sad acceptance and gave the order.

			All except his friend had now been banished by Thirsk. No emotional farewells would he tolerate from his captains. He could bear neither their sympathy nor their despair. They had filed out in silence, stunned by the notion that their General may not even see this day’s sun fully risen.

			Thirsk asked for the tent flap to be left open so he could see across the moors to the smoke from the distant fires of the Briavellian camp, where soon the sounds of dying men and beasts would be heard again should the battle resume today. In his heart Thirsk knew the two armies were bleeding and wearied; all of the men were now keen to acknowledge the outcome of yet another battle between these ancient enemies and return to their towns and villages. Many would not be going home, of course, and their widows and mothers, sisters and betrothed were mostly from Briavel.

			And yet, as Fergys Thirsk slipped further into death’s cool embrace, most from his side knew it would be later argued in the taverns that it was the great realm of Morgravia which had suffered the stunning loss on this occasion.

			The General looked wearily back at his oldest and closest friend. 

			‘It’s over for them,’ King Magnus of Morgravia finally said.

			

			Thirsk tried to nod, relieved that Magnus had navigated his way out of the shocked stupor; there were things to be said and little time. ‘But Valor will try to fight on,’ Fergys cautioned. ‘He will want Briavel to salvage some face.’

			The King sighed. ‘And do we allow him to?’

			‘You always have in the past, your majesty. Pull back our men completely and let him have the news of my injury and subsequent passing,’ his dying companion replied, shivering now from pain cutting through the earlier numbness. ‘It will be a proud moment for them and then we can all go home,’ he added, knowing full well he would go home shrouded in black linens and tied to his horse.

			The battle was won. Morgravia had prevailed as it usually did under General Thirsk. It had not always been so, however. There were centuries previous when Briavel had triumphed. These nations had shared a long and colourful hate.

			‘I wonder why I give him quarter – a weakness, do you think?’ Magnus pondered.

			Fergys wanted to tell his King that it was not weakness but compassion which saw today’s Morgravia resist the temptation of out-and-out slaughter. That and the fact that Magnus had never had to watch his best friend die before – suddenly the battle had taken second place in the King’s priorities. And if compassion was a weakness, then Fergys loved his King for the contradictions in his character that could see him willingly pass sentence of death on a Morgravian criminal whilst, on the battlefield, sparing the lives of his enemies. It was this enigmatic mix of impulsiveness and honour, stubbornness and flexibility which had drawn Fergys to Magnus from childhood.

			Thirsk noticed his own breathing was becoming shallower. He had witnessed this many times previously on the battlefield as he held the hands of the dying and heard their last laboured words. Now it was his turn. Death was beckoning but it would have to wait just a little while longer.

			There was more to be said even though it hurt so much to talk. ‘If there is weakness in this, then it is shared equally amongst us all,’ Fergys responded. ‘Without it, Briavel and Morgravia would not enjoy this regular opportunity to send their young men thundering on fine steeds across the moors to kill each other.’

			Magnus nodded at the irony of his friend’s sentiments. There had been a Thirsk at the head of the Morgravian army for so many years, all but the historians had stopped counting. The Thirsk line bred exceptional soldiers. It was a gift, people said. But in this particular Thirsk there were other exceptional qualities, such as his respect for the enemy and fairness; his humility, humour and his genuine hate for war.

			

			Fergys Thirsk never willingly went to battle; he cared too much for the sanctity of peace and the preservation of lives, particularly those of Morgravian men. But history attested to Fergys Thirsk being the most successful of the campaigners to lead Morgravia and not once under his leadership had a battle been lost. He was legend amongst his men. It was a favourite saying of Magnus that if his General told his men to ride off a cliff, they would do so without hesitation.

			Through a haze of pain Thirsk scrutinised the grieving man before him, noticing for the first time how grey his King’s hair had become. Once lustrous, it framed a strong-looking face, a determined jaw and eyes which somehow reflected the man’s extraordinary intelligence. The King’s tall bearing suddenly gave the impression of a vague stoop, as though his big body was getting too heavy for him to carry around. They were getting old.

			The General suddenly rasped a laugh. He would grow no older than this day. The King looked up sharply at the unexpected sound and Fergys shrugged, sending a new wave of agony through his ruptured body.

			‘We’ve always managed to laugh at most things, Magnus.’

			‘Not at this, Fergys. Not at this.’ The King sighed again.

			Fergys could hear the pain in that deep breath. They had shared their childhood. Their fathers had raised them to be close but the friendship was not forced. Fergys had worshipped the heir and then the King, and for his part, Magnus considered his General a brother in all but birthright. He loved Fergys fiercely and relied on his counsel, had done so throughout his long and flourishing reign. They were as wise together as they were wily.

			‘What must I do?’ the King whispered.

			With his last reserves of energy, the soldier squeezed the hand of his King.

			‘Your majesty, it is my belief that you would no more celebrate the death of King Valor of Briavel than you do mine. Morgravia has nothing to fear from him now for perhaps as much as the next decade – make it so, my King. Call a parley, sire. No more young men need lose their lives today.’

			

			‘I want to. I have no desire to prolong this battle, as you well know, and if it had not been for my own stupidity, you wouldn’t—’

			Thirsk interrupted the King’s outpouring of guilt with a spasm of coughing, blood spattering his shirt. It was the ominous sign that death would no longer be patient. The King began to reach for linens but his General pushed the monarch’s fussing hands away, answering his query instead.

			‘My death should suffice – it will be seen as a major blow for Morgravia,’ he said matter of factly before adding, ‘Valor is proud but he is not stupid. He has no male heir, sire. His young Princess will be Queen one day and will need an army of her own, and for Briavel to breed the soldiers of the future, they need peace. But her men, and ours, would do well to dispense with the ancient quarrel altogether. The threat from the north is very real, my King, for both our realms. Perhaps you may need each other one day.’ 

			Thirsk spoke of Cailech, the self-proclaimed King of the Mountain People. In the early days Cailech had merely been the upstart and impossibly young leader of a rabble of hard Mountain Dwellers who rarely left their high ground amongst the imposing sprawl of ranges which framed the far north and north-east. His kind for centuries had kept their tribal squabbles to themselves, contained within the Razors, as the range was called. Back then, fifteen or so years ago, this young warrior, no more than eighteen summers, had begun to stamp a brutal authority across the tribes, uniting them. Thirsk had believed for several years now that it was only a matter of time before Cailech would feel confident enough to look beyond the mountains and out towards the fertile lands of Morgravia and Briavel.

			‘I will continue your strengthening of the Legion to the north,’ the King said, reading his thoughts.

			‘That will help me rest easy.’

			Both men could hear Thirsk’s increasingly rapid breathing.

			Magnus had to push back all the emotion welling inside him. ‘And so for you, my dearest friend. What can I do for you before you leave me?’ They clasped hands for the last time in the Legionnaire manner.

			‘A blood pact, sire.’

			The King’s eyebrow raised. He remembered the first time they had mixed blood. They had been lads and permitted to witness the ritual being performed between the former dukes of Felrawthy and Argorn – a special linking of Morgravia’s most powerful duchies in the north and south of the realm. The two boys had watched the rites wide-eyed, impressed at the solemnity of the occasion and the deep commitment between the participants. It had been Magnus’s idea for them to do the same. ‘We’ll commit to each other,’ he’d said to Fergys. ‘You will love me as your King and I will love you as my General, but we will be blood brothers above all else.’

			

			They had found the courage to cut each other and hold palms together as the two nobles had done. They were not even ten years old.

			Thirsk coughed violently again. His passing into the dark was just moments away. They could sense it.

			‘Name it, Fergys!’ the King growled, his anxiety betraying him. ‘Whatever you ask is granted. You know it.’

			Thirsk nodded, exhausted. ‘The children. My boy, Wyl. He must return from Argorn immediately. He is already General of the Legion and does not know it. He must finish his training in the palace.’ A new fit of coughing interrupted him. ‘Bring Gueryn with him, sire. Keep them close. There is no better teacher for him.’

			‘Except the one who leaves him now,’ the King replied grimly. ‘And Ylena?’

			‘All I ask is that you make a good marriage for her.’ Thirsk looked towards the table where his dagger lay.

			Magnus moved without a word and fetched it. He sat down again beside his friend. The King passed the blade over his palm and did the same to Thirsk. They rejoined hands, mingling their blood.

			The King spoke softly as he made his promise. ‘Ylena will want for nothing. Your son is now my son, Fergys Thirsk.’

			‘A brother for your Celimus,’ Thirsk rasped as his breathing turned ragged.

			‘They will be blood brothers, as we are,’ the King said, fighting back tears. His grip on his friend’s hand tightened. ‘Go now, Fergys. Struggle no more, my friend. May your soul travel safely.’

			Fergys Thirsk nodded, the light already dying in his eyes. ‘Brothers in blood,’ he whispered, breathing his last.

			King Magnus of Morgravia felt the clasp of his friend’s hand slacken as death claimed Thirsk. ‘Our sons will become one,’ he echoed gravely.

		

	
		
			

			ONE

			Gueryn looked to his left at the solemn profile of the lad who rode quietly next to him and felt another pang of concern for Wyl Thirsk, Morgravia’s new General of the Legion. His father’s death was as untimely as it was unexpected. Why did they all believe Fergys Thirsk would die of old age? His son was too young to take such a title and responsibility on his shoulders. And yet he must; custom demanded it. A Thirsk had been at the head of the Legion for almost two centuries. But this one was by the far the youngest. Gueryn thanked the stars which shined on them for giving the King sense enough to appoint a temporary commander until Wyl was of an age where men would respect him. The name of Thirsk carried much weight but no soldier would follow a near fourteen-year-old into battle.

			Hopefully, there would be no war for many years now. According to the news filtering back from the capital, Morgravia had inflicted a terrible price on Briavel’s young men this time. No, Gueryn decided, there would be no fighting for a while… long enough for Wyl to turn into the fine young man he promised to be. He had no doubt Fergys Thirsk’s death had much to do with Briavel capitulating – Valor had his spoils now to take home from war.

			Gueryn regarded the boy. The distinctive flame-coloured hair and squat set, so reminiscent of the Thirsk line. And he so badly needed his father’s guidance, the older man thought regretfully.

			Wyl had taken the news of his father’s death stoically in front of the household, making Gueryn proud of the boy as he watched him comfort his younger sister. But later, behind closed doors, he had held the trembling shoulders of the lad and offered what comfort he could. The youngster worshipped his father and who could blame him, most of Morgravia’s men did as well. That Wyl should lose him so young was a tragic blow, particularly as they had not seen each other in many moons.

