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CHAPTER ONE


UNDER THREAT


Rupert, Marquis of Ordefima, stood atop the Wall that had for so many centuries marked the line between paradise and wretchedness, and reflected on the frightful changes.  His beloved dominion had seemed eternally beautiful, a place where birds soared and fine maidens sang sweet songs that spoke of peace and plenty.  It was where, in his childhood days, he ran in green meadows, barely noticed by nonchalant sheep with thick, woolly coats.  And with his sister, Socha, games of hide and seek were played out until they could not bear to be apart any more.  


Looking at it as it was now, he knew the idyll was gone.  The once abundant expanse of the Fields was a muddy bog.  The vines had been drowned, the grasslands and pastures could no longer support livestock.  The people endured, repairing their houses where the rain was getting in, walking in the Town Square, maybe even making plans for the future.  But it was an odd sense of normality.  The smiles, the effervescent hope, the deep sense of trust, were no more.  Daily activities lay in ruin, replaced by a crisis only chaos can bring.  And it was hardly surprising, given what lay on the other side.  The protective ring of the Tutelors had been broken.  


The Waolings, under the abiding blanket of black clouds, had become what resembled an inland sea.  All that was visible above the turgid water was the top of the odd sickening bush.  And a thousand Gharids.  They swarmed across the surface, their scaly backs arching and long, wide tails splashing.  Occasionally, a hideous head would emerge, revealing rows of blade-like teeth and eyes tinged with purple.  On the rubble that had been the Keeper’s Lodge stood Gaticus, nearly twice the size of his surrounding minions, in a rich coat of red, his triumphant crest erect.  In one claw he held the Goblet of Fecundity that had been so precious to Ordefima.  In the other, was a sword taken from a sentinel after he had defeated the invading force at the Luroghs.  


What he desired now was Socha.  Her blood mixed with his would make all in his army as strong as him and each could create another thousand like them.  Rupert met his intense glare with defiance.  He felt the beast trying to steal into his thoughts, measure the level of his fear and work himself into any gaps he found.  


“The Germinid is mine.  It is only a matter of time before the Lady of the Goblet succumbs and all of Ordefima follows.”


Gaticus said this into the minds of his own kind.  Rupert heard it too, as did Socha sitting on the floor of her room high up in the Balaltura.  It was an impressive show of strength.  Yet Rupert knew this was the best Gaticus could muster.  To co-ordinate a force as large as his and maintain the constant downpour he needed took most of his power, sparing them his devastating infiltration of the mind.  


“Brag as much as you like, you old sack of scales,” Rupert replied.  “You still have to get past this Wall, and our weapons.”    


“Do you think we can hold out?” the captain of the guard, standing beside him, asked, his face thin and worried. 


Rupert looked along the massive line of defence.  “I have faith in the Wall,” he said.  “But we are much depleted in number.  We can bring out all the weapons we want.  You still need someone to wield them.”


“Indeed.  We paid a heavy price at the Luroghs.”


“I remain hopeful.  Every man, woman and child will resist.  There is much courage in my people.”    






Adhering to a routine he had followed for the last week, Rupert went next to the Arena, where the supply wagons from Draden were still coming.  This help was essential but today it arrived with a sting in the tail.  A rider wearing a black cloak with red crosses, the emblem of the thriving city, had accompanied the latest offering.  Rupert has seen him once before and his tidings on that occasion were not great.  This time was going to prove no better.


“He’s been waiting to see you,” Falcon told him, scowling.  “Apparently I’m too junior to receive his message.”


Rupert went over to meet this unwelcome emissary, attempting to introduce a relaxed air by strolling and extending a casual hand.  “Rough weather for a ride,” Rupert observed.


The man was unresponsive and emotionless.  The beads of sweat visible on the black skin of his brow were the only clue to the tension he felt.  He raised a stiff arm and cleared his throat before delivering his well rehearsed speech, reading from the scroll he clasped. 


“The Marquis of Draden offers his condolences for the ongoing losses in your war with the Gharids.  He trusts the food and fuel he sends are relieving the burden.  Having extended his generosity for many weeks the Marquis now requests payment as promised.”


“What?”


The messenger peered at the written words and repeated the request.  “Payment as promised.”


Rupert tried to gather his thoughts, scratching through his curls.  “In particular?”


“I have it on a separate list.”


“Oh, good,” Rupert said with sarcasm.


“He needs one hundred horseshoes by return.  Twenty five spears, thirty shields and forty axes to be provided for collection on the seventh day of August.  And a consignment of raw materials from your mines as soon as is practical.”


“Needs?”


“Draden must prepare for any possible onslaught.”


“You have to be joking!”


The man appeared to have no concept of what humour actually was so just shook his head in blank confusion.  Rupert, on the other hand, was very animated.


“Do you have any idea of what we are dealing with here?!  A vicious enemy is at our gate, intent on invasion.  We need every resource if we are going to stand any chance of holding out.  The Marquis of Draden could actually send soldiers to aid us in our moment of peril, not petty demands for things he hardly lacks!”


Rupert’s arm waving and raised voice had no effect.  The stony envoy remained resolute.  


“Go away!  Tell fat man Shafford he will get nothing from us until this conflict is decided.”


Falcon saw how Rupert was gritting his teeth when he came to join him.  “You sent him packing then,” he commented.  “From what I heard he deserved it.”  


Rupert explained the demands he had received.


“Should we not beware?” Falcon asked.  “The wagons are bound to stop now.  We do have a surplus of the weapons.”


“And the horseshoes?  Are we to burn precious fuel?  Our blacksmiths are part of the army that mans the Wall.  I can’t ask them to light their forges for the likes of Draden.”


“Then we face starvation within a few weeks.”


“I think the next Gharid attack will come long before we face that.  And it will be the final battle.”


Falcon nodded gravely, his bald forehead well creased.  He considered his brave friend, standing at the head of a dominion in such crisis.  Those handsome features and positive demeanour were under strain.  


“You’re looking thin, old mate,” he said.


Rupert coughed against the damp air.  “Who isn’t,” he replied.  “We must fight on.” 






Meava echoed Falcon’s assessment of Rupert’s appearance when he arrived at the Home of Medicine for his now daily visit.  


“It is not the time to worry about me when you have all these in your care,” he told her.


He had been led to where she was attending to one of the many casualties brought back off the Waolings.  They were everywhere, crammed into every available space including the open colonnade, nursed by her scarlet clad staff.  The blue and yellow walls did little to brighten the mood.  Rupert came to show his appreciation for their efforts and to try and lift the spirits of all.  He moved quietly with her as she went from bed to bed, talking to each patient and occasionally applying a balm to an exposed wound.  


