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Far beyond the High Green Gates

That is where the Gharid waits

The day will come, he’ll rise again

And remind you of your ancient sin

With great teeth and claws to tear

The very heart will fade everywhere

When your fine castle turns to sand

All those puzzles come to their end

A traditional child’s rhyme from

the Dominion of Ordefima

The Dominion is dedicated to my wonderful family – Sandra, Josh and George.  You give relevance to life and learning.  I won’t ever lose sight of the miracle that we are.  Thank you for your continued support.

This is the beginning of a journey for me too.  My first trilogy!  There is much still to say, the ideas come to me in a magical abundance.  I have to make sense of them all.  Fortunately, I love the process.  I hope I have been able to share that feeling.  I can’t wait for the next instalment.  Ultimately, what I write will outlive me.

I’m grateful to all who show interest in my work and understand the mighty power of books.    

This is my map.  I’m honoured to share it with you.

Chris Cloake October 2020
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CHAPTER ONE

A WEDDING AND A WARNING
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The dominion of Ordefima thrived on eternal peace for seventeen centuries as documented in the mighty books held by The Tutelor of Annals.  It was harmony driven by tradition, marked by ceremonies and festivals that continued a cycle of celebration and renewal.  Each and every person had a role to play, and with hard work, the ongoing prosperity was assured. 

Those who ruled did so by uncontested right of birth.  Laws were made and the rare disputes resolved by the seven most learned figures in the land. They referred often to the words of past scholars.  Everyone abided by their decisions.  There was no need for an army or police, the threat of enemies having long since passed out of living memory.  

It was all the more remarkable, then, that the fate of a stray bandit in the distant Bantum Lane, walking into a fatal trap, could have such an incredible impact in a land so secure.  With savagery unseen and unheard of, the poor, unfortunate thief met a formidable foe.  The screams alerted the others in his gang but all they found were his scattered remains and nothing was seen of his murderer.  It was a gruesome incident that would bring so many deadly challenges from an adversary beyond the wildest imagination.  

On the very same day, the marriage of Rupert Bellaquin, fourth son of the Marquis, to Caterina Asvonde, was performed on the Court Platform above the Festival Arena packed with as many as could fit and followed by a great procession to the Balaltura, the historic, palatial family home.  The way was lined by trumpeters and accompanied by a chorus from the best singers in the land.  All the bells that could ring were rung.  There was much rejoicing by the people and it was agreed that the couple looked splendid.  Their open carriage was pulled by large white horses decorated in coats of yellow to match Rupert’s birthstone and blue plumes to honour Caterina’s.  Rupert grinned heartily, his teeth flashing white against his dark beard and tanned skin.  He was a strikingly attractive man with sensitive brown eyes, eager to please.  Caterina was, by contrast, very pale in her white dress.  She had such beauty in her soft, round face that it hid the underlying insincerity of her smile. 

The revelry unravelled in blissful unawareness of the shocking discovery made on the borders, as the wedding party settled down at huge round tables in the banquet room to a feast appropriately expansive for the occasion.  The largest of the season’s hogs turned on spits over a roaring fire, sending smoke tinged with red up into the cavernous ceiling.  Wine from their vineyards poured from casks to glasses, fresh vegetables were in abundance and rich sausage broths bubbled in sturdy pots.  All about them bustled cooks and attendants, happy in their work and ever eager to serve, supervised by the head butler, Bozan, a suitably old and serious figure.

“I welcome each of you!” Rupert announced as he stood to address the gathering, his voice sincere despite its usual slightly mocking, nasal tone. 

He stood tall, his black tunic and cloak edged with yellow.  His manner was sincere as he scanned the room, trying to discern the thoughts behind the many blank faces.  This was his moment, as youngest son, and he wanted to sound mature and majestic.  The murmuring went silent to listen to his words.

“I am honoured that so many family, friends and leading figures of the dominion have come to celebrate with me this, the most important day of my life so far.”  There was a roll of clapping.  “It was indeed a moment of magic when Caterina agreed to be my wife and now we are joined together for life I have many people to thank.  First and foremost, Caterina herself.  For making me a happy man.”

She sat by his side, back straight, cradling her delicate chin on her laced hands, and blushed in discomfort at the sudden attention.  But her voluminous eyes did not blink.  This was, after all, exactly what she had desired.  She shook her bowl of full, brown hair and accepted her significance.  

“I’m grateful to her parents for allowing this to happen and doing such a sterling job at bringing up their daughter.”

They were at the table to the left, grinning like fools.  In truth, few people knew them; they were simple folk with land who farmed amongst the Fields, following a rather dull routine.  For most, it was a surprise they had produced such striking offspring.  

“To my own parents, I have not the time or ability to do justice to the support and encouragement they have always given me.  So I will merely ask you to stand and applaud them for being my mum and dad and such gracious rulers of our dominion.”

The applause was tumultuous.  Leopold Bellaquin, the Marquis of Ordefima was used to this reaction.  In the twenty seven years since his own father’s death, he had established a well respected position and ruled over another spell of peace and productivity.  He was Master of the Fleet and had organised the building of several new vessels and the modernisation of the Yards.  His satisfaction was obvious in his apple red cheeks with a smile set hard by a strong jaw.  He soon grew tired of their clapping and banged both large hands on the arms of his big, wooden seat.  The room settled back down. 

His wife, sitting quietly at his side, sipped her wine and fluttered her fan.  It was far too hot and noisy for her.  She touched her hair, which was tied up perfectly with delicate flowers, to make sure she was still presentable.

Rupert continued.  “The six tutelors of Ordefima have given me knowledge and guidance ever since I can remember.  I hope to get round to see you each in person and if I fail, please accept my personal thanks now in recognition of your roles.

“I acknowledge also my four siblings.  Each plays a crucial part in the family’s efforts to make Ordefima the special place it is to live in today.  I’m especially pleased to welcome home my oldest brother, Isodor, who we do not see enough of.”

Isodor, who was facing Rupert, lay back in his chair and raised a glass of ruby wine before downing it in one.  He too was large, like his father, and his full, long beard added to the power of his presence.  His skin was darkened by much time under the sun on his many travels.  

“And to Socha, my younger sister, I express endless gratitude for being the one I have been able to turn to for light.  You have buoyed me ceaselessly since you were born with your inspiring free expression.”

It was notable that she was also seated on the main table with the bride and groom.  She was small with a mass of dark, straight hair that seemed to float around her like a cape.  Her features were fine and above a delicate nose was a brow that tended to knot, which it did now, cleared only by Rupert’s smile.

After this, the focus returned to another course of food.  In honour of Leopold, his finest salmon was served, filling the air with an aroma of fish soaked in butter, dressed with delightful herbs grown by Lydia.  The volume of the voices increased, cutlery clanked on wide plates and Lydia wished she was out in her garden tending to her plants, sensing the breeze fluttering through the leaves.  Her uneasiness was about to get worst.  Her husband stood to make his speech.  She began to toy with her necklace, her lips pursed. 

“Well I hope you enjoyed the fish,” Leopold began.  “I could have sold that catch for a fortune at the market.”

A few laughed in uncertainty.  Rupert rolled his eyes.  Leopold wiped his chin with a large napkin and was ready for more.

“Some of you might have thought I would have opposed this early marriage.  Should it not have been Isodor going first?  I am keen, after all, to know my heir is fertile enough to produce one of his own.”  

Isodor folded his broad arms and shook his head.  His father held his eye before looking around to see what reaction he was getting.  Most looked as if they were waiting for a punch line.  Leopold grunted and nodded.

“I am very happy that Rupert has taken this sensible step.  It shows he has awareness of the future.  The rest of my sons seem very much absorbed by the present, enjoying a little too much the warm protection of privilege.”

Those to whom he was referring shuffled in their seats, unable to counter this suggestion, leaving the words hanging in the vast chamber.  

“Rupert is loyal.  He knows I have worried that he is lost in what he calls the wonders of nature.  When he was younger it took the odd clip on the ear to keep him on track.  As Master of the Mint he has a lot of responsibility that needs a level head.  He has managed to do a good job and settling down can only make him more stable.”

Rupert sighed.  It was nice to get some praise from the old man but it was clear he was still not understood by him.  Rupert had no intention of becoming a homebound father with a tribe of children to add to the dynasty.  There was much he wanted to do and see.  Caterina was someone he had chosen to share that with.  

“We are pleased to have so many of our family here.  My wife in particular is thrilled, despite deciding this morning she was too ill to attend.”

Lydia’s mouth dropped open in disbelief.  Leopold noticed this and then grinned at everyone.  “I think I may have said the wrong thing!”  Lydia squeezed her temples with eyes closed.  

“So I hope you will all rejoice this day, wish the newlyweds every health and happiness, party and drink from the vats I have gifted for thee.”  

The festivities roared on.  When it appeared there was no more food to eat, the tables were cleared away and the people milled out into the many antechambers on both sides, each of which had a generous wide balcony that looked out onto the surrounding community below.  A neat collection of wood and brick buildings, named simply, like most things in the dominion, the Town was the main settlement of Ordefima.  

A band of musicians set up on the big stage inside and were soon thrashing out lively tunes that drew the guests back in throngs for the dancing.  Formal garments were discarded as they weaved beneath the glowing torches; a hand would be caught, another dropped, a waist encircled and an arm ducked.  Couples got parted and would see no more than glimpse of each other as the deep-rooted songs played.  Some would take a break, seeking sustenance at the bar.

Rupert and Caterina, meanwhile, were welcoming yet more guests at the tall doorway, graciously thanking them for the gifts they had brought.  Friends old and new, relatives from across the land, got sucked into the multitude.  For the newlyweds, this was the most alive they’d ever be, the high point of their relationship.  It was with mutual relief that they slipped away to a quiet room overlooking the hall.  

The windows had been thrown wide open to draw in some cooler air.  Rupert went out onto the balcony and took deep breaths while laughter bubbled up from below.  The waning moon sat in isolated splendour over the busy houses below, smudged by a passing veil of cloud.  Ordefima stretched out beyond, the dark countryside broken by the odd celebratory fire.  Somewhere a bell was ringing.

“It’s going well,” he commented.  

Caterina had already flopped down on a seat, looking exhausted and not pleased.  “So many people to meet,” she moaned.  “My arm aches from shaking all those hands.”

“Perhaps my wife needs a drink.”  

Rupert liked using the word wife.  She liked the idea of wine.  He gestured to a waiter standing by the door who soon returned with a glassful for each of them.  Rupert sat down beside her and caressed the fine white silk of her dress.  The cool liquid eased his dry throat and he began to revive.

“It’s nice to have a moment to take it all in,” he said, with a glance around the ancient stone walls covered with tapestries depicting key stages from history.  The one directly before them showed the laying of the first stone at the Temple of the Ancients.  Some of the first men of Ordefima were straining under a leaden sky, surrounded by the dark domes of the Dolmens.  This marked the end of the nomadic nature of the people and the acknowledgement of one ruling family.  Rupert was very aware of his place on the time line.  

“The Balaltura has seen some feasts,” he mused.  “Now there’s one for us.  I knew it would feel like a magic dream”

“No, I thought your father was going to ruin it for me with his speech,” Caterina countered.

“Have faith.  He loves an audience, especially if he can ruffle some feathers, but he means well.”

“He’s too down on his sons, especially you.”

Rupert looked at her thoughtfully.  Her face had that frozen grimace it often took on when everything wasn’t quite how she liked it.

“You’re missing the moment worrying about him.  There’s a load of people out there waiting to talk to us.”  

“I’ll finish my drink first.”

“Come on, we’ll have plenty of time to rest on our honeymoon.”

Despite a growl of disapproval she did as asked.  They made their way out and down past a long line of well wishers who had spilled up onto the stairs to escape the melee of the dance floor.  

“Linus,” Rupert said when he met his brother.  “How are you?”

Linus rubbed his hands together, shaking his lean frame as he did so.  His smile was only slight, like an apology.  “It’s a lot of work and expense.  But I guess the meat was tasty and the beer is good.”

“Well, you should know all about the hogs they roasted.  You raised them after all.”

His flat face produced a grimace.  “Bloody pain to keep fed.  And two of my men ended up injured catching them.”

Rupert was used to his knack of undermining a happy time with irony.  “Oh, well, excellent work all the same.”

“Not too sure the old man appreciates it.”

Rupert had to reach up slightly to pat his taller brother reassuringly on the shoulder.  “He does.”  

Linus grunted his doubt.  

Rupert would not let anything spoil his day.  “See you in a bit, got to mingle.”

Rupert and Caterina circled around the dancers.  In the midst of them they could see Jankin, third son of Leopold and an uncanny likeness of his father, in a smaller form, with longer hair.  He was dancing aggressively, fists clenched, his blue eyes fixed on a point only he could see.  The dark scar he had acquired in a fall during childhood stood out his reddened cheek.  His buddy, Bardolph was clowning around beside him, amusing a group of girls nearby with his silly antics and flashy grin.  Jankin and Bardolph were rarely seen apart.

“Your brother Jankin, I’ve heard he gets like this,” Caterina said.  She had not seen much of him during her period of courtship with Rupert.

Rupert twisted his mouth in memory of a few difficult moments from his childhood.  “He frightens me when he’s that possessed.  I sometimes try to see within him and I don’t know what is lurking there.”

Isodor spotted them and moved through the crowd to speak to the band leader.  When the next tune started, everyone knew what it meant and stepped away to clear a central area.  One of the band sang the ancient words used as a declaration of love and always at weddings for a new couple.  

“Time to make fools of ourselves,” Rupert told Caterina as he swept her out into the open space.  

“I was hoping we could avoid it,” she hissed, through gritted teeth.

“We’ll be fine,” he assured her.

And they were, clinging to each other and stepping neatly in time with the music.  Those evenings practicing, which Caterina had hated, paid off.  When the song reached its climax and spoke of eternity and truth, many other couples joined in and their collective smiles created a sense of certainty that only a beautiful, golden future could lay ahead for these two young hopefuls.  

After many dances, Caterina held up a thin hand up in protest and they went to seek sustenance.  More food had been laid out in the antechambers and was being eagerly consumed by the less energetic.

“There’s not enough,” Caterina observed, shaking her head.  “I knew this would happen.”

Rupert squeezed her hand.  “Don’t worry.  The kitchens are still working.  They won’t let anyone go hungry.”

When Rupert picked up a plate for each of them, she was perplexed.  “We need to leave enough for the guests,” she insisted.

“Sorry, my love.  This is as much our feast as theirs.  Now let’s eat.”

He ignored her scowl and began choosing from the array of platters on offer.  As he moved along he bumped into a girl.  As he apologised he saw it was Florentia, who had come as Isodor’s guest.  She was short, olive skinned, with mousy brown hair.  Her appealing, even features were untouched by makeup and she wore a crimson robe that plunged noticeably at the front.

“Well, it’s an honour to be elbowed by a Master of Ordefima,” she laughed.

“Are you having a good time?” Rupert enquired.

“You bet.  It’s a dream come true to be in this company.”

“And Isodor has been looking after you?  There will be many people you won’t have met before.”

“I’ve hardly seen him since dinner.  You know what it’s like.  Everyone wants to hear about his travels.”

“Yes.”

“But I can get by on my own.  I’ll talk to anyone willing.”

Caterina appeared next to them; her scowl had deepened.