			

			Ylena, at nine, was still young enough to be distracted by her loving nursemaid as well as her dolls and the new kitten which Gueryn had had the foresight to grab at the local market as soon as he was delivered the news. Wyl would not be so easily diverted and Gueryn could already sense the numbing grief hardening within the boy. Ever a serious, complex child, this would push Wyl further into himself, and Gueryn wondered whether being forced to the capital was such a good idea right now.

			The Thirsk home in Argorn had been a happy one despite the head of the household having been absent so often. Gueryn, arguably Morgravia’s most talented soldier and strategist next to his General, had agreed several years back to take on what seemed the ridiculously light task of watching over the raising of the young Thirsk. But he had known from the steely gaze of the old warrior that this was a role the General considered precious and he would entrust this incredibly important job only to his accomplished captain whose mind was as sharp as the blade he wielded with such skill. There could be no finer teacher. Gueryn understood this and with a quiet regret at leaving his beloved Legion, he had moved to live amongst the rolling hills of Argorn, amongst the lush southern counties of Morgravia.

			Essentially he became Wyl’s companion, military teacher, academic tutor and close friend. As much as the boy adored his father, the General spent most of his year in the capital, and it was Gueryn who filled the gap of Fergys Thirsk’s absence. It was of little wonder then that student and mentor had become so close.

			‘Don’t watch me like that, Gueryn. I can almost smell your anxiety.’

			‘How are you feeling about this?’ the soldier asked, ignoring the boy’s rebuke.

			Wyl turned in his saddle to look at his friend, regarding the handsome former captain. A flush of colour to his pale, freckled face, betrayed his next words. ‘I’m feeling fine.’

			‘Be honest with me of all people, Wyl.’

			The lad looked away and they continued their steady progress towards the famed city of Pearlis. Gueryn waited, knowing his patience would win out. It had been just days since Wyl’s father had died. The wound was still raw and seeping. Wyl could hide nothing from him.

			‘I wish I didn’t have to go,’ Wyl finally said, and the soldier felt the tension in his body release somewhat. They could talk about it now and he could do what he could to make Wyl feel easier about his arrival in the strange, sprawling, often overwhelming capital. ‘But I know this was my father’s dying wish,’ Wyl added, trying not to sigh.

			

			‘The King promised he would bring you to Pearlis. And he had good reason to do so. Magnus accepts that you are not ready for the role in anything but title yet but Pearlis is the only place you can learn your job and make an impression on the men you will one day command.’ Gueryn’s tone was gentle, but the words implacable. Wyl grimaced. ‘You can’t stamp your mark from sleepy Argorn,’ Gueryn added, wishing they could have had a few months – weeks even – just to get the boy used to the idea of having no parents.

			Gueryn thought of the mother. Fragile and pretty, she had loved Fergys Thirsk and his gruff ways with a ferocity which belied her sweet, gentle nature. She had succumbed after a determined fight to the virulent coughing disease which had swept through Morgravia’s south. If she had not been weakened from Ylena’s long and painful birth she might have pulled through, for her heart was as courageous as her husband’s. The disease killed many in the household, mercifully sparing the children.

			Wyl remembered his softly spoken mother, missed her acutely in his contained, reserved way. For all his rough-and-tumble boyishness, Gueryn thought, Wyl adored women. The ladies of the household loved him back, spoiling him with their affections but often whispering pitying words about his looks.

			There was no escaping the fact that Wyl Thirsk was not a handsome boy. The crown of thick orange hair did nothing to help an otherwise plain, square face, and those who remembered the boy’s grandfather said that Wyl resembled the old man in uncanny fashion – his ugliness was almost as legendary as his soldiering ability. The red-headed Fergys Thirsk had been no oil painting either, which is why he had lived with constant surprise that his beautiful wife chose to marry him. Many would understand if the betrothal had been arranged but Helyna of Ramon had loved him well and had brooked no argument to her being joined to this high-ranking, plain-spoken, even plainer looking man who walked side by side with a King.

			Vicious whispers at the court, of course, accused her of choosing Thirsk for his connections but she had relentlessly proved that the colourful court of Morgravia held little interest for her. Helyna Thirsk had had no desire for political intrigues or social climbing. Her only vanity had been her love of fine clothes, which Fergys had lavished on his young wife, claiming he had nothing else to spend his money on.

			

			Wyl interrupted his thoughts. ‘Gueryn, what do we know about this Celimus?’

			He had been waiting for just this question. ‘I don’t know him at all but he’s a year or two older than you and from what I hear he is fairly impressed with being the heir,’ he answered tactfully.

			‘I see,’ Wyl replied. ‘What else do you hear of him. Tell me honestly.’

			Gueryn nodded. Wyl should not be thrown into this arena without knowing as much as he could. ‘The King, I gather, continues to hope Celimus might be moulded into the stuff Morgravia can be proud of, although I would add that Magnus has not been an exceptional father. There is little affection between them.’

			‘Why?’

			‘I can tell you only what your father has shared. King Magnus married Princess Adana. It was an arranged marriage. According to Fergys, they disliked each other within days of the ceremony and it never got any easier between them. I saw her on two occasions and it is no exaggeration that Adana was a woman whose looks could take any man’s breath away. But she was cold. Your father said she was not just unhappy but angry at the choice of husband and despairing of the land she had come to. She had never wanted to come to Morgravia, believing it to be filled with peasants.’

			The boy’s eyes widened. ‘She said that?’

			‘And plenty more apparently.’

			‘Where was she from?’

			‘Parrgamyn – I hope you can dredge up its location from all those geography lessons?’

			Wyl made a face at Gueryn’s disapproving tutorly tone. He knew exactly where Parrgamyn was situated, to the far northwest of Morgravia, in balmy waters about two hundred nautical miles west of the famed Isle of Cipres. ‘Exotic then?’

			‘Very. Hence Celimus’s dark looks.’

			‘So she would have been of Zerque faith?’ he wondered aloud and Gueryn nodded. ‘Go on,’ Wyl encouraged, glad to be thinking about something different than the pain of his father’s death.

			Gueryn sighed. ‘A long tale really but essentially she hated the King, blamed her father for his avarice in marrying her off to what she considered an old man, and poisoned the young Celimus’s mind against his father.’

			

			‘She died quite young, though, didn’t she?’

			The soldier nodded. ‘Yes but it was the how that caused the ultimate rift between father and son. Your father was with the King when the hunting accident happened and could attest to the randomness of the event. Adana lost her life with an arrow through her throat.’

			‘The King’s?’ Wyl asked, incredulous. ‘My father never said anything about this to me before.’

			‘The arrow was fletched in the King’s very own colours. There was no doubt whose quiver it had come from.’

			‘How could it have happened?’

			Gueryn shrugged. ‘Who knows? Fergys said the Queen was out riding where she should not have been and Magnus shot badly. Others whispered, of course, that his aim was perfect, as always.’ He arched a single eyebrow. It spoke plenty.

			‘So Celimus has never forgiven his father?’

			‘You could say. Celimus worshipped Adana as much as the father despised her. But in losing his mother very early there’s something you and Celimus have in common and this might be helpful to you,’ he offered. ‘The lad, I’m told, is already highly accomplished in the arts of soldiering too. He has no equal in the fighting ring amongst his peers. Sword or fists, on horseback or foot, he is genuinely talented.’

			‘Better than me?’

			Gueryn grinned. ‘We’ll see. I know of no one of your tender years who is as skilled in combat – excluding myself at your age, of course.’ He won a smile from the boy at this. ‘But, Wyl, a word of caution. It would not do to whip the backside of the young Prince. You may find it politic to play second fiddle to a king-in-waiting.’

			Wyl’s gaze rested firmly on Gueryn. ‘I understand.’

			‘Good. Your sensibility in this will protect you.’

			‘Do I need protection?’ he asked, surprised.

			Gueryn wished he could take back the warning. It was ill-timed but he was always honest with his charge. ‘I don’t know yet. You are being brought to Pearlis to learn your craft and follow in your father’s proud footsteps. You must consider the city your home now. You understand this? Argorn must rest in your mind as a country property you may return to from time to time. Home is Stoneheart now.’ He watched the sorrow at those last words take a firm hold on the boy. It was said now. Had to be aired, best out in the open and accepted. ‘The other reason the King is keen to have you in the capital is, I suspect, because he is concerned at his son’s wayward manner.’

			

			‘Oh?’

			‘Celimus needs someone to temper his ways. The King has been told you possess a similar countenance to your father and I gather this pleases him greatly. He has hopes that you and his son will become as close friends as he and Fergys were.’ Gueryn waited for Wyl to comment but the boy said nothing. ‘Anyway, friendship can never be forced, so let’s just keep an open mind and see how it all pans out. I shall be with you the whole time.’

			Wyl bit his lip and nodded. ‘Let’s not tarry then, Gueryn.’

			The soldier nodded in return and dug his heels into the side of his horse, as the boy kicked into a gallop.

			Wyl remembered that ride into Pearlis as if it were yesterday. It had been three moons now since his father’s death and, although he was now used to the routine of the palace and his role, Wyl hated his new life. If not for his overwhelming sense of duty he would have run away.

			He scowled as an exasperated Gueryn struck him a blow on his wrist. ‘You’re not concentrating, Wyl. On the battlefield that slip could have cost you a hand.’

			The soldier deliberately struck again but this time Wyl countered just as ferociously, his wooden sword making a loud clacking sound as he pressed back against his opponent.

			‘Better!’ Gueryn called, relieved. ‘Again!’

			From out of the corner of his eye, Wyl could see Prince Celimus had sidled up to a few of the flatterers he usually surrounded himself with. Wyl doubled his efforts and Gueryn was prudent enough to not criticise further.

			About time, the soldier thought as he increased his speed, stepping up the session to a combat level rather than just a drill. He was pleased to see the boy relax slightly – a good sign that he was no longer concerned with who was watching but fully attendant on defending himself. Gueryn then upped the skills still further, delivering a frighteningly fast series of slashes and thrusts which would have challenged a battle-hardened soldier, let alone a fourteen-year-old boy. Those around them in the practice courtyard had fallen silent, and various trainers and other lads wandered over to watch what was clearly a ‘fight to the death’.

			

			Wyl, sweating lightly now in the chill morning, stepped back, feinted, moved to his left, parried and then dodged back to his original position, feinting once again before he saw the gap and struck hard and fast. He crouched nimbly to avoid the low, normally ‘fatal’ slash he had already anticipated from his wily opponent and then struck upwards with force, two-handed. Suddenly Gueryn was on his back panting and Wyl’s piece of timber was at his throat.

			There was murder in the boy’s eyes and if they were on the field, Gueryn believed he would be drawing his last breath. Gueryn also knew Wyl had genuinely bested him, despite his smaller stature and strength, with a blaze of raw anger. He realised he would have to counsel him on this and explain that Wyl needed to fight clear-headed. Fighting decisions were always based on training and intuition rather than just pure emotion. That approach only worked once; Gueryn knew that when wave after wave of soldiers were bearing down, it was the cool, emotionless approach that won the day.