He watched her with his usual admiration.  Her long fingers would touch foreheads and palms so gently.  To some of the men who were lucid, she was a tremendous boost in their suffering, a vision of unimaginable beauty, flashes of her smile, cleavage and legs a rare break in the battle to recover.  Unfortunately, there were a number of them who never knew she was there.  


“Whatever were we thinking?” Meava whispered as they reached a particularly badly savaged victim whose face was barely discernible.


Rupert winced.  “The people demanded action.  We all agreed,” he said, needing to remind himself as much as her.  


“Apart from Kester.”


“Are you saying he was right?”


Meava eyelashes flickered.  “As much as it pains me-”


“No.  They would have come just the same.  And this would have happened anyway.”


Meava cast her gaze over his shoulder to where the Big Wood sighed in the damp air.  “Might there yet be another way?”


“Are you suggesting we flee?”


“It would save lives.”


“And lose everything we have here?  I don’t think the people would agree to it.  They are much too proud and Ordefima is their home.  We can’t even persuade the women and children to retreat.  I don’t think anyone can imagine actual defeat.  We are all in this together.”


Meava nodded and patted the immobile foot of the patient.  “I could never leave this lot and most of them have gone as far as they can go without dying.”


“They are in the best hands possible.”


“I think the shine has gone off my powers.  I’ve never lost so many.”


“You’ve not been in a position like this.”


“The wounds are so severe,” she said, her throat tightening as she tried to remain composed.


Rupert went to console her and she held up a shapely hand.


“Please, no hugs,” she said.  “I think I would break down and I have to stay strong.”


Rupert was lost for words.  These were terrible times when even the very best of the dominion were faltering.  


Meava stepped away, dipping a fingertip into the corner of each her eyes.  “Tears are of no use.  They just add to all this rain.  We must concentrate on the living.”


They walked across the colonnade to the front of the building which gave a view of the Town.  The lack of activity was unsettling.  Across the regular roofs, a few chimneys would usually be smoking, while dinners were cooked or rooms warmed against the unseasonably chilly day.   


“What do you make of the mood of the people?” Rupert asked.


“I get very little time away from here.  But when I do go out, I sense their fear.”


“There’s more,” he said.


Meava arched a brow.


Rupert ran his hand along the creamy masonry of a pillar, reluctant to put a voice to his concerns.  “The Gharids.  They’re creeping into their hearts.  Strangling the hope, changing the world around them into bland nothing.  Everything looks the same from the ground up to the tired faces.  Doom drips from the eaves and where the grass used to grow, they see only puddles reflecting the heavy skies.”


“You’re a sensitive soul, Rupert Bellaquin,” she said, tracing the line of his beard across his cheek.


“Hey, you didn’t want me to soothe your anguish earlier so how come you can get away with it?”


“Because you’re in need.  I know you’re shattered inside.”


She continued her caresses.


“I’m not made of glass.”


“But you suffer so.”


“I just want to protect them.  It’s my job as the Marquis.”


“You’ve done well.  Look at what you achieved in Draden.”


Rupert jerked his head back.  “And now they want their payment.  I got the demand today.”


“What can they want with horseshoes and weapons?”


“They worry for their safety after we have been vanquished.”


“Let them rot!”


“That’s what I told them.”


“Good.  There’s nothing in Draden worth protecting.”


Rupert’s lips drew thin and Meava smiled.  She knew the effect Lianna had on him.


“All right,” she said.  “Maybe one thing.”   






As he left the Home of Medicine, Rupert encountered Hetty, carrying out buckets full of blood stained bedding to rinse in the water troughs.  


“Oh, I’m so glad to be able to speak to you,” she said, dropping her load with a clatter on the cobbles.  “I’m worried about Jankin.”


“I’ve always been worried about Jankin,” Rupert said.  


She glanced at imaginary people who might be listening.  “I’ve never seen him as bad as this.  It’s like he’s given up.”


“I’m not surprised.  It was quite a shocking experience, seeing so many slaughtered.  He took the defeat personally.”


Hetty continued as if she had not heard him.  “I left him this morning, sitting on the bottom of my stairs, telling me there’s no point to anything.”


“I’ll send Loetus down.  Jankin needs to be involved, like every able man.  We are facing our darkest time.”


She gripped his arm and shook it.  “You’re going to put him back into battle?”


“I have no other option.  The people are relying on us Bellaquins to lead.”


“Then I’m going to lose him anyway.”


Rupert considered the woman, a bizarre mixture of congenial and irritating, pretty and yet untidy, and could make no sense of her.  She was eager for Jankin to be at the forefront of Ordefima’s affairs, but not when they brought danger.  


“You can’t have it any other way,” he explained.  “If Jankin’s going to be anyone, he’ll be in the thick of the fight.”


Hetty’s eyes glassed over.  “I really thought my luck was in when we got together.”


“Keep thinking that.”


“You reckon there’s a way we can beat them?”


“I’m going to consult the Annals.  I have an open mind.  They might hold the answer.”


“I believe in those books.”


“Indeed.  All is not lost.”






So to the revered words of that ancient generation Rupert looked for guidance.  When he knocked on the wooden door he did it with slight ripple of hope.  Here was someone with an intimate knowledge of the First Book who would surely find an answer.  The bolt snapped back on the inside and the hinges groaned.


Hasbrook’s drawn features forced a smile.  He was far too drawn for one so young.  “Please come in,” he said.


Rupert entered.  It was a small dwelling near to the centre of the Town, poorly lit and barely furnished, with an odd smell he put down to damp, not helped by the ongoing rain.  Hasbrook presented him with a chair and sat down opposite.  His movements were jerky.


“How are you?” Rupert enquired.


“Not so bad.”


“You look worn out.”


Hasbrook produced a toothy grin that had the effect of making his face appear all the leaner.  “It is hard, keeping the Annals up to date when things are happening so quickly.”


“And I give you extra research to do.”


“I do not mind,” he said, with a shrug.


“What can you tell me?” Rupert asked, trying not to sound demanding.  


Hasbrook pulled at the wispy moustache he had attempted to grow.  “Not much more than you already know.”


“You’ve got something there,” Rupert observed, gesturing to the roll of paper Hasbrook had in his hand.


“It’s nothing much,” he said.  “I just jotted a bit down.”