“Congratulations,” Florentia said to her, with eyebrows raised.  “You’ve bagged one of the most handsome men in the land.  It must feel wonderful to know his deep brown eyes are only for you.”

“Yes, thank you, they are,” Caterina replied and pulled Rupert on along the table.

“See you,” Rupert called back and Florentia nodded.

“Honestly, that girl.  She’s a menace,” his wife complained.

“She’s okay,” Rupert laughed.

“No, she’s common.  And she loves an important man.  She’ll do anything to get one.”

“You’re being unkind.  All are welcome to the Balaltura.”

“She should stay in the Town where she belongs.”

Rupert wanted to point out that Caterina’s own upbringing was even more humble, on a farm beside the Fields.  He judged it not to be quite the right moment as her frame was rigid when she pushed against him, a sign he recognised as one of an impending tantrum.

Over in the corner, the figure of a close friend was a relief.  “Falcon!” he cried.

His pale face, intense and severe as ever, lit up instantly.  Friends since their first times at the Home of Lessons, their handshake was as warm as any on that night.  

“Well done, Rupert!  Your bride looks sensational!” he gushed with a sweep of arms that emphasised his sincerity.  Caterina did a swift curtsy in response.  

“Are you enjoying yourself?” Rupert was keen to ask.  

Falcon leaned in close.  “Well you know me.  I’m not one for these noisy affairs.  I usually seek a quiet chair at home by this hour.”

“I saw you dancing, near that pretty girl,” Rupert teased.

“Girl?  I never noticed her.”

Rupert would have dismissed such a denial from anyone else.  But with Falcon it was certainly genuine.  

“Someone must have caught your eye?  There are some fine young ladies here.”

Caterina folded her arms in protest.  Rupert chose not to notice.  

Falcon shook his bewildered head.  “I’ve seen no one special,” he admitted.

Rupert knew it was unlikely that Falcon would be a distraction for any potential suitor.  His simply cut hair was thinning rapidly and what remained grew thick in a bowl shape.  Too much time with dry paper, following the serious words of the decrees had turned him grave and insular; his poor skin was parched and flaky.  

Rupert ceased his probing and slapped Falcon’s back in encouragement.  “At least you’re getting involved.” 

“Oh, I’ll always give things my best.  I owe that to both of you on this special night.”  

“Thank you, Falcon, you’re always so gracious,” Caterina said.

“I won’t be rude, you have to join in.”

They watched while a group of revellers staggered past, whooping as one by one they stumbled.  The drink and the heady atmosphere were proving an intoxicating mix.  

“But not with that sort of stupidity,” Falcon declared.

“Listen, when I’m back from honeymoon.  I’ll come see you and we’ll make some plans.  I need to get you out from behind that desk and into the sunshine.  You were a lot more fun before you took that job.”

“We’ll see.”

“Count on it,” Rupert promised, fixing him with a meaningful stare.  “Look out for me.”

“Okay mate.”  

They both knew he meant it.  With a reassuring pat on the arm, Rupert went to move on.  At the door he turned.  “Have you seen Loetus?” he asked.

“Not since we left the table.  He was obsessing about some woman he wanted to meet, so he’s probably in bed with her by now.”

Since Loetus had come to prominence as Messenger to the Marquis, Falcon had been dismissive of him, never giving the man a second chance after he caused a small scandal having that liaison with a shopkeeper’s wife.  Rupert also wondered if Falcon was jealous of Loetus’ wide ranging freedom and many friendships.

“I think I must check on him,” Rupert decided.

“Must we?” Caterina asked.  

“Yes.”

“He’s another like Salvor, you know,” Falcon warned, with a sweep of his bony hand.  “Don’t blame yourself if he suffers the same fate.”

The problem was, Rupert did blame himself.  Salvor’s excessive drinking had caused the accident but Rupert often thought he should have intervened sooner.  If he had, Salvor might have been there tonight.  He would have loved mingling with the pretty ladies.  His absence reached out through the merrymakers and found the emptiness Rupert hid within.

“I won’t let another friend kill himself,” Rupert concluded and left with a powerful stride.

“Look after him,” Falcon urged.

Caterina set off in pursuit with a huff and a gait so stiff that not even her flowing dress could hide.

Loetus was discovered in the furthest chamber of the Balaltura’s banqueting hall, entwined with a rangy looking girl, stroking one of her long legs.  Both were dishevelled.  When Rupert and Caterina came in they made a swift attempt to recover some decency.  

“This is Ayovo,” Loetus said, straightening his tunic.  “Her father bred my horse.”

Rupert wanted to laugh.  Was he supposed to believe they were busy discussing livery?  Did it matter if they had any connection at all?  

The girl twisted awkwardly on the spot, long arms dangling, wide mouth full of teeth.  Loetus was built much more solidly, with a sweep of fine hair down to his shoulders and a substantial moustache dominating a thin face.  Caterina gave them both a withering look.

“Why don’t you pop back to the party,” Loetus advised her.  “I’ll catch up with you soon.”

“You seem to be getting along very well together,” Rupert observed, once Ayovo had departed.

“Is that not my business?” came the defensive reply.

“Oh, absolutely,” Rupert agreed, genuinely.  “You did not need to dismiss her so readily.”

“I had to free myself for a while.  I’ll join her again soon.  Now I can offer you my personal congratulations.”

The two men hugged heartily.  Caterina’s embrace was stiff and guarded.

“So when do you head for the Preserve?” Loetus asked, his eyes moving between them but settling on Rupert.  

“We have two days to go through all the gifts and pack our trunks ready for the trip.”

“Wow.  What a very special treat for a honeymoon.”

Caterina disagreed with Loetus’ assessment, as she often did.  “It’s a very long way,” she stated.

“Not really,” Loetus countered.

Rupert was swift to interject.  “You’re much more used to the distances, in your work.”

“True, I do travel many miles.  I have a very sturdy horse.”

“My father has given us his carriage for the trip.”

“Only after your mother nagged him,” Caterina pointed out.

Rupert nodded and then shrugged.  “That is what he’s like.”

“So once you’re back we can plan another adventure?” Loetus asked.  “With your wife’s permission, of course.”

He bowed reverently, a gesture that felt as sarcastic as it was extravagant.  

“Do I get a choice in this?” she demanded, facing Rupert with delicate hands on hips.

“We’ll discuss it later,” Rupert said.

“What I think won’t matter,” she decided.

“Of course it will.  Let’s wait and see.”

The light that gave her beauty was no longer visible on her face, obscured by a dark cloud of menace.  With a stamp of a heel under her expansive dress, she swivelled and marched away.  Rupert turned back to Loetus to find him full of dread.

“Bad timing?” he gulped.

“Maybe.  But she needs to learn what being the wife of a Master of Ordefima is going to mean.  We’ll have our neat little home, just as she wanted, and I’ll have many things to do that will take me away.”

“She just doesn’t want one of them to be me.”  

“It’s been a long day for her,” Rupert said, walking past his friend and out onto the balcony.  

They sat up together on the ornate stone wall, facing the inside, unmoved by the large drop behind them.  Rupert kicked his booted legs out alternatively.  

After a time, Loetus asked, “what are you thinking, old boy?” 

Rupert’s eyes narrowed on an unseen point before him.  “I was wondering if I’d done the right thing.”

“Getting married?”

“Yes, mostly that.”

“Are you happy?”

“Sure.”

“That’s your answer, then.”

“My motives have been nagging me.  I’ve not told anyone this but I got so troubled with doubt that I wanted to see what Suky might find.”

“The Tutelor of Signs!  She is only to be consulted on matters relevant to all Ordefima.”

“I know.  But this felt like it warranted her attention.  I can’t explain why.  I just felt like something massive was going to come from our union.”

“Okay.  And she agreed?”

“Yes.  She arranged for me to visit her late one night when the moon was full.  We waited until the stroke of midnight, she threw her cards into the air and the one that fell into the brightest beam that she had directed onto the floor, told me what to expect.”

“What did it say?”

“She wouldn’t tell me exactly.  She just predicted that women were going to cause me great problems.”

“That’s true for all of us!” Loetus joked.

Rupert remained serious.  “It was very specific.  The deck has seventy eight different cards.  I got that one.”

“You’ve always paid too much attention to Suky’s prophecies.”

“She is often right.”

“And frequently wrong.”

“You remember last year, when she warned about the storms and all that flooding.  Many dismissed her.  It was summer after all.  And what did we get?  Exactly what she promised.  Good job the Court took heed or we’d have lost many crops and many farmers would have been ruined.”

“That’s just one time.”

“There are many more.  She warned me about the bandit raid on the Temple of the Ancients.  I was given the credit for rescuing the precious stones but it was Suky that gave me the details, all of them accurate.”

Loetus jumped down and faced him.  “You can only deal with what you have in front of you.  This is a great occasion.  Enjoy today for what it is.”

Rupert remained hunched over, the fervour of the day draining away.  

“Am I doing this for me or Ordefima?” he wondered.  “As Master of the Mint with something to prove, as fourth son of Leopold who expects loyalty to the Dominion or as Rupert the man who wants a good life?”

“Listen, you didn’t ask to be born into such an important family.  You should be proud of how you’ve adapted, what you’ve achieved and having a stable relationship, which is more than I’ve managed.  My father despairs of me.”

“As has mine until now.”

Loetus’ shoulders dropped with conquered languor.  “The price of expectation is high,” he sighed.  

“You don’t think I’m too young?”

“You’re the best friend I could hope for.  And as such I respect all that you do.  Whatever happens, I’ll stand by you.”

Rupert lightened, his smile came with a slight shake of the head.

“Perhaps I’ve let the pomp of the occasion get to me,” he concluded.

“Don’t try so hard,” Loetus advised.  

Rupert jumped down with a flourish before patting Loetus on the arm and heading inside.

“Come, we must rejoin the feast,” he called back.

“I’ll be right there.”

Except, Loetus did not follow.  He had caught sight of a disturbance at the gate.  There was much shouting and someone was demanding to see the Marquis.  The sentinels of the Balaltura, recognisable by their rainbow coloured cloaks, were doing their job, holding back a small crowd.  Loetus took it upon himself to run down instantly to investigate, taking the back stairs to avoid the mass of people inside.  

Once he had descended and gone across the courtyard, he met with a most unusual, threatening scene.  What looked like a gang of bandits had come to the gate with a horse drawn cart.  They were highly agitated and barely restrained by a cordon of the Marquis’s men.  

“What is the meaning of this?” Loetus demanded.

At the sight of someone official from inside, the frenzied pack calmed.  

“Guards, stand down,” he commanded.

They recognised his status as Messenger to the Marquis and reluctantly stood back. One of the gang, who Loetus assumed was the leader, came forward.  He was dressed in the thick animal skins typical of the wild men of Ordefima; his blistered face was marked by dirt.  Years of malnutrition had bent his frame and he scuffed his feet as he moved.  Most noticeable was the fresh blood covering his filthy hands.  Behind him, his mob watched with intensity.

“I am Grobu.  This is my company.  We want revenge for this terrible crime.  It goes against all laws.”

“To what do you refer?” Loetus asked, breathing deeply to maintain his composure.

“One of our family.  Attacked.”

“I don’t understand what you mean.”

“I’ll show you.”

He gestured for Loetus to follow him.  The gang moved to clear a path.  Loetus was wary, fearing kidnap or robbery. 

“Stick with me,” he said to the two nearest sentinels. 

People of the Town had gathered on the other side, leaving their own celebrations to find out what had brought this exiled band to the heart of Ordefima.  They were mostly plain in dress, though some had added bright ribbons to their clothes to mark the special day.  Now something highly irregular had happened and the jollity had been killed stone dead.  The tension was mounting.  

“There is no cause for alarm,” Loetus told them, more for his own benefit.

The cart was covered in rough, hessian blankets showing more evidence of blood.

“If this is someone in need of attention, you should have gone to the Home of Medicine,” Loetus told Grobu.

He grimaced.  “It’s far beyond their hands,” he said.  “Something in this land, we don’t know what, has done this.  Look.”

With a rigid motion he revealed what was causing so much distress; the mangled remains of a body.  The distress heightened.  The Townsfolk gasped.  A woman began to scream.  Someone threw up.  Beside Loetus, the sentinels turned away to hide their revulsion.  

Loetus was shaking.  He put both arms behind his back in an effort to prevent himself falling forward under weakening legs.  He had never, in all his ridings up and down the land, seen such a thing.  Even the men crushed when a side of the Quarry collapsed a few years back were recognisable.  Whoever this was had been torn to pieces. 

“Cover it up,” he murmured.  No one responded.  “I said, cover it up!”

Eventually a few sentinels revived from the shock and did as he asked.  Loetus stepped forward to address those from the Town.  

“This is a matter for the Marquis to consider.  I’m sure he will consult with all he sees as relevant.  Please await further word from the Balaltura.  Until such time, return to your homes and rest assured there is nothing to fear.”

They dispersed gradually under Loetus’ watchful eye, muttering amongst themselves.  Once out of earshot, he turned to face the still angry mob of bandits.  

“I want you to take the body down to the Home of Medicine.  They will ensure all the evidence is kept safe.  The Marquis will be informed.”

“How do we know that?” Grobu demanded, approaching the taller, straighter man with menace.

“I am Loetus, Messenger to the Marquis.  It is my duty to pass on this information.”

Grobu’s hostility eased and he bowed his head, making his stoop even more pronounced.  “We are fortunate to have encountered you so quickly.  I will instruct my company to make camp on the outskirts of the Town and await word from the Marquis.”

“I thank you.”

Grobu had not finished and his black eyes did not leave Loetus slim face.  “But be sure that if we are given any trouble from anyone we will react.”

“I can assure you that you will not be approached.”

“And if the life of one of my family is not properly acknowledged and a course of action taken, there will be more disorder.”

Loetus smiled thinly.  “The Marquis will know best,” he said, and cleared his throat.

Grobu growled and waved his band away, the cart squeaking as the wheels engaged.  The gates of the Balaltura were closed again with a resounding crunch and the sounds of merriment echoed around the surrounding stone of the courtyard.  As Loetus prepared to go back inside, he closed his eyes to shut out the horror of the moment but could still see the violent red.  The day would now be memorable for more than the marriage of his best friend.

~
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In the main hall, during a break in the music, Rupert was trying to locate his wife.  It was time for them to cut the mighty game pie as was the tradition and then share a piece with all present.

“Lost her have you?” his father asked, watching Rupert’s attempts to see through the throng.

“For the moment.  There are so many people here.”

Leopold was stood, legs apart, arms folded, commanding his place in the room.  “You need to keep tabs on them.”

Lydia, who was sat at a table just behind, ran the back of her hand over her wrinkled forehead.  “Leave him be, Leopold,” she said.

“I’m just having a joke with my son.  You can’t make your spouse happy if you can’t find her!” 

He roared with laughter until he began to cough, ending up doubled over.

“A woman sometimes craves peace and solitude, as you can imagine,” Lydia commented, fixing her husband with a wilting stare.

“She can’t have gone far,” Rupert decided, although he did not sound convincing.

“I sincerely hope not,” Leopold said.  “There are thirty of my best pheasants in that pie and she has to be the one to make the first incision.”

Rupert continued to weave and stretch on the spot in his search, stroking his beard with increasing regularity.  People passed by, many keen to shake his hand.  He grew less jolly with each distraction.  