			He stared back at Wyl, forcing him to give way. Onlookers were clapping and whistling their appreciation of the demonstration. Wyl regained his composure and pulled Gueryn to his feet. He glanced towards the smirking Prince, anticipating some snide comment to humiliate him in front of his peers.

			The Prince was predictable in this. ‘Can you do that with a real sword, Wyl?’ Celimus enquired, innocently.

			It was Gueryn, smacking the dust from his clothes, who replied. ‘Well, I wouldn’t want to take him on with a blade,’ he said, hoping to deflect attention. He laughed and clapped Wyl on the back.

			‘No? But I shall,’ Celimus interjected, his smile broad and anything but genuine. The Prince’s voice was sly now. ‘What do you say, Wyl?’

			Gueryn held his breath. This was the most direct provocation that Wyl had encountered from the Prince, who had spent much of the time since their arrival simply baiting the youngster.

			Wyl regarded the heir to the throne coolly. Gueryn’s hand was on his shoulder, squeezing hard. They did not permit the lads to drill against each other with anything but wooden or blunted swords and this rule was especially rigid where Celimus was concerned.

			

			Wyl looked away, hating to back down from that clear, defiant gaze. ‘I’m not allowed to fight you, your highness.’

			‘Oh, that’s right,’ the Prince said, as though suddenly reminded of the palace rules. ‘You’d better remember it too, General.’ Celimus laced the final word with as much sarcasm as he could.

			Wyl had never felt such a well of hate rise within himself. Until recently he had lived life with carefree joy, had hardly known dislike for anyone. He had been surrounded by people who loved him. Now his every waking moment seemed filled with torment. Celimus baited him at every opportunity and if he was not using his cruel mouth against Wyl, then he was laying traps for him with a few of his henchmen. A day hardly passed in which the Prince did not succeed in bringing gloom to settle on Wyl’s shoulders. If there were not dead rats in his bed, then there were cockroaches in his drinking water, or mud in his boots. His food was tampered with and his training kit hidden. Childish and pointless it all was and yet it wore Wyl down, nibbling at his resolve to follow in his father’s footsteps.

			It was then a page arrived. ‘Wyl Thirsk?’

			‘Over here,’ Gueryn replied, nodding towards his despondent charge and grateful for the interruption.

			The messenger addressed Wyl. ‘You’re wanted in the King’s chambers, General,’ he said, politely. ‘Immediately, sir.’

			Wyl looked up at the still-grinning Prince and bowed. ‘With your permission, your highness, I’ll take my leave,’ he said, carefully observing the correct protocol.

			Celimus nodded, his silky lashes blinking once over olive eyes that missed nothing. Everything about Celimus was beautiful. Even at fifteen, when most of the boys were still struggling to fit into their awkward bodies, his looked as though sculpted from pure, smooth marble. Muscled and polished, there was not a blemish on it.

			In looks, Celimus represented to Wyl everything he personally was not and that realisation was painful for a boy born to lead men. Celimus was tall with wide, squared shoulders. His hands were large but deft and he carried himself with grace; even his swordplay was elegant and clearly highly skilled. His features were independently arresting but together they formed a face which was destined to turn heads. Manhood was still to settle on him but, looking at the youth, it was obvious an especially striking man was in the making here. His voice had already deepened to a timbre Wyl could only dream about, whilst Wyl’s own still squeaked and cracked in places – usually at inopportune moments.

			

			He’s perfect, Wyl thought glumly to himself, cursing his own shorter stature, red hair and no doubt blushing face of pale, freckled skin filled with unremarkable features. He tried to mask his despair as the Prince nudged his friends and excused himself, still smirking. The men standing nearby gave polite bows but exchanged looks of distaste. Celimus may be a glorious-looking individual whom the young women of the court were already swooning over but he was unpopular amongst the larger palace community. In this he was his mother all over again. Whilst the King was revered, the heir had no loyalties he might count on from any but the sycophants who hung around him.

			‘May Shar help us all when that one takes the throne,’ someone said, and many gave wary nods of agreement.

			Wyl strode away, a sense of foreboding now mingling with his hate: King Magnus had summoned him, no doubt to ask questions about his loyalty. It was hardly news that he and Celimus did not get on.

			‘Come on, Wyl, make haste,’ Gueryn urged.

			They did so, following the page as he weaved a practised route through the halls of the palace, taking shortcuts via various walled courtyards and sunlit atriums. On the way they stole a chance to wash their faces and rinse their hands in a bucket of water raised from a convenient well, whilst the page hopped from foot to foot in urgent need to deliver his ‘goods’ to the King’s secretary.

			Neither Gueryn nor Wyl had realised how beautiful the palace of Stoneheart was. To them it was an impregnable fortress with solid, grey walls, dusty yards, stables and a mess hall which was always noisy. Dogs, horses, soldiers and servants scurried about in a small world of their own within the castle walls. This more serene aspect of Stoneheart was as unexpected as it was attractive. They felt like intruders on a new world.

			The dark stone looked suddenly handsome in the many light-filled, elegant spaces especially created within the internal structure of the castle. For the first time, Wyl began to appreciate that the castle was not simply a fortification of stone but a palace in its own right, possessing a distinctive style of which simplicity was the key. Walls were not busily cluttered; instead, one eye-catching tapestry might be the only decoration in a vast chamber. Furniture was practical, always simple, favouring the heavier, dark Lomash wood so abundant in Morgravia. Adana had had no influence here, Wyl mused; there was no hint anywhere that a Queen of such exotic heritage had lived any of her short life in this place. He wondered if Celimus’s more extravagant taste would leave its garish mark on Stoneheart when he took the throne.

			

			Wyl considered his own home in Argorn, which was a mix of his parents’ tastes. Solid Lomash furniture, favoured by his father, seemed to sit comfortably alongside his mother’s more whimsical pieces, including her gold-framed mirror and screens, and the wealth of soft cushions and drapes. His mother loved colour and he imagined she might have rather liked Stoneheart because of the richness of colours that punctuated the decoration of its chambers.

			Hurrying through the corridors and up stairs, trying to keep up with the page, Wyl caught glimpses of carvings of the great beasts. It was believed that every Morgravian was chosen from birth by one of the beasts, and the choice became known when a person made their first pilgrimage to the cathedral at Pearlis. There, the magical creatures were gloriously presented, each holding up one of the pillars of the great nave. Whenever Wyl visited the cathedral, he looked for the famed winged lion – his creature. Now, in the palace, he spotted the taloned bear, the magnificent eagle, the serpent, cunningly twisting out of the stone, and the beautiful jewelled peacock. Finally, as they drew nearer to the King’s chambers, he saw the mighty warrior dragon, talisman to all the monarchs of Morgravia. Wyl looked at it in wonderment, then thought about his father’s creature, the phoenix. There was a symmetry there which pleased him: both Magnus and Fergys were creatures of fire; no wonder they had loved each other so loyally.

			‘Wait here please,’ the page said finally, at the top of a second flight of stairs.

			‘Where are we?’ Gueryn wondered aloud.

			‘Outside the King’s private study, sir. Please be seated.’ The boy gestured towards an open corridor with a stone bench fashioned on both sides out of the walls. The area was flooded with sunlight and by the soft, unmistakable fragrance of winterblossom. It was seductive. They strolled over to the balcony and stared into a small but exquisite orchard. Its beauty and perfume kept them silent in their own thoughts.

			

			Soon enough an older man arrived quietly behind them. ‘It’s difficult to drag oneself away, isn’t it?’ the man said, his voice low and friendly. Gueryn assumed he must be the King’s secretary. When they turned, he added, ‘You must be Wyl Thirsk.’

			Wyl nodded.

			‘We all loved and greatly respected your fine father, son. He is deeply missed in our community.’

			‘Thank you, sir,’ Wyl stammered, unsure of what else to say, wishing people would allow him to heal that wound and not keep reminding him months after the hated event. This man meant no harm, though. It was their first meeting and only right that he would make mention of his prestigious lineage.

			The soldier beside him cleared his throat. ‘Er, I am his guardian—’

			‘Ah, yes, Gueryn le Gant, isn’t it?’ the man said. His manner was brisk yet kind. ‘Welcome to you both. Can I offer you something cool to drink? I gather we interrupted your training.’ The smile was genial.

			‘Thank you, we’ll be fine,’ Gueryn answered politely.

			‘I am the King’s secretary, Orto,’ their host said. ‘The King has requested a private discussion with the young man so I will ask you to remain here, Gueryn. Please sit, we shall call Wyl soon.’ He smiled again and departed.

			Within a few minutes Orto returned. ‘Wyl, come with me now. You may leave your weapon and belt out here with Gueryn.’

			Wyl did as he was asked and, with a glance over his shoulder towards his friend, followed the servant.

			Massive oaken doors, carved with Morgravia’s crest, were opened before them. Wyl looked up at the keystone of the archway they passed through: carved into it was another fire-breathing warrior dragon, signalling that he was entering the private domain of a King… his King. The large chamber he entered had windows running the length of it and a stone fireplace at either end, again featuring the royal talisman.

			Wyl had lost his bearings in the journey through the palace; he wondered what those windows looked out onto. But the sound of voices called him back from his distraction and he heard the scratching of ink on parchment.

			‘Last one I hope?’ a gruff voice said.

			

			‘It is, sire,’ another man’s voice answered and then the owner of that voice shuffled past them carrying rolls of documents.

			‘Ah, Orto, you have the boy? Bring him in, bring him in.’

			Wyl emerged fully into the study and came face to face with the man he had met only briefly once; the man his father had died protecting. Magnus had headed north to Felrawthy almost immediately after Wyl’s arrival and this was their first occasion to meet again. He noticed that the King was tall but stooped and he appeared much older, even since their first very hurried talk. Magnus, he noticed now, looked very little like Celimus, although the strapping physique was there. A gentle push from Orto, on his way out of the room, reminded Wyl that he was in the presence of his sovereign. He bowed low.

			‘You look like your father, boy.’

			It had been meant as a compliment but Wyl’s plain looks made him feel that almost any reference to them was a barb.

			‘He always told me I look more like my grandfather, sire,’ he replied politely.

			Magnus grinned then. ‘That’s probably true, son. But you remind me of how he was when we were both mere scamps together in this same castle.’

			Wyl could tell the King meant it sincerely. He knew how fond the friends had been of each other and imagined that Magnus losing Fergys Thirsk would be like him losing Gueryn. More than just painful.

			‘I miss him, sire,’ he admitted.