“Let’s hear it.”


“The first ever Tutelor of Weapons wrote this.”


“The make-up of the rocks dug from the ground, minerals and iron from the very beginning of the world, combined well with the will of any determined man who wielded a weapon fashioned from this source.  Armed this way, they were more than a match for any foe.  It was a magical triumph to equal the Circle or the later building of the mighty Balaltura.  It was decreed that such skill should never be lost, even during an enduring peace.  A Festival of Fighting became part of Ordefima’s cycle of events to act as a celebration.”


“Anything else?”


Hasbrook shook his head.


“I take it you’ve had full access to the books?”


“Oh yes.  My father might be ignoring me but I’m free to come and go in the Home of Annals.  Everything else I found about the ancient war and the physiology of the Gharids has already been considered.”


“I don’t need to read between the lines to understand that we must trust in ourselves and use every spear, club, bow and sword to cut down our invaders.”


“Only I think they are here in greater number than we faced back in the past.  And they have the Goblet now which we had taken as ours when it was discovered in the Medial Mountains, leading to their attack on us.  This time, that onslaught will be stronger.”


“Their motive is much more threatening, too.  I think they mean to destroy us completely.”


“And take your sister.”


The two men nodded in grim agreement.  Each understood the magnitude of what they were facing.  Young men of vision inheriting a world of uncertainty. 






“Another, last night?”


The sentinel who led the guard at the Lake did not have to reply.  Rupert could tell from his face the news was bad.


“How many is that now?  Twenty at least?”


“Twenty six if you count the ones on the boat we lost.”


Rupert took a moment to digest this gruesome fact.  Life was getting hard here and the work was tough.


“Have they landed much?”


“A smattering,” he said, gesturing to a few meagre barrels. 


“It is so frustrating,” Rupert said.  “This is the place that should be least affected by the rain.  We need the fish to keep us going.  Why can’t we do better?”


“Ask him yourself,” the young sentinel suggested. 


The old head fisherman came across the boardwalk, rolling on bandy legs and puffing on his pipe.  He peered at Rupert as if he was trying to remember who he was.  Rupert knew him well enough.  He had never looked any different.  When Rupert was very young he had been convinced the aged sailor was already one hundred.  A quick reference to his father’s records last month had revealed he had been in the service of the fleet for seventy two years.  If anyone was able to extract a good harvest from the water, it had to be him.  


“We are desperate to catch more,” Rupert told him.  “Can’t we avoid the night-time if that’s when the men are vulnerable?”


“I’d say that ain’t possible.  The Lake ’as tides we work round.  We go with them.  ’Cept of late I can’t get many afloat unless it’s light.  You can’t blame ’em, with folks being taken and left in shreds.”


“And you still think the Gharids are eating the stock?”


“Or scaring it away.  The shoals, if you can call ’em that, are thin.  We’ve trawled the farmost shores.  No luck.”       


Rupert punched his fist into his opposite palm and walked unsteadily to the harbour’s edge to look out across the troubled water.  Operations here were a shadow of what had given his father so much pride.  Evil lurked in the depths and he was powerless to do anything about it.  The fires of his determination were being dampened to smoulders.  He turned sharply to face the inactive sheds and expectant faces.


“I’m going to put the captain of the guard in charge up here,” he announced.  “This is where the most damage is occurring.  Jankin will lead at the Wall.  Let the men know that I am very thankful for their continued efforts.  I appreciate they are over tired.  I can only ask them to keep going.  I won’t pretend it is easy.  Now is the time to find extra strength.”  






The sweetest voices were singing within the Balaltura, echoing off the venerable masonry, filling Rupert’s heart with unexpected light.  He had forgotten how much he loved the sound of music.  His father was always arranging recitals or inviting choirs to perform, much to his wife’s discontent.  Since he had died, the palace had been very quiet.


Rupert had spent several unhappy hours with Willy, picking out the animals that were worthy of still feeding, condemning many others to an early slaughter.  His pace back home had been slow and mournful.  Nature’s brightest boy was somber.  There was nothing in the world around to bring any joy.  Until the sound quite lifted him, making him skip up the steps and through the entrance.  It was emanating from the banqueting hall and he went in through one of the side doors to investigate.    


Over a score of children were sat on the floor, all gathered around and facing Socha, who was leading them through one of Ordefima’s oldest tunes.  She caught sight of her brother as he entered, but kept her focus on the task in hand.  The young voices soared and Rupert sat down to listen to the song.  


We won’t be lost as long as we put love first


Sleep makes us free from the evil that cannot see  


Long is the night but the stars will be bright


And dawn comes strong with the bird’s song.


As they continued, he watched the purity and conviction that poured forth from the china like faces, their mouths and eyes wide.  A few began to notice him and grew immediately self conscious, letting the concentration slip.  Hearing a fade in the voices, Socha waved her arms and they all came to a stop.  


“Come along, children,” she said.  “The Marquis wants to hear your very best.”


Rupert saw how they frowned and tightened their lips.  He smiled and pulled a silly face and got a few sheepish grins.  One nudged the other and a happy giggling rippled through the group.  Socha saw this and laughed too.  She gave her brother an appreciative nod.   


“So shall we do our favourite, The Gathering Mist?”


All of the little ones were in agreement, sitting up straight and patting their knees in anticipation.  Socha sang the first line and the rest joined in, including three of Estella’s girls who usually sang at the Rituals.  It was song a quiet contemplation that spoke of a dream beside the River Dwindum.  The air growing cold and the mist of the title drawing in, leaving the subject thinking of a former lover and the romance they enjoyed.  The tones were as mellow as fresh honeydew and Rupert found himself bowing his head and drifting away from all his troubles.  The spell could only work for so long.  As they reached the climax, he began to wonder if any of them had ever had such a melancholy experience.  He suspected not.  However, the closing line touched on his own painful memories.


“My heart blossoms like the daylily, set to fall with the sun.”


He drew in a long breath to help stem the sadness inside.  When he looked up, he realised they were all waiting for his reaction to their rendition.  He stood quickly and clapped loudly, inducing much chattering amongst the kids.  While the other girls went and mingled with them, Socha came across to her brother and took his hand, her brow knotted with concern.


“Are you all right?” she asked.


“Oh, yes,” Rupert said, relaxing his shoulders.  “That piece had quite an effect on me.  And so beautifully performed, you should be very proud of them.”


“I am.  Considering what they’ve been through.”   


Rupert was quizzical.  Socha backed him out of the door into the long room beyond. 