“You won’t trace her standing here,” his father commented.

“Thanks, dad,” he replied with irony, handing him his empty glass and setting off for another circuit of the chamber.  

The pattern of effusive congratulations continued.  It was as if everyone had left it until now to catch up with him.  Rupert grew hot in his woven tunic and the great open fire burned ever brighter.  Two of the waiters he had sent off to look for her came back shaking their heads.  He was getting close to bursting with frustration.

“Look harder,” he told them.

The vision that was Socha appeared, hair glowing with orange highlights, drifting effortlessly on bare feet through the multitude.  She reached up, placing a flat palm on each of his temples, and drew him down until their foreheads were touching.  

She knew instantly that he was bothered.  “Brother, what troubles you on such a glorious night?”

Beneath her creased brow, Rupert sank deep into lively brown eyes that blurred being so close.  She was the perfect person to bump into now.  Her touch cooled his boiling blood on the spot, her question brought perspective.  The scent of delicate flowers surrounded him.  His tension broke into a smile.

“I seem to have lost Cat, she went off in a bit of a sulk,” he admitted. 

Socha fell back laughing, a sound like a waterfall of honey.  “I saw her up by the stage.  She was watching the band very intently.  When they stopped she was talking to one of them.  Why don’t you try the dressing rooms at the back?  Could be she’s still chatting.”

Rupert patted her shoulder.  “Thank you, sis.  I think that sounds very likely.”

She stood on tiptoe to kiss him on the cheek, resting her hand on his strong chest.  “Go get her.  And tell the musicians to come and play some more.  I have not finished dancing yet.”

She bounded off, wired with energy, limbs twisting.  Rupert was revived.  He made his way to the curtain behind the scattered instruments and found his wife exactly as Socha predicted, in deep conversation with a fair-haired guy who was sitting with a trumpet on his lap.  Caterina was perched on a table next to him, touching his shoulder with her fine fingers, so fascinated by this fellow that she did not notice Rupert’s approach. 

He spoke her name.  She immediately let out a nervous giggle.  Rupert was not amused.

“I’ve been looking for you everywhere,” he told her.

“I thought this was a private area,” the other man said.  

Rupert gave him the merest of glances.  “This is my family home.”

“My love, this is Thaddeus.  I knew him when we were younger.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Rupert said.  

When he held out his hand, Thaddeus did not get up.  People usually stood in respect when meeting a Master of Ordefima.  The shake that ensued was a languid gesture.  Rupert withheld his distaste but could not disguise an irritated twitch.  

“If you’ll excuse us, my wife and I are needed back in the hall.” 

“Fine,” Thaddeus agreed, as if it was up to him.

Rupert stepped across and detached Caterina from the dressing table and Thaddeus to set her in motion.  Only now did Thaddeus stir.  

“You must come and watch us play again, Cat,” the trumpeter said.

“I will,” she assured him.

“Goodbye,” Rupert said stiffly.

“Are you happy now?” Rupert asked her as soon as they were out of earshot.

“What do you mean?”

“Don’t play the innocent.  That was all because I wanted to speak with Loetus.”

“I was surplus, so I went and did my own thing,” Caterina retorted.

“I don’t mind,” Rupert growled through gritted teeth.  “Just let someone know where you are.  I was worried.”

“In case I cause a scene.”

He stopped and thought of continuing with a cruel or clever remark.  They were back in public, standing on the boards of the stage.  He slipped an arm around her small waist, feeling the gentle lace of the fabric.  

“I’m sorry if you felt invisible.  There’s a lot going on for us to adjust to.  Our every action will be judged.  We’ll need all our love to keep us strong.”

She lay her head against his shoulder and they both felt the stir of passion that had brought them this far.  

“I want to get away from all this and make love,” she whispered.

“Soon,” he told her.

“Here comes the devoted couple,” someone said. 

The crowd parted forming a remarkably even path to the main table where the golden pastry of the game pie shone in the flickering light.  Applause began and reached a thunderous level when a knife was carried forward on a bronze tray.  Caterina took it, Rupert lifted her clean off the floor, holding her steady while she plunged the blade through the crust.  There was a delightful, crisp, crunching sound and the initial slice was cut.  

Most cheered, some sang.  Keen eyes followed the couple as they moved amongst them to hand out a small piece to every guest, a gesture that made their unison complete.  They flew by quick exchanges that made little sense but spoke only of infectious joy.  

“Where’s mine?” Lydia cried as they passed by.

“Here, mother,” Rupert said.

“You said you’d save me a special bit,” she reminded him, her hands clasped together in anticipation.

“I have.”  He took some out of his tunic pocket.  “Yours.”

She touched the back of hand as she took it.  “I wish you all the love you hope for.”

“Thank you.”  

The moment lingered.  “You have the strength to overcome every obstacle,” she said, with her soft voice.

Leopold materialised between them.  “Looking after your mother, I see.  Well done, son.”

He clutched Rupert’s shoulders and shook him.  This was his way of displaying emotion.  Rupert was moved.  The chance to bond with the old man was rare.

As the way before them thinned out, Rupert could see Loetus at the edge of the banqueting hall in an intense exchange with his brother, Isodor.  He weaved across in their direction and saw them both jump back as he arrived.  

“What’s the matter with you two?” Rupert asked.

Loetus looked to Isodor with strain pulling at his thin face.  

“Nothing to concern you,” Isodor replied, his grin all too ready.  “A slight disturbance in the Town.  I think perhaps the party got a little out of hand.  I’ll deal with it in the morning.”

Rupert frowned.  “I hope my marriage hasn’t been the cause of anything undesirable.”

“Not at all,” Isodor assured him with an excess of sincerity that Rupert attributed to an overindulgence of wine.  “Is this my piece of pie?”  Isodor bit into the rich dark interior of his slice and immediately began making appreciative noises.  “So good!” he exclaimed.

Rupert was pleased.  Isodor was usually quite critical.  

“My main man, Ranald, assures me you will want for nothing while you stay at his inn.  You have the bridal suite with a grand view of the new pond he has had installed.”

“I am grateful to you for this gift.”  

Rupert held the tray out to Loetus who seemed reluctant to partake.  “I’ll eat it later,” he said, putting some on the table behind him.

“Not hungry?” Rupert wondered.  “That’s unlike you.  Hope you’re not sickening.  You do look rather pale.”

“No, no,” he said, with a strange lack of humour.

“Indulged too much?” 

“Yes, Rupert.  I think that’s it.  Too much for one night.”
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CHAPTER TWO

A SEARCH FOR CLUES
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“I am most disgruntled,” the Marquis of Ordefima told his wife as he pulled on his chequered cloak.  Its silver bands glinted in the light from the window Lydia favoured to sit beside in the mornings.  

She listened to him with some interest but her main focus was on the weather that had turned the sky a dull grey and filled the air with misty rain.  Her view of the garden was thus masked and the prospect of a day inside filled her with melancholy.

Leopold continued.  “I have a head as thick as a quagmire in the Waolings and no sooner had I finished breakfast than my man tells me I am needed in the Town.”

“Such is life for you,” Lydia said, with an air of resignation.  “What are you wanted for?”

“Apparently there is a matter of dire urgency at the Home of Medicine.”

Lydia blinked and focused on him properly.  “Is Meava involved?” she asked.

Leopold looked at her with his bushy eyebrows pulled together.  “Well, as the Tutelor of Medicine she can hardly not be,” he said.

“Of course not,” Lydia agreed.  “Do you know the nature of the problem?”

He exhaled noisily in irritation.  “Someone died last night.  Apparently I am required to have a close look.  I find it hard to believe it is as dramatic as portrayed, and certainly not enough to interrupt my plans.”

“Your new boat?”

“Yes, I was to take her out on the Lake and test the trawling gear.  Now I suspect I will not get the time.”

“There’ll be plenty of other opportunities, the fish don’t spawn until autumn,” she said with a casualness that made him stare.

“It mattered to me today and tomorrow it will be another emergency I can’t skip.”

She ran her hands down her pale neck, relieving some tightness.  “When you’ve done with Meava can you send her up here.”

“You consult with her too often.”

“I like her, you know that.  She is my favourite.”

“Because she panders to all your pains.”

Lydia turned her face away and gazed at the blank sky.  Leopold shook his head and smiled, his lower teeth showing.

“I’ll let her go as soon as whatever this is has been resolved,” he assured her.

He made for the door, pausing before the mirrored cabinet to check his appearance.  If he was going to ride down to the Town he would be on show to the people.  He checked his pockets for loose sovereigns.  As Marquis it was customary on such a visit for him to throw a few out to a random individual.

“I hope you return in better spirits,” Lydia said.

“Unlikely!” he cried and pulled the door closed behind him with a bang that she felt travel down her spine.

She sighed before getting up in search of a book about the plants she loved so much.  There was always something new to learn and it might give her an idea for a meal that Leopold would enjoy this evening.  The best way she knew to cheer him up was through his stomach.

~
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The Home of Medicine was a circular building of impressive dimensions set off to the left of the main road into the Town from the Balaltura.  The terrain levelled out on the approach with lines of trees guiding all visitors to an arched central portal designed to be wide enough to allow a cart within.  The plaster walls, which stretched up thirty feet, had been worked smooth and painted a light cream.  A colonnade ran round the entire outside of the second floor, creating a stunning open space from which the rooms of the sick were accessed.  A sign was set on to the front of the flat roof which simply said ‘HEALING WITHIN’ next to an ornate gold letter M.

Here, Meava, the Tutelor of Medicine, oversaw the nurses who kept the dominion healthy.  She used her own curative powers on the more extreme cases and anyone connected to the Bellaquin family.  The people had complete trust in the methods she extolled, relying on natural remedies drawn from the natural world and passed down across centuries, stored within the basement at the centre.  

Leopold’s horse mirrored its rider’s lack of enthusiasm as it trudged closer through the damp air.  Isodor joined them and he quickly perceived his father’s mood.

“You really have to see this to believe it possible,” he said.

Leopold shrugged.  “Who says as much?” he demanded.

“Loetus.  He met the bandits at the gate last night.” 

“Him!  What would he know of such things?  He’s a reliable messenger and a dreadful philandering.  Nothing much else.  Has Meava given her opinion?”

“She is ready to meet with you.”

“Good.”

They went on in under the grand arch and found Loetus pacing the cobbled courtyard, his skin flushed, hands clenched behind his back.  One of the hospital staff, dressed in the official scarlet of a medical official, was watching him with an air of bemusement which became fright when Leopold arrived, sending him scurrying inside one of the many doors laid behind a ring of pillars.

“Marquis,” Loetus said.  “I am relieved to see you.”

“I can’t say I share that emotion,” he replied.

“This is an unprecedented act of barbarism.  You had to be called.”

“We’ll see,” Leopold growled.  “Now where is Meava?”

No sooner had the question been asked than she appeared, from within, making no sound yet creating a big impression.  A tall figure, all her movements appeared like one effortless symphony, lively mind in tune with lithe body.  She demanded attention in an iridescent blue robe that was cut in a low vee at the front and opened on the sides as it draped from curved shoulders to tiny feet.  

Loetus was predictably transfixed, her aroma, reminiscent of freshly cut grass, threatened to make him faint.  He suppressed his animalistic thoughts of kissing her scarlet lips.  His best friend Rupert had often alluded to her incredible presence.  Rupert spent his teenage years hung up by Meava, who was constantly at the Balaltura attending to his mother.  When he feigned a need attention himself, Meava would be gentle and considerate before dismissing his claims of suffering with a knowing smile.  

“Welcome,” she purred.  “It is an honour to have the Marquis of Ordefima at the Home of Medicine, and his eldest son.”

Both men dismounted and dropped their heads briefly in deference.  

“I am only sorry to be calling for such an unfortunate reason,” Leopold said.  

“It is quite horrible,” she informed them.  

“You’ve made an examination already?” Leopold wondered.  “And for you to reach such a conclusion this must be bad.”

Her alluring eyes widened.  “There was not much left to analyse.”

“Then I won’t waste another moment.  Lead me to it.”

With Meava gliding in front, they were taken within, along well lit, airy corridors.  The sound of children giggling lifted their spirits, reminding them this was a place of miracles and happiness.  At intervals they passed lit alcoves where the busts of previous Tutelors of Medicine had been carved by stone masons into the walls.  

“Did you enjoy the wedding yesterday?” Leopold asked Meava.

“It was a fine occasion,” she assured him.  “I have seen much of Rupert over the years.  The cutest little boy has become a man.  I hope he finds great happiness.”

She threw her elegant head back as she spoke, her hair exquisitely platted back across the top.  Loetus found himself admiring the arc of her long, white neck.  They ascended a sweeping staircase that wound above itself sharply and emerged on the second floor.  This was where the colonnade gave a comprehensive view of a large area of trees named, with typical Ordefiman simplicity, the Big Wood.  The lustrous green shroud enclosed the Home of Medicine, giving a calming effect, as if one was actually strolling under the mighty branches.

Meava led them around until they reached a solemn black door quite out of place with the rest of the building.  Two of staff stood on either side, equally as sombre.

“If you are brought into here it means we have failed,” she explained.  “The great dark blanket of never ending night will have fallen, whatever the status of your birth.  We must take a moment to reflect on this before we enter.”

All present bowed their heads and had some thoughts of their own mortality.  Leopold soon grew uncomfortable with the mood and began jangling the keys on his belt.  Meava did not buckle to his impatience.  The Home of Medicine was her domain and he had to respect that.  

The sudden appearance of Jankin, marching up to them, broke the impasse.  

“Were you waiting for me?” he asked.

“We were actually paying respects to those who have left this life,” Meava said with hiss.

“I don’t believe in that.  This world’s about the living,” Jankin declared.  “None of us can last forever.  I won’t cry for the ghosts.  I hope I die in glory and alone.”

“How soon?” Meava wondered

Her sarcasm coloured his face while he contemplated a harsh response.  His eyes fixated as if his stare could turn her to stone.  

“Let’s go in,” Isodor said, in effort to calm things down.

Meava expression was dark with infuriation but facing some of the highest men in the land she stepped away and nodded for one of the assistant’s to open the door.  

“You’re late,” Leopold grumbled to Jankin as they filed in.

“Linus hasn’t shown up yet,” Jankin retorted.

“I wasn’t talking about Linus.  You, as a Master of Ordefima you must respect the tutelors.”

His father’s superior tone made him even more manic.  Only the sight of Isodor’s disapproving face kept his rattling lid from blowing.  And any rage he continued to harbour was soon drained away by the dismembered limbs laid out on a stone table under the light of bright torches.  Windows had been opened above to allow the smell of rotting flesh to escape.  Bird song could be heard from the Big Wood beyond, a ridiculously harmonious sound for such an ugly scene.

The men present could only look at the butchered remains of the bandit for a few seconds at a time.  Meava, trained and experienced, was clinical in her observations.  Even so, her voice cracked and tears came as she spoke.

“This is a male, around forty years of age judging by the slight greying of hairs.  As far as I can make out, his body has been torn apart with phenomenal strength.  There are signs of bite marks around the chest and thigh bones.  Judging by the internal wounds, I’d say most of the soft tissue has been devoured.”

“Devoured?” Isodor said, unusually alarmed.

“Yes.”

“That can’t be,” Leopold insisted, shielding his gaze with a hand.