			The King gazed down at him with soft eyes. ‘Me too, Wyl. So keenly that I still find myself talking to him now and then.’

			Wyl regarded the King and saw no guile. He appeared nothing like his son in temperament either then, thought Wyl.

			‘So, Wyl,’ the King said, sitting down and gesturing for Wyl to be seated too. ‘Tell me, how are we treating you in Pearlis? I imagine you must regret not being in that glorious world of Argorn. I know your father constantly did.’

			‘Yes, sire, but… I am settling in.’

			Magnus scrutinised the lad before him, sensing he was cautious like his father – and probably just as unforgiving if he was wronged, judging by that proud jut of his chin.

			‘I have seen your sister about the place. What a sunny, pretty young thing she is. I trust she is happy?’

			Wyl shrugged gently. ‘I think Ylena would be happy anywhere, your majesty, providing she has her dolls and fine dresses.’ He smiled. ‘Thank you for all that you’ve given her, sire. She is pretty, that’s true. She’s the lucky one in looks who took after my mother.’

			

			He was startled by the King’s sudden laugh. ‘Don’t put yourself down, Wyl.’

			‘No, sire. I’ll leave that to others.’

			‘Ah.’

			Orto re-entered the King’s study and brought with him a small tray with two cups of blood red wine.

			‘Don’t tell old Gueryn, eh? He’ll think I’m corrupting you.’ The King winked.

			Wyl could not help but like the man who sat before him. He wanted to be wary of him. He was the father of Celimus after all, but still it was hard not to enjoy his company.

			‘Now here’s to you, young Wyl,’ the King said, lifting his glass.

			‘And to your continuing good health, sire.’ 

			The underlying message was not lost on Magnus.

			‘Has it been hard settling in?’

			‘Oh the usual stuff, sire.’

			Wyl felt Magnus fix him with his direct gaze. ‘Tell me about Celimus,’ the King said.

			‘What can I tell you, your majesty, that you don’t already know?’

			The King paused and Wyl thought it was a telling hesitation. ‘Tell me any good points you’ve noticed about him.’

			Now Wyl felt really cornered. ‘I don’t understand.’

			‘Oh, I think you do,’ Magnus said gently. ‘I grasp more than people credit me, Wyl. Celimus has many imperfections within himself. On the outside, however, he is a truly remarkable individual. I freely admit, without any shame, that I think he will turn into one of the finest-looking men Morgravia has ever bred. Shar rest his mother’s soul,’ Magnus added, more out of habit. ‘I don’t know whether it’s because he lost his mother early, or because he has no siblings… or simply that I am a woeful father. Whatever the reasons, Celimus is not so remarkable on the inside. In fact I know him to have a darkness within which troubles me.’

			Wyl nodded, fearful of what to say to a King making such a frank admission about his own son.

			Magnus held him with a light blue gaze. ‘I’ve heard the two of you are enemies. Is this true?’

			

			Wyl felt tongue-tied. He had no desire to lie to Magnus who was being so candid with him and he tried to be diplomatic in his response.

			‘That’s a strong word, sire. I am Morgravian. I am prepared to die for my kingdom and for its ruler. I am no enemy to the King,’ he assured him, horrified to think the King might think otherwise.

			Instead Magnus grinned. ‘So like your old man. But perhaps you are prepared to die for this King, son. How about King Celimus?’

			Wyl understood. ‘You obviously wish me to do something for you, sire,’ he said, pleased with his forthrightness in the presence of this powerful man.

			The King sighed. ‘Yes, Wyl, I do. And it’s not going to be easy. I trusted your father all of my life, I trust his son now. Moments before your father died we joined our bleeding palms to make an oath. Your father’s deathbed wish was that I bring you back to Pearlis and make a General of you. You are a Thirsk and it is your birthright to head the Legion. But part of our oath was that we make our two sons blood brothers.’

			Wyl had known nothing of this blood oath. He felt the slow crawl of a chill through him as Magnus continued.

			‘I gave my word to your father – my closest friend, my blood brother – that his son would become my son.’ He paused again. Wyl said nothing, his silent thoughts racing ahead to guess what the King might ask of him. ‘Do I have your loyalty, my boy?’

			Startled, Wyl quickly moved to kneel before the King. He placed his hand on his heart. ‘Yes, sire. You will never have to question it.’

			The King nodded. ‘Good. I am elevating you to your father’s revered title of King’s Champion. It comes into effect today but I do not grant this position lightly. You despise my son.’ He held up his hand then to hush Wyl’s ready objection. ‘I know this – and he has given you little reason to think in any way highly of him, so I do not hold this against you. However, from now and especially from when he takes the throne you will protect him with your life, as your father protected me with his.

			‘As of this moment you will shadow the Prince in all that he does. I don’t doubt for a second that many of his activities are distasteful, as I know my son has a penchant for cruelty. Together we will try to change this. Make a friend of him, Wyl. Influence him. Everything which made your father the fine man he was is embodied in his only son – I know this to be true. Your reputation precedes you, boy. You have the qualities that make a special man, a leader of men, and I want you to do everything you can to imbue Celimus with those qualities.’

			

			The boy tried to object.

			‘No buts, Wyl. This is my command. You are already General to the Legion and Champion to the King, and one day you will be called to act for Celimus – at his command. In the intervening years, you will befriend the Prince and somehow, child, I pray your humility, your sense of right and wrong, your courage and your leadership will rub off and help him as he matures. I know I ask a lot of you, Wyl, but this is your duty now… your duty to me.’

			The King’s eyes blazed as he reached forward and grabbed Wyl’s wrist. ‘Swear it to me, Wyl. Make this pact with your sovereign.’

			Wyl felt his world suddenly spin as he put his other hand over his heart and gave the solemn oath to be ‘blood’ to Celimus.

			Magnus suddenly dropped Wyl’s wrist and reached for his dagger. Wyl saw the blade glint as Magnus drew the sharp edge across his own palm; bright blood sprang instantly to the surface. Without hesitation, Wyl offered his own hand and the King repeated the process. The knife bit cruelly and swiftly through his young hand until it too yielded up its precious liquid. Wyl did not wince at the pain, but he suspected the King had deliberately cut deep enough to leave a scar – one that would always remind him of this oath.

			‘You will protect the life of Celimus with yours, preferring to die by his hand than save your own life.’

			They clasped fists, blood to blood. 

			‘I pledge it,’ Wyl affirmed.

			‘You and he are to be as one body, one life.’

			Wyl swallowed silently. ‘As though my blood runs in his veins. I swear it, sire.’

		

	
		
			

			TWO

			In the end it was her eyes which gave them their excuse to hunt down Myrren.

			Her eyes were bewitching indeed – one a piercing grey, the other an arresting green with flecks of warm brown. Lovely enough in isolation but so ill-matched as a pair they were alarming to behold. Little wonder then that as soon as those eyes had settled from their newborn blue to their strange final colouring, her parents had fled from the city of Pearlis to the sleepy hamlet of Baelup in the west, where they raised their only daughter in relative obscurity.

			Both knew this facial oddity would symbolise much to the Stalkers, hungry for prey. Thankfully the family’s sudden departure was soon yesterday’s gossip and quickly forgotten. Meanwhile, the folk of Baelup were known to be of liberal mind. The father, a wealthy physician, was a great boon for a community lacking in any medicinal talent, whilst the mother, a scholar, was a special bonus for the youngsters of Baelup.

			Not prone to the old supersitious fears of their city cousins, the folk of Baelup welcomed the gentle child, Myrren, with her strange eyes and shy smile.

			So when the Witch Stalkers finally came some nineteen years later it was such a shock that the physician’s weak heart had given out. He had died at their feet upon answering their terrifying banging at the door. The mother was helpless; all she could do was rail at them, cursing them for having ever been born. She had finally slid to the floor in despair as she had watched Myrren, now a beautiful young woman, being dragged into the street.

			The Stalkers had gone through their usual pointless list of contrived accusations – everything from disease in the south to an irritating bunion on the King’s foot was now firmly linked to Myrren’s devil craft.

			

			And this was merely the beginning, Myrren knew. She wondered why they had come for her; how could they have even known of her after all the care family and friends had taken? And then she had recalled the noble. Yes, it made sense. He had made unwelcome advances towards her during a brief stay in Baelup’s only inn where she helped out in the kitchen.

			As fate would have it, she had crossed the busy hallway at the same time he had. The noble’s mind was too clouded from his liquor to baulk at her odd eyes at the time but he was not so much in his cups that he could forget her public rebuke or the harshness of her words. She had regretted them the instant they had cut loose from her mouth.

			Myrren realised he must have returned to the capital and, still stinging from her refusal to spend time between the sheets with him, had whispered of the strange-eyed woman living in one of the outlying hamlets. She remembered him well – middle-aged, hugely wealthy and influential. He had the ear of the King, she presumed, and pressure had obviously been brought to bear.

			It had been a long time since anyone had been accused of witchcraft and captured for trial. They must be desperate for a burning, she decided, bravely ignoring the men as they deliberately tore her garments to bare her flesh in places. She could hear her mother still crying inside the house; could see her beloved father slumped in their doorway with the new puppy her mother had recently given her whimpering over his body.

			There would be no escaping the Witch Stalkers. Her life would end… if not this night, then soon. Myrren steadied herself as they bound her with a long rope to one of the horses. She expected she would be forced to walk in its dust all the way back to Pearlis and knew her captors would just as happily drag her if she fell. But not too far perhaps, she reckoned, for that would spoil the fun for later.

			Myrren was tired of hiding anyway. She stood to her full height which was not inconsiderable, flicked back her chestnut hair and made her resolve. She cast a final thought towards Knave, her pup, promising she would find a way to send someone to care for him, for surely her mother would die of a broken heart in the coming day.

			As they led her away, she knew she would not capitulate to the Confessor’s desires.

			She would die with courage.

			

			Pearlis loved a witch-burning. Nothing could bring the city folk out faster from their homes than the clamour of the cathedral bells that signified a witch had been discovered and sentenced to die for her sins. And it had been more than a decade since the capital had heard that doleful clang which, according to tradition, was a sound the brides of the devil could not abide. It began with a particular single bell pealing six times every six minutes for six days to announce the discovery of a witch. Six was the devil’s number. Once the trial began, the rhythm would change to a single sombre peal every six minutes for its duration. 

			In truth, very few continued to believe in sorcery under Magnus’s rule. However, the older gentry of Morgravia, particularly those whose parents had been seduced by the Zerques, and who themselves had fallen under Queen Adana’s spell, remained suspicious of any who might show a leaning towards the fey. The now fading tradition of wariness had been grounded in the practice of Morgravian Kings to keep a hag within the castle. An old crone, usually harmless enough, she brewed healing teas for the royals and was called upon at births, marriages and deaths. She also performed readings and sightings for the King, in order to make prophecies.