“They are all recent orphans,” she explained.  “We’ve taken them in here because they have nothing at home now.”


“I’m sorry.  I didn’t realise.  There is so much going on it is hard to keep up.  So they are living in the Balaltura?”


“Just until the trouble has passed.  Then we’ll try and find them homes with relatives.  Right now, everyone is reluctant to take on extra mouths to feed.”


“Of course.  This is fine.”


“Estella’s girls have moved in too.  Between us we hope to give them some education and the comfort they deserve.”


Rupert scratched his head.  “Bozan knows, I presume.  We’ll need extra rations.”


She caressed his hand.  “Don’t worry.  It’s all sorted.”


“I do worry.  Supplies are exhausted.  I’ve agreed to slaughter some more livestock.  I’ll make sure Willy gets some to us.”


“Sit down a minute,” she said, moving him to a chair beneath one of the ever remarkable and vast tapestries.  “This is all getting to be too much, isn’t it?” she went on, seeing the weight of many woes threatening to engulf him.


He outlined the events of the day and how they had drawn him down into a stew of dejection.  He crouched forward, following the intricate lines of the floor tiles that went neatly nowhere.  She mirrored his pose, listening carefully, attentive to every detail, suffering with him the loss and frustration and the deep sense of foreboding overshadowing it all.


“I can’t be like one of these great figures recorded above us,” he concluded.


“You already are!” she said.


“Says you,” he retorted.


One the girls, Marja, came in, holding a boy by the hand.  Rupert and Socha sat up.


“Riccardo wants to ask the Marquis something,” Marja told them.


“Well, of course,” Rupert responded, opening his arms wide.  “Ask away and we’ll see if I can give you an answer.”


The little boy looked at each adult in turn, settling on Rupert last.  He had very dark hair and a yellowy skin, most certainly caused by malnutrition over the recent months.  When he went to speak, nothing emerged. 


“Come on, don’t be shy,” Rupert said.  “Move closer.  I won’t bite.”


Riccardo took a few steps forward and then froze.


“Go on,” Socha urged, her smile reassuring.


“I want to know,” he began.  “When will it be over?  How soon before we beat the Gharids and the rain stops.”


Rupert had to compose himself quickly.  “Very soon.  They won’t be a match for our weapons.”


“Oh, good!” he cried, with a sudden burst of enchanting enthusiasm.


Socha let out a high pitched gurgle of delight.  “It’s bedtime, now, Riccy,” she said.  


“Yes, my lady,” he replied, dropping his head and walking to the door where he stopped and beamed at Rupert, with fists clenched.  “I knew it was true.  I told the others we are going to win.” 


Rupert winked.  “You watch them run.”


When they had gone Rupert sank back and dragged his hands across his scalp.  “Does a great man lie to children?”


Socha was roused and jumped on top of him as she often did, wedging her knees under his chin.  “That’s exactly what you do.  These lullabies we are teaching them are designed to get them through the long nights.  It’s a mad, cruel world.  Their parents have been lost so they know that already.  And most of the songs speak of danger in the dark.  We have to calm them, get them to sleep soundly, tell them all is going to fine.  Little Riccy there thought if he made too much noise a Gharid would come and get him.”


Rupert blinked at her delicate face surrounded by masses of curls.  “You’re doing a fantastic job with them,” he said.


She turned away from his gleaming praise.  “It was something meaningful I could occupy myself with.  Otherwise I’m just a useless figurehead in a pretty tower with her face on the back of the sovereigns.”


“Never useless,” he assured her, struggling to sit up.


“You need to remember that most!” she said, stabbing a finger into his firm chest.  “See how the people look to you for strength.  It’s like I told you, you are already a leader of renown.  Don’t ever doubt it.”






“The fish are getting smaller,” Lydia said, with a pout as she ate her dinner.


“I know,” Rupert said.  “It’s the Gharids in the Lake.”


“Your father would be most unhappy.  I’m sure he’s restless in his grave up there.”


Rupert and Socha shared a look of dread.  “Are you still seeing him in your dreams, mother?” she asked.  


“Not so much.  I mostly think about our younger days, when my body didn’t ache so much and he had less of a temper.”


“Nice memories then?” Socha said, eager to keep the mood light.


“They don’t help with today’s problems,” Lydia stated, and went back to picking at her plate.


“Jankin should be returning tomorrow,” Rupert said.


“That’ll be a joy,” Lydia said, insincerely.  


Rupert ignored her.  “I’ve sent Loetus down to Hetty’s to tell him he’s needed daily to act as lead at the Wall.”


“He’ll like that.  It’ll make him feel important.  And a good fight.  You’ll need to rein him in.”


“I’ll keep my eye on things, don’t worry.”


While they continued their meal, Rupert and Socha watched her with mild amusement.  She had declared she had stomach ache and yet she was tucking the food away with ease.  She continued with her insular existence regardless of events around her, trying to keep the garden plants alive and mixing up endless potions in the kitchen.  If she felt sorrow, she hid it well.  That she thrived despite all her grumbles made them happy.  They joined hands in mutual recognition of their thoughts.


Lydia saw their reciprocal affection and drew comfort from it.  “You two have always been so close,” she commented.  “As an only child I never had that kind of sibling connection.  You should cherish such a thing.”


“We do,” they said, in unison.


“Well, I’m going to leave you to it,” she announced.  “Tell Bozan to bring me up some tea.”


They kissed her goodnight as she departed and sat back down.  “Well, she isn’t too concerned by the impending peril,” Socha said.  “I think that’s just as well.”


“I’m never sure how happy she ever is.”


“She is,” Socha said with twinkling eyes.  “In her own unique way.  Like the way she loved dad.”


“I get what she means about the past.  I remember great evenings as a kid, going out on the boat with dad at sunset.  But it doesn’t change the fact he’s gone now.”


“I disagree.  It’s because of those special moments we have to carry on.  They happened and something equivalent could again.  Like a fantastic walk in the woods, when the trees are talking and the scent of the flowers is overpowering.  It’s what makes us who we are.”


“I can’t pretend the chances of preserving any of that is likely,” Rupert said.


“You have to believe!  Consider me.  I have a mad, giant reptile wanting to devour me and I just keep going.”


Rupert laughed though the underlying truth was deadly serious.  His sister looked so fragile.  Beautiful, delicate bones in a thin, white dress.  She caught his sudden fear and instantly her worry for him transformed her pretty face.  They both stood up, sending chairs flying, and merged into a deep embrace.  She pressed her cheek to his collar while his fingers searched her thick hair for the sensitive parts of her scalp.