“I am very sure,” Meava said.

Linus arrived, looking sheepish to start with and then turning white with the others.

“How did that happen?” he asked, sounding annoyed, as if it might be the fault of the victim.

“That is what we must debate,” Leopold announced.  “There is no more to see here.”

They all left the room a lot quicker than they had entered.  The fresh air of the open colonnade was very welcome.  Jankin, who was clearly unsteady on his feet, was immediately assisted by Meava.  She helped him sit against the wall and made him put his head down between his knees.

When he had recovered sufficiently she enquired, “Is that the first dead body you’ve seen?”

He nodded without looking up.  She touched his shoulder.  Her fingers were like velvet.

“Not the easiest one to start with,” she said.  “Although, I have not found any easy.”

Jankin began to breathe deeply and his usual flush of red reappeared on his skin.  He was most grateful for the care she had shown but found kind words too difficult to express.

“I’ll leave you to recover,” she said and joined the others who were standing in silence, gazing at the Big Wood and gathering their thoughts.  

“What are we dealing with?” Isodor wondered, getting their conversation started.

“There is a toxin within Ordefima,” Meava asserted.

“A beast of some kind?”

“No!” Linus said.

“It has to be,” Isodor said.

“What?  From where?”

“An escape from the Preserve?”

“Impossible!”

“You can be sure?”

“Of course.”

Leopold interrupted them.  “I am aware, Linus, that you’ve been spending an increasing amount of time in the company of Sorley.  He may be a successful trader but his love of gambling and lack of conformity does not sit well with your duties as Master of Animals.  I am less convinced that you have been paying proper attention to your affairs and because the Preserve comes under your jurisdiction it throws some doubt over this incident.”

It was a crushing verbal assault that raised Linus’ eyebrows and brought a rare ruddiness to his cheeks.  

“Don’t be surprised,” Leopold continued.  “Not much happens in Ordefima that isn’t reported to me.  Your late-night card games and late rises are common knowledge.”

Isodor came to Linus’ defence.  “I find it hard to believe any creature could have broken through the fence and got right across the dominion unseen.”

Leopold flashed him a sidelong glance and grunted.  “That’s as may be.  If it isn’t from the Preserve then what else have we got?”

“It was a Gharid,” Jankin pronounced as he approached.

“Don’t be ridiculous!” Linus mocked.  “Gharids are nothing more than a legend, a story to scare children with.”

Jankin pointed a finger into Linus’ face.  “You can’t prove that!”

“There’s more proof they don’t exist.  How come no one has ever seen one in seventeen hundred years!” Linus said, jerking his head back with scorn

“They’ve been hiding.”

“Where?”

“The Waolings.”

“All that is there are the Ashlars which are slow and peaceful.  Great for the circus.  Incapable of killing anyone.”

“I know people that have seen Gharids.”

“What people?”

“They are my friends.”  

“Really?  Didn’t think you had any.  They must be loonies like you.”

Jankin clenched both fists.  “Say that again and I’ll-”

“Enough!” Leopold shouted.  “I will not tolerate threats of violence, least of all from my own son.  You too arguing isn’t moving this forward.  We need some common sense.  What are your conclusions, Meava?”

She had stood calmly to the side while the men had been challenging one another with erratic gestures and stiff backs.  In contrast, her body, hung within her vibrant robe, was loose and languid.  

“I would put my trust in the great books,” she said.  “They are many and eternally wise.  Kester has devoted his life to them, he will guide you.”

“Isodor?” 

“I’d agree with Meava.  It is the place where we can unravel the mysteries.”

“Then it is settled,” Leopold decided.  “We make next for the Home of the Annals.  Loetus, go ahead of us and alert Kester.”

He nodded quickly and disappeared.  Leopold was effusive in his thanks to Meava before mentioning that his wife required her attention.  Meava nodded, her incredible neck arching ever so charmingly.

“I am sorry you’ve had to deal with such an awful incident,” Leopold said to her as they descended the stairs again.

“Indeed,” Meava agreed.  “Any life lost is tragic, but for it to happen with such violence is most distressing.”

They reached the forecourt.  Meava stroked the neck of Leopold’s horse while he climbed on.  The animal growled with contentment.

“I prefer to concentrate on the medical science,” Meava continued.  “As Tutelor I eternally seek further enlightenment through my specialism.  I have learned from that corpse up there.  I hope my information has helped.”  

They all then took their leave of Meava and her great hospital and rode through the north of the Town, past many traditional buildings of wood and stone set in blocks and punctuated by large windows.  The population of Ordefima were seekers of light and liked their houses to be bright inside.  They were bustling through the streets on their morning routine.  Anyone who noticed the Marquis stopped to watch him go by.  

“Any more news of the dead bandit?” one woman called.

“None as yet,” Isodor answered.  “We seek more advice from the Tutelor of Annals.”

Leopold was stirred by agitation.  “They should be enquiring about Rupert and yesterday’s feast.”

“You can’t blame them,” said Isodor.  “They are unused to feeling threatened.”

~
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Apart from the Balaltura, the Home of Annals was the largest construction in Ordefima.  It was rumoured to be the first spot where people settled, on an island where the river split briefly above the fertile valley that would become the Fields.  A man called Wilhem the Settler recorded the event and buried a journal that was recovered when the foundations of this mighty building were dug.  As more scholars added their own accounts of deeds and development, so the Annals were created and a tutelor appointed to ensure they were protected, and to promote the ongoing study of their meaning.

As the riders approached, two imposing stone towers began to bear down on them as a reminder of the importance of what lay within.  Set in vertical lines within the brickwork were many large paned windows designed to let in maximum light.  Three quarters of the way up, a wooden walkway linked them.  When the worst weather rolled in from the Dolmens, cloud would obscure the top.  At ground level, the entrance was more modest, consisting a row of doors set in a single storey that stretched back a fair distance.  

The tall figure of Kester, the Tutelor of Annals, was outside the front waiting for them.  When he was working, he always wore a clean white cloak stretching to the ground that stopped any contamination reaching the precious Annals.  His face was thin and serious and he appeared to find standing still quite difficult because he swapped his weight from one foot to the other regularly.  

“Kester,” Leopold cried as he dismounted.  “So good of you to be ready for us so rapidly.”

“It is nothing,” he replied.  “I live right here, don’t forget.”

Leopold smiled as they shook hands.  “Of course.  You don’t like to stray too far from your books.  And you’re not one to sleep on the job.”

“I’m always glad to help.”  

A young chap took away the horses and they all filed through a door carved to look like the cover of an enormous tome, with Loetus joining them again.  The reception area was featureless and functional and gave no clue to the amazing delights contained within.  

“I will take you directly up to the historical section as I understand from Loetus this is what you need,” Kester said, leading them under an arch to the right where they stepped into a wooden cage.  

Above them an open space stretched right through the centre of one of the towers to a barely visible domed roof.  Kester shut them in and pulled a lever to one side and they were lifted from the ground.  At each floor stood a librarian ready to stop them if requested using a large hook.  As it was, they needed the very highest level, so they continued upwards at a gentle pace.  

The nine openings they passed each gave a glimpse of an immense number of shelves, all lined with volume upon volume on subjects such as flora, fauna, history, and fables, as well as many detailed maps.  Wherever the light from the windows was not strong, stone dishes attached to the walls roared with a hearty flame.  

“This place makes you feel so at ease,” Isodor said.  “Knowing all this wisdom is here to offer advice.”

“It must take hours to dust,” Linus added, making Kester frown.

Kester offered no comment, leaving the surroundings to speak for themselves.  He shook his legs, which made the cage sway and the ropes pull tighter.  Eventually the very top was reached and they could step out onto a solid floor carpeted with the softest fabrics to ensure complete quiet was maintained.  They gathered around a marble topped table and Kester allowed them a moment to gather their senses.  

The ceiling was painted with images of many great scholars sitting looking suitably thoughtful on yellow clouds in a sky of bright blue.  Beneath, the books stretched out all around over two levels, the upper one with its own balcony reached by neat doubles ladders on wheels.  All the wood was highly polished walnut with an inlay of gold leaf.  It was a setting of immense eternity, the voices of their ancestors waiting to speak from within the many pages.  

“Kester,” Leopold began.  “What do the Annals tell us of a vicious carnivorous enemy?”

“There are no records of any such thing in modern times,” Kester asserted.  

“Told you,” Linus chirped at Jankin who remained stony.

“There are passages in the early work that describe a great peril,” Isodor said, recalling his studies at the Home of Lessons.

“The Gharids,” Jankin added.

Kester looked the sons of the Marquis for a moment as if they were little children telling increasingly bad lies.  He folded his hands together and took a quiet breath.  

“The First Book, to which I think you refer, is not to be taken literally.  You would have been taught as much.  Only a fool who would accept the tales as truth.  They were stories designed to keep order, frighten the children into behaving, and maintain weapons that have proved unnecessary, more a relic, an item of historical relevance, a museum piece.  We do not keep it in the factual section.”

“So why do we have to revere their words?” Jankin demanded.

“They set down our moral code, taught us how to act.  Without them, the people could not have been united into a common purpose thus forcing greater achievements beyond our grasp.  We would all do well to remember this.”

Kester backed his statement with a pointed stare at the youngest son who had taken up a challenging pose, thumbs thrust into his belt and chin raised.  Leopold stepped out of the circle and began to wring his hands together and they all watched him with concern. 

“Gentleman,” he said, throwing his voice around the lofty ceiling as if he might be addressing the paintings above.  “We must not waste time.  I need your wisdom to help me decide a course of action.  Let us focus on that.  We need to be sure this ancient adversary is no more than a legend.”

Kester reacted quickly.  “I will fetch the First Book immediately and we can see for ourselves.”

He scuttled off with a peculiar gait for one so tall.  At the far end he stopped and recovered a key from around his neck and proceeded to open a hidden lock, after which one set of shelves rotated and he disappeared into a secret room beyond.

“Wow!” exclaimed Loetus. 

“It’s not the most original hiding place,” Linus said.  

“I’m surprised it’s kept out of sight, we have no one to fear,” Isodor added.

“He obviously puts great value on the mumblings of old folk,” Linus continued.

“Do have any better wisdom to offer us, Gremlin?”

Gremlin was Isodor’s nickname for Linus, one he used to refer to him when Linus deliberately raised problems loaded with a tone of mischief.  As the Gremlin, Linus now became irritated, not helped by Jankin’s chuckle.

“Looking too close at dusty pages is not going to tell us anything,” he moaned.  

“We’ll see,” Jankin retorted, gruffly.  

Kester emerged carrying a book like it was a new born child.  When he placed it on the shiny marble surface, the light from the window revealed a thick golden brown leather cover.  He stood back for a moment so they could all admire a bit of their history.  

“I’m finding it hard to believe today,” Loetus said, one hand grasping his own chin.  “I never got up this high when I came from school and now I’m seeing the First Book.”

“We do not allow any of the children who visit access to the more treasured volumes, lest a burst of enthusiasm lead to some unfortunate damage,” Kester explained.  

“That goes for everyone, I guess,” Isodor said.  

“We all possess the ability to be clumsy,” Kester agreed.  “I alone shall touch and turn the pages.  I will act, of course, on your instruction.”

“I wish to hear the bit about the ancient enemy,” Leopold commanded, appearing at Kester’s right hand.

Kester pulled on a pair of white gloves and followed the request with a stiff sense of ceremony.  Inside, the yellowy parchments were etched with ink that was mostly black but revealed traces of blue.  Flecks of dust obeyed some ancient dance as he leafed through.  When he drew in a large breath it was clear he had found the text they needed.  He leaned forward, raised the spectacles that hung around his long neck, and recounted the enduring words written so carefully by the hand of their oldest known ancestor, each sentence setting truth off on a winding journey to an uncertain future.  

“It was in the third year since their arrival at the river and the building of the first houses that the leaders’ master plan was most severely challenged by an enemy from without.  For in every swamp there will lay danger.  The people learned the meaning of fear in the claws and teeth of the beast and named them Gharids.

It was decided that weapons must be forged. After a wide search by every able man, woman and child, the ore was found in the depths of the Rolling Hills.  With much combined effort, a great many swords, spears, pikes and arrows were made.  Two years had passed and many innocents had been taken without reason.  Their torn and devoured remains caused much consternation among the people. 

Such was the anger; a violence was meted out and the peril driven from the world.  There was much rejoicing equalled only by a concern that killing might become commonplace.  All the weapons were locked away, to be brought out but once every four years to celebrate the triumph at a Festival of Fighting where young men could demonstrate their skills in a peaceful show of strength and ingenuity.  

It was decreed that a defence should be constructed in case a new evil should rise from that swamp at a future time.  The remarkable power of the people came once more to the fore and in under a hundred years the Wall was complete, running from the borders of Reciderva, to Odecama in the south.  Assured of peace, the Dominion of Ordefima was declared and work began on a stately home for the newly appointed Marquis Wilhem, grandson of Wilhem the Settler who had claimed the land for his wandering tribe.”  

Across the silence in this mighty tower of knowledge, the words bridged the gap of centuries to touch them.  The majority bowed their heads in deference.  Jankin had not moved from his challenging pose.  Linus sniffed in indifference.

Jankin invaded the moment.  “All the proof we need was in that passage.”  

Kester let out a low growl from somewhere in his chest and brought his joined hands up under his chin.  

“I will explain one more time for those who have forgotten their teachings.  The uncertain origins of the First Book make it unwise to take the text literally.  We will not know when it was written until one of our budding scientists finds a way to date pen, paper and ink.  All we know is it was buried some time in antiquity before the Ordefima we now recognise had come into being.  They are many glaring inaccuracies and an ongoing tendency to over exaggerate.  The works of Smart, our finest scholar of the last hundred years, make it clear which parts we should trust as truth and which we need to be just taken an instruction on how to behave.”

“You can believe what you like,” Jankin snapped.  “I know Gharids are real.”  

Kester became agitated by Jankin’s opposition.  His leg twitched while he gathered himself for a response.  

“I will bring you Smart’s essay on the subject,” he sputtered, not quite able to meet Jankin’s eye.  

While they waited again, Leopold and Isodor went to one side and spoke quietly to each other, beginning to make plans.  Jankin remained moody and silent.  Linus was strolling around shaking his head in disbelief.

Loetus spoke to Jankin.  “I think you are probably right.  I don’t want you to be but nothing else fits.” 

“Neither of you can be serious,” Linus came over to tell them.  “However nasty an end, it wasn’t caused by a mythical beast.”

“What makes you so sure?” Loetus asked.

“I am Master of Animals.”

“All hail the expert,” Jankin said, with a mock bow.

“There’s no proof,” Linus insisted, his chin tightening as he locked his jaw.

“What about that body down there?”

Linus pulled a twisted face.

“The Wall.”

Now Linus laughed.  “You and your precious wall.  You’re obsessed with walls.  You put up a wall everywhere you go.  You’ve got a wall in your head.”

“That’s not true.”

“You’re putting it up again now.”

“I’m not.”

“You spend too much time prowling the top of the Wall.  It’s become part of you.”

“I stay alert for danger,” Jankin said, drawing himself up bigger to match the taller Linus.

“The only danger is you.  You want an enemy to come so you can start throwing spears around for real.”

“What would be so bad about that?”