			The first indication that the ‘hag’ influence was waning occurred about one hundred and fifty years before Magnus came to the throne. According to the history books, his forefather King Bordyn kept a hag who favoured the drawing of blood for her prophesying. After the loss of two heirs and a wife in a series of accidental deaths, Bordyn objected not only to his hag’s unsavoury practices but to her prophecies of doom and gloom for Morgravia. When tragedy struck again, twice in the same year, with the death of wife number two and her unborn babe after she toppled down the castle stairs, and the routing of his Legion by the Briavellian Guard, Bordyn declared his hag an instrument of darkness. Branded a witch, she was tortured and burned in order to cleanse Morgravia of her stain. It was the first time in the history of Morgravia that a person had been tried and punished for having magical influence. Uncannily, after the hag’s death, life for Bordyn took a turn for the better. The King lived to a ripe age and, taking a third wife, sired a son who outlived him and inherited the throne.

			

			During this period of prosperity, the belief began to grow that hags – or witches, as they were now called – were a blight on society. Many innocent people, who had openly practised the healing arts and even sold spell confections for everything from wards against a poor harvest to helping a woman keep her man happy, were hunted down. Around this time, a theologist called Dramdon Zerque emerged, preaching a new order that claimed Shar himself denounced sorcery because it challenged belief in the god’s omnipotence. Zerque was a gifted orator with a brilliant mind – skills which worked especially effectively on the gentry, who embraced the radical new religion, along with its message to annihilate all who showed even the slightest talent for those arts considered magical. 

			It was Zerque who coined the term ‘witch-smeller’, when he proclaimed that ‘anyone who even smelled of magical taint should be brought in and given the opportunity to confess their sins’. Using Shar as his battering ram, he challenged Morgravians – and later Briavellians – to take up the fight against witches and warlocks. His influence spread, reaching beyond Morgravia and Briavel across the oceans to as far west as Parrgamyn, where the new order was embraced with a special vigour. It was this more fervent form of the religion that Queen Adana and her contingent brought back to Morgravia all those years later, turning Pearlis into a Zerque stronghold.

			Interestingly, in these more modern times it was the rural areas that dismissed the Zerques as religious zealots, claiming they threatened Shar’s gentle teachings far more than any hedgewitch might. Country folk simply ignored the Order’s claims and those areas became a tentative sanctuary for those with magical tendencies.

			Now, with an enlightened King – who had little tolerance for the gossip that the witch-hunting Zerques might be finding a foothold in the realm again – the opportunities to persecute any so-called practitioners were few and far between. As soon as Queen Adana had died, her death taking with it the last key supporter of the Zerque Order, Magnus had grabbed his chance to stamp out the practice of persecution. It was his cold and cruel wife who had encouraged more of the Zerques into Morgravia; she who had encouraged they make the pilgrimage to this ‘peasant’ realm across the ocean from her own country a long way to the north-west where life for the lower caste was intolerably cheap. Her father had been determined to do trade with the southern realms of the eastern peninsula and considered a marriage necessary to build those important bridges where his merchants could move freely amongst these ‘barbarian’ lands.

			

			Magnus had been seduced by the audacious glamour of the bride on offer. One look at the twenty-one-year-old Adana had seen desire take precedence over prudence and his acceptance was immediate. It was barely a matter of days following the lavish royal wedding some months later that Magnus had first grasped the enormity of his poor decision. His friend and counsel, Fergys Thirsk, had argued passionately against the union in those intervening months. He had suggested that the gap in cultural differences was yawning, not to mention the stunning age difference of almost three decades, and could not envisage how Magnus and Adana would overcome such obstacles.

			‘I want her!’ Magnus had resisted, recalling the dark beauty who had already been offered.

			‘She is rather young, sire. Your fourth decade is well behind you.’

			‘And you can talk, Thirsk, courting Helyna of Ramon… barely into womanhood,’ the King had countered, wanting to hurt back, for the truth of his friend’s barb had hit home.

			He remembered the words of ever-wise Fergys Thirsk as if they had been spoken yesterday. And Magnus had never stopped wishing that he had listened to his friend’s well-intentioned wisdom instead of following what he soon realised was nothing more than lust.

			The promised dowry came but Morgravia was already a rich realm. What he had not bargained on were the zealots who followed Adana and, using her influence, weaseled their way into the fabric of Morgravian life promoting fear and loathing. In truth the Zerques were already well established in Morgravia but Adana’s eager priests brought a new verve to their fanaticism.

			The royals’ dislike for each other extended to the marriage bed. Adana despised Magnus so much as touching her. On their wedding night the King despaired that nothing in his wife burned for him except contempt – and the power he could provide.

			He gave her none as a result. She gave him only her derision.

			‘Your hateful grasping hands and loathsome wrinkled skin could never entice me, old man,’ she had hurled at him on the very night of her marriage vows.

			Twice in their time together he had forced himself upon her and deeply regretted his desperation on both occasions. It remained a wonder to the couple that Celimus was ever born a few years later. His son was conceived in anger and horror when Magnus impregnated Adana on that second and most brutal of rapes. He never touched his wife sexually again; hardly touched her at all, save to take her arm as required on formal occasions.

			

			No one offered more silent thanks to Shar than King Magnus at the untimely, though suspicious death of the Queen. Whilst the rest of Morgravia publicly displayed its shock, Magnus found himself going through the motions of grief whilst inwardly rejoicing. It was a release he shared only with Fergys Thirsk, and his friend never once reminded the King of his early advice.

			As soon as Adana’s body was cold in its tomb, Magnus had begun systematically breaking down the Zerque structure and in his reign could claim that he had single-handedly achieved the destruction of an Order which had been centuries in the making. But he had made concessions – as one must during campaigns of change – to give those gentry who clung to the old ways time to adjust to a new regime.

			Magnus had agreed that only in the event that there be damning evidence brought to bear against a man or woman, would he permit the traditional trial of that individual. In the years since Adana’s death only two witches had been brought to trial – only one of those had burned. He permitted a judge and jury to be embodied in one man – a fellow called Lymbert – and gave him the authority to roam the realm with his three Witch Stalkers, more as an appeasement for the destruction which the Crown had visited on the entire Zerque Order, than for witch persecution. 

			‘It will keep the traditionalists quiet, Fergys,’ he had explained to his friend who, though proud of the King’s determination to destroy the Zerques, did not appreciate the new twist on the old theme. ‘We let those who remain true to the old fanaticism believe we still pursue the devil’s doings. In the meantime we dismantle the structure which has, for too many decades, brought fear and loathing into Morgravia.’

			‘And then?’ his friend had asked.

			‘And then we wait for a new generation to finish what we have begun,’ the King had replied with certainty. ‘A generation that has not known the terror of the Zerque Witch Stalkers and will therefore hold no faith in them.’

			Fergys had agreed that a handful of deaths – if any at all – were preferable to the early years of persecution of suspected witches, usually innocents with the unfortunate afflictions of cleft palates or club feet. The introduction of a single Confessor and the binding of the law which gave the sovereign final say over any cases was a worthy compromise during the Years of Abolition, as Magnus termed it. Fergys was not fully convinced that granting concessions to those still suspicious of herbwomen or people of irregular features might not encourage the fanatics to take their fervour underground, but he conceded the sense of giving the King ultimate say over who might be brought to trial. He had to trust that Magnus would frustrate the progression of cases to such an extent that the practice of witch-hunting would simply peter out.

			

			Confessor Lymbert, in the meantime, had walked a careful path, never overstepping his authority, and as a result his role quietly continued long after the abolition of the Zerques had been achieved. Magnus regretted this and had made a promise to himself that he would abolish the office of Confessor. The war with Briavel had distracted him, and then his General’s untimely death had so profoundly affected the King’s health that he had paid little attention to domestic affairs for some time. Lymbert had survived and, sadly, his Witch Stalkers had found Myrren.

			King Magnus hated the sound of those doleful bells and he knew as the clangour began that morning that the few remaining Witch Stalkers would be understandably desperate for a trial and a kill. They had found her then. He had hoped the girl Myrren and her family had taken the sensible precaution of fleeing their village but then he knew Lord Rokan to be far too wily to allow such a thing to happen.

			Magnus had pieced it together in his mind, even though Rokan had only told half the story. It was obvious to the King that Rokan had made unwelcome advances to this youngster, Myrren, and when spurned had decided to get his own back. He had a long history of indiscretions outside of his marriage and this had been just another attempt to get a young woman into his bed. It was a tragedy, Magnus felt, that Rokan had stumbled across this particular girl’s village.

			The problem for Magnus was that the noble’s accusation carried weight in the eyes of the Stalkers and those who still harboured deep-rooted suspicion of any man, woman or child who might show some physical difference. The Zerques had preached for a century or more that a person born with a caul, more or less than ten fingers or toes or – Shar forbid – ill-matched eyes must be a member of the devil’s clan.

			

			Magnus might have officially dismantled the power of the Zerque Order, but he could not control the minds and hearts of his people. He knew that some in his realm still used the odd warding against sorcery, or wore specific colours on certain days, and whilst these seemed little more than harmless superstitions he also knew how easily they could develop into full-blown fear, a baying for blood. He hoped that any genuine sentient – if there was such a person – would have the wisdom to keep his or her practices secret.

			No such chance for young Myrren – witch or not, her case was now very much public. Magnus did not personally believe the girl was guilty of the charges, but only privately scorned those who did. No matter his own personal opinion, the law – his law – provided for Myrren’s trial. And Morgravian justice was not renowned for its mercy where a guilty verdict of devil craft was handed down. Worse, he knew what lewd enjoyment some would derive from seeing her tortured and debased – not least of all, Lord Rokan – and there was nothing he could do to stop it now.

			Rokan’s evidence was crushing and the law was sadly on his side. When Lord Rokan had called for a private audience with the King and had seemed utterly determined to have this woman brought to trial, Magnus had felt his hands were tied. Odd-coloured eyes of all things were the single most damning characteristic a person living in Morgravia could possess. The girl was well and truly doomed by the peculiarity of her features. He felt sorry for her, but the time to save her had passed. At the point when Magnus could have intervened, he had instead been distracted by anger towards his son. Celimus’s irresponsible behaviour was drawing far too much attention and the boy was still only sixteen. Shar help them when he was of an age where his father’s height and wrath could no longer cow him. But mostly he had been feeling an uncontrollable rage at the fact that he was getting old. The physics had given him the dark news only that morning that his days were numbered. Magnus was fearful it would not be sufficient time to mould Celimus into a responsible heir to the throne, to create a true King from the ruin of his marriage.

