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In a deep cavern, thirteen figures processed to a long stone table set with food by cowering slaves, who scuttled away into the darkness as soon as it became clear they would not be needed. The thirteen did not tolerate an audience.

“Curse this stranger!” Szarvas, one time priest of Alator, suddenly snarled, flinging a stripped lamb bone off into the darkness.

Gyevicha, priest of Ratis, cocked an ear to listen for the sounds of slaves scurrying to claim the discarded bone, but there were none. Then hissed,

“Patience, you fool!”

“Patience? Why should we be patient?” Khuvrat of Unseni, snapped. “After all these years? After suffering at the hands of that cursed emperor? It’s time for retribution, not patience!”

“Because we wish our vengeance on those who stole our kingdom to be complete. To utterly crush the impostors!” Kundajik of Thetys explained with ill-concealed impatience. “You know this! Fifty long years it’s taken us to find our way out of the wreckage of the Empire, but now we have the means to return to the life we had. Do not mess this up for us, Szarvas, or I shall not be the only one whose wrath you feel!”

“Indeed it won’t!” Gyevicha agreed.

They were congregated in the cavern they had set up for their own private rituals, located beneath a cliff-top tower looking out to sea, and overlooking the city state of Lastva. However Lastva had served its purpose as a temporary refuge, and now the thirteen of the Khol-Reyne had their eyes set on the object of their desires for so many years – the old kingdom they had left two centuries ago. Except that something was very wrong with it. Even from this distance, which was several days’ voyage along the coast of the great continent which backed Lastva with a vast mountain range, they already knew that the kingdom as they had known it was no more.

So far, they had traced only the old duchy of the dukes of Palma, which had once sat up in high hills above the sprawling capital city of Tyhros. No doubt other fragments of the kingdom remained, but the duchy had been the easiest to reach because of the residual connection which remained to the Gift. Sadly, the current line of dukes seemed to have forgotten their place and had been masquerading as rulers in their own right. Something which the Khol-Reyne had been quick to chastise them for! The sheer effrontery of the Palma-Fayre family had, they felt, forced their hand into being more brutal than they might have been had Duke Tervel co-operated. But Tervel had proved to be an idiot, and only after being summarily dismissed by him had they discovered that the real ruler of the duchy was his brother Gabor – a discontented regent who had proved to be much more malleable.

That hadn’t saved Tervel’s oldest son, Morency, though. They had been forced to kill him in order to ensure that even Gabor would take their threats seriously. And then catastrophe had struck. They had been holding the younger of Tervel’s two sons hostage against Gabor breaking his word – the Khol-Reyne had no intention of walking into a trap when they returned to the kingdom! Yet young Marcus had proven to be trial all of his own, the final indignity heaped on them by him being his insane decision to leap from the tower’s outer walls rather than remain with them a moment longer. The captive mage they had in the dungeon had been told to halt Marcus’ descent, but somewhere in the mix of his Power and their Gift something dreadful had happened. Inexplicably there had appeared a connection with somewhere else. Somewhere not of their world. And even as Marcus had blinked out of sight and then reappeared, but as little more than a smear on the dockyard cobbles, another man had also come into being. A man who was almost identical to Marcus in appearance, but very different in mind and spirit. A man who had proved to be the stuff their nightmares were made of.

Now that man had survived their attempts on his life. How they could not begin to guess, but there was also something very peculiar going on up in the palace of Al-dushara with Duke-regent Gabor.

“What’s happening with the puppet, Gabor?” Ashina asked of Hyonite of Aelapis.

“His usefulness has come to an end,” the priest of the god of earth answered dispassionately. “He sits alone in our empty palace without even servants. He has no idea of where the stranger has gone to. My sister Maniakh, here, has had more success with the gryphes regarding that place. I have abandoned the impostor duke. When we get to the palace, we shall no doubt have to get a slave to remove his withered corpse, for since I made him search the bodies, he sits weeping all day and never moves from his room, not even to go and find food. My brother Termecsu was not to blame for the stranger’s escape.”

Hyonite referred to Termecsu and Maniakh as his brother and sister, not because of any blood bond between them, but because the gods they served had been siblings, and old habits died hard when you were over two centuries old. And the time they had spent in the DeÁine Emperor’s prison had brought them that bitter gift of extended life. The emperor had wanted them kept alive to be questioned, and so his priests had infused the thirteen with the Power to prolong their existence. Moreover, his torturers had been the masters of exquisite agony which never quite killed, so that for over a century the Khol-Reyne had prayed for a death which never came. When the DeÁine Empire fell, the thirteen had stumbled like moles out of the darkness of the lower reaches of the imperial palace, little more than skin and bone and certainly no longer sane, and at first had done nothing more than fight for survival with all the millions of others whose lives had suddenly lost all direction. But in the back of the Khol-Reyne’s minds was one burning thought which forced them back towards their old kingdom – who had betrayed them? Who had deliberately overthrown their kingdom and left their kidnapping un-avenged?

It had taken time, but now they were restored to their strength and were close enough to home to reach out and touch the Gift. It had been a delight of orgasmic sweetness to feel the familiar tingling inside their heads. To feel the heat of the Gift rising once more. And revenge had finally come within their grasp.

Yet the first delicious morsel of revenge had wandered into their grasp when they had barely made that first contact. There, all alone, had come Eliavres, once one of the most powerful beings in all of the world, a DeÁine, and until their great defeat, one of their emperor’s exiled priests, one of the nine Abend. And now the Khol-Reyne found that if this great mage was far less than he had once been, their time in the DeÁine priests’ hands had conversely made them something more than they had been when they had first arrived in that distant land. To their delight and his undying horror, Eliavres was made their prisoner, and the instrument by which they would extract an even greater revenge than that first planned for their betrayers.

Now Kundajik turned and threw a shank of lamb to the bundle of rags in the corner of the room. “Come dog-Abend! Time for you to earn your food once more!”
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The seven fleeing from the dangers of Al-dushara stopped that night for only a couple of hours to rest the horses and to eat. For once, Olwine insisted that Mark rest and let everyone else do what was necessary, and he felt too rough to argue. There had been no further sign of any of the weird stone beasts from the palace dogging their trail, and they could but hope that they were moving steadily out of their range. How far that might have to be they didn’t know, and suspected that even if the elderly Myster Ratbod had been with them, that was a question he wouldn’t have been able to answer. Through the haze of pain in his chest, Mark was aware of Lyris saying he was their good luck talisman, and he had to be alright. Luckily Olwine intervened at that point and told them to let him sleep, which saved him from having to answer that.

For a start off, he wasn’t so sure that he was alright – ‘had to’ or not. Hoisting Lyris’ father, Gabor, across his shoulders to make a run for it had been hard enough at the time. Now, though, Mark was aware of a dreadful deep ache, punctuated by searing stabbing pains if he took too deep a breath. When the wound had been fresh, he’d had all the expertise of modern Western medicine working to save him. Here, he was back in a world which, if not quite medieval, was certainly barely up to the seventeenth- or eighteenth-century medical standards of his own time and place, and if he was bleeding internally then he knew his life would be seriously in danger. And even if he only fell too sick to travel, he knew that Commander Rufus Sionnach would order the others to leave him and ride on. That didn’t make Rufus callous – just acutely aware of the dangers both behind and possibly ahead – and in his boots Mark would probably make the same unpalatable decision.

And yet his luck held, for they saw nothing of any strange beasts in the sky as the dawn came up. Nothing to indicate that their escape had been noticed, let alone that they might be being pursued. So the next day they rode more slowly and stopped sooner. Mark had a sneaking suspicion Olwine had badgered Rufus into the early halt, but he fell into his blanket and was asleep before he could summon up the strength to argue with her. Yet a long night’s sleep did more than anything to revive him. Come the morning the pain in his chest had calmed to a dull ache – bad enough for him to happily allow the others to do any heavy lifting, and to be helped up onto the horse to save him from having to haul himself up onto it, but reassured in his own mind that he hadn’t done permanent damage to the scar tissue, nor was he bleeding internally.