“Save it for the Festival of Fighting,” Linus advised.  “We have no need of the aggression of your kind.” 

Jankin’s face had turned scarlet.  Loetus, the uncomfortable spectator of this feud, could only guess what thoughts lay behind those unreal blue eyes.  Anger?  Jealousy?  Doubt?  Stupefaction?  It was complicated.  Loetus had an older brother of his own and understood much of sibling rivalry.  

Kester had reappeared and this drew everyone back together around the marble table.  However, he did not put the book down before them.  Being so much smaller, Kester held it in one hand and turned the pages quickly with the other.  A solid frown split his brow and did not soften even when he traced the section he needed.

“I will not read the entire chapter of course,” he said.  “Here is the gathered wisdom of Ordefima’s most knowledgeable thinker.  You can sum up Smart’s view in the final four sentences.”

Kester cleared his leathery throat with a wheezy breath to ensure all were listening.

“It is clear to me that the word Gharid is closely aligned to scary and was an invention of the unknown writer who was keen to muster unity within the already well dispersed people by giving them a common enemy.  The Wall was almost certainly built over many centuries and not just one judging by the magnitude of the task, and also by the many changes in stone that indicate problems in supply and quarrying.  The erection of such an imposing structure was designed to help cement the belief in such a fearsome foe and of the peace that could be secured.  It is further evidence of the clever tactics used by the early rulers to create the dominion of Ordefima and install in it the strength to grow and prosper.”   

“I have heard enough,” Leopold decreed, his voice amplified by certainty.  “Those with greater wisdom have burned down many candles poring over the evidence.  Who are we to question them?

“The responsibility for this death must lay with the bandits, for they bring on such actions by the disreputable nature of their own.  They have never fitted in with the honourable nature of Ordefima, living beyond our laws and mutual respect.  The day was always going to come when someone would strike back.”

“They have never killed anyone,” Isodor said.  “They steal on occasion, avoid our taxes and trade forbidden goods, nothing more.”  

“But we don’t know the level of suffering they might have caused.  Whoever has committed this crime against them is not going to come forward to tell us about it.”

“Shit,” Isodor blasphemed.

“What?”

“Well, I’m worried how they will take it.  You’re blaming them for their own loss.  They might react with violence.”

“If they go too far they know it would end in banishment.  We barely tolerate them now.”

Isodor leaned back on his heels, unconvinced.  “The land they occupy is unwanted, between the Circles of Fire and the Steaming Lines.  Not exactly a gift.”

“They are fortunate enough.”

“There will still be much upset.”

“No.  I am quite clear on this.  Unless you have a better suggestion.”

Isodor shrugged and looked to his brothers who were equally unable to offer anything decisive.

“Then it is settled.  Isodor, see that Loetus here posts the appropriate notices on the Town’s boards.  I will address the people at the hour of seven tonight and ensure they harbour no worries.  Jankin, you will keep an eye on the bandits and report to me anything that is even faintly threatening.  If they wish to discuss our findings any further, refer their leader, Grobu, to myself or Isodor.”

“I don’t agree,” Jankin said.  “Meava reckons the body was partly consumed.  It has to be a beast of some kind.”

“That is not something I’m going to make public, and neither are you.”

“This feels wrong.  It’s important enough for you to call together the Court.” 

“I will be the judge of that.  You just do as asked.”

“It doesn’t even sound convincing.”

Leopold was riled and stepped into Jankin’s space brandishing his cloak.  “Does yours have the silver lining of a Marquis?”

“No.”

“Well, until you are the one making the decisions you’ll respect mine.”

“So why was I asked to be here, if my opinion is going to be ignored?”

Their eyes met with the same fire burning behind them.  Then Leopold softened his gritty expression into a smile.  “For you to learn,” he said.  

Jankin, faced with his father’s gentle mocking backed by Linus’ grin and Isodor’s concern, sought something to cool the blood that boiled through his veins.  A rasping laugh from Kester, who appeared relieved that any further arguing had been brought to an end by Leopold’s words, did not help.  

Jankin stepped away, his tight limbs jerking.  He needed clear air.  “You will be made to remember this folly.  I’ll make sure I remind you when the real trouble starts.”

With this he departed, disappearing down in the cage alone.  

“Can I trust him to do as I have asked?” Leopold wondered.

“He’ll bend to our thinking.  He always does,” Isodor said.

“Let’s hope my decision is right.”

Kester patted the book under his arm.  “I think the Marquis has been very wise to listen to the teachings of a great scholar.  A difficult dilemma has been resolved.”

Leopold saw the empty cage ascending on the opposite side of the tower and began to walk round to it.  As he did so, he crossed a shaft of light from the window.  The sun had broken through the heavy cloud and illuminated him where he stopped and stood to face them.  

“I do believe this is all going to work out fine,” he declared.  

As they followed his golden glow, they each believed it too.  Only Loetus held onto a nagging doubt.  That the Bellaquins had argued so intensely was uncomfortable proof of the uncertainty.  He would be keen to share his foreboding with Rupert just as soon as his friend returned from the Preserve.  Rupert had an extraordinary and uncomplicated way of sorting out Loetus’ unrest.  Rupert was the one he trusted most.  

~
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When news reached Grobu of the Marquis’ decree and the reasons he attributed to the bandit’s death, the reaction was swift.  He kicked the pot of broth hanging over the fire, sending sparks and ashes into the night sky.  His closest followers stepped back warily.  

“This is how they judge those who do not fit in with their pretty pattern of peace.  I stole food as a boy because we went so hungry and see how I got treated.  Being an Odecaman I got   no rights, no place to live in the Town.  

“We will track down this so-called ruler and force him to explain the meaning of this mumbo jumbo.  Prepare the horses, summon the others, we ride on the Balaltura.”  

Leopold heard the thunderous noise of hooves on cobblestone above the angelic voices of the girls who were singing to him.  He had settled back in his favourite armchair after a hearty feast, well pleased with the reception he had received from a good turnout of people at the Arena.  When the trumpeter in the front tower sounded the alarm, he knew his peace was about to be shattered.  

Feeling the customary ache in his back and the gurgle of indigestion, he made his way out to the gate.  He cursed Jankin for not having done his job and given him fair warning.  At least the sentinels had been more sensible this time and kept the agitated party outside.  When the viewing hatch was pulled back for him, Leopold could see Grobu’s blotchy face, wet with perspiration, lit up by the torch he was brandishing.

“You wish to speak to me?” Leopold asked him, assuming a solid pose with arms folded and legs astride.

Grobu stepped up as close as he could.  His bloodshot eyes were bulging.  

“You’ll tell me the reason for this outrage.  My man has been butchered and you say it was his fault.”

“I said it was likely to have happened to avenge a deed.”

“You’re protecting your people.  This is not justice.  You are not fit to make such decisions.”

“As you don’t hold by our rules, you can hardly complain-”

“I’ll do as I please!” Grobu snarled and the large group behind him roared in agreement.

“Not here,” Leopold asserted.  “Go back down Bantum Lane and keep your unpleasantness to yourselves.”

“You don’t frighten me,” Grobu said.

“Nor you me.  We have lived a peaceful existence here for centuries and it will continue.”

Grobu paused and his dark eyes searched the courtyard within.  “If you’re not scared, then come outside and meet me like a man.”

Leopold hesitated and then reached for the large bolt on the gate.

“Sir, that might not be for the best,” the captain of the sentinels said, holding his arm out to block the way.

“You question my action?” Leopold demanded in surprise.

His man dropped his arm and stood to immediate attention.  “It is my honourable duty to protect the Marquis at all times,” he said, to a space somewhere over Leopold’s left ear.

Leopold reached out and patted his shoulder.  “I thank you.  But I will deal with this from here.”

Stepping beyond the safety of his home was daunting given the size, strength and anger of the mob that awaited him.  For Leopold, this was his duty.  He could hide the big knot that was forming in his stomach.

“I am here,” he said, his figure dwarfing the hunched Grobu.

“I have a knife,” the little thief warned, reaching inside his coat.  “I’m not afraid to use it.”

“Whatever action you take will have consequences,” Leopold reminded him.  “I stand for my people.”

There was a long moment of silence broken only by the anxious breathing of both of them.  The bandits looked on, some keen to see blood spilled.  Inside the gate, the sentinels were ready to react.  Grobu imagined what it would feel like to change the world with the flash of a blade.  Leopold was thinking the same thing.  

Finally, Grobu spoke.  “We have been wronged.”

“There is no way to tell who killed your friend.  It could have been someone passing through, from beyond Ordefima’s boundaries.  You can help us by remaining vigilant and reporting anything unusual.”

“I think not.”

“There is nothing more to say,” Leopold concluded, turning away with a dismissive wave of his hand.  

Grobu stepped between Leopold and the gate.  “For you, maybe.  For me, this has just started.  You have made an enemy tonight.  One that will come back to prey on you when the time is right.”

The two men stood motionless in defiance until Grobu gave a signal to his men to move off.  He went slowly with them wearing a dissatisfied sneer.  Leopold considered warning him to be careful, then thought better of it and went inside with a shake of the head.

~
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The bandits did not return peacefully to their hideouts down Bantum Lane.  The pent up fury needed a release.  They began a defiant chant that sent the people of the Town scuttling inside.  Open eyed children listened in disbelief to the words of mutiny and sought the arms of their parents.  

Falcon was employed late in his bland office at the Court of the Seven completing the paperwork that permitted the burial of the body that had started the upheaval.  He went to the window and stared with concerned intensity at the rabble that passed beneath.  Not until he had seen them head south, past the Home of Signs, did he feel able to relax enough to go on with his work.

Away from the confines of the Town they spread out into the darkness, waving their torches vigorously, rage still roaring.  They poured across the Grasslands and whether deliberate or not, a fire began to tear through the dry stems and low bushes, fed by a keen wind.  Now each one of them whooped in delight while their horses whined.  

Into the red glow walked the stocky shape of a fat man, his clothes poorly fitted, and his legs comically short for the size of his body.  Around his ankles, several vicious looking black rodents were sniffing noisily and gnashing their teeth.  Grobu rode over to see who dared challenge his actions.  The chubby face under a generous beard did not look frightened.

“The name is Greeson Fontainbleau, I live just there in Chateau Turata.”  

As he spoke he pointed to some small towers behind him.  Grobu was aware of the Fointainbleaus but had never paid them much attention.  He thought the flabby fool had probably come to complain.  

“You should go back there, or you may become part of the fire.”

Greeson laughed loudly.  “I like your attitude.”

Grobu was curious about this man’s reaction.  He lowered his torch and watched the substantial face before him become clearer in the smoke.

Greeson continued.  “You do this in defiance.  Ordefima does not permit such a show of aggression.”

“What is that to you?”

“Everybody knows the Marquis is corrupt.  The sovereigns all end up his hands.  The time is now to change the ways of centuries of dishonesty.”

Grobu dismounted and shuffled closer.  “You risk great trouble speaking to me,” he said.

“I’ve been wanting us to meet for many years.  You see the Bellaquins power cannot be overthrown by broken pockets of resistance.  It will take much planning and clever tactics to gain the support of the people and get them to choose a different way.”

“You think it is possible?” Grobu growled.

Greeson put his arm around Grobu’s ragged shoulders.  “This night marks the beginning of the end of a long and awful dynasty.”  
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CHAPTER THREE

RUPERT’S RETURN
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Rupert and Caterina returned from the Preserve and made for their new marital home of Febracen, set on its own at the edge of the Rolling Hills near the River Dwindum.  It was a modest place of just two floors, painted cream with dark, earthy roof tiles.  A large bay window made up the entire frontage apart from a jaunty red door that led to an interior of high ceilings and a vaguely damp smell.  

The previous owners had worked on the Asvonde’s farm and were moving out to bring their growing family into the Town.  Rupert considered the place here ideal because it gave him privacy and was close to her parents.  So he arranged for furnishings and saw that their belongings were delivered.  He threw his customary energy into settling in while Caterina rested; the journey, she said had ‘killed her’.  He felt proud of his first house and looked forward to welcoming many of his friends and family.  The honeymoon had invigorated his sense of adventure and freedom.  The next chapter of life was going to be ruled by passion.  

After a couple of days, he stood beneath the delicate scarlet maple tree in his front garden and gazed across the distant vineyards, ripe with harvest ready grapes, to where he knew the Balaltura to be, and began to miss for the first time the familiar routines of Ordefima.  He had always been the smallest voice of four brothers but he felt more relevant now, as the only one with a wife.

He strode into the hallway and called to Caterina.  He eventually found her lying asleep on the bed, with delicate features sedate while at rest, a shapely figure barely concealed by a light pink robe.  When he leaned across to kiss her soft cheek, she stirred and frowned to see him dressed so formally.  

“I am going into the Town,” he explained.

“Why?” she asked, rising up on to one elbow.

“I need to return my father’s carriage.”

“Can he not send someone out for it?”

“He could.  But I want to see my mother and Socha, catch up with a few friends, drop in on Meava and perhaps Suky.  And I am Master of the Mint.  I must check all is in order there.”

“That’s quite a list.  How long will you be?”

Rupert shrugged.  “A day perhaps, but more likely two.”  

“I see,” she said, sharply, her collarbones rising.  

“Come with me,” he urged.

“No.”

“If only you would, I’d like to share as much as I can.”

“I’m too tired,” she sighed and let herself flop back onto the pillow.

“Then I must go now.”

She sat up and shook the brown bob of her hair.  “Not until you have said goodbye properly.”

Rupert watched her run her tongue across her top lip and the coy smile that followed could only mean one thing.  By making love he could make their parting easier to bear.  He stepped closer and she reached up under his tunic to find his manhood only too ready to comply.

~
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Rupert took the meandering main highway that weaved between the vineyards and the Medial Mountains.  The sun had climbed high into a clear blue sky and the ground took on a golden glow.  All about him he noticed the energetic hop and chirp of birds and he imagined they were revelling in the last warm days of summer.  He felt great pride in the centuries old tranquillity to be found in his land. 

The towers of the Home of Annals became visible to his left before the road forked, his choice being the Town not the toll bridge.  As he got closer to the settlement, he noticed a surprising lack of people out and about.  There was one cart heading for the Quarry with which he exchanged a nod of recognition with the driver, but nothing else.  It set off niggling thoughts in his head that detracted from his appreciation of the architecture of the Home of Annals.  The usual noisy bustle of the Town was missing.  Amongst the houses and shops there were finally some residents, all of whom looked grave and preoccupied.  

An older man in a faded blue shirt was busy sweeping the street and Rupert rode over to him.  “Hey, fine fellow.  What is it that stifles your smile on such a fine day?”

His glum expression improved when he saw who approached.  “Master Rupert!  It is so good to see you back.”

“I am glad.  But I find Ordefima somewhat subdued.”

“We live in fear.”

“No one should live in fear.  Pray what troubles you like that?”

The eyes above his sagging cheeks darted from side to side.  “There’s a killer loose.  And bandits have been rampaging.  Your father has told everyone no to worry so I think that must be right.  Still, folk are being careful.”

“I see.”  Rupert stared without really seeing him while he took in this information.  “Let me add my assurance that nothing will disturb the peace of this dominion.”

“Thank you, Rupert.  The people have much trust in your kind ways.  Can I personally congratulate you on your recent wedding?  May your union produce many children.”