“Oh, Socha,” he cried.  “Did we ever think it would get this desperate?  We were born into a dominion that seemed forever strong.  Now when I walk around our homeland, I see only desolation.  And you, Lady of the Goblet, are set to lose everything.  I’m not sure I can bear it.”


“Rupe, you will endure,” she said, over his shoulder.  “Just as the River Dwindum is flowing and has flowed since the beginning.”


“Dear Socha.  You’re always right there for me, at the very front, helping with every challenge.  I can’t do it without you.”


“But you do.  However much I’m on your side, it’s you that’s got you this far.” 


“I might have reached the end.”


She pulled away and fixed him with her eyes a deeper brown than he’d ever seen.  “You, Marquis Rupert Bellaquin, have hardly started.”




CHAPTER TWO


THE UNTHINKABLE


After yet another restless night, Rupert rose and opened the curtains to the muted dawn and rubbed his aching neck.  His dominion lay dormant below him, subdued by the veil of misty rain.  He felt a vague threat from Gaticus and wondered if the beast was reaching him again or whether his dread was a product of several bad dreams.  Drained by the prospect of repeating his unhappy daily routine, he flopped back onto his bed and let out the deepest of groans.  The ceiling stretched up above him to a perfect point just as it must have done for anyone who had slept here over the many centuries.  Could any one of them ever have faced the impossible challenges he now did?   He was no soldier and yet he was being forced to act like a soldier.  The mantle of Marquis that he had assumed gave him no chance of escape.  He would have to draw on inner strength that was fading fast.


His bout of self pity was interrupted by raucous squawking from the crows that favoured the upper parts of the Balaltura.  His wait for them to quieten was in vain.  Irritated, he leapt to his feet and threw the window wide.


“Be quiet, you stupid creatures!” he shouted.


The birds merely reacted to his voice and flapped about all the more, cawing and waving their legs ridiculously.  None of them seemed keen to land again and bickered bitterly.  Rupert shook his head in despair.


“I guess everything is disturbed,” he said to himself.  “I know how you feel,” he called to them.


As he turned away he noticed a very different shape, black like the crows but larger, and elusive in nature.  He watched patiently until he got a good sight of it and could confirm that his eyes weren’t deceiving him.  Darting and jumping up onto the narrow wall that separated his turret from the other was a cat.  If such a high climb was to get a feathery meal, it was out of luck.  The birds had now dispersed.  Finding a small ledge just below the top, it settled down in apparent comfort to look out over the dominion, and let out a long yawn.


Perplexed, Rupert went to find Socha.  She was still in her nightgown like him, sat on a cushion sipping the water that flowed into the carved table.  


“You’ve got to come and see this,” he urged.


She followed him without question.  At the sight of the cat she let out squeal.  “What is it doing there?”


“I can only think hunger.  An attempt to catch a crow.”


“A bit extreme!”


“Well, a lot of the birds have left the dominion since the rain came.  And if it’s a stray, it won’t be getting many leftovers from the people.”


Socha frowned at Rupert’s theorising.  “Still unlikely.”


“Nothing surprises me anymore.”


“Do you think it can get down?”


Rupert leaned out and assessed the only route of descent.  “I guess so seeing it got up here.  Looks an awful drop to me and not much of a landing spot to aim for.”


“We could go out and coax it in,” she said.


“No!” he retorted.  “Unless you want to kill yourself.”


“I have great balance.”


“I won’t let you.  And there’s not a ladder in the land tall enough to reach even close.  The crazy thing will have to save itself.”


“Oh, poor creature.”


Rupert laughed.  “I don’t see a hint of distress.”


“It might be terrified.”


“You lose your heart to every lost soul,” he said.  


“Maybe if we wave some fish at it.”


“Can we give up precious supplies on a stray?”


Socha dropped her elbows onto the windowsill and planted her chin into her palms with a sigh.


“Looks like Suky’s pet,” Rupert observed.


As soon as he spoke, Bozan knocked and requested permission to enter.  Once invited in, he cleared his throat, displaying no reaction to the bizarre scene he encountered at the window.  


“The Tutelor of Signs is asking to see you, sir.  She apologises for the earliness of the hour.”


“Right,” Rupert replied.  “I’ll get dressed and be down in a few minutes.”


“I will inform her,” he said, and withdrew after an exaggerated nod at the two partially clad siblings.  


Socha exchanged a glance with Rupert and both had the same thought.  It was her cat.


“I’ll go and fetch her,” Socha decided, moving in a flash.


“I need to get changed,” Rupert protested.


“Be quick,” Socha called.  “We’ll be back swiftly.”


Rupert was still grumbling when the ladies returned but was at least presentable.  Suky wore a calm yet serious expression.


“There,” said Socha, pointing out of the still open window.


Suky nodded slowly.  Her deep, turquoise eyes glowed while she was thinking.  Her milky white hands gripped the frame.


“I’m sorry,” Rupert said.  “You must be worried he might fall.”


Suky spoke, her gaze fixed on the animal.  “No.  He is far too sure of himself for that.  He will come down when he’s ready.  What is of concern is why he is here.  His loyalty to me is formidable.  He hardly ever goes outside the Home of Signs, and especially in the rain!  For him to leave what he’s familiar with has a meaning.” 


“Oh, any idea what?” Rupert asked.


“I need him to be closer.”


Suky leaned out and without a word, the cat turned its head and began walking, seemingly on its toes, along the top of the narrow wall, coming to rest just beyond arm’s length.  The two of them shared a long and purposeful stare before Suky stepped away.  Rupert and Socha looked from one to the other, eager to understand.


Suky smoothed out the emerald sash she wore over her short, black dress and blinked as she formed an explanation.


“He has come here to escape the water.  He sees great peril coming.”


“More than we already have?” Rupert asked, his tone made high by disbelief.  “A constant deluge?” 


Finally, her penetrating vision focused on him.  “Yes.  Worse.  So much so that he won’t return with me.”


Rupert rubbed his aching brow.  “You trust this sign?” he queried.


“The same as any other,” she confirmed.


“But nothing is set in stone, right?”


“The consequences always remain open to change.”


Socha went back to the window, where the cat sat in defiance.  “Judging by the look on his face, he’s pretty certain.”


Rupert joined her, laying a soft hand across her shoulder.  “Well, despite that, I must go out into the dominion and be with my people.”