By the time they were within sight of the north coast of the island of Dushan two days later, he’d recovered enough to take part in the urgently needed discussions as to what they should do next, and where to go. However, he was aware of a strange new tension within the group, something which was stopping them from all sitting down together easily. It had happened sometime during that long night when he’d been sleeping the sleep of the dead, of that much he was sure. He had vague memories of partially surfacing to hear raised voices, Olwine’s in particular, and finally, when they reached the coast road at the end of yet another day, and everyone was still dancing around one another, he decided he had to confront her.

Apart from their location provoking his action, he’d woken that morning to a sarcastic remark from Gabor, of all people.

“Lucky you to be so popular,” the older man had said bitterly as he trailed in Rufus’ wake with wood for the cooking fire. “Quick to point the finger of blame, aren’t you!”

That really woke Mark up! Had it been Lyris who’d told her father of their suspicions regarding Gabor possibly killing his brother Tervel? If so, then it had been a foolish move. But in the back of his mind there was the half-memory of that huge row. Somewhere in the hazy recollection he was now sure he’d heard the word ‘murderer’ floating around, or rather being shouted in anger, but by whom he couldn’t tell.

So after breakfast he followed Olwine to where she was brushing bits out of the horses’ coats before saddling them again. Reaching over the horse he caught her hand in mid brushstroke.

“Olwine, what in God’s name is going on? What happened while I was asleep? This can’t go on with everyone dancing around each other. We’re a small group, not an army. We have to get on with one another, now more than ever if we’re to go into another country.”

Olwine raised her eyes to his and gave him a tight-lipped smile. “I’m sorry, this is all my fault ...no, actually I’m not that sorry. A lot of what I said has been brewing up inside me for months and months.”

Mark felt his heart sink. Please let this not be something which wouldn’t heal over. “I’m sorry, but I need more than that.”

He let her hand go and she gave a couple more vigorous swipes of the stiff brush she held in her palm, then sighed and leaned her head against the horse.

“I’m sorry, Mark. It’s not your fault this happened.”

That made Mark wince inside already. Bloody hell, not some girlie spat over who got to ride with him or something, surely? He would’ve thought all three women above that. Or was it him dragging them away from their home, and some of them still not seeing the larger picture and how it was inevitable? Please God, not that either!

“You were nearly falling out of the saddle,” Olwine explained. “Rufus was insisting we rode on again, but I told him you could go no further. He said you had to, and I reined in and told him that if he was putting Gabor first over the man who’d just rescued him, then he’d better ride on and I’d stay with you. It was pretty much decided by you almost falling out of the saddle the moment we pulled up. I only just caught you. If you’d toppled the other way you would’ve had some cracking bruises by now. But Rufus wasn’t happy.”

“So you argued once the camp was set? I vaguely remember hearing you and him shouting.”

Olwine nodded miserably. “I know he was just desperate to get us far away from Al-dushara as fast as possible, but he was being unreasonable about it. But the last straw was Lyris chipping in about how we now had to look after her father first.” She now looked Mark in the eye. “I’m tired too, after all of this. Too tired, maybe, but all the things which have been stacking up just came out, and I told a few truths that didn’t go down very well.”

“Oh crap,” Mark sighed. “Like what?”

Now Olwine blushed and looked away again. “Well for a start I told Lyris she was a spoilt brat.”

“Ouch!”

“But she is! Honestly, Mark, ever since you saved her from that assassin in the palace when you first arrived, she’s been swooning around over you like some moonstruck teenager! I could stomach that up until she tried telling us that her father took priority over you. Talk about wanting to have her cake and eat it!” As Mark felt a quiet dread building up, she justified herself in more reasonable terms. “You were, to all intents, wounded in that rescue of Gabor. I demanded of Rufus, when had he ever left a wounded man deliberately behind before? I know he doesn’t do that. But because your wound isn’t bleeding all over the place he was just ignoring it. I said, would he do the same if your leg was broken? No blood but all twisted nonetheless? He didn’t like me challenging him like that and tried to tell me to shut up.”

“Oh dear,” Mark sighed, instantly realising that that had been the worst thing Rufus could have done. He should have got Olwine off to one side and let her vent to him alone, but then Rufus was no doubt as tired as everyone else and not thinking too straight either.

“That was just... Aach! ...I flew at him. Told him if he’d not been fussing around Gabor so much these last few years, he might have been fitter and been the one to carry his friend.” Now she blushed at the memory of what she’d said. “I’m afraid I told him he was only a couple of years older than you – unlike the gap between him and Marcus – but that he forgot that when it suited him. I told him he should be ashamed of himself for letting you carry his friend all that way. That Gabor had been no less heavy for you than he would’ve been for him. And I’m afraid I said something to the effect that for what little he’s been able to tell us of our enemies, Gabor doesn’t deserve much consideration – especially given what we think he’s done!” She wrinkled her nose in a grimace. “Sorry, but that rather all came out in a flood!”

“Then I turned on Lyris. I couldn’t seem to stop myself. I told her in no uncertain terms that her bloody father would still be back in that cursed valley if not for you. That the man she’d been all gooey-eyed over had been the one to rescue him, not the man he’d supposedly been friends with for so many years. Lyris started to tell me I was a nasty piece of work, and Elias tried to tell her to leave it be, but she just turned on him and told him how dare he tell her, a duke’s daughter, what to do.

“That was when I really lost the last shreds of control. I tore into her. I demanded how she had the nerve to call me nasty when she could treat the man who’d loved her dearly for years and years so spitefully? I told her she uses Elias’ love for her when it suits her, and brushes him off when it doesn’t, and that he deserved better from her than that for all the things in the past he’d done for her. I told her she uses people without ever thinking about them. And she does, Mark! She stamps all over them without a second thought!

“I said she didn’t treat Teryl any better. Another person who loves her dearly. Teryl has watched over her for years too, and Lyris plays on the fact that, while Teryl loves Lyris as she would a partner for life, Lyris flaunts her flirting with all the court men in Teryl’s face. And I told her that! That she never stops to think how she wounds Teryl with her simpering around pretty boys who aren’t worthy to shine Teryl’s boots, and that it’s all the worse because she does it right in front of Teryl’s nose in the courts.”

By now tears were starting to slide down Olwine’s cheeks. “I’m sorry, Mark. I know it’s crap timing, but I’m so fed up with the way both of them act around men. So when Teryl started to tell me that I had no idea of how she felt, I ended up yelling back that she knew even less about me. That because she’s so cursed pretty, she might have trouble with discipline with new recruits, but that she gets away with taunting men as much as Lyris does. So much so that neither of them considers the feelings of the men they flaunt their attractiveness at, and then just walk away from. 

“But in the last couple of years it’s got to be such a habit it’s become callous. And that’s how they were treating you! You’d served their purpose, so what did it matter if now you couldn’t keep up? I told them that if they couldn’t summon the common decency to be grateful for the fact that you’ve been the only one who had an idea of how to deal with all this weirdness, at least they should have had the wit to see we might need you again in the future.”

“Bloody hell!” Mark intoned softly. “You didn’t spare anyone, did you?” Yet he could see where Olwine was coming from. She, at least, was trying to adapt to the new situation, and the frustration of the others hardly trying had just tipped her over the edge. But what to do about it? Would he make matters worse if he spoke to each of the others? 

He patted Olwine on the hand, feeling very sorry for her as the one woman in the group who was regularly overlooked, and at the same time incredibly grateful for her loyalty and kindness to him. If she hadn’t stood up for him while he was all but out cold, he could see that he might well have woken up on a hillside all alone except for the horse. Of the whole damned lot, she was the one he thought worth saving at the moment. As for the others, he could have banged all of their heads together.

Without realising it he straightened his shoulders and openly marched as he walked away from Olwine and over to Rufus, looking very much the soldier again.

“A word!” he said bluntly, as Rufus sat sharpening his sword on a rock a few feet away from the others.

“You don’t tell me what to do,” Rufus replied bitterly, not moving.

“Shift your arse now or I’ll fucking kick it!” Mark hissed softly, reverting to sergeant mode, making Rufus blink and realise the Mark was perfectly positioned to do just that. Throwing the sword onto the grass in disgust, Rufus got up and walked with him out of earshot of the others.