Rupert frowned.  “All in time,” he said.  “I am grateful all the same.”

“Gee up!” he called to his horse, making haste to the Balaltura.  

His family home was set on the highest hill.  The dreamy turrets reached up to where birds soared with shrill calls and the coloured flags of the Bellaquins flapped in the thin air.  It was a place you could see for miles around, where journeys began and ended, with views far and wide over Ordefima.  

But more than this, the Balaltura was a symbol of what the dominion stood for.  Historic, beautiful, commanding, and everlasting, it ruled over the surrounding architecture like the family did over the people, with simple serenity.  Only the finest masons had been permitted to work on the stone and they kept it perfect on an organised cycle of continuous care. Farmers and fishermen, shepherds and street traders, all went about their business comfortable in the knowledge that a happy, thriving family dwelt within those majestic rooms.  

As one got closer, the scope of the looming walls grew more evident.  A great range of terraced windows stretched down each side of the grand hall.  Day and night, the sentinels stood in the lit doorways of smaller towers, keeping watch and ready to help.  It was one of these that saw Rupert and signalled for the opening of the mighty gate, which was carved in great detail with the letter O.  

Rupert rode in and stopped his horse beneath a large pillar dominating the courtyard.  This was the Column of Creation dating back to the early times.  Each child born to the current Marquis was allocated a colour which they would honour in their clothing and have marked here by a painted stone.  So it had got higher through the years in kaleidoscopic splendour, although the lower layers were becoming harder to distinguish.  

Rupert looked up.  His yellow was recorded here, near the top with only Socha’s purple above, a visual reminder of his place in the dominion.  He had a duty to fulfil.  He hurried inside.  

His mother was in the kitchen, with the back door open to her garden, great bunches of herbs arranged around her ready for chopping and grinding.  The scent of flowery oils filled the air, radiating from little saucers sitting over candle flames.  So engrossed was she that she failed to hear Rupert come in.  

“What are you making?” he enquired.

She jumped to find him right behind her.  Any anger she felt immediately dissipated at the sight of her baby son’s face.  Her smile was broad and genuine, if a touch embarrassed by either the surprise or the very open delight she displayed.  

“Did you have a good time?” she asked, recovering her properness.

“Yes indeed.”

She held a hand to her chest, as if she were trying to hide her breathlessness.

“Don’t let me distract you from whatever it is you’re cooking up,” he said.  

“Oh, this is to help move the fluid from my joints.  They’ve been getting puffy.”

“Really?”

“And that dizziness is something to do with it.”

“Mum, you look better than ever to me.”

This was true yet she would never believe as much.  She turned away and bent over to examine some waxy green leaves on a chopping board.  They were weeping from where she had cut them.

“Aloe vera,” Rupert noted.

She stood up straight.  “That’s correct.  You have a good memory for all I’ve tried to teach you.”  

He sat at the table while she continued with her concoctions.  As he grew up, this had been where he had spent so many hours chatting with her about life’s many mysteries.  It was reassuring that he could still do so.

“You should see the Preserve sometime, mum,” he said.  “It is truly amazing.”

“I’m not sure the journey would agree with me.  I always throw up in your father’s carriage.  And it’s draughty.”

He smiled at her reaction.  She looked like she did not understand what was funny.  

“You must be curious about all that nature allowed to roam free?  They have many plants you won’t know.”

“I’ll listen to you, look at the drawings in the Annals.  That’s enough for me.”

“I’ll talk dad into taking you.”

“He’d never give up that much time.”

Rupert had to nod his agreement.  “Still.  The animals there are fantastic.  We saw a giant cat, with the most enormous round eyes.  And packs of black dogs hunting, and a great green snake twisted round a tree, it’s forked tongue longer than some of the branches.  There are so many birds, when they land on the lakes they hide the water, their numbers are so vast.  Now I’ve been once I want to keep going back.”

He ended his visions to find her considering him seriously.  “You should have been Master of Animals,” she said.

“Linus had already been given the role.”

“Your father says he’s not best suited for it.  He spends too much time with Sorley.  And you have no real love of the Mint.”

Rupert shrugged.  “I do a bit.”

“You don’t speak of it with the same passion as the natural world.  Those books you read have a similar wild theme.  Monetary matters are too dry for you, however organised you are.”

“Well it is how things worked out.  There is no need to upset the balance.”

“It may be too late to worry about that,” she commented, turning back to her aloe.  

“What happened while I was away?  The Town was near deserted.  The man I spoke to told me of a strange killing.”

She pretended not to hear him and instead poured a greenish liquid into a china jug.  

“Is it true?” he persisted.

“If you must know,” she said after a sigh.  “While you were getting married a bandit was attacked by some creature down Bantum Lane.  You can imagine the furore that caused.  Your father had to act for the best.  He’s told the people it was a revenge killing.”

“A beast?  In Ordefima?  Shouldn’t we be more concerned?”

“There’s been extra sentinels sent out around the dominion.  Nothing has been sighted by anyone.  Whatever it was seems to have moved on.”  

Rupert scratched his head while he imagined what the last few weeks had been like.

“Is dad out fishing?” he said.

“Of course.  This is a busy time now.  Suky says the Lake will freeze earlier this year.  They’ve hardly caught anything yet.  And many of the plants we harvest from the shores have grown thin.”

“The people seem very glum,” he said.

“Please, don’t mention that to your dad.  It will annoy him to think they aren’t listening to his pleas.  He asked them to be vigilant, not alarmed.”

Rupert had much to ponder.  Autumn was always intense, with the harvest to gather too.  In getting through that much work, enthusiasm was key.  There could be no room for negativity.  He could see he was going to be greatly needed here to help inspire the people.  Caterina would no doubt sulk.

Meava breezed into the kitchen and Rupert’s concerns for the coming season were temporarily forgotten.  He quickly noticed how her red robe gaped at the front, giving him flashes of long, white legs, though he was too respectful to stare. 

“Rupert?  I didn’t expect to see you so soon,” she said.  “Though it is a nice surprise, of course.  You had the most grave expression a moment ago.  What is the matter?”

Rupert clenched his hands together and stretched them out across the table.  “Ordefima is troubled,” he explained.  “So must I be.”

“It is this business with the bandit no doubt?”

He nodded.  She came round behind where he was sitting and placed an exquisite hand on each of his shoulders.  Her magic, healing, touch was like velvet on his stiff neck, her fresh scent overpowered the one of herb oil.  

“I can feel the tension in every pore.  Being a Master brings a heavy burden.  I remember when you were a boy, how you used to follow me out in the Fields, always asking questions.  You mustn’t lose the child to the man.”

Each press of her light fingertips added weight to her words.  His eyes closed and he allowed himself to drift.  The grass they ran through was tall, tinged with pink in the dusky light of evening.  Breathless, they reached a brook where fish danced and the dragonflies hawked.  He hung upside down on the railing of a bridge and listened to how the water emitted high notes as it jumped over the pebbles below.  

“Lydia.  How is the brew progressing?” Meava said, bringing Rupert back to the present with a jolt as she crossed the kitchen, leaving him to gaze at her incredible weaved hair and curving jaw line from a distance.

“Quite well, I think,” his mother said.  

“Good.  I will massage it into your joints and you will feel the benefit immediately.”

Meava felt Rupert’s eyes on her back and turned around.  A simple raising of her brows made him divert his attention to the large clock that ticked steadily on the opposite wall.  

“I should go and find Socha,” Rupert declared.

“I believe she’s in her room,” Lydia informed him.  “She’ll be thrilled, she has missed you so.”

~
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He ascended her turret, taking the broad stone steps two at a time.  “Socha!” he called.

On a landing decorated with purple ribbons she met him with open arms.  They span and fell in a heap together, laughing in unison as only two lifelong siblings could.  When the high spirits settled, Rupert lay on his back and looked up on a face surrounded by a mass of dark hair, and his heart soared to see her delicate mouth curve up at each end.

She laid her hand on his chest.  “What’s it like to be married?”

“It is lovely,” he assured her.  “Like the light of the moon on the Lake.”

She sat up straight.  “That good?” she said.  

He smiled.  Her delight for him was uncomplicated by the jealousy that would have been usual.  For nearly twenty years, Socha had been Rupert’s number one confidante.

“Do you think Father is pleased with me?” he asked.

“Of course.  He always is anyway, he just has trouble showing it.”

“That’s for sure.  I’ve done the right thing for the dominion.”

“I look forward to when it will by my turn.”

“That’ll be hard,” Rupert admitted, considering his own thoughts on the subject.

“For whomever I marry.”

Rupert scowled.  “For him, no.  To be wed to one as beautiful as you can only be good.”

“If I am beautiful it is because it is expected of me as Lady of the Goblet.”

“There’s more to you than a pretty face.”

Socha used those appealing features to question his sincerity.  

“You’re quite intelligent, I suppose,” he said, with a shrug.

At this she feigned anger and dug her knuckles into his ribs, before dissolving into a gurgling, golden laugh.

“I wonder what my husband will be like?” she said.  

He followed her shining eyes up to a ceiling painted with stars and wondered who she was picturing.  When she stopped dreaming, she became concerned to see Rupert had taken on a morose expression.  Her own brow knotted.

“What’s the matter?” she demanded.

He saw his little sister sitting there in a thin red dress, beauty resonating from her fine nose, pert chin, newly formed breasts, the subtle hollow of her collarbones.  She was growing up too quickly, blossoming into a woman who would fill a suitor’s vision.

“Sometimes,” he explained.  “I so want you to be happy that I grow frightened for you.  A world without your smile would be no place for me.”

She saw his fear and bit her lip.  The duty she had to Ordefima as Lady of the Goblet, ordained since birth, was an honour to be borne regardless of any burden.  The weight of responsibility grew heavy enough at times that even she struggled to hide it from her beloved Rupert.

“Oh, you silly!” she cried.  “I will always be joyful, for I’m lucky to be daughter to the Marquis and even more fortunate to have a brother like you!”

He found her slight hand and held it tightly, the tenderness of their palms mingling.  They pulled each other up and went in to her room.  It was actually three floors in one, set into the arc of the tower and connected by narrow steps.  The many windows flooded the space with light, radiating like her personality.  All around, great soft cushions were laid out.  This was a place you reclined at ease and became enchanted by Socha’s impossibly infectious ways.  

She skipped to a table carved out of the wall where rain water collected into a pool in the centre.  She drew out a cupful each and took them over to the far side where the afternoon sun poured through onto the richly carpeted floor.  They flopped down in the warmth.

“Taste the purity of Ordefima’s clouds,” she said, and drank slowly, with purpose.

Rupert complied, enjoying the cool liquid running down his throat.

“Speaking of clouds, tell me what has been happening,” he said.  “I know of the bandit and not much else.” 

The frown returned.  She looked annoyed.  “I don’t like thinking about it.  So horrible.”

She pulled the little shawl she wore, tightly around her shoulders.

“Did you see the body?”

“No.  Father wouldn’t expose me to anything like that.  I’m his little lamb, remember.”

“And have you curbed your wanderings since this happened?” Rupert asked, his tone gently accusing.

She shrugged.  “He gave me a lecture about the dangers but he knows I’ll be what I’ll be.  Why does he have to get so overbearing?”

“He cares,” Rupert reminded her.

“Sometimes too much.  I’m tougher than he knows.”  

“Maybe he doesn’t want to know that,” Rupert said, thinking the same might be true of his own thoughts about Socha’s strength.  

She chose to ignore this comment.  “He decided to tell everyone that had sought revenge on the bandits for an ill deed suffered,” she said.  “And they reacted and burned ground on the Grasslands, which hasn’t helped the mood.”  

“They can be a scourge.  Not sure they deserved getting the blame.”

“But what could the culprit be?”

“Likely something passing through.”

Socha rolled across a large cushion and rested her chin on the back of her hand.  “Could it be one of those Gharid things that Jankin is always going on about?” she wondered.

“Just suddenly?  Such things don’t just appear from nowhere?”

“I guess not.  Suddenly isn’t a word used much in Ordefima.”

Rupert pressed his thumb and forefinger against his face.  “Who did dad consult with?”

“Our brothers.  And Kester.  And Meava.”

Rupert thought of Kester and his dogmatic approach.  “They would have checked the Annals then.”

“Of course.”

“I’m sure their conclusions are correct.”

The two of them considered this in silence, each carrying a nagging doubt they felt unable to voice in the face of a lifetime’s conviction.  

Eventually, Rupert stood up.  “Your rooms are proving too comfortable again.  I have a few more people to see.”

“You won’t find Loetus,” she informed him.  He turned his head quizzically to one side.  “Father sent him out with many messages for all corners of the dominion.  He wants to allay the fear.”

“And find out what is being said, within and without.”

“Loetus is good at that.”

“I will go and ask Suky whether she has any clues.” 

“Are you staying with us tonight?” Socha asked, turning onto her back.

Rupert gazed down on that impish face in a sea of hair.  “Yes.  But I head to Febracen tomorrow.  I promised my wife I’d make haste.”

“Then I’ll see you at dinner and we can catch up properly.”

“That will be perfect,” he said.

He crouched down, she leaned upwards.  They joined hands and wrapped fingers together.  Their bond never changed.  Each drew upon it, the touching a reassurance of a shared strength.  

~
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Suky, the Tutelor of Signs, resided in the Home of Signs.  It was an extraordinary structure.  To call it a building would be stretching the meaning of the word too far, for it was more like a large mound.  The construction was a loose mixture of stone and earth bound together by dark green vines and other lighter coloured climbing plants that that wound and weaved over the entire surface, giving way only to various windows and a vague shaped door that was a thick mass of russet toned branches.  Out of one top corner a small chimney moulded from clay perpetually issued fluffy smoke with a scent of cinnamon and heather.  

The inside had a similar theme of living things covering the walls, except that the leaves were a warm yellow, red and orange, lit by a multitude of candles that never seemed to burn down.  The furniture was more conventional, though only ever made of wood and covered with fabrics that echoed the surrounding natural shades.

Rumour had it that the Tutelor of Signs had become a widow when her predictions had convinced her husband of his imminent death and he had drowned himself in the Lake.  Since that fateful night she had worn only black, broken by an emerald sash, made from the dead man’s coat.

Suky showed Rupert inside and sat back in her usual seat with the elongated arms.  Her short dress contrasted sharply with white skin.  Equally striking were her piercing, wide set turquoise eyes with their perfect long lashes and the very neat ginger hair tied back and streaked with crimson.  Rupert always felt she looked very intelligent, as if she knew a lot more than she divulged.  She crossed her long legs and tipped her head on one side, waiting to hear his troubles.  

“I wanted to ask if I might be permitted to know your thoughts on this recent trouble?”

“There have been a number who have come here with the same question,” she said, her voice light yet strong.  “Most I have turned away.  But to you I cannot say no.”

“I am grateful for that.”

“But first, help yourself to a drink and take a seat.  To talk of such things needs proper time and a relaxed state of mind.”

Rupert went to a table where many bottles were arranged, each containing an unknown liquid.  There were many different colours, mostly bright.  Rupert chose something that was a safer looking dull grey and poured himself a glass.

“Let the taste make you unwind,” she declared, holding her arms up and twisting her hands like a showman.  

Rupert soon found the tension run from his body.  His sight blurred and when he shook his head to clear it he saw that she was now sitting right in front of him.  A black cat had appeared on her lap, with its head held upright and proud. 