			His anger was fully stoked by the time Lord Rokan strode in and began throwing his weight around. Celimus had not excused himself either, which would have been the polite move under the circumstances. Instead he had hung on Rokan’s every word, his sly smile creeping wider across his face. He even had the audacity to join the conversation and this was the taper which lit the dry straw on his father’s smouldering mood.

			

			‘Go ahead, Father,’ he had said, just short of a sneer. ‘A witch trial would take the heat from those in Pearlis I have apparently offended. Deflect attention from the Crown’s wayward heir and give them something to really talk about.’ The mocking smile had returned, challenging the King.

			Magnus could tell his son had no ability to emotionally touch on the repercussions of his own actions. He was a young man without love and all his parents had given him, it seemed, was the capacity to be cruel and self-centred. The King of Morgravia realised in a moment of clarity that he had no one to blame for Celimus’s ways but himself and Adana. If he had been a better father, a more affectionate and loving one – even just a father who had been more present through the child’s early years – it might have made a difference.

			Instead what stood before him was a clever, avaricious individual who was, to all intents, heartless. A frightening combination for the person who would sit on Morgravia’s throne. That day’s indiscretion had simply been the latest in a long line of acts which made his father despair of him, hate him even.

			Rokan had continued to bluster and Celimus had egged his father on. In a fit of pique, Magnus agreed, if just to get both detestable men out of his chamber. Had he any inkling that he would reign, without succumbing to his illness, for another six years, he might never have let it happen. The Crown had ultimate authority. He could have saved Myrren if despair had not ruled his heart that day.

			He could not know the repercussions of that angry retort by which he gave permission for Myrren of Baelup to be brought in and put to trial.

		

	
		
			

			THREE

			Celimus was irritated. he enjoyed belittling Wyl but still this person he hated almost as much as his own father was not giving him the sort of smug satisfaction he wanted. He would be King one day and he wanted to see this one in particular cringing early to him. He was Fergys Thirsk’s son after all and Celimus had despised Fergys since he was old enough to measure the bond between his father and his General. Perhaps without the red-headed soldier in the King’s life, his father might have paid more attention to the son, once so desperate for his praise.

			Now all Celimus had to offer his King was contempt.

			The rift had come when his mother died twelve years previous. Whispers around the court had hinted that perhaps her death was not quite the accident it had seemed at first. Try though his carers might, they could not protect the sharp, highly intelligent four-year-old from absorbing the enormity of what was being gossiped about. If he craved his father’s praise, he worshipped his mother ten times as much. Although he had sensed her cool detachment from Morgravian society and its people – especially his father – Celimus also grasped that this aloofness did not extend to him. Celimus she loved with an intensity. He was every bit her child. Whilst his father was golden in looks, their son had her dark, exotic glamour to his features. Olive skin and black lustrous hair meant Celimus was Adana all over again. She granted him his height was no doubt inherited from the King but that was all. Men should be tall, she argued. For sovereigns she felt it was a prerequisite. She had no doubt that Celimus would be an imposing man in years to come – he was already an arresting child to look at. And with it came a bright and agile mind which she adored. Adana made good use of those early years, manipulating her son’s thoughts, trying to poison him against his father – the peasant, she called him – but not to much avail. It remained a failure of hers. The young Celimus craved the attention of Magnus but she was relieved to note the King neither had time nor inclination to level much interest towards the boy. She hated the red-headed General even more and used his presence as a weapon to turn Celimus against the King.

			

			‘He loves that Thirsk fellow more than us, child. See how they bend their heads together. Plotting. Always conniving.’

			Celimus had not understood the grown-up words then but he had grasped her meaning. She accused Thirsk of constantly filling his own coffers at the King’s expense; she laughed hard at the shy and reticent creature Thirsk had finally married. ‘Peasant for peasant!’ she had spat at Celimus one day. Although he had thought Helyna Thirsk quite pretty, he was only a few years old, and so believed his mother must surely be right. And when she had finally seen the Thirsks’ first child, Adana had attacked the infant’s red hair, claiming it was the sign of a warlock. Magnus had overheard her snide comment and his reaction was the closest Celimus believed his father had come to striking his mother. His parents had hardly spoken after that. They had never behaved as a family might – eating together or playing together. Magnus was absent as a father, preferring his war rooms, his soldiers, the hunt and other manly pursuits.

			It was after that incident between his parents that Celimus first began to feel the notion of rejection of his father. Watching the tall man’s anger stoke so fast had frightened him. His mother had fallen to the floor as if struck, though he knew his father had pulled the blow just in time. She had shrieked and writhed on the flagstones of that courtyard before rising to cast a final cold slur at the man she despised.

			Celimus remembered it well.

			‘I would rather die than have you touch me again, you pig!’

			And the chilling, prophetic reply. ‘Perhaps that can be arranged,’ his father had said, just as coldly, adding that she should be gone from his presence.

			Celimus had not been the only one in earshot of the harsh exchange and so when the hunting accident occurred not long after, it was a small leap for many who had heard the gossip. Anyone who knew Magnus would refute the claim fiercely. Anyone who knew him well enough would know the man was more than capable of such a thing. Whether he killed his wife or whether it was an accident remained a tantalising mystery to the people of Morgravia. It was a matter never discussed, even between Magnus and Fergys Thirsk, and over the years it had become a buried issue, as cold as the tomb which enclosed the subject of that gossip.

			

			Celimus never forgot it, however. He had heard his father openly threaten Adana. And from the day of her death he had privately sworn to make his father pay. As a child there was little more he could do than remove all affections. Drawing on memories of his mother, he became cold and distant towards Magnus who, by the same token, had begun an all out effort to bring his son closer. But it was too late.

			Too late for the father to give love. Too late for the child to want it. In a youngster’s warped way Celimus had linked the always present Fergys Thirsk with wanting Adana dead too and maturing had not eased the young Prince’s attitude towards his father’s closest friend. When the news of Thirsk’s passing had begun to filter through Stoneheart, Celimus had rejoiced at the old General’s death. He had hoped it would drive a stake of pain so hard into his father’s heart that he might die of the agony and loneliness. But now he was having to deal with the hated seed of Thirsk’s loins. And the son appeared to have the same qualities which the father had showed before him.

			Celimus had deliberately never given the lad a chance. From the moment of Wyl’s arrival at Stoneheart Celimus had set about a campaign of destruction – he would break Wyl’s spirit and send him running home to Argorn. But so far the lad’s keen desire to follow in his father’s footsteps was giving him sufficient grit to withstand Celimus’s underhanded tactics. He did not care for Wyl’s defiant gaze either, that remained even when he was seemingly paying homage.

			The Prince had heard the change in the bells a day or so ago. He knew the witch trial was in progress now and it had given him an idea for how he might bring the sensitive Thirsk boy down. Discreet enquiries had told him this afternoon was the right time to strike.

			‘I don’t care where you have to go, but you find him!’ Celimus bellowed at the scared young page. ‘Don’t come back here without Thirsk,’ he yelled towards the retreating figure.

			Wyl was not so far away on this particular afternoon but had made himself scarce with Alyd Donal. Fortune had smiled upon him a few months after the meeting with the King. A new boy, the same age as Wyl, had been brought into the group. He too came from a close family and because they were both feeling a similar emotional dislocation the boys became inseparable.

			

			In his wisdom Gueryn had done everything within his power to encourage the friendship and had gone so far as to include Alyd in his personal training with Wyl who, much to his lament, now spent long periods out of the yards and in tutoring with Celimus.

			Wyl had kept his promise to the King and gone to extraordinary lengths to make himself as available as he could to Celimus. Deep down, though, Gueryn could sense that nothing had changed in how they felt about each other. His quiet sessions with Alyd, who was as open a personality as Wyl was closed, revealed how strong Wyl’s disgust for the wayward Prince was. But as Alyd had explained, his friend had forged the ability within himself to simply accept his lot. He would not join in with any of the mischief which the swaggering Celimus promoted and yet, like a shadow, was never very far away.

			Wyl watched and Wyl protected where he could, often warning Celimus of impending discovery of his latest scheme or diverting attention to prevent him from being found out. He could see that Celimus, unaware of his father’s pact with Wyl, could not help but be amused by his new-found devotion, although Wyl could never fully suppress his smouldering contempt.

			Ugly to his beautiful eyes, Celimus took immense pleasure in reminding Wyl of his plainness. To his credit, Wyl accepted the taunts with grace; he knew the Prince was, for once, not lying in this regard. Nevertheless the words stung. It was Alyd who always helped him retrieve his sense of humour and whenever the pair found time alone together explosions of laughter could be heard.

			Gueryn firmly believed Shar had sent a golden-haired angel to them in the shape of Alyd, for laughter had been rare in Wyl before his arrival, and now six months on, the boy lit up whenever Alyd was near. Alyd’s sharp wit and easy style were foils for Wyl’s remote, yet very direct manner, and where Wyl was brutally honest, Alyd had the gift of gilding the lily, always prone to exaggeration which is what made him funny for Wyl. Alyd’s storytelling powers had become legend, even in his short time at Stoneheart; a minor event, such as Lord Berry’s wig slipping when the old fellow napped during a council, took on gigantic, hysterical proportions when retold through the imagination of Alyd Donal.

			

			Wyl loved Alyd for his friendship, his ability to make him laugh out loud and for his interest in Ylena. It never bothered Alyd on the rare occasions she tagged along with them and he appeared to take as much delight in entertaining her as Ylena did in accompanying them. And whilst she was blossoming into the same golden beauty her mother had once possessed, the boys had put on some height and bulk. Gueryn had seen to it that if Wyl was not going to be especially tall, then a strong physical presence would impress his men in years to come. He devised for Wyl and Alyd a special training routine which worked on their boyish muscles and the results were impressive already.

			‘You’ll be my second, I promise,’ Wyl said solemnly to Alyd as they chewed on apples near the lake that flanked Stoneheart. It was a free afternoon; the day was cold but the sun shone and both boys had nothing better to do than lie on their backs, hidden from the castle’s world and stare up at the sky, making plans as they dreamed of soldiering together in the Legion.

			‘How do you know they’ll allow it?’ Alyd replied.

			Wyl snorted. ‘Who is they? I will be they,’ he said in a rare show of arrogance. ‘I am General of the Morgravian Legion.’

			‘Title only,’ Alyd corrected.

			Wyl ignored him. ‘And in a few years, I will lead our army. My father had total control of the men. And I will have only those I trust as my captains and lieutenants.’

			‘But what if—’ Alyd broke off as a dishevelled and weary-looking page suddenly crested the hillock they lay against.

			‘Oh what now?’ Wyl muttered. ‘Ho, Jon!’

			The relief was evident on the youngster’s face. ‘You’ve got to come, Master Thirsk – he commands you.’

			Wyl grimaced, resigned. He stood. ‘The Prince?’