“Now you listen to me!” Mark snarled, right in Rufus’ startled face. “You do not leave a man behind! Not me! Not anyone! And if all this sulking is because Olwine tore you a new arsehole in front of everyone else ...‘A’, that’s because you fucking deserved it!

“You’re her commander, but you aren’t behaving like it at the moment. I know this whole situation has thrown everyone way out of their comfort zone, but you need to start adapting and thinking differently. And ‘B’, if this is you getting your underwear in a twist because you still love Olwine, but she was sticking up for me instead, I bloody warned you, mate! I told you you needed to tell her how you feel about her. Did you? ...No, I’m guessing not!

“So stop blaming me for that! You could still salvage something from the wreckage, if that’s still what you want, but whichever way it is, grow some fucking balls and stop behaving like kid a quarter of your age! I can’t carry everyone on this fucking expedition and I need your help, or we’ll all end up as bloody gryphon food!”

He left a stunned Rufus watching his retreat, open-mouthed, and went to find Elias. Lyris and Teryl he wouldn’t even try to confront yet, but the small spy was someone he liked a lot, and was the other person whose help he couldn’t do without.

He found Elias in the other direction, gathering berries off a tangled bush.

“Useful extra rations,” Elias said on seeing him, but there was a weary resignation in his voice which hadn’t been there before.

“I need to talk to you,” Mark said much more politely than he had to Rufus, knowing that he’d need to take a different tack. “Look, Elias, I know it must have hurt beyond words to have Olwine blurt your feelings for Lyris out to everyone like that. I’m really sorry, mate.”

Elias gave him a tired smile. “It wasn’t just that. I think everyone but Gabor knew it anyway. It’s just that the way she said it made me feel like I’d been such a fool for so very long. Such a silly old fool. Believing for so long that it was fine if I just kept pretending that it was enough for me to love her. 

“Oh, not Olwine saying I was stupid – she never said that! I meant me not realising it. I knew deep down that I never stood a proper chance with Lyris, but I tried to pretend because it was less painful that way. Stupid. So very stupid! All I got instead was used.”

“No-one uses their head where love’s concerned,” Mark sympathised. “Fuck me, you should have seen the mess I made of things back in my old life! I not only married the wrong woman, I had a lovely daughter with her who now’s going to grow up without her dad around – and that wasn’t just because of me being here! It happened well before I fell into this place. Her mother had taken her thousands of miles away long before that. We all make fools of ourselves, Elias. And speaking of fools. Lyris has made a fool of herself too. I’ve never once encouraged her, you know.”

“I know,” Elias said quickly to halt any further words. “It’s just that Olwine made me see things in a different light. I realised that you weren’t the first competitor I’d had for Lyris, just the first one I’d actually had to watch her flirting with! The one who I finally couldn’t ignore.”

Mark felt an uncomfortable sense of relief at that. Thank heavens Elias was seeing it in some kind of context, and wasn’t blaming him! That helped no end.

“Then can I ask for your help,” Mark asked gently. “This can’t go on, this thing where everyone’s avoiding everyone else. I’ve tried to put some backbone into Rufus again, but you know these people better than me. Can you talk to Rufus and get him to stop sulking over Olwine siding with me against him? You two aren’t in such very different positions.”

“Nor Teryl,” sighed Elias, thinking once again that it was so much easier dealing with Mark himself than the effect he had on others. The soldier was right, wholly right, and Elias was already nodding in agreement as Mark said,

“We’ve got to start functioning as a team again, Elias, or we might as well pack our bags and go and find refuge in Rufus’ home islands, or wherever, and forget about trying to help everyone else.”

“I’ll speak to them,” the spy agreed, and walked off in the direction of Teryl.

The other female captain sought Mark out not long afterwards. She held out her hand as a peace offering and Mark took it, although a little bemused at the speed of her coming around.

“I’d been thinking this was getting out of hand,” Teryl said ruefully. “Bloody stupid time for friends to fall out!”

Mark relaxed. “No, don’t kick yourself that hard. Everyone’s more tired than they’ve been in ages, I would guess, and it’s been stressful beyond belief to have to abandon your home in the face of such a bloody strange attack. It’s no wonder you’ve all been feeling raw inside.”

“Raw inside,” Teryl sighed. “What a good way of putting it! I feel like someone’s scrubbed my soul with a yard broom!” Then flinched in surprise as Mark put an arm around her shoulders and hugged her. That much solidarity she hadn’t expected, and to her own intense embarrassment she was suddenly in floods of tears, sobbing on his shoulder.

“Feel better now?” he asked with a smile, as she finally pulled away and hurriedly retrieved a handkerchief to blow her streaming nose on.

“Oh Sattada, what next! Me, crying on a man’s shoulder!” Teryl said with a wobbly laugh.

“Well me getting a soggy shirt is a lot less damaging than you losing it and screaming at the others when you get to Olwine’s state.”

Teryl blinked as what he said sank in. She was so used to Olwine being the calm, coping one, it hadn’t occurred to her that her friend had been in real distress when she’d had her yelling fit the other day. “Sattada help me!” she said contritely. “I think I’d better go and speak to Olwine!” and Mark breathed a quiet sigh of relief.

By the time they were mounting up again, the tension within the group had sunk measurably. Olwine and Teryl were riding side by side and talking quietly but animatedly. Rufus and Elias were also side by side and speaking, if not in such volumes, and Lyris and Gabor were just the two left glowering at everyone else.

“Let’s get into Levand and see what news we can find out!” Mark called to them all, and led the way off down to the road.

They left Gabor and Lyris outside of the town with Rufus, and went in as two couples to be more inconspicuous. Elias had already told them that he thought it wouldn’t be a good idea to seek passage in Levand itself.

“It’s not the leaving but the landing that’s the problem,” he elaborated for Mark’s benefit. “From Levand you normally cross to Saksin, and that’s a big place! And rather worse, it’s the port on the Jastrovian Empire’s side where Gabor and Emperor Jeno have met up in the past. We really don’t want to be taking Gabor into there! We’ll find a ship somewhere else to cross to one of the quieter ports. But because Levand and Saksin are constantly in touch with one another, and Saksin’s in touch with a lot of what goes on with the rest of the empire, Levand is the place on this side of the sound where we’ll find news of what’s happening across the water.”

Teryl and Elias went one way, and Olwine and Mark the other, with a promise to meet up again down at the harbour. When they did meet up, Olwine and Mark had little to tell in the way of good news.

“Word has reached here of our evacuation of Staer-Dushan, and the damage done to the town,” Olwine told Elias and Teryl. “Sounds like a fast ship came around the eastern coast. About the only thing we could find out was that it wasn’t one of the ones with our refugees on board, so I think we can assume that they all took the south coast route to get to the western ports as we planned. But of course that means that we’re not going to get word on how well that all went.”

Mark sighed. “I sincerely hope that despite not having Lyris on board to speak on their behalf, that everything else goes to plan. That the merchants in the western ports aren’t as bad as the ones in Staer-Dushan.”

“Well the guildsmen of Drava and Hellas are our own,” Teryl said defensively, “whereas the ones you had to force to take on refugees were, by and large, Vyatic guildsmen. And what do you think they’re going to do?”

“Take the money and run!” Mark declared cynically, thinking of the Palma family treasury which had been taken on board one of the Vyatic vessels by Teryl herself.

“They’ll have to find it first!” Teryl riposted smugly. “You didn’t think I’d be daft enough to leave it where that bunch of vultures could find it, did you? It’s behind a bulkhead – but only Olwine and I know which one!”

Both Mark and Elias were suitably surprised, but then were quick to praise the two female captains’ quick-thinking. However, that wasn’t all.

“We couldn’t get much in the way of any other definite news,” Mark told the other pair, “but there are some disturbing rumours reaching here of the Vyatic Republic having begun actively trading with the Narwal Horde.”