“Forgive me if I have startled you,” she said.  

Rupert was not in the least bit disturbed.  He was used to this kind of mysterious performance.  When she took his hands he felt she spoke with total authority.  

“I wonder if the Marquis has it wrong,” she began.  “We expect so much from him.  But this is a new phenomena and his explanation is thin.  I cannot yet see the truth.  I went to the bee hives by the Fields and tried to trace a pattern in their dancing swarms.  The answer eludes me.  We need to keep our minds open and I believe it will shine through given the opportunity.”

Rupert nodded slowly and then shuffled in his chair.  “I think this sounds very wise.”

Her lips pursed.  The cat growled somewhere deep in its chest.  “I sense you have more than this weight holding you down.”

Rupert sighed.  “You are right.  I am haunted by a deep sense of uneasiness that I can’t explain.  You have alluded to it recently.  I feel I need more time with you in order to understand which of the paths that lay ahead of me might be mine to take.”  

She withdrew her hands, folded them together and held them over her eyes.  Leaning forward she rested them on his forehead and began a stare that he felt reaching inside of him, twisting and coiling around the folds of his brain.  He saw an indigo glow that lightly obscured a gentle pulling of chains from a treasure chest.  When the lid yawned open dark figures danced into view, snaking upwards in obvious distress.

Suddenly, Suky broke away, gasping and looking intently over his shoulder at a threat previously undetected.  Her lips were very pale.  

“What is it?” he demanded.

“This is too much to confront today.  We be must be ready and use the many signs so that we may learn as much as we can.”

“So I can expect the worst.”

“No,” she said, seeing him again.  “There will be balance.  There is always, ultimately, balance.  And I can only tell you what might be.  You have the capacity to change what is predicted.  We can be taught by the problems of yesteryear and use all our knowledge to improve.”

He left her with mixed emotions.  He believed enough in her ability to foretell the future to feel worried by her concern.  And yet she also had a wonderful knack of instilling in him great hope.  He would have to return when the moment was right.  Here in the present he had the pressing need of everyday business to attend to.

~
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As Rupert entered the Mint he had to subdue a growing irritation.  There was nothing about the building he disliked.  It was functional, the affluence only hinted at in the columns either side of the doorway, focusing mainly on its customers and keeping a businesslike air.  There were paintings of the Lake, something he had arranged himself to replace the older drawings of the Festival of Fighting.  Still, the place depressed him on two counts.

First, Rupert was no lover of financial matters.  He had grown up using his imagination, spurred on by books that described distant lands and the wonders of nature.  He looked deep into the night sky, watched the flowers grow in his mother’s garden, and accompanied the lovely Meava on inquisitive walks.  His mind drifted with the clouds and knew no bounds.  The Mint was all about rules and restrictions and dark vaults.  

Secondly, he loathed the manager, Logan.  He had held the post before Rupert took over and carried on his simpering, ingratiating ways to great effect.  He spotted Rupert the moment he walked in and gave him no time to speak to anyone else.

“Master Rupert, how good it is to see you,” he said, his pudgy face creasing into a grin.

“Is all well,” Rupert asked, trying to divert his eyes from this man’s ridiculous straw hair and sweaty brow.

“I have maintained the Mint perfectly for you.”

“Good.  I’ll have a look through the papers while I’m here.”

“You’ll be pleased.  With the threat of something bad roaming around we’ve had people depositing the sovereigns they had stashed away.  Our working balance is higher than ever.”

Rupert focused on the small line of customers queuing up for the cashier who sat behind a high table at one end. 

“They work hard,” he stated, mostly to himself.  “They have a right to feel secure.”

“The death of the bandit has been excellent news for us,” Logan said, putting his hands together and twiddling his fat fingers.  “Easy money.”

Rupert fixed the little man with a stare he found simple to muster.  “Let me make one thing clear.  What happened is not, will not, cannot be desirable for anyone in Ordefima.  A petty little high for the bank means nothing.  Now get out of my sight before I fire you for disloyalty.”

Logan scuttled away on short legs as commanded, wearing a look of dread.  Rupert went upstairs, feeling pleased with his display of authority and morality, to his office, where he could make sure the institution for which he was responsible was serving the dominion as it had been intended.

~
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Rupert’s night at the Balaltura was a marked contrast to his previous time there.  Dinner was confined to just family and taken in a small room near the kitchens.  His father returned from the Lake in good spirits and his mother recovered from a bad headache and was able to join them.

“No Isodor then?” Rupert asked as they took their places.  

“You know him,” Leopold said.  “Always something more important going on elsewhere.  Being Master of Trade is demanding.”

Rupert looked across the table to his other brothers.  Jankin was stony, tapping his fork against his plate.  Linus’ expression was quizzical.  Neither had asked him anything about his honeymoon.  Socha was acutely aware of Rupert’s dismay and reached out a soft hand to lie upon his.  

Rupert cleared his throat.  “The Preserve was most impressive, Linus,” he said.  “It’s a credit to you.”

“Bloody expensive to maintain,” was all he could respond with.

“Don’t be so negative,” Lydia told him.  “You should be proud.  And if money is an issue then Rupert will ensure you have it.”

Linus grunted begrudgingly with his eyebrows mocking.

“How was the Mint, son?” Leopold enquired.

He wanted to tell him how much he hated the place.  “All in order,” he said.  “There’s not much else to report.”

He noticed his mother’s wry smile and thought he needed to show more enthusiasm.  

“I want to make sure the management don’t get greedy,” he continued.  “Ordefima needs to be a place where a man has the prospect of realising his dreams.”

Leopold seemed impressed, pushing out his bottom lip as he nodded.  

Linus was less convinced. “What hopes can they have?”  he mocked.  “There’s not much chance of anything more than grubbing out a living from the pebbly soil of the Fields.”

Leopold stood up.  “They have peace and security, enough food to feed their families and enough work to keep them busy.  What more would you give the people?”

Linus’ face coloured red with everyone waiting for his response.  

“I don’t think we should feel so pleased with ourselves.  We’re sitting here with a plate full of roasted meat and want for nothing while those who serve us have to struggle.”

“Oh, you’re a sudden expert then?” Jankin asked him.

“Maybe.”

Lydia glanced at the waiter who stood to one side.  He betrayed no emotion but she wondered if he found this line of argument embarrassing.  Jankin then made her concern all the more real.

“Let’s ask this man here.  Do the common folk of Ordefima suffer while we feast?”

The unfortunate chap was loathe to speak.  Leopold gestured for him to step forward.  He did so awkwardly, stiffer than usual in his movements.

“Well?” Leopold demanded.

“Everyone has full trust in the Marquis.  We are all happy.”

Leopold held his hands out at this proof.  Linus shook his head.

“He’s paid better than most and is hardly going to complain to your face and risk losing his position.”

Leopold leaned forward and pointed directly at Linus.  “I tell you what, you bring to me anyone unhappy with their life and I’ll listen with interest.  Until such a time, eat the food I provide and let us be thankful we are here together.”

The Marquis sounded like he was making one of his proclamations and this was enough to quell the quarrelling.  Rupert was able to share the highlights of his honeymoon and Socha was thrilled.  His father was equally pleased to watch his daughter smile.

“She becomes more fine by the day,” he remarked to Lydia, whose appetite had waned but was watching the gathering with quiet satisfaction.

Even Linus and Jankin warmed slightly, helped by the wine and Rupert’s humour, and when they separated there were handshakes.  Socha went off with her mother, who had developed indigestion, leaving Leopold and Rupert to retire to the next room, where they ate cheese and drank some more.

“So the fishery is thriving, I gather,” Rupert said.

Leopold was sat back deep in his chair, looking at some random point on the ceiling.

“Well enough.  The new boat is a bonus.  There will be enough fish to smoke or freeze for winter.  I’ll see to that.”

“And mother?”

“Not thriving so much!” he said, with a chuckle.  “You know her.  She’s a mighty fine woman who’ll never believe she’s healthy.”

They sat silent awhile, warming their feet against the fire flames.  Leopold patted the arms of his chair while his eyes roamed the room, preoccupied by his thoughts.  He leaned forward, ready with a request.  

“Rupert, I want you to keep me informed of all you hear and see.  I want to know what impact my decisions are having.”

“You must be getting information all the time,” Rupert said.

“Yes, of course.  Isodor is out there.  I can trust him.  And that friend of yours....”

“Loetus.”

“Yes, him.  He’s travelling far and wide.  I should find out more soon, if he hasn’t got mixed up with women trouble.”

“I’m sure he takes his duties seriously,” Rupert assured his father, not quite so convinced himself.

“Whatever doubt there is within the people,” Leopold said.  “I am confident it will pass.”

Rupert observed his father in the flickering light and thought he saw something new.  Shadows danced over the lines in his brow while the wringing of his hands grew intense.  Could it be that the Marquis of Bellaquin was afraid?

~
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“I’ll be back soon,” Rupert told Socha while they hugged beside the orchards.  

Socha leaned her cheek into his neck.  “Be mindful to look after that wife of yours.  She is the most important thing.”

The morning was bright and a hint of winter formed in droplets on their breath.  Behind her, Rupert could see many hands busy picking fruit from the trees.  There was plenty of laughter as jokes were shared and baskets filled.  He thought of Linus’ comments last night.

“I need to be around here as much as ever.  We have to guard against the negatives but remain wary of the dangers facing Ordefima now.”

They walked slowly along the lane holding hands.  The sunshine seemed to bounce off of her and fill his chest with optimism.

“All the while Ordefima has you, I’m sure we will endure,” he said.  Her smile was shy, as if she’d never heard him say this before.

“That’s a very thin dress you’ve put on.  Won’t you get wet up by the Rapids?  Father told me they were running full.  You need to look after yourself.”

Now she laughed at him.  “Are you becoming mother?  I go up there all the time.  The water is warm, all year round.  I love the feel of it on my skin.  Besides, if I catch a chill I have Meava.  She’s at the Balaltura most days to see mum.”

They stopped and Rupert narrowed his gaze on her delicate face.  She could never be anything except a free spirit, since the first days she learned to walk he had been trying to control her endless roaming.  His reproaching voice fell on deaf ears, and perhaps rightly so.

“I’ll have to head back from here.  I have much to conclude at the Mint and then I take the road back to Febracen.”

As always, as they parted, she was beaming.  If she ever felt sad at such times, she hid it well.  He stood and watched her skip away, up through the long grass, without a care in the world.  She could be lost in a desert, hundreds of miles from water, and her demeanour would be the same.  She’d worry for others, never for herself.  Being unable to stand the thought of losing someone that precious made her vulnerability so much more terrifying.  

He observed her until she was quite distant and had reached the cattle stalls where the land began to climb.  Her white dress stood out against the dark wood until she disappeared around one end.  Rupert swallowed the twinge of concern that had gathered in his throat and was preparing to go on his way when he caught sight of another figure on the same horizon.  Hypnotised, he saw it follow Socha’s path.

Charged by adrenalin and fear, he came to life, sprinting up the way she had gone.  Breathless with exertion and anxiety, he arrived at top of the ridge to see Socha bounding carelessly on past the stables, stopping once or twice to pat a horse on the nose.  There was no sign of her pursuer.  

He kept Socha in sight as she reached the back of the boat yards, continuing beneath the boat tower.  Without further evidence of the person he had spotted, he began to wonder if he was being obsessive.  Socha would have a good giggle if she realised what he was doing, before becoming bothered that he was neglecting his duties at the Mint.

He remained as invisible as possible and she finally reached the Rapids.  An accumulation of boulders funnelled the current here, creating a scene charged with drama and power.  The roar of the water filled the air as much as the spray as it crashed down from the Lake.  She went out into the middle, onto a large rock, oblivious to the strength of the current as it powered over the piles of slippery stone.  He watched while she shifted her position to where she could lay out and let the mist drench her.  She shook her great mass of hair back and held her face to the sky.

Rupert shook his head from his vantage point beyond the pines.  She never ceased to amaze him.  She was unbridled of all cares.  He wanted to rejoice in her freedom, except he noticed the figure again, much further round.  It was male and he was watching Socha intently.  The distance was too great to make out anything much more, except that he wore tall, grey boots.  

Rupert crept closer to investigate.  Unfortunately, he startled a flock of birds that were scouring the shallower water for fish heading to the Lake to spawn.  When they took to the air with a clatter of wings and harsh cries, his target realised he had been seen and began to run away.

The pursuit was intense but the lines of buildings that made up the yards, stables and cattle stalls were too numerous to keep his quarry in sight.  Somewhere behind the Balaltura he lost him.  When he finally traced him again he was not much bigger than a speck disappearing into the Big Wood behind the Home of Medicine.

“Keep on going, chum,” he said to himself.

Rupert hoped he had spooked the stalker enough to put him off a repeat of his actions.  Going to speak to Socha about it would be pointless.  Nothing would change her habits.  Instead he returned to the Balaltura with the intention of warning his parents, only to find his mother had taken to her bed and could not be disturbed and Leopold was out on the Lake again.  He thought to seek out Jankin, to be told by Bozan the butler that he was far out along the Wall.  Linus wasn’t an option.  

The longer he sat on the bottom of the stairs, the more he decided to keep this to himself.  This wasn’t the beast that had killed the bandit but a cowardly prowler who had hopefully been scared off.  Rupert would continue to keep a lookout for his sister and avoid aggravating her and the ridicule of his brothers.  

And then, reluctantly and with a serious sigh, he had to hurry off to where duty called.
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE FESTIVAL OF FIGHTING
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The snow came that December as it always did, tumbling from tall clouds that stormed in across the Great Bear Glacier.  Soon, a soft, white blanket covered the Town, quietening any agitation.  The footprints falling on the streets were no longer heavy.  Enough food had been gathered and the larders were full.  The animals would be well fed.  There was praise for Linus, Master of Animals and Jankin, Master of Fuels, as the fires roared and stews bubbled.

In the Balaltura, beneath towers streaked with tremendous icicles, the Marquis could be heard singing.  There were enough fish in his barrels and the potential danger he had faced seemed to have passed on to elsewhere for some other unfortunate ruler.  He stood on one of his balconies in a new coat of fur and contemplated a beautiful dominion.

The Tutelor of Illumination, from within her ring of stones, could predict the exact point of midwinter, at which time there would be the annual feasting and exchange of gifts by a people devoted to the cycle of the seasons and survival.  The excitement grew even stronger because this time the celebration coincided with the Festival of Fighting.  Every four years, men aged eighteen to forty from across Ordefima and beyond the borders, were invited to compete in the Arena.  The strongest could win much prestige, an award and infinite admiration. 

Loetus, not long back from his recent trip, had been sent out to post notice of the event, though most anticipated it and potential competitors began to practice with weapons made from sturdier branches.  Each household, including that of the Bellaquins, was permitted to gamble a maximum of twenty-five sovereigns on the victors.  Suky made it very clear she was unavailable for predictions and her cat stood in the window and hissed at anyone straying too close.  

Rupert had particular affection for the Festival because he got to see more of Isodor, the Master responsible.  There was much to prepare and the two brothers worked closely together as the day approached, setting up an office in a corner tower of the Balaltura.  

“It’s a strong list already,” Isodor said, commanding a large desk covered with papers.  “I recognise many of the names from four years ago.  You’re going to have some fierce competition.”