Socha leaned back into him, diminutive yet warm.  “You be careful, please,” she said.  “It seems pretty clear something big is going to happen, very soon.”


After kissing the mass of her hair, he was gone.   






Socha’s habitual wanderings were once again restricted.  She longed for the sight of dappled sunlight in the Big Wood or to feel the spray of cool water in the middle of the Rapids.  As a woman of the earthy forces of nature, the energy of life from the very beginning of time flowed through her veins.  However beautiful she made her room, still she looked outside and beyond, to where plants grew or wild animals roamed free.  Gazing from her window today she saw a cat trying to escape the world under a heavy sky of endless grey, the clouds piled into typhonic proportions.  She refused to lose hope but the situation was making her restless.  The children’s lessons weren’t due to start until the afternoon.  Her attempts to write poetry had all failed recently.  She paced the cold rooms of the Balaltura and found nothing to inspire her.  Until she came to the kitchen.


Lydia was at the table, chopping the tops off a bunch of plants with surprising force and showing evident pleasure at the results.  Socha paused at the door and watched her as she combined various sprinkles and liquids from little pots that surrounded her.  It seemed to go very well and she even broke out into song of joy.  Socha was enchanted to see her so happy.


“Momma,” Socha said when she finally came in.


Lydia looked up sharply and then became thoughtful.  “You haven’t called me that in years.”


Socha sat down opposite and touched her mother’s hand. “I miss those old days.”


“It was hard work having younger children,” Lydia said, her lips tightening.  


“You must have quite liked it, you had five!”


“And another I lost.”


“Well, six then.”


“I enjoyed it,” she admitted.  “It gave me a purpose.  Now I just hang around here, trying to find the ultimate panacea.”


“Oh, and you like doing this too.  I was watching you, in your own little world.  Very content.”


Lydia puffed out her cheeks.  “I make things to ease the pain of growing old.”


Socha laughed gently.  “Great.  So what’s this one?”


“A traditional recipe Meava gave me to rub into the neck when it grows stiff.”


“It takes lots of ingredients,” Socha observed.  “I’m surprised you’ve still got them.”


“A consignment from Draden was full of herbs and elixirs.  Rupert saw it and made sure some came my way.”


“He’s a good lad.”


“And I do have a few plants left alive.”


The point above Socha’s nose creased.  “Really?  I thought the garden would be too flooded.  Surely the pond has overflowed?”


“It never changes its level,” Lydia said, her face sombre.  Socha remained perplexed.  “Come and see.”


Lydia put on her coat and they went through the door, making it creak loudly as it swung on the hinge.


“It’s been making that noise since the last rains started and no one seems able to fix it,” Lydia moaned. 


Socha winced at the steady drizzle and threw the hood of her jacket up to cover her abundant hair.


“This weather gets on top of you, into your bones,” Lydia continued, in a similarly grumbly way.  


“I know,” Socha agreed.


They walked across boggy ground to the pond.  The water was dull and dark with no light to reflect off the surface.  But the lilies were thriving.  The big, circular green leaves and large flowers were as profuse as ever and the neat brickwork visible around the edge showed there was no change in the volume of the contents.


“It’s remarkable,” Socha stated.  “Unaffected.”


“Except the flowers don’t open without the sun,” Lydia said.


“Has Rupert seen this?”


“He’s too busy.”


Socha chuckled and traced a path around the outside, sensing the vibration of growth she always got from living things.


Lydia watched her with a pout.  “I used to tell your father this pond was strange.  No one knows what the source is.”


“Well, I’m glad somewhere is surviving.  I’ve heard terrible reports from the dominion.  The natural system is breaking down, species are dying or leaving.”


“I’ve lost a lot of plants,” she said, gesturing around the small garden.


“Look at what you still have!” Socha exclaimed, breezing past her to where vegetation thrived on raised beds.


“Oh, they’re ones that like the damp.  Not many are of much use.”


Socha was drawn to a large shrub at the end.  “What big leaves!”  


“That’s Shadowosia.  I meant to dig it up.  It’s only any good dried and smoked.”


“Dad used to enjoy it.  And Linus as I recall.”


Lydia stiffened at hearing the name of the son she had disowned.  “Poison,” she said.


Socha was momentarily confused, thinking she was referring to Linus.  “You mean the plant?”


Lydia gripped the stem and shook it about.  “Eat the leaves fresh, crushed into lots of water and your blood will be overwhelmed.  It floods your system, gets into every organ, induces a slow death, over twenty four hours, lots of coughing and collapse.  There’s no cure and nursing the victim is risky in case any fluids get transferred.”


Socha listened in horror.  “And you let your husband breath the stuff in?”


“There’s no problem using it that way, if you like that sort of thing.  The people smoke a much less potent variety.  This plant was considered a treasure.  A gift, I think, from Reciderva, back in the days they respected us.”


Socha caressed the foliage with curiosity, and toyed with a big, floppy pink flower.  “To think that such deadliness can exist in something so beautiful.”


“You can’t measure danger by appearances,” Lydia said.  “Even one as lovely as you can do harm, if the need arose.”


Socha smiled but was disturbed by the thought.  “These are threatening times, mother.  Does the impending disaster not make you think the worse?”


Lydia shrugged with grim abandon.  “Maybe we’ll fight off the enemy or Isodor will come and save us.  I just keep going on as I am.”


“Are you lonely without dad?”


“He took care of things for me yet in reality we are all alone.  As one person I decide what is best for me,” she said, and went inside.


Socha loitered a while, wrinkled her nose at the Shadowosia, looked up at the sinister sky and caught an image of Gaticus’ grin in her head.  


“We’re all alone,” she repeated and then shuddered at the notion before hurrying on in herself.






Rupert met Jankin in the Tavern Gadimuro, as arranged, at midday.  Jankin was sat in one corner, staring over the top of his drink with contempt at something he was imagining.  The hint of a smile he gave his brother seemed to cause more embarrassment than pleasure.  Rupert went on up to the bar, where Ranald stood with his head tipped back to make up for his lack of height.


“Just the standard ale left, I guess?” Rupert asked him.


Ranald leaned forward and whispered though there were very few customers.  “I can find you some cider.  I have a few kegs that I use to pay some of the casual help here.”


“No, no,” Rupert said.  “I’ll have the same as the people.”


“Suit yourself.”


Rupert joined Jankin and made several attempts to get a conversation started.  Mentioning Hetty, the clouds, supply levels, the mines, all produced nothing more than one word answers.  Time passed, Rupert remained patient, and eventually Jankin touched on the issues he was having.