“What?” exclaimed both Teryl and Elias, with Elias adding, “What in the name of the thirteen gods made them decide to do that? I can’t imagine what common cause those two could make which would overcome decades of downright vitriolic animosity!”

“No, neither could I,” Olwine agreed, “but the fishermen we spoke to had had it from some coastal traders whom they trust, and they were quite adamant that there’s some kind of weird trade pact going on between those two. I think we have to take the idea seriously, at least until we can prove it’s wrong. And speaking of the weird and strange, there’s also a rumour that the previous Jastrovian Emperor is making a bid to take back his throne.”

“What? Moyerin Khazarig?” Teryl said with a half-spluttered laugh. “Oh come on! You must be joking! When he went into exile he was as mad as sea-swimming cat – and he can’t have got any better since then! No, I don’t believe it! Khazarig couldn’t have held onto any idea for long enough to act on it, let alone organise the kind of army needed to retake the Imperial throne from as good a soldier as Jeno. And you have to give Jeno that much credit – he’s the best soldier they’ve had as emperor in over a century.”

However Mark was already shaking his head in warning. “No, maybe not, but who said he got the army together? Do you see what I mean? If the Khol-Reyne could reach out over the distance from Lastva to Dushan to manipulate Gabor, then is it beyond belief to think they may have had a hand in this? And let’s not forget that we don’t know how long they were at Lastva for. Elias, when you went there looking for Marcus, was there any hint of how long they’d been there? You see I’m wondering whether they tapped into the minds of some vulnerable people at Lastva and got them to take Marcus for them before they themselves actually got there. And if that was the case, might they have decided to stir up some trouble in the Empire?”

Elias winced. “I couldn’t say they didn’t. It was so cursed hard getting anyone to say anything in Lastva that you might be right and I wouldn’t know. And you’re right about the Empire. All that chaos Jeno talked about when he came to see us could just have been the aftermath – the logical consequence – of something our enemies set in motion. Something they didn’t need to be there in person to do. Ratis rot it! The rumours about Khazarig could be right,” and everyone momentarily looked very glum, lost in their own thoughts of what this might mean and do to their plans.

“And what did you two discover?” Olwine asked. “Hopefully it’s better news than ours.”

“I’m not sure it’s better,” Elias said cautiously, “but it’s bloody interesting! The first thing is that, quite aside from whatever is happening in the Jastrovian Empire, the duchy isn’t the only part of the old kingdom to suffer. Word is coming in via the north-coast traders that something has gone very wrong in Triqlinia.”

“Alator help us!” Olwine gulped. “What sort of wrong?”

Teryl pulled a face. “That’s rather harder to say! It’s more a case of all news and trade from Triqlinia drying up. Nothing’s coming out of there. Not a bloody thing! If the Jastrovians didn’t have enough on their plates with this threat from the north you’ve told us about, I suspect the Triqlinians would be in real danger of being taken over by the empire. 

“You see, the narrow bridge of land between the two is normally heavily guarded by both sides, but the Jastrovians suddenly realised some weeks ago that the opposite border guards had gone. Just upped and left! By the sound of it, one or two of the Jastrovian captains couldn’t resist doing a couple of sorties into the kingdom, but after they’d got further than they had any right to, they realised that they’d be going rather too deep into the kingdom if they kept going. And they had enough sense to be worried by that! I don’t know – maybe they feared that their former emperor might have got some new allies and come around to attack them from the rear? We didn’t hear that, but it might be so.”

“But you don’t think it’s that?” Mark asked, looking at the dubious expressions on the other three faces. Knowing almost nothing of any of the duchy’s neighbours, he was having to trust to the others’ assessments with this.

Elias wrinkled his nose and rocked a hand to indicate his indecision. “I wouldn’t say it’s impossible – it’s more than feasible! But no, I don’t think so. And to come at a new enemy as big as the Kingdom, at the same time as he’s trying to take back his old territories, would take a lot of planning! And some substantial allies! 

“The one thing you’d need to take over Triqlinia is a combined army and navy, because it’s geographically many times the size of the duchy and its people are far more spread out. So you’d take one port and then have to do it all over again with the next one down the coast, while at the same time leaving enough of a force behind to make sure that the Triqlinians didn’t come in your wake and take the first one back again. Do you see? It’s not harsh terrain, but Triqlinia would be a tough nut to crack by force.”

Mark took a grateful gulp of the fresh fruit juice they’d all bought from a quay-side stall-holder. “So are you telling me that, like us, the Triqlinians are more likely to be suffering from some crisis internally?”

Teryl and Elias nodded.

“They don’t have the Gift to contend with,” Teryl expanded, “but if these people who have the Gift in their control can cause so much chaos in the duchy, what’s to say that they can’t cause a different kind of trouble in Triqlinia? Remember, we told you that at the conference we had when Duke Tervel died, that the Triqlinians had lost their king around the same time as we lost Morency? Even then we thought those deaths too coincidental! Now it looks as though they might be on the receiving end of the same plotting as us, and for a second time.”

Olwine swirled her juice thoughtfully. “But if Gabor is right, and this really is the Khol-Reyne, then that would sort of make sense, wouldn’t it? After all, Triqlinia was very much part of the old kingdom of Tyhros too. Although I can’t begin to understand their venom.”

“Senility from having lived so long?” Mark suggested dryly.

“May the gods help us if that’s the case,” Teryl said with a shiver. “How do you combat an enemy whose plans don’t even have any sane objectives?”

“Oh, I didn’t say they didn’t have any objectives,” Mark corrected her with a wry smile. “They definitely have something in mind! It’s their motives for doing it which I’m thinking might be sliding steadily down the slope of insanity!”

“And talking of insanity,” said Elias, “our other news is that we’ve heard something of both Jeno, and of what we can now guess is Khazarig’s force! A sailor told me that Jeno is spreading the word that he’s calling for all men to join him up by Trader’s Bay. He’s assembling his force to the east of Dhaspara City. Now when I heard that, it made no sense. But after what you’ve said, that makes me think that he’s determined to deny Khazarig the crossing of the bar between Dhaspara and Irtysh. To keep Dhaspara Province even if he has nothing else left of his old empire.” He smiled at Mark. “It’s a bloody good place to make his stand too! No big open plains where an enemy army might overwhelm him by sheer weight of numbers. And there’s plenty of high land on the far side of the isthmus to give Khazarig’s force trouble; and plenty of support and supplies on this side for his own men. Jeno will have all the advantages as he fights his way north, and a good defensive point behind him to fall back to if necessary.”

Mark looked to the three of them. “Can I ask you, then, before we go back to Gabor, should we be looking to join with this Jeno? I’ve never met him, you have. Or are we simply swapping the danger of the Vyatic Republic’s possibly corrupt influence in our western ports for a dangerous pact with the Jastrovians?”

All three thought hard on that.

“I think Jeno’s a good deal more honourable than the Republic’s money-grabbing guildsmen,” Olwine offered first. “If he says he’ll help the duchy, then he will. Whereas I wouldn’t trust the Republic even if they all had their hands on holy books as they made their promises.”

“And he’s always valued the duchy’s place at the centre of the Tyhrion Sea,” Teryl added. “He saw it as vital to have a neutral place to meet to discuss treaties, and we fulfilled that role very well.”

“So are we agreed that our best chance of getting help is to go and try to ally ourselves to this former emperor Jeno, or whatever he is now?” Mark asked. “Only I’m sorry to have to say this, but I think we have to present our findings to Gabor in the light of whichever way we want to go. Don’t give him any room to confuse things.”

“What about Rufus?” Teryl wondered. “I don’t want to be upsetting things with him all over again.”

Mark gave her a reassuring smile. “Oh I trust Rufus! But of all of you, I think he finds it hardest to go against what Gabor wants – a case of old habits dying hard, and Gabor was his friend for many years. There’s still a good deal of loyalty there, which is to Rufus’ credit, but means we must not put him in a position where he has to choose between Gabor and us.”

“I think Jeno should be our next move,” Teryl said firmly, and Olwine and Elias agreed with her.