			Jon nodded, still breathing hard from his exertions. ‘I’ve been looking everywhere for you. He’s in a hot temper, too.’

			‘Lovely – just how we like him,’ Alyd said, grinning and standing as well. ‘How did you find us anyway, young Jon?’

			The boy’s eyes flicked nervously at Wyl. ‘Your sister, Master Thirsk. I’m sorry but I had to find you.’

			‘That’s all right, think no more on it.’

			‘We’ll just run her through with our swords later,’ Alyd reassured him.

			Jon looked aghast.

			

			‘He’s being witty, Jon. As if he would harm the girl he loves.’

			It was Alyd’s turn to look shocked. He threw his apple core at his friend, then in a blink he knocked Wyl backwards and they were both rolling down the hill with the poor page running after them.

			‘How dare you!’ Alyd accused, not sure whether to laugh or punch his friend.

			‘It’s obvious to a blind man, you fool.’

			‘She’s not even eleven, curse you!’

			‘Yes and when you’re twenty, she’ll be sixteen summers and equally eligible. Don’t deny it, Alyd Donal. You’re starry-eyed over my baby sister. But I actually approve… lucky for you.’

			‘I refuse to prolong this ridiculous conversation any further,’ Alyd said but Wyl could see a treacherous red flush at his neck – a sure sign that Alyd’s protestations were empty.

			He grinned. And then noticed the trembling Jon. ‘Shar forgive us! Sorry, Jon. I’m coming. Lead the way. See you, Alyd – don’t get into any trouble whilst I’m away.’

			‘Watch your back, Wyl. He’s never up to any good.’

			At sixteen the Prince’s stature had undergone a major transformation and it felt to Wyl as though Celimus towered above him, making his own recent spurt of growth irrelevant. The Prince had broadened as well. He was indeed breathtaking in looks, but spoiled by the scowl.

			‘Don’t keep me waiting like that again, Thirsk.’

			‘My apologies, your highness,’ Wyl said, adopting his usual politeness. ‘How can I assist?’ he added, moving the conversation quickly forward. He knew from experience that if he did not it would follow the traditional path of insult.

			‘You’re well fortunate that I am in a good mood today.’

			‘I am glad of it, highness. How can I make it brighter?’ he said, almost smirking at his own sycophantic manner. Alyd had taught him how to say something in a sugary way whilst meaning something quite different. Wyl had learned that this tactic worked well on Celimus who was too vain and preoccupied to notice. Alyd would be proud of him.

			‘Back to your duties,’ Celimus said to the page and Jon trotted off, happy to be away from the growls of the Prince. Celimus returned his olive gaze to the lad his father had implored him to get closer to. He sneered. He hated Wyl Thirsk and wished the old man would hurry up and die so he could claim the throne. His first task would be to end the Thirsk notoriety once and for all.

			

			For now, though, he must be seen to be going along with his father’s request and in truth, Wyl was certainly helpful on occasion. Well, today he intended to expand the lad’s education – surely the King could not object to such a kindness?

			He smiled viciously and Wyl wondered what wickedness lay behind it. ‘Come along, then,’ Celimus said chirpily. ‘I have a special treat for you.’

			‘Where are we going?’

			‘It’s a surprise, Wyl.’

			Myrren’s bruises and cuts had begun healing. She now sat shivering in the dungeons of Stoneheart where they had brought her days ago. The hunger pangs of near starvation had recently settled into a numbness. She had refused the deliberately salty food they had thrown into the cell, knowing full well no water would be offered later when her parched throat would scream for it. And after a few days of such treatment the raging thirst would be enough to send one mad, as it had some poor soul a few cells down. She was the only Stalkers’ prey in the dungeon and thus inwardly accepted that she would offer the best sport.

			They were preparing her for the ‘trial’ which would extract her eventual confession under torture. Myrren could hear the mournful ringing of the bells and was half tempted to fall to the damp flagstones and writhe about as witches were apparently meant to. That would soon bring them running, excited that she had been found out. It would save a lot of pain, she realised grimly. She could just confess and be done. They would kill her anyway so why suffer more than was necessary?

			A small voice inside begged her to make it easy for herself. Death was coming whichever way she looked at it and it could either be a merciful end by fire after possibly days of agony or she imagined it could be swift and relatively painless; a brief confession and a blade into the throat. Myrren thought of the flames. They frightened her more than the notion of torture, which seemed harder to imagine. But she had no trouble picturing herself bound and screaming as the fire melted and consumed her flesh.

			

			The trial – as had been explained to her by a tall, hook-nosed creature who had introduced himself as Confessor Lymbert – had three categories. Lymbert, whose name Myrren had recognised with a sinking heart, preferred to call these categories ‘degrees’. The word made him smile each time he uttered it.

			Myrren had already undergone Lymbert’s so called first-degree. Apart from the permitted rape by one of his assistants in which her virginity was torn away from her, she had been stripped, bound and flogged in front of a group of hooded men. They were presumably remnants of Zerques whom she realised were far more interested in viewing her naked body in pain than extracting anything more than her helpless shrieks.

			Myrren had always believed that King Magnus was not in favour of these fanatics, that he had crushed them and their Order. Her parents had not shared her optimism. They had always warned her to be careful.

			‘It’s your eyes, my love,’ her father would gently say. ‘The zealots will not see your beauty or hear the intelligence of your words. They will see only the mismatch of your eyes and all the old superstitions will rise up to frighten them.’

			She had known since she was old enough to converse with others that she was different and was being protected by her parents. Her mother had once confessed the constant anxiety she and her father held for Myrren. She too had referred to her daughter’s eyes and the old fear.

			‘Poke them out, then!’ Myrren had once suggested angrily, much to her parents’ dismay. She had not meant to shock them but she was tired of the constant care she took to distract strangers from looking at her full in the face. Tired of the scarves and shawls her mother insisted she wore when out and about.

			It was never going to change. The fear was ancient and, though Morgravians were more enlightened and even openly dismissive of the existence of magic these days, the need to privately ward against things of sorcery still pervaded. Myrren had wished she did possess the power to change the colour of her eyes because she had known the Witch Stalkers and their whisperings would hover around her for all of her life. She remembered how she had felt hollow after being so abrupt with the noble, sensing immediately that it could lead to trouble simply because of old-fashioned superstition about eyes – although she was past caring once his unwelcome hand had slipped beneath her skirts. His drunken breath made her feel ill and his decrepit and desperate desires brought a wave of disgust. Her contempt showed in her rebuke. And now she was paying the price.

			

			Nevertheless, she would give no satisfaction to these men.

			And so after the first couple of licks from the whip which brought her shrill objections, she had clamped her teeth as hard as she could and uttered no further sound. She would give them nothing of herself, not even her groans.

			Another woman, far older than her, had received similar treatment simultaneously and she had cried throughout, begging for pity. She was accused of slaying her husband but no one paid any attention to the old burns, the bruises, the obviously previously broken and now twisted limbs. Here, clearly, was a woman tormented by a brutal husband. It mattered not. In finding the courage to kill him, she would now pay with her own life. The flogging had finally stopped and both women had remained bent over barrels, inhaling whatever air they could drag into their lungs to steady their trembling limbs and shattered nerves. The pain from the bleeding welts on Myrren’s back had been so intense and all-consuming it became part of her. She had somehow been able to absorb it and put it aside. Moments later she had been turned and strapped to a post. She recalled ignoring the cloudy messages of pain from her back as it had chafed against the rough timber. Still naked, the men had then enjoyed watching her body from a different angle, but more importantly, she had been able to witness what was happening to her companion.

			They had obviously decided, Myrren deduced, that she should be saved for future entertainment – a suspected witch, after such a dearth, was to be savoured after all. Myrren had watched mournfully as the other woman had been dragged from her barrel.

			‘Put her boots on,’ Lymbert had commanded, bored with this one, and Myrren had closed her eyes. She knew what was coming, for Lymbert had already taken sincere delight in giving her a guided tour of this torture chamber.

			The sagging woman had been hauled jabbering towards a bench where she had been pushed into a sitting position.

			‘Bind her hands,’ Lymbert had ordered.

			

			‘I beg you, sir,’ the victim had beseeched and Myrren had clenched her eyelids tight and had tried to close off her hearing but could not. She knew there would be no mercy now, not for a killer… certainly not for one who would not admit to murdering in cold blood.

			Two specially crafted vices had then been clamped around the woman’s feet. She had been still too much in a swoon from the pain of her flogging to even realise that more pain was coming. Needless to say it had not taken too many twists of the cruel screws to shatter the shin bone in one of her legs, at which point the victim had screeched a confession, agreeing that she had in fact pre-planned and then murdered her husband without remorse. 

			Myrren could tell that the Confessor had little interest in pursuing the truth, particularly in the cases of common criminals. With her knack for perception, Myrren understood that Lymbert did not view extracting confessions from thieves, bandits and murderers as his appointed duty. It seemed he wanted the old woman dealt with as quickly as possible, in order to pursue his real interest – the annihilation of witches and warlocks, what he called the curse of society. Myrren’s father had once shared a rumour he had heard that Lymbert’s grandparents had been fervent Zerques, whose only daughter had supposedly been killed by a suspected witch four decades previous. As a result, right from childhood Lymbert had harboured a grudge against anyone who dealt in matters of magic – and extended this to herb men and women, whom he believed drew on devil craft for their healings. Fearful for their daughter, Myrren’s parents had gathered as much information as possible about the Confessor. Lymbert was renowned for being so stringent in his investigations that he never brought a victim to trial without their conviction being a certainty – and Myrren knew it would have taken only one glance at her eyes for him to be sure of winning a conviction in her case.

			Myrren opened those same odd eyes now and fought back tears at the memory of the older woman’s terror. She remembered how Lymbert had turned and smiled directly at her as he signed the woman’s death warrant. The message Myrren received from that cold grin had been unmistakable. He was reserving her for much harsher treatment. The woman had been carried off and not heard from again, presumably despatched that same day.

			Lymbert’s assistant, the same one who had used her body, had then untied Myrren, blowing his foul breath into her face as he had whispered all the other sexual obscenities he would like to inflict on her. He had deliberately let her fall when the bindings had come loose and had then savagely grabbed her by the hair and dragged her back to her feet but still she had given none of those present the satisfaction they so desperately wanted.

			

			‘Back to her cell,’ Lymbert had commanded, unmoved by her courage. ‘The Witch Myrren of Baelup will undergo second-degree torture in three days,’ Lymbert had proclaimed to all present. Then he had looked at her. ‘That should give you sufficient time, my dear, to lick your wounds,’ he had chuckled softly at his jest, ‘and perhaps loosen your tongue.’