“I don’t know if I can go through that again,” was what he said.


Rupert grimaced broadly and leaned forward on the table.  “I understand the loss.  I feel it as keenly as you.”


Jankin’s face flushed and the old scar Rupert had given him was very distinct.  Above this was the newer wound, dealt out by a Gharid during the battle on the Waolings.  


“You weren’t in the middle of it,” he said.


“True,” Rupert agreed.  “I expect it was terrifying.”


“Humiliating,” Jankin retorted, his lips curling into a snarl.


“Our army was mostly made up of peaceful people.  They were no match for the Gharids out in the open like that.”


“They were led by me.”


“Bravely.”


“Badly.”


Rupert sat back and took a deep gulp of ale.  Wounded pride was a reasonable emotion but not of much use with the challenges that remained.  


“You did what any of us would have,” he said, trying to relieve the guilt.


“It was foolish.  Their force is much bigger than we thought.”


“We aren’t finished yet.”


Jankin looked at him like he was crazy.  “The water gets ever deeper.”


“Then let’s not add tears of sorrow.  We must rise up to full strength and face down what threatens.”


“No,” Jankin said, shaking his head several times.  “All I can see ahead for us is complete darkness.”


“Oh, come on,” Rupert urged, drawing his chair closer.  “We can’t give up.  We still have many weapons and the people are resolute.”


Jankin did not respond.  Ranald appeared at their table, rubbing his hands together.  “Well, what brilliant plan have the two leading men in Ordefima cooked up.  I know I can rely on you.  I have a lot of property to protect in the Town.”


“We might be able to hold them off if the Wall stands,” Jankin said.


Rupert was taken aback by his brother’s sudden positivity, but was keen to grab the moment.  “We think we will prevail.  Ordefimans are too stubborn to be overcome by a pack of lizards.”


“Excellent to hear, boys,” Ranald said.  “I’ll look forward to getting this place to come alive again.  Its so dull and quiet like this.”


He strode away with a lively gait.  Rupert banged his glass down.


“So you’re with us,” he cried.  “I need you to take command of the Wall.”


Jankin shuffled his feet.  “My favourite place.”


“Let’s go there now, and assess the enemy.”


Jankin followed him without argument.  They reached the Highgreen Gates quickly and climbed up.  What was now almost a sea stretched out beneath them, a vast and stinking mass of swamp, venting steam in places.  The Gharids were visible as ever, sliding around across the top of the water, occasionally creating a splash with their long tails.


“Look at them all,” Jankin growled.  “Foul beasts!”


Rupert frowned.  “I think there’s less than yesterday.”


“They might have dropped deeper.”


“No.  That’s not it.  There’s a lot fewer.  Sentinel!”


The nearby guard came over and bowed his head in acknowledgement.  He was young and could not contain his grin at being spoken to by the Marquis.


“Have you been on duty much here?” Rupert asked him.


“Every morning and evening.  I’ve not missed one,” he replied.


“Excellent,” Rupert said with a smile.  “Would you say the Gharids have reduced in number?”


“Very much so, sir!”


“Told you,” Rupert said to Jankin.  


“And Gaticus has gone, too,” the sentinel added.


“What?”


“He wasn’t at the Keeper’s Lodge when I came on at dawn.”


“Thank you, officer, you can go back to your patrol.”


Rupert and Jankin strolled south, eying the pile of rubble that had been the Lodge, deep in thought.


“What’s he up to?” Rupert wondered.  “I thought he’d come right on in and hit us while we were reeling.”


“He’s waiting to for the water level to get higher.”


“If you hadn’t noticed, the rain has stopped.”


Rupert extended a palm as if he needed to check.  Jankin, with hand plunged in his pockets, sniffed.


“And I think the clouds are less thick this afternoon,” Rupert continued, his face lifted up giving him an air of hope.  “Maybe he’s lost his nerve.  Perhaps he’s happy with the Goblet and will leave us alone.”


“I wouldn’t get carried away.  He’s a slippery adversary.”


Rupert sensed Jankin was thinking again about the battle.  And he was, of course, right to be cautious.


“Maybe the attack will happen somewhere else,” Jankin speculated.


“I’ve got extra men patrolling the Lake.”


“Why?  I need them here.”


“Because that’s where Gharids have been coming onto land and we’ve been losing people.  The captain of the guard is directing operations there.  I have trust in him.”


“Yes, me too.”


“We are just going to have to wait and see.  We can’t risk any more expeditions onto the Waolings.”


Jankin narrowed his eyes.  “We must stay alert.  Our chances aren’t great.  This dominion is set to be smashed to pieces in no time.”


Rupert drew in a deep breath that came out with an unprompted laughing cough.  “Well, I’m glad to have you back,” he said and headed for the Home of Medicine.  Before he was out of earshot, Jankin called to him.


“Make sure Socha is being careful!”


Rupert smiled to hear Jankin show some care.  “I will.  She deserves to live in a world free of war.  We must protect her from it.”


He left Jankin, standing in defiance like a great statue, and the Wall seemed suddenly very high.






“Estella!  So good to see you.”


Socha’s greeting was genuine enough but was in part a lie.  She was disturbed by how pale the Tutelor of Illumination looked.  In the few days since they had last been together there was a noticeable fading.  When she greeted Socha in the hallway of her home, her touch, though still smooth, was cold.  Where she had once glowed with white light she was now just grey.  Her hair, normally electric with energy was lank and unkempt.  Socha sensed impending doom.


“It is kind of you to come.  I’m sorry I did not feel up to visiting the Balaltura today.  I have been so cold,” Estella said.


Socha could hear the shivering in her voice.  “Don’t worry, I needed to get out.  The rain has actually stopped this evening.”


“I hope you don’t want to go to the Circle.  A black river runs through it now and the stones are lifeless.”


“No,” Socha said.  “We can sit in your room.”


They went in, Estella signalled to her assistant to bring some tea, and sat at a small, round table.  It was a very modest living area for one of the leading figures of the dominion.  


“I’m sorry it’s so poky in here,” she apologised.  


“I guess you’ve never needed anything bigger.  You’re a woman of the sun and stars.  The vast sky runs through you.  You spend most of your hours outside.”  


Estella’s head dropped.  “Except this year.  I think it’s finally got on top of me.  The cloud is here to stay this time.  There’s so much beauty I can no longer see.”


“There’s been many meetings of the Court.  You’ve played a big part in the decisions,” Socha reminded her.