“But there’s one more thing,” Olwine said, suddenly looking gloomier. “I’m afraid I’ve been doing what Ratbod did – thinking while we’ve at last had time to breathe a bit.” She seemed to brace herself. “I need to say this to you three while Rufus isn’t here, because I’ve spoken to him about it, and he’s told me to forget it. But I think he’s wrong. You see, I can’t forget those three men of mine who died protecting Jeno, or whoever, from that assassin, right back when we first started wondering what was going wrong.” 

She waved a reassuring hand in Teryl and Elias’ direction. “I don’t mean I’m dwelling on it in some morbid way. They were soldiers who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, however much I liked them as people. No, what bothers me is what that assassin was actually doing. Do you see? If it was really Gabor who ordered his brother’s death ...who, then, was the assassin meant for? He couldn’t have been coming to the palace to take part in Gabor’s schemes to become duke for real, because the men Gabor had hired for that were already down in the city doing their worst!”

“Gods help us!” Teryl gulped, “I’d not thought of that! You’re right. When you were tackling that man, we’d already searched the palace several times, so Tervel was already down in the city and possibly dead too.” Then she blinked and looked hard at Olwine. “Oh! Was that why you called Gabor a murderer? You weren’t just thinking of Tervel but your men as well?”

Olwine nodded. “It makes my blood run cold, but I keep asking myself, just how many deaths was Gabor the guiding hand behind? Did he know another assassin was coming? And if so, who for? Jeno? Or – may Sattada intervene – for Rufus? Or was he himself the target of that assassin? Did the Khol-Reyne think that in getting rid of Tervel as the last barrier, that they didn’t need Gabor either? You see that would explain why we’ve seen no other signs of assassins around the court, because if they’ve been listening in on briefings through Gabor, or pumping him for information afterwards, they’d know of Rufus’ decision to find Marcus.”

“And at that stage they realised they’d need Gabor still alive after all, to watch for them if nothing else,” Teryl concluded.

Elias groaned. “Curses! How many more complications! But why did Rufus dismiss your fears?”

Olwine shrugged. “Maybe he still can’t accept that Gabor would stoop so low as to try and kill him too? After all, Gabor and Tervel had been fighting one another, verbally if nothing more, since they were boys in the nursery. They might have been brothers, but they certainly weren’t friends. They didn’t remotely like one another, let alone love each other. But Rufus and Gabor had been really close.”

“I see what you mean,” said Mark. “It would imply that either his madness even back then was deeper than we’ve feared – in which case we need to be far more alert to his current seeming sanity – or there’s now a truly evil streak in Gabor, irrespective of whether it’s being controlled by the Khol-Reyne!”

“That’s a grim thought,” Elias said with an expression of distaste.

“It is,” agreed Olwine, “and no less a threat, even if Rufus won’t admit it.” She gave a sigh of relief. “Thank the gods you three can see it! I was starting to think maybe I was getting paranoid, but that cursed assassin with the bronze mask won’t get out of my dreams! I mean, it’s hardly going to be a way Gabor would choose of committing suicide, is it? He’s hardly going to have written, or sent a message, to whoever saying ‘I’ve got rid of my brother, the city’s yours, oh, and finish me off while you’re at it’!”

“No,” Mark agreed, “he was talking too much of saving his own skin when Rufus, Elias and I confronted him. I know you can’t predict the actions of a madman, but I would have said he was definitely not someone contemplating his own death any time soon. And I see why you think it might have been Rufus who was the target. He was the one person who was so close to Gabor that he might have found out the plans to surrender the duchy, and put up a fight.”

“Exactly!” Olwine declared with relief. “The only other possibility is that the attack was meant for Jeno, and if that was the case, why ever haven’t we heard of his death by now?”

Elias agreed. “Jeno couldn’t have been the target. In the time between then and now, there must have been countless opportunities for someone to do for him and succeed. Granted, some would fail, but not all! And the reports seem to indicate he is still alive. I think you’re right to be worried, Olwine. Lamia only knows how Gabor made contact with such strange men, because they certainly wouldn’t have just been hanging around the palace waiting for commissions! (And that’s also taking into account Mark’s theory that the assassin could have been a local man subverted.)

“Gabor might not even have set him or them on their path. It would fit better with what we know of the overall scheme for it to be the Khol-Reyne who set the assassins loose, and explain the dreadful mask. But Gabor must surely have known of their purpose? And you weren’t the only one having suspicious thoughts, Olwine. They’ve been nagging at me of late, and, thinking back to when Gabor walked in on Tervel’s body, the one thing he wasn’t was surprised. 

“Sad, yes. More than a little revolted at the state of the body, yes. But not shocked. I was too busy trying to answer the host of questions Rufus and I were airing to think much about it at the time, but although he said the right words, he wasn’t pale, he wasn’t shaking, he wasn’t ...well he just wasn’t right for someone who’d just been told his brother had been murdered. Not just died, but killed and with some malice!”

Now Teryl was nodding too. “Yes, I see it now as well. I think in the back of our minds we all thought that one day we’d find Tervel dead in a gutter, because he was so reckless. But I for one thought he’d choke on his own vomit, or catch some horrid disease from the endless whores he screwed. That he’d die a messy, and probably very unpleasant death, but one he’d bring on himself. Not murder. Never murder!”

“So do we think that we’re in danger keeping Gabor with us?” Mark wondered. “Especially if we’re talking of rejoining Nicholo, Dreya and the others with the refugees any time soon?”

“Aaagh,” groaned Elias dejectedly, “That’s going to be a bugger to get Rufus to see. If Olwine didn’t get through to him, I don’t think I’ve got any better chance.”

After everyone had paused to think, Teryl finally said, “I think there are two considerations. One – if Gabor is still partially our enemy, whether through insanity or corruption, then we owe it to the others to get him away from the duchy. We can’t set him free with just Lyris to watch him, for instance. 

“Firstly because we could be putting her life in great danger; and because it would be irresponsible to leave him open to being used again by the Khol-Reyne in territory where he still has some authority. For the same reason we can’t send or take him to Theo, Dreya, Mikail or Nicholo. He could just possibly set their own men on them. He has to leave the duchy and be left somewhere where there’s little chance of him coming back any time soon.”

“That’s logical,” Mark agreed, as the others nodded too. “And ‘two’?”

Teryl sighed. “And two, is that by keeping him with us we can at least watch him for a bit longer. See how he acts, if he changes at all. See if he becomes more and more the old Gabor we knew – in which case the blame fairly shifts to the Khol-Reyne. And if not, with all of us watching him now, it gives us time to observe his every move and decide if he really is our enemy still. But even more importantly, it gives us time to find a way of separating him from Rufus and Lyris without them fighting us over it.” 

She gave a wan smile to Olwine. “Like you, I owe so much to Rufus. I’d rather be consigned to the depths of the Underworld than knowingly put him in danger, but I also know what a stubborn bastard he can be! If we force his hand now, it would be just like him to sneak Gabor away one night, having decided to guard him himself in order to protect us.”

“Because he doesn’t truly believe the threat to himself?” Mark summarised, and getting a nod of confirmation. “And none of us want to go chasing after them and then find Rufus dead! ...Right, well I don’t think any of us can argue with what Teryl’s said. So we go back to the camp, we keep the worst of all this between the four of us, and we tell the others that we should be heading for Jastrovia.”

However, Rufus was far less argumentative than they had anticipated when they got back to the camp, and Mark and Elias managed to draw him off to one side before they all sat down to talk. They didn’t even try to warn him that Gabor might have been planning his death. That would have been counterproductive. But the news of what was happening in the wider world really caught his attention. So much so that he came up with a plan of his own.

“I think Olwine and Teryl should take Lyris and try to join up with the other captains,” he declared firmly. “Someone with the authority to speak for the Palma-Fayres should go into the west.” 

He saw Lyris immediately look anxiously to her father, and countered any protests she might make before she could speak. “We’ll be taking you, Gabor, to speak with Emperor Jeno. We have to have allies, and who better than him? Jeno knows you and trusts you. Your presence will ensure we get a fair hearing, but we can’t just leave our four captains to hold things together on their own. 