			So now she sat in the dungeon contemplating the next stage, when Lymbert and his henchmen would get down to the real business of torture. Myrren was not sure whether it was day or night. The cell was small, windowless and airless save whatever fetid air might leak up the corridor and through her bars. She huddled herself on the ground, naked save for a rough scrap of blanket crawling with biting insects. Nevertheless it was all she had and the young woman wrapped herself as best she could, turning away from the doorway.

			She thought of her parents but did not cry this time – it seemed every pointless tear had leaked from her body. But then she thought of the black puppy and tears surged again. He had been a special present and had brought such joy. Myrren had called him Knave. He was abandoned now – she felt sure her mother would not be of a state of mind to care about a dog.

			‘I wish I could fight back,’ she whispered. ‘If I were a witch, I’d seek revenge.’

			The tears came for Knave and with them a voice in her head.

			Fear not, my child. You are no witch but you will have your vengeance.

			‘Who speaks?’ she whispered, terrified, whipping her head around in the darkness.

			I am Elysius, the man spoke into her mind.

			A few hours later Myrren felt exhausted but at peace. She was amazed that she could think so calmly about the inescapable trauma which lay ahead for her. Elysius had explained much. Now she understood. He had urged her to be brave. She realised she had no choice to be anything but courageous.

			

			Lymbert and his henchmen were preparing to come for her. The Confessor had sent her some items of clothing. Through his aide he insisted she wear them but she soon found out they were nothing more sophisticated than a piece of rough cloth, with a hole for her head, and another strip of fabric for a belt. Myrren wondered if Lymbert had suddenly had a change of heart and would allow her a modicum of dignity through her trial. But she was an intelligent and perceptive young woman and nothing about Lymbert’s conduct so far could convince her that he possessed any empathy for his victims. She dismissed her notion as wishful but gladly donned the garment. In sudden inspiration she used the blunt spoon, which sat amongst the congealed mess that passed as food in this place, to scratch a message onto one of the stones. It made her feel defiant in these last hours of her life.

			Myrren considered her torture now. Lymbert’s choice would most likely be the rack, for his eyes had lit up at its mention during her tour, and probably thumbscrews, which she had seen the Confessor almost lovingly stroke when he had presented them to her.

			But Myrren was wrong.

			When they led her once again into the main torture chamber it seemed he had reserved something far more special for her. Many more people had gathered, including the smug Lord Rokan, invited no doubt to savour the results of his connivings. In fact the room was crowded with men, none hooded this time, eager to witness her trial and the confession.

			As she had entered there had been talking, some jocular and a few voices raised in obvious excitement and anticipation of what was to come. Her arrival had all but silenced the chamber. Myrren, fuelled by her strange conversation with the man she knew only as Elysius, felt brazen. She raised her head and challenged her audience with a compelling gaze which saw most of the men clear their throats and cast their eyes towards their feet. It was a small win but it made Myrren obstinate in her resolve to die with courage.

			Rough hands began to tear the flimsy garment from her body and Lymbert’s seeming generosity fell into place for the falsity it was: he had insisted on her being robed only in order to make the theatre of her torture, beginning with nakedness, that much more dramatic for his audience. She hated him and she hated the King who would permit this. 

			

			The rents in her robe revealed her body, just blossomed into womanhood, and the audience’s gaze no longer rested in discomfort by its collective feet but was drawn to her bared skin. Rokan watched hungrily. A squealing noise sounded from above and she noticed that the onlookers were now staring at a contraption being let down from the high ceiling.

			All but one, that was.

			Myrren ignored the contraption as well. Her gaze was inexorably drawn to the one pair of eyes which watched her and not the strange instrument of torture. It was a youth. A crop of bright red hair sat atop a plain and lightly freckled face which was heavy with despair. His own unremarkable eyes were riveted upon her. Not upon her bare flesh but on her own ill-matched eyes. She could not help but allow her expression to soften at this lad and she even dared the barest of smiles. He looked petrified and her heart hurt for him, for she could tell that this boy did not want to be here and bear witness to her suffering.

			Lymbert was making some announcement to the gathered who nodded and made sounds of approval, led by her accuser, Rokan, but she paid no attention. She had already lost all sense of embarrassment at her nudity but was acutely aware of her hands being tied tightly behind her. Myrren had no idea what they were doing or why. The Confessor had certainly not talked her through this particular scenario.

			Myrren felt grateful that since hearing the voice of Elysius she had felt a strange numbness overtake her body. She recalled his softly spoken words now, repeating them silently to herself.

			They will hurt you, my little one. But the pain will be minimised. I cannot save you but I will give you the means to avenge your death. Hear me now, I give you a gift… and he had told her it all.

			Why can I not use this gift to save myself? she had asked into this strange void opened in her mind.

			Because, child, they will burn you. It will not work. He explained why.

			She had fought back the initial surge of hope as understanding dawned. He had spoken more but it was of an intimate nature. She had heard his words, his explanation of who she truly was. Despite the shock of it, she had loved him then for sharing the news and she had buried the information within. She would not resurrect that joy and have it tarnished here by these proceedings.

			

			Myrren of Baelup was no witch but she had a gift to give which would unleash a relentless power until it found the true target of her vengeance.

			Now a cleric was brought to absolve her of her sins. She turned her gaze on him and watched him recoil at the sight of her eyes. Nevertheless, he prayed to Shar’s Gatherers to claim her soul and for that she was grateful. 

			‘Thank you,’ she uttered to him alone as he began his mournful prayer to guide her soul to Shar.

			She looked over the short priest’s bowed head, her attention drawn again to the youth with the red hair, whose gaze had not released her. To his side, she noticed, stood a bigger, stronger looking lad, bordering on being a man. She took a sharp intake of breath. Her captors thought it was because they had just tested the ropes which bound her hands but Myrren’s sound had escaped at the beauty of that olive-skinned fellow who stood next to the only sympathetic soul in this chamber.

			The beautiful man leered at her nakedness and presumably whispered something lewd to the red-headed lad who scowled with disgust and blushed furiously. Hitting his mark, the dark-haired one laughed loudly and Rokan nearby joined in.

			She heard the dark one mutter, none too softly over the prayer, that the trial had been his idea. People nodded and grinned.

			‘And it was I who discovered the witch in the first place, my Prince,’ Lord Rokan added, keen to be included in the praise.

			When Celimus scowled in his direction, the middle-aged noble considered it politic to remain quiet from hereon and allow the young upstart royal to have his moment.

			‘Have you anything to say?’ Lymbert’s voice suddenly boomed to Myrren above the idle murmurings. Apparently the priest had stopped his praying. She had not noticed.

			Myrren took a deep breath and looked around her, not caring for her lack of modesty or the hungry looks it produced.

			‘Yes,’ she replied. She had nothing to say about her situation, but she did have a question of her own. ‘Who is that person?’

			Lymbert stepped aside, taken aback by her odd question, and looked at those gathered. ‘Which one?’

			Myrren gazed at Celimus. ‘You.’

			A triumphant smile stretched across the young man’s face and the redhead looked down at his feet as if in disappointment that she had not chosen him. Celimus took a step forward, all easy grace and arrogant swagger.

			

			‘My lady,’ he said, accentuating his words to ensure the insult could not be mistaken for genuine politeness, ‘I am Prince Celimus.’

			She had not expected such lofty company for her pain but she managed to keep her expression unmoved, her voice steady. ‘I understand why the pig-fingered Lord Rokan would bring along his bruised ego and flaccid member for inflation at my expense.’ There was a series of audible gasps followed by sniggers amongst the audience and Myrren revelled in the high colour suddenly on the cheeks of the noble who had brought about her ruin.

			‘But why,’ she continued, ‘would a Prince of the realm have any interest in this…’ she swept her strange eyes around the chamber, ‘mummery? For that’s what this is, sire.’

			The Prince grinned. She tried to imagine how many young women’s hearts would flutter at his smile and not recognise how malicious or indeed derisory it was. ‘Lord Rokan’s flaccid member aside, madam, I am here in the name of education,’ he replied and then grabbed Wyl. ‘This lad here has never watched a witch confess before. As he is soon to lead our great Legion and stand up as my Champion when I am King, I felt it was my duty to expand his knowledge of Stoneheart’s ways and the culture of Pearlis which has been sadly lacking in his life. He’s a country bumpkin, you see.’

			Wyl twisted away angrily from the grip of Celimus and shook his head vehemently so Myrren would know his attendance here was forced. He remained silent, though, imploring the beautiful woman before him to understand.

			She nodded but this time her gaze rested on Wyl. ‘Thank you,’ she offered and he knew she understood. ‘Do what you will, Lymbert. You’ll get no confession from me.’

			‘Feisty,’ Celimus said, running his tongue over his lips. ‘Pity she had to be broken so. I would have bedded her first and loosened her tongue from a different sort of torture.’ And everyone around him laughed loudly again, led by Lord Rokan aiming to ingratiate himself to the crowd once more after the young woman’s heinous accusation.

			Lymbert’s eyes were sparkling. He hated that he had not won her confession… not yet anyway. ‘Myrren, may I introduce you to the strappado. It’s my favourite instrument. I’d like to take a few moments to explain how it works, if you please.’ He was all graciousness now, enjoying the chance to show off his latest contraption of pain. ‘Your hands are tied behind you for a reason and now my assistant is attaching the strappado to your bound hands. When I give the word, those three men over there,’ he said, pointing, but she refused to look, ‘will use that pulley to hoist you aloft, at which point we’ll all enjoy hearing your arms dislocating. My favourite sound.’ He all but shivered with delighted anticipation. ‘And did you notice the hundred pound weights, my dear? Well, as you can see – if you would only look – they are attached to your feet now and they, of course, will do their best to prevent your body leaving the ground, thereby assisting us to dislocate your hip joints. Oh glorious agony! Incidentally, we have decided to bypass the somewhat tedious second-degree and go straight to the third to save time and a great deal of pointless screaming. I hope that’s agreeable to you?’ He laughed jovially and everyone except Wyl, she noticed, joined him.

			

			She turned her face away.

			‘Oh and, Myrren,’ he added, ‘I nearly forgot – how careless of me. I thought I’d throw in some squassation for good measure. Perhaps you don’t know what that is? It’s the most exquisite suffering I think I could possibly inflict without actually drawing blood. This is when we will let go of the pulley – just momentarily – and you, of course, my dear, will fall. But oh – and this is the good bit – my men will suddenly halt that fall by grabbing the rope and you just can’t imagine what torment that’s going to mean for those suffering sockets and limbs, long past their pain barriers. Now, do be a good girl and confess after the first drop because you should know that by law I have another three times to inflict it. It will hurt a great deal more by the fourth and I do think it’s more noble to die by the flames than hanging dead and broken on the ropes, don’t you?’
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