“Even that has become superficial.  We are at war, weapons make the rules, there is nothing more to say.”


Socha dropped onto her knees in front of the great mentor and gripped her cold hands again.  “I cannot bear to see you like this, though it would be unfair to ask you to be false.”


Estella’s face wrinkled into a smile as she gazed at her.  “And it is unfair of me to fill your heart with such gloom.” 


“Please don’t give up,” Socha pleaded.  “There is always a place for hope.”


“For you, yes.  The glory of my era has ended.  The light grows dim.  No magical brilliance is going to save me, I’m afraid.”


“Do you really think so?”


Estella did not have to answer.  Socha knew from the glaze across those grey eyes that the wise Tutelor spoke the truth.  She let her head fall into Estella’s lap along with her tears.  The old woman’s bony fingers gripped her hair in an effort to stop the suffering.  


“I feel so empty,” Socha said.


“I haven’t gone yet,” Estella said, giving her a shake.  “I’m still here for you.”


Socha looked up.  Estella pushed her thumb under Socha’s chin to lift her face further.  


“If you have love for me let me see your smile,” Estella said.  Socha complied and Estella felt a surge of air pass through her flat lungs.    “There it is.  The most wonderful sight in Ordefima.”


Socha held the grin for a moment and then it was gone, replaced by an expression of astonished sadness.


“Yet you are much troubled,” Estella observed.  “Please, return to your seat and share it with me.”


While she did as asked, smoothing out her dress and ruffling her hair, a girl came in with the tea.  They waited while it was served and they were alone again.  Socha toyed with her cup thoughtfully and took a few sips before beginning.


“So much is diminished.  The dominion, my role within it.  I am the Lady of the Goblet and there is no longer a goblet.  The brothers I have here are troubled.  Marcellus is gone.  Uncle Kester estranged and you say I will lose you too.  And yet all of this distress might count for nothing if the Gharids destroy us.


“I am like you, Estella.  I need the fresh air, the awe that nature provides, fresh grass under my bare feet, watching the breeze tickle the surface of the Lake into ripples.  As things are, I’m stuck in a cage.  I feel so….constricted!”


Estella nodded.  “That is the problem with cages.  And the more magnificent the bird the more tragic the scene becomes.”


Socha was briefly embarrassed by the grand compliment before shaking off her self pity.  She took a swift gulp of her drink.  


“But taking in the orphans of the Town has given me purpose.  In this way I can help and the rewards will be many.  I have such ambitions for them.  And thanks to you, I’ve got some of your girls to support me.   We’ve made great progress already, they are getting very good.  The children’s singing acts as a reminder as to why you are alive.  You must come and have a listen, tomorrow if you can.” 


“I will, I promise.”


After Socha’s impassioned outbursts they fell silent, only the click of the cups and the gentle sound of their breathing measured the passage of time.  


“Who could ever take over from you as the Tutelor?” Socha asked, after a spell of staring at the star chart on her wall.


“One of the girls here, presuming the sky ever clears and they are able to receive the light of the stones.”


“It has to.  With or without us it can’t stay like that forever.”


“Ordefima could become nothing more than an extension of the Waolings.”


Socha stood up and stretched her arms out wide.  “There is too much grace and beauty here for it to all be lost.  Something good will emerge from this, I know it.”


Estella sighed.  “All the while you live amongst us the dominion has every chance.”


Suddenly, the room began to shake.  Estella clutched the chair as Socha stumbled while she attempted to regain her balance before making it over to the window and pushing the curtain to one side.  There was a deep rumbling from the ground and the ceiling showered dust down onto them.  She clutched at the frame and pressed her face to the glass, before backing away.


“Oh no! I think we need to get out of here.”  






Meanwhile, Rupert had returned to the Balaltura to find Halbert, Tutelor of Lessons, sitting in the lounge, sipping a glass of wine.  There was a pile of books on the chair beside him.  His gentle features folded into pleasant acknowledgement and he stood immediately to share a hug with his former pupil.


“I see you are being looked after!” Rupert joked, pointing to Halbert’s drink.


“Bozan insisted I have it,” he said.


“You didn’t argue too much, I know you.” 


Halbert did a brief, guilty jig.  “I haven’t had a decent drink in weeks.”


Rupert patted him on the shoulder.  “You are welcome.”


They sat down opposite one another and Rupert removed his coat.  “What brings you up here?” he asked.


“I promised Socha some educational stuff for the orphans.”


“She’s doing a great job with them.”


“Of course.  She’s perfect for them.  The kind of trauma they’ve suffered is highly unusual and beyond our normal scope at the Home of Lessons.  Once they’ve settled and the Gharids are beaten they can return to us.”


“I’m glad to hear you talking so positively about the future.  I’ve been with Jankin and he is gloomier than ever.”


“You can’t blame him this time.  It was a horrible business at the Luroghs.”


“Agreed.”


Rupert turned his head and frowned.  “So where is my sister?”


“Bozan said she’d gone down to see Estella.”


Rupert got up and went to to look outside as if he might be able to see as far as the Circle.  “It’s getting dark.  She’s supposed to be taking extra care.”


“Rupert, I hear the frustration in your voice, but you realise that wild spirit of hers is beyond control,” Halbert said, dropping his head back with a laugh.


“I was hoping she’d changed a bit with such a terrible threat on our doorstep.”


“She’s due soon.  Coming home for dinner apparently.”


Rupert stood and pictured Socha, skipping through the streets in her fine summer dress, her hair full and riotous, and felt a strange mixture of pride and vexation.  His father suffered a similar agony over her, but the stakes were so much higher now, he thought.  He scratched his bearded chin.  Whatever she did, she had his full and unconditional love.


“Speaking of dinner,” he said, slapping his thigh.  “You must join us.”


“That would be nice,” Halbert said, knowing supplies were slightly better at the Balaltura despite Rupert’s efforts to impose equality across the dominion.  


Suky came in at this point.  Seeing Rupert’s questioning look she held up a thin, defensive hand.


“I haven’t been here all day.  I just came back to check on my cat.”


“Has he moved?” Rupert enquired.


“No.  I passed out some food.  He ate it soon enough but won’t be drawn inside.”


Halbert was naturally confused so they explained the morning’s discovery and Suky’s interpretation of the meaning.  “That animal is less optimistic about our future than you,” Rupert said to him. 


Halbert shrugged.  “I’m a teacher.  What would I know?” he said, with a chuckle.
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