“And let’s not forget that they won’t all be there yet. Nicholo is likely to still be flogging over Mount Palma with the men of the army and those who didn’t get onto the boats. And who knows what happened to Theo! He might have found a fishing boat to meet with the merchant ships, but he might not. May the gods of this island be good to us, but it might come down to all those refugees arriving in the west with only Dreya with them, and that’s a pretty appalling thought, isn’t it! One captain to handle all those people.”

What he didn’t say until later was that he was determined to keep Gabor with Elias, Mark and himself.

“I want him off this island,” he said softly to them, as Mark and Elias helped him redistribute the saddlebags that night. “I want him as far away from Al-dushara as possible, as well. If those cursed ghosts come looking for him, ...if they can in some way follow his trail, ...then I want him to be out in the wilderness, not back where he can manipulate people and start giving orders. 

“The very last place I dare let him go to now is the western ports. They have no idea how insane he might be. They’ll just see Gabor, the reliable member of the family who fought so hard to protect them when the Narwal Horde turned up. And because of that they might well end up following him to their deaths. No, I won’t have that on my conscience.”

“Ratis and Unseni!” Elias growled. “I’d forgotten how loyal they are over there to him personally. We just thought of his ghostly followers seeing where the army and people had gone to, but you’re right, we can’t risk the westerners following Gabor blindly. Lyris will have to do, but because she’s Gabor’s daughter that might just be enough.”
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Come the morning they packed Lyris, Olwine and Teryl off with all of the horses. If the men were going to catch a ship across to Dhaspara province and the Jastrovian Empire, they certainly weren’t going to need any. On the other hand, they wanted the three women to make the fastest time they could, and so having a change of horses would be vital. The intention was that the three would ride along the northern coast road as far as Krilos, exchanging their horses for fresh ones when they could. Then at Krilos they would take the mountain road down to the west coast. With any luck the ships which had taken the refugees would still be in port, and their captains arguing about how they were going to get the promised payments, and therefore Teryl or Olwine would be able to get to the hiding place for the stashed money. If not, then everyone had faith in the women’s inventiveness, but also in the fact that they would by then have help from their fellow captains to deal with whatever arose. But for now speed was of the essence for these three.

However, the morning after the women had departed, Elias voiced a different concern as he crouched over the morning fire with Rufus and Mark, Gabor being still rolled in his blanket fast asleep.

“We need to find somewhere to leave him,” he said softly, with a nod towards Gabor.

Rufus’ head shot up. “Leave him? You can’t be serious? After all we went through to get him?”

But Elias was already shaking his head. “Sorry, that didn’t come out right. I didn’t mean just dump him and leave him. But look at him, Rufus. I know we’re all tired, but he’s totally drained. What I meant was, we need to find somewhere safe to leave him for a week or two. Somewhere where he can sleep all day if necessary. How, by Ratis and Unseni, are we going to get him to march across Dhaspara in that state, eh? He’s just not going to, is he?”

“I think you’re right,” Mark said immediately. “We three need time to scout around without him too. How well is Gabor’s face known over in Dhaspara, Elias?”

“On the coast? Far too well! And that’s another real concern! While he looks as dreadful as he does now, I think we have a chance to get him landed in the province anonymously. But we’ll need to shift him out of whichever port we go to pretty sharp. That means we won’t have time to do any asking of questions. And there are some things I really do want to at least try to find out before we go gaily walking into the interior!”

“But we can’t leave him at some wayside inn!” Rufus protested.

“Don’t be daft!” his old friend scoffed. “Come on, Rufus! You know me better than that!”

Mark gave Rufus an admonishing glance, because he really should have known that Elias had an idea already. Even in the short time Mark had known them, Elias had never acted without thought.

“Where are you thinking of, then?” he prompted before Rufus could put his foot in it even more.

Elias gave a tired smile. “There’s a monastery of Jastrovian monks just along the coast from Qahan towards Mirabt. I believe originally they came hoping to convert the folk to their ways, but the locals being like us, they weren’t having any of it. They may be under Jastrovian rule nowadays, but they’re still people of the old kingdom in their ways and beliefs. So now the monks largely cater to travellers. The fire-and-fury preachers are back in the heart of the empire, and all that’s left there are some kindly men who just want a quiet life away from imperial politics. I don’t think anyone except them even knows which gods the place is dedicated to nowadays. It’s just known in that area as The Monastery. But it would be a good place to leave Gabor.

“We can cross by boat and then walk there, and that all by itself will dissociate us from travellers coming across from the duchy. It’s not the most direct route into the interior from Mirabt, but in many ways it’s also the safer for us once we’ve done our scouting and – hopefully – start trying to find Jeno. The road from there isn’t so heavily used by merchants trading between the duchy and themselves, for a start off. And by the time we reach the only decent road up through the highlands of Dhaspara, we’ll be far enough from the coast for Gabor to stand out less. Do you see, Rufus?” he asked urgently. “Do you see what I mean?”

“Not fully,” Rufus sighed. “Surely I’ll be pretty noticeable then, too?”

But Mark was shaking his head gently as he said, “Maybe, but the difference is that you’re working with us, not against us. You won’t deliberately draw attention to yourself. Oh I’m not saying Gabor will betray us at the first instant,” he added quickly to fend off Rufus’ defence. “But can you truthfully say he’s thinking straight? That if we need him to just sit silently in a dark corner of an inn somewhere while we go off scouting that he’d do that?” 

He gave Rufus a pointed stare. “Would he?”

Rufus sighed. “No, he probably wouldn’t. Alright, I see your point.”

However by the time they’d marched on for half a day he was fully behind the other two. Without a horse to ride on, Gabor was a nightmare. It had been far too long since he’d done any sort of exercise even while he’d been well. That was clear from when he sank onto a rock howling in pain from cramp in his calf, and rolled up his trouser leg to expose some very flabby muscle there. And currently the dark circles under his eyes, and the pallor of his skin, told all too clearly how his last few days in the palace had worn him down beyond that.

“You’re right, he’s going to have to be left somewhere,” Rufus sighed, as they waited once again for Gabor to get up from where he’d just flopped down in the road, unable to go even another step without a rest. Yet maybe talking things through helped, because Rufus was more decisive than he’d been for days when they reached a tiny fishing village west of Levand. Gabor was left with Mark while the other two went into the village itself, but what boats there were were out on the sea, and no passage was going to be found across the Sound of Dushan from there. Rufus had also taken Elias’ advice, and was not trying to use his rank to gain them a passage. Both Elias and Mark felt that if they were going hunting their unknown enemies, then it was better if they – as the possible duke and his army commander – were thought to be still on Dushan.

“Let’s keep them searching for us in the wrong direction for as long as possible,” Elias had suggested. “It they think we’re heading for the west coast, albeit by a different route to most of the refugees and army, then that’s all to the good. It gives us longer to throw them off our trail while we try to find theirs!”

And so when, five days later, they came upon a coastal trader in Tiflis who was prepared to take on passengers for a price, they told him they were weapon makers looking for work in the empire. Gabor they passed off as Mark’s sick uncle, travelling with them just to do things like watching the cooking pots while they worked. It wasn’t a great story, but the trader wasn’t that interested either.

As they sat on the warm stones of the quay, waiting for the trader to finish loading, Mark looked around him.

“Were there no statues over this side of the island at all?” Mark wondered curiously, trying to nonchalantly scour the bigger buildings’ roof-lines for gryphes or the ghastly chimaeri.

But Elias shook his head. “No, nothing even remotely like them. For a start off, there’s only Hellas and Drava in the west which are of the same size as Staer-Dushan, and they’re very much trading cities. No great dignitaries visit there. There never was any reason for them to need to impress on an imperial scale, even in the days of the old kingdom. They were just satellite towns to the capital up on the edge of the mountains. And the old kings weren’t daft – they kept their strange beasts well away from their own palaces and homes!”

“Or maybe,” Mark pondered, “they had sufficient to their needs down in the old city itself? But Staer-Dushan and Al-dushara, being that much closer to their enemies in Jastrovia, or just by virtue of being the other side of the high mountains, needed some beasts of their own? Could that be it?”

Rufus flinched. “You do keep coming up with these cheery thoughts, don’t you!”

“But he’s right,” Elias admitted. “We’ve never thought of it that way, but it makes a bit more sense of what Ratbod told Mark. If the survivors of the great flood thought that the capital had been deliberately targeted, not just because it was the centre of the kingdom, but because it was where most of the defence from the Gift was situated...?”

“Oh crap-and-set-fire-to-it!” Rufus growled. “Of course! That would explain even more why the dukes were treated with kid gloves afterwards!”

“Doesn’t it just!” Elias said with a sigh.

“Sometimes I wish I was back in the Islands in grandfather’s time with a nice clear enemy in sight,” Rufus sighed wistfully.

As they bundled the semi-comatose Gabor on board, and then found somewhere out of everyone’s way to sit with him, Mark then felt the need to find something to talk about amongst themselves. Four workmen wouldn’t be sitting just slumped in the lee of some hatching in silence unless there was something very wrong, and ‘wrong’ wasn’t something Mark wanted the merchant to remember about them. But it had to be something fairly non-contentious. Something which wouldn’t get Gabor all riled up. And so he asked,

“So why did you come here in the first place, then, Rufus?”

He realised as he said it that it sounded more than a little confrontational and accusing, and hurriedly sought to soften it. “You clearly love your home, so whatever made you leave it? Was it willingly or did you have no choice?”

Rufus had blinked in shock at the question, then belatedly realised that once again this was something Mark would have no knowledge of. And that was confirmed by Mark adding,

“I know nothing of your homeland, remember.”

“Oh I came willingly enough,” he confessed, “but as to whether I was forced ...I suppose it depends on how you look at it. You see, I was young and keen and there were few challenges back at home. After the Great Battle against the DeÁine, the survivors had their hands full for over a decade just rebuilding the Islands. Nothing surprising there. I doubt we were any different to any other people who’ve had war devastate their homes. 

“And at that stage there was a real incentive to keep the army at full stretch, because no-one knew if the DeÁine on the other side of the world would want revenge. Very gradually, though, we came to realise that we’d inflicted more of a blow than we’d realised, and had effectively brought down the emperor all those thousands of miles away at the same time as we’d freed our own folk. But whether there would be those amongst his court who would take that lying down was quite another matter. We just didn’t know.

“So Grandfather taught and trained men for the rest of his life, convinced that the Islands needed to be prepared for any eventuality, and that a threat might emerge even after his death. But the thing is, Mark, the Order promotes on merit – and a bloody good thing that is too! I wouldn’t want you to think I was peeved at not being given special treatment because of Grandfather. 

“But it meant that when Grandfather stepped down from active service as the Foresters’ head, the leadership went to someone not remotely connected to our family, and had passed on to someone else even more distant by the time my father was of an age to serve in a very senior capacity. Father has spent his whole life in the Order too, but by the time I was recruited it was becoming harder and harder to justify having a standing army of the old size. No-one had tried to come in and take over in decades. We knew the DeÁine Empire had simply imploded and crumbled away. And there was no new threat looming to warrant taking so many men away from the land and trade for.

“That meant that recruitment was cut right back, and anyone who wanted to was allowed to leave the Order on the understanding that they would return in the event of an emergency. But for me it meant I would be waiting for dead men’s shoes for promotion. I only made captain temporarily while someone was off for a few months with a badly broken leg! And it wasn’t enough for me. Nowhere near enough! I’d trained and trained as a young man, and I desperately wanted to live up to Grandfather’s reputation, but I just couldn’t see how I was going to get the chance. So I felt I had no choice but to leave the Islands.

“My first post was just over the sea from the easternmost Island of the group, Rheged, on the mainland of the great continent which stands between home and here. The locals there were just about on the farthest limit of the Narwal Horde’s raiding parties, but they had lucrative trade routes to protect and they needed help. There, I was still officially in the Order, because there was a defence agreement in place. 

“But then the Narwal Horde found richer and easier pickings, coming south and east towards here, rather than south-west from their homelands towards the Islands. That left me back at square one, because the folk of Margen didn’t want a bunch of idle soldiers on their lands either.

“So I joined up with a couple of more senior captains and we hired ourselves to merchants further east who wanted protection. Then we heard that the Jastrovian Empire was having trouble with the Horde, and thought we’d try our luck over this way. Well the Jastrovians didn’t want us particularly – not enough to pay us proper wages, anyway – but we heard that their neighbours did, and so that’s how I ended up fighting alongside Gabor.”

To Mark that explained a lot, not least Rufus’ loyalty to Gabor. He wasn’t about to be tactless enough to ask Rufus outright if his promotions had come from Gabor in person – especially with the same man sat beside them – but he could see why Gabor’s betrayal had cut so deep.

“Don’t drive yourself mad trying to work out at what point he decided he didn’t want you at his right hand,” Mark, said very softly, trying to comfort Rufus. “Quite possibly he thought he was protecting you, along with his family, when he first decided to give in to these apparitions who visited him out of the blue. He probably only stopped being your friend when he stopped being sane.”

Rufus gave a withered smile but thanked Mark all the same. “And you’re right, I shouldn’t keep fretting away at it. It does no-one any good.”

However their miseries weren’t done for yet. In a stroke of rotten luck, one of the short but fierce storms of the region came up out of the south-west and battered them overnight. When the morning came and the skies cleared, the captain announced that they would now be landing at Qahan – one of two ports on either side of the great Insar River, the other being Saksin.

“Flaming Trees, the bloody Wild Hunt must be dogging our every step!” Rufus swore. “The only way it could get any worse would be for him to now say he’s landing at Saksin. Phaa! Just where the emperor sails from!”

Elias had said with heartfelt conviction, in another quiet conversation on board, that when alone it had taken him all his time to slip unnoticed aboard the ship at Saksin, when he’d been following Emperor Jeno’s party across to Dushan. He’d looked pointedly at Rufus at the time, and Mark had realised what the small spy had been intimating. Rufus wasn’t just tall. That of itself was less of a problem than his colouring. But there was no disguising his freckled face which never quite tanned like the natives’ did, even if they made him wear a hat at all times to cover his hair, which still had more rusty-red than blond-grey in it. If they were landing at Saksin, Rufus would have to get a disguise, and quickly! The moment someone reported a stranger of Rufus’ description to anyone official they’d be looking for him personally in no time.

Mercifully the captain later said, as the land loomed closer and the great river mouth opened before them, that he wouldn’t land at Saksin because of the higher berthing charges at the docks there. So the trio breathed furtive prayers of thanks to their respective gods, and consequently, getting ashore was easier than they’d feared. The captain was known to the harbourmasters, the local taxes were paid, and they set off along the quays trying to look as though they hadn’t a care in the world.

Elias guided them to an inn outside of the town which looked tatty by comparison to the flourishing inns in the port, but which he assured them was passable. It also served a good local fish stew which Mark thought was much like a tagine in flavour, and which came with something very like couscous. He and Elias tucked in with relish, and if Rufus and Gabor didn’t exactly enjoy it, they still ate it to keep their strength up.

It was only as they sat in a dark corner of the main room, drinking the last of their flagons of local ale before going to their beds in the hay loft, that Elias suddenly stiffened and began listening intently. Mark realised Rufus was to about to ask what was wrong and put a restraining hand on his sleeve, and when Rufus looked to him shook his head fractionally in warning. Mark was having trouble following the local dialect, and he wanted Elias to have every chance to hear what was going on, but he was surprised when Elias suddenly hissed at them,

“Outside! Now! But make it look natural!”

As Elias downed the last of his ale, Mark stood and stretched lazily, then picked up his flagon and emptied it too, before looping an arm under Gabor and hauling him to his feet. That made Rufus’ scramble to finish his ale and follow them at least look unstudied, as if he was suddenly aware that his friends were leaving without him. Outside, though, Elias led them off into a far corner of the stable yard and out into an orchard of lemon trees on the rising land away from the river. Once out of sight and hearing of anyone at the inn, he stopped and waited for them to catch up with him.

“What in the Flaming Underworlds is wrong?” Rufus demanded.

“Jeno! He’s been deposed!”

If Mark was surprised, Rufus was stunned into silence for a moment.

“Seriously?” he managed to croak out. “Jeno? Gone? When did this happen?”

“That’s why I dragged you out here,” Elias said wearily. “The answer is nobody seems to know.”

“Don’t be bloody daft!” Rufus protested. “You can’t overthrow the emperor of the largest empire in this quadrant of the world and no-one notice!”

Elias sighed. “I didn’t say no-one had noticed. I said nobody here knew exactly when. By Thetys, Rufus, you know how vast the empire is! It takes time under the best of conditions for word to get from one end of the empire to another. And Jeno himself told us about those terrible storms they endured months ago. Their network of relays must be all over the place this year. So word’s been slow in getting here. But what chilled my blood is the word about who’s taken over.”

“Who?” Rufus demanded urgently, as Mark was left looking from one to the other, and hoping that sooner or later more would be made clear.

“Moyerin Khazarig.”

“No! Surely not! Even after what you said, surely he’s still in exile or at least not in Jastrovia?”

Elias sighed. “Well unless there’s someone pretending to be him, he’s not. And who would you get to undergo the same mutilation?”

“Erm, excuse me but what...?”

“Oh, sorry, Mark” Elias said contritely. “Forgot you wouldn’t know! Emperor Jeno – the one who came to Dushan several months ago – is a former army general. He’s been in power for about ten years now, and been pretty good at the job too. He followed a couple of army men who didn’t last long and were the ones who overthrew the last hereditary emperor. It was a pretty bloody coup because that emperor was as cracked in the head as a box of old acorns, and he had some folk believing he’d been touched by the gods – so he had his fanatical supporters around him. 

“Well keeping a long story short, the local priests had a thing or two to say about the ‘touched by the gods’ bit. Their vengeance was bloody brutal too! He had his nose, ears and genitals cut off, and was mutilated in other ways too, so you can understand why we thought we’d never hear his name again!”

“Bloody hell!” Mark breathed. “That was a bit extreme, wasn’t it?”

“The Jastrovians aren’t noted for their quiet toleration,” Rufus said dryly. “And apparently Moyerin was known for being good-looking if not downright beautiful ...and knew it! This was a man with a palace with a whole hall full of mirrors so that he could watch himself go by. I remember you saying, Gabor, that the priests knew where to hit Moyerin where it would hurt most, and that was by taking away his beauty.”

The former duke-regent was practically sleeping on his feet and gave what might have been a nod even as his eyelids closed again, far beyond taking any notice of the conversation.

Rufus gave him a withering glare and continued. “I think when we heard, after that, how he’d been taken away into exile into a monastery in the far north of the empire, we all thought he wouldn’t be long for this earth. Blatnik province gets the worst winter weather in the empire, and it’s a land of wild mountains and craggy gorges. The only reason the empire’s held onto it for so long is because nobody else would want the desolate hole! Even the Narwal Horde passed that place by! So there’s no shortage of cliffs for him to have thrown himself off, or raging rivers to drown himself in.”

“And so when you never heard of him again you thought he’d probably killed himself by now?” Mark guessed.

“Absolutely!” Rufus replied. “And there was never a hint of anyone wanting him back. Not even when the backlash against his deposers was at its worst. That’s when those with the power to decide opted to make Jeno emperor. But not bloody Moyerin Khazarig, the Butcher of Jastrovia! And believe me, it takes quite a lot for a people as bloody-minded as the Jastrovians to call someone that!”

“So what’s the word about this returning monster?” Mark asked the two of them. “I’d guess from what you’ve just said it’s not a popular move?”

Elias shook his head. “No, it’s not! That’s why the inn was all of a hum with it. From what I could gather, Khazarig has somehow got an army of northern tribes at his heels, but I couldn’t figure out where they’ve come from just by what was said inside. What I do know is that, if the customers in the inn are anything to go by, the locals are seriously thinking of taking up arms in support of Jeno if Khazarig looks like getting this far – and that, Mark, is bloody unknown!”

Mark scratched the couple of days’ growth of beard as he desperately put this into the context of what he’d learned so far. “Is that because the people of Dhaspara are historically of the old kingdom and not of the empire?”

“That’s right,” Elias confirmed. “They’ve been fully under the Jastrovian heel for about a hundred and fifty years now, but culturally they’re more like us than the Jastrovians to the north of them – hence why I was talking about The Monastery! Being mostly farmers in the interior, they were too scattered to be able to fight back. And the coastal people – especially up on Trader’s Bay in the east – had always had a lot of contact with the Jastrovians. So it was a choice between keeping the trade they’d always had and pay higher taxes to the emperor, or having no trade at all. 

“And then when the Narwal Horde first started pecking away at the western coast of the empire, which wasn’t that much longer afterwards, at first the Dhasparan ports got preferential trading contracts because of being safe harbours. That didn’t last long, of course, because the Horde kept on coming south, but you can see why the people here just put up with the empire.”

“And to be fair,” Rufus added, “all the political infighting took place far away from here. There could be a whole succession of military coups in the capital, Amorium, and all they’d know about it here would be demands for taxes in a different name. There’s a whole bureaucratic class within the empire below the noble families, and they keep the thing running. It’s a wise emperor who leaves them alone.”

“And an even wiser one who leaves the army and navy alone,” Elias added dryly, “but Jeno’s the first of them they’ve had in a very long time!”

“So how does this affect our plans?” Mark asked them, and got a decisive answer from Elias.

“We get rid of him,” with a jerked thumb at Gabor, “as fast as possible! Take him to the hay loft. I’m going to see if that old mule out on the hillside is up for hire. I’ll cook up some story about our heavier tools still being down by the dock to make it sound convincing. But come the morning, he’s going on that beast and we’re going to leg it for The Monastery as fast as we can!”

“And then?”

“Then we come back, return the mule on the basis that ‘uncle’ over there is watching the tools, and we’ve found a cart to carry us further north, and start asking questions.”

It took another long day to get Gabor to The Monastery, but to Mark’s private relief the monks were as kindly and incurious as Elias had said. He’d been quietly fretting that dumping Gabor might not be so easy, despite what had been said. Yet Elias was very much the professional covert agent as he talked easily with the monks about how Mark’s ‘uncle’ had taken the loss of his family harder than they’d expected – a fiction close enough to the truth to explain any of Gabor’s wailing or nightmares.

“We’ll be back for him a couple of weeks when we’ve found somewhere proper to live and can take care of him,” Elias lied smoothly as they departed the next day, and got nothing more than a beatific smile from the monks for his efforts.

“Bloody hell, that went better than I’d dared hoped,” Mark said with a smile to Elias, as the three of them strode back along the coast road at a much brisker pace, the protesting mule now struggling to keep up despite not being laden. And even Rufus brightened now that Gabor was out of sight and could be put out of mind for now.

“So what’s the plan for tomorrow?” Mark asked, as they came out of the inn minus the mule and headed out to camp on the headland.

“Well we’re going to have to go back into Qahan, that’s for certain,” Elias said firmly, having taken the lead for now. “We can’t go blindly on heading north until we know how close this cursed army from the north is! The last thing we need is to stumble into its path and find ourselves swept up as prisoners, and we don’t know yet how close to the bottleneck of land between Irtysh and Dhaspara City this mob might be.”

After a hurried breakfast they reluctantly walked back into the small town, the first stop being to buy Rufus one of the jaunty caps the local fishermen wore. It wasn’t much, but it covered his short hair and with the peak pulled down at least put his face into shadow. At Elias’ suggestion they then made for the bustling market. This was very much a market which catered to the local people, and already local housewives were out inspecting the wares.

Elias they left alone to listen, but after a while Mark’s ear tuned in to the local dialect and he found he was following conversations. Emboldened, he tried out a couple of sentences on market traders and no-one batted an eyelid at his speech. And so he began striking up conversations with some of the local matrons. It helped enormously that he could look at the ingredients with the eye of a cook – never had he imagined that those dull hours in the pub kitchen would come in so useful! 
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