Rupert came over to stand beside him.  “I haven’t decided what event to enter yet.  Do you have any advice?”

Isodor breathed out heavily.  “Well.  Agustin Drafer I recall to be very tall and sturdy, he’s put himself down for long spears.  Will Farlisk has beaten all comers with the swords ever since I can remember.  I met Thomas Homand in Reciderva recently and he told me had been practicing the lance relentlessly.  I know for a fact he’s good on horseback.  Oh, and I’d avoid Arthur Vistash.  He was more than a match for Jankin.”

“Great.  That doesn’t leave too many possibilities if I want to steer clear of my own kin as well.”

Isodor turned stiffly to look at Rupert, as if he was assessing his chances.  “Well, what have you been working on?”

“Nothing specific, just speed and reactions.”

“I see,” he said, with a tinge of disappointment.

“You realise I’ve never actually handled a weapon.  This is my first time.”

Isodor rubbed his beard and chuckled.  “I confess I was forgetting that.  You seem somehow older being married and all that.”

Rupert gave him a thin smile.

“Speaking of whom,” he continued.  “How is Caterina?”

“Sulking on the couch when I left.”

“Oh dear.”  Isodor thought for a moment.  “She could get a bit more involved.”

“She’s a home type of person.  Her parents aren’t very worldly.  Her life centred on the Fields.”

“I take it she’ll come to the Festival, if you’re competing?”

Rupert wandered to the window and gazed into the distance, to roughly where Febracen laid.  “Who’d miss such a great thing?  I’m sure she’ll attend, she’s kind of compelled to, isn’t she?  Though I doubt she’ll enjoy it that much.”

He could picture her, armed with a pout, until a shadow fell across the scene and all that was visible was his own face in the glass.  He returned to where Isodor was now at work, writing names in columns.  Rupert was slightly irritated to have lost his attention and decided to stir him up a little.

“She’s had to put up with my absence a fair bit,” he continued.  “The harvest was a tight squeeze, the early frosts brought much trouble, and I was here a lot.  We could have used your help.”

This stopped the scribbling.  Isodor placed the pen down purposefully.  “I know,” he said.  “I was too far away to be back in time.”

“Father was sure you were going to roll up at any moment.”

Isodor sat back and pushed his thumbs behind his belt.  “I travel widely to promote the good name of Ordefima.”

“He recognises that.  I just think he looks to you when he starts to doubt himself.”

“I can’t be everywhere.”

Rupert slapped his brother’s shoulder.  “Don’t worry, Isodor.  You are much admired.  By me especially.”

This appeared to bring cheer to Isodor.  He rested both hands on his knees before standing up with a flourish.

“We must head down to the Home of Weapons so that you can form some ideas,” he announced.  “You can get in before most of the other competitors.  There’s not a minute to lose.”

He swept his thick, chequered cloak with the blue bands from a hook by the door and beckoned for Rupert to follow him down the stairway.  

“We cannot have a Bellaquin perform badly at the Festival,” he shouted, his voice echoing around the turret.

“No pressure there then,” Rupert said to himself, putting on his coat and pulling the collar close around his neck as a chilly breeze blew up from the grand hallway.

~
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“Enter,” commanded Marcellus, the Tutelor of Weapons.

This was a typically brusque greeting from a man uncompromising in manner and appearance.  His neatly clipped beard and smoothly shaven head spoke of a simple lifestyle that no one knew much about.  He either had few feelings or kept them well hidden.  Opinions on this were divided.  What was clear that he took his role seriously.

Rupert had met Marcellus on many occasions but had not ventured inside his fortress before.  He passed it often, on his way to see Suky.  The low, heavily castellated walls were constructed of thick, dark stone and looked like the lower jaw of some great beast.  All the windows were covered with irons bars.  There was rarely much sign of life, except when an orange glow would fire up within and a metallic clanking sound started, broken only by the hissing of steam that occasionally appeared from chimney tops within.

Marcellus led them down narrow passages lit infrequently by torches.  Rupert wasn’t sure how long they descended for; there were many right-angled turns.  The air grew thicker and began to clog in his throat.  He glanced at Isodor in the dimness and got a reassuring nod.  

Eventually they came to a broad, square doorway and a much brighter room of incredible length.  Here was the arsenal of Ordefima, the home of all weapons.  Lines of them were arranged as far as you could see in two tiers against the walls on both sides.  There was every type imaginable from long spikes to wide, double sided axes.  Some had tarnished with age but most gleamed in the torchlight, their sharp blades ready.

Marcellus bowed and gestured for them to walk along and take in the spectacle.  As they did so, their footsteps rang out on a perfectly varnished wooden floor.

“I had no idea it was this extensive,” Rupert confessed to his brother in a whisper.  

Isodor gazed up and around him.  “The Annals tell us these were forged in the very early times to rid our land of all foes.”

“But this many?  How formidable was the enemy?  Perhaps Jankin was right about the Gharids.”

“Let’s not start that up again.  Much of this was created as a statement of invincibility.  And not everything you see is ancient.  Marcellus, how much here dates back to the beginning?”

Marcellus strode forward.  His solid face was serious.  “Sixty percent,” he answered.

“So the rest have been made for the Festivals that followed.”

“Correct.”

Rupert walked on down the line, stopping occasionally to touch the cold shaft of a spear or put his fingers around a handle.  With one of these weapons he would fight for the right to be called a champion.  This was not a life or death decision, no one was supposed to get seriously hurt, but a lot of pride was at stake.  As he went further on, he realised he was deluded to think that any particular piece was going to speak to him.

He went back to find Isodor and Marcellus.  They had gone through a side door into the forge.  Just like the arsenal, this room was impressive.  As tall as the other was long, it reached back up to ground level through a series of wide chimneys that channelled the heat from the furnaces out to the surface.  Even with this, Rupert found the hot, cinder flecked air difficult to even walk through, let alone breathe.  

Marcellus had removed his jacket to reveal bare skin that rippled with muscles and glistened with salty sweat in the ochreous blaze.  He was hitting something hard on a flat surface with a heavy hammer, his flat features unmoved in their concentration.

“My dagger,” Isodor explained.  “He’s putting the finishing touches to it.  As overall champion last time I have the right to a new one.”

Marcellus came over.  Isodor put on his glove before taking it from him.  He examined the shaft, checking for straightness and taper.  He gauged the weight and tried out a few thrusts and dummy slices.  

“It is excellent my friend,” he concluded.  

Rupert thought he saw a slight smile on Marcellus’ face of granite but the light was too dim to be sure.  He folded his huge arms as an indication that his work was done.  Rupert wondered if the Tutelor was made of the same rock as the forge that surrounded them.

“This is a forbidding place, my lungs are bunged up” he said to Isodor.  “Can we move on?”

“The iron for all of Ordefima is made here,” Isodor informed him, ignoring his plea.  “Always has been.”

“I’m very impressed,” Rupert said.  “And also rather hot.”

Isodor gazed curiously at Rupert as if he had been expecting for a different response. “Indeed,” he said.  “We’ll return to the arsenal so you can pick up your weapon.”

“About that.  I haven’t been able to choose,” Rupert admitted.

Once back in that great room he again felt lost.  It might have been the range of choice that overwhelmed him.  Or maybe the fear of defeat?  

“Perhaps I should not compete,” he suggested.

“No!” Isodor boomed.  “A son of the Marquis has ever failed to fight.  There have been some who have been weak and yet more incapable.  Never one who did not step forward to the challenge.  Am I not right, Marcellus?”

“Yes,” the other grunted.  

“Well, pick something for me then!” Rupert said, exasperated.  

“Really?” Isodor checked.

“Yes.  Go on.  Anything.”

“I can’t.”

“You can.”

“I will,” Marcellus said and strode off down the line.

They followed him to where he had halted to reach up to the top row.

“Best approve of what he chooses,” Isodor told Rupert with a nudge.  “Don’t forget he is the main judge at the Festival!”

“Try this.”

Rupert looked at what was being presented.  It was short, stubby, getting wider toward the end and had a series of spikes covering the length.

“A club?” he exclaimed.

Marcellus pushed it further toward him.

“It’s hardly me.”

“Rupert, take it,” Isodor said.  “Marcellus knows every piece in the armoury.  He’s Tutelor here, it’s how he’s become so enlightened, studying them all at length, their histories and special powers.”

Rupert did as instructed.  Grasping the handle he felt a surge of energy that ran up through his arm and filled his chest with warmth.  He looked from man to man and found they were both smiling.  

“Welcome to the Home of Weapons,” Isodor said.

~
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The next few days were busy ones for all the Masters as the Festival drew ever closer.  There would be a large influx of people which put a demand on resources.  Isodor had to ensure that all competitors and spectators were catered for and he oversaw the construction of a temporary village to the south of the Arena.

Rupert prepared the Mint for the surge of betting and subsequent pay outs, following a system that minimised the chances of cheating.  All spare time was given over to practicing with his newly acquired club.  Loetus was fortunately on hand to act as his sparring partner and they faced off in the courtyard of the Balaltura.

“I don’t understand,” Rupert told him.  “From the moment I touched the thing, it seemed alive.  Here, feel the warmth in my arm now.  We both know how cold the air is.”

Loetus shared his amazement.  

“And my chest burns with a fire I cannot describe.”

“What if we swap weapons?” Loetus suggested.

Without his own club, Rupert was less strong and Loetus got none of the special fiery effects.  They went over to the corner and sat on the lip of the well where Loetus drew up a bucket of water and filled two wooden beakers.  They drank while speculating on the reasons for such a strange phenomenon.

“I wonder if I was meant to receive this,” Rupert said.  “And yet, according to Marcellus, the records show it was created four hundred years ago for a champion quite unrelated to me.”

“I have no idea,” Loetus admitted, stroking his moustache.

“I quizzed my brother on how Marcellus could have known to pick this for me.  He just said that more goes on down in the depths of his forge than we might ever understand.”

“Like what?”

“My feeling is that because Marcellus devotes his life to those weapons, it could be he’s become so attached to them that he can feel within them all the energy from festivals past.”  

“They say a tutelor’s dedication can bring on a special faculty.  Is that possible?”

Rupert shrugged.  “Whatever the reason, this is the weapon of a champion and it gives me extra power.  These are good omens.”

Loetus swilled the last of his drink around the bottom of his cup and watched it spin.  “I’m so glad I don’t have to compete.  It is a compensation for all the hours I spend on the road.  Do you know any of your likely opponents yet?”

“Indeed.  Isodor drew up the final list only last night.  It appears my main match will be against Warren Shafford who is the Marquis of Draden’s son.”

“I know him,” Loetus exclaimed.  “He’s a slippery character.  Very broad shoulders.  Lots of teeth in a smile you can’t trust.”

“My father says the self-same thing about the Marquis himself.”

“Draden is a very different place to Ordefima,” mused Loetus.

“How so?”

“Well, where we have lots of green fields, woodlands and open space, their land is almost all built on.  There are many fine structures but no space.  I soon feel agitated, anxious to leave.”  

“I hear the climate is very sticky.  That can’t help.”

“It’s not the weather.  Or the fact that the people are strange, with their dark skins.  There’s an atmosphere to the place, something under the surface.  Like what you see is not real.  I don’t know, maybe I’m reading it wrong.”

“Why would that be?  You travel widely enough, you’d know.”

Loetus shivered visibly.  “I’m always glad to get away from there.  What’s Isodor’s opinion?”

“He likes it there.  Though he loves all the different cultures.  He seems to prefer them to ours.”

“Oh well, for me Draden is blank and we are full.”

“We need them for trade.”

“They depend upon our iron and our quarries.  They’ve nothing to compare to those.”

Rupert stamped his feet onto the ground.  The cold was creeping into his toes.  “Come on.  I have a picture of this Warren in my head now and he’s looming large.  I need more practice.”

They began circling one another, crouched in readiness, their breath creating a cloud between them that glowed in the afternoon sun.  When they clashed, Rupert felt the solidness in Loetus’ frame and struggled to stay upright in the slippery snow.  The goal was to knock your opponent over with the minimum of violence without injury to either party, using your weapon.  

The club filled him with more vigour than he thought he was capable of.  After a short spell of resistance, Loetus’ arm gave way and he tumbled backwards in a heap.  Rupert was quick to kneel at his side, concerned he may have hurt his friend.  Sure enough, he had given Loetus a bloody nose.  

“Sorry, old mate.  That kind of thing will get me disqualified.  It seems I’ve a way to go before I get this right.”

Loetus sat up, swept some ice off his shoulders and smiled.  “Don’t worry.  I have every confidence in you!” 

Rupert patted his shoulder and sighed.  “Thank you,” he said.  “But I might need a bit more than that.”

~

[image: image]


Rupert was finding it difficult to balance his time between his wife, family and duties as Master of the Mint.  The ride back to Febracen took a good three hours in winter.  After being away for over a week he returned to find the wedding ring he had given Caterina hanging from a nail on the front door.  It took much coercion to draw her out from her tower chamber and he ended up staying for several days when the plan was for one night.  There was so much that still needed doing at the Town yet he found himself agreeing to visit her parents.  He struggled to sit and listen to their simple talk of everyday farming matters.  And then he became disgusted with himself for having such uncharitable thoughts.  He was, after all, married to Caterina and this was where he belonged.  She offered a simple, cosy, undemanding routine that seemed easy to slip into.  

This would have been understandable if he was just anybody and not the son of the Marquis.  So he felt a great urgency to leave, the Festival was only a week away and he had neglected his training.  

“I will send a carriage to collect you,” he told her as she watched him prepare his horse.  

“Who says I’ll get on it?”

He looked at her as she stood in the doorway, still in her sleeping gown, arms crossed, shoulders hunched, her mouth squeezed tightly like she was tasting something sour, and he felt sorry for her.  

“You should come with me,” he said.  “It would be nice to have someone to share stuff with.”

“You have Socha.”

“She’s not my wife.”

“I’d hardly see much more of you than I do now.”

“You would.  At dinner every evening, and we’d have the nights.”

She betrayed a flicker of a smile.  “I’d be homesick in a day.”

Rupert understood what this meant.  “Your parents could stay in the Town.  I’d happily pay for them.  Isodor’s friend Ranald will give me a good rate and it is the finest establishment there.”

“They can’t leave the farm.”

“It’s only for a while, and there’s not much to do there in winter.”

“You know they never would.  They only came for the night when we were married.”

He did not reply, allowing the silence to stretch in hope that she would listen to his plea.  Her face in the shadows showed no sign of losing its hurt disdain.  

“Suit yourself,” Rupert concluded.  “The Town is so alive now, it is a wonder to see.”

She shivered and stepped back inside, rubbing her shoulders.  He wanted to say more but it was beginning to snow again and he needed to get going.  

“It should be a bit quieter soon,” he assured her.

When he leaned down for a kiss she made no move.  She returned his stare resolutely.  

“See you,” he said and with a flick of the reins he headed off, not glancing back until Febracen was a fuzzy dot in the distance.

~

[image: image]


“It draws me to it,” Rupert told Socha as they gazed upon his club that was lying on the deep windowsill of his bedroom.  

They stood close together.  He could smell her flowery aroma.  

“I understand,” she said.  “Like you’re owned by the object, rather than the other way round.”

“That’s exactly right!” he exclaimed.  

“It’s the same thing happening as me with the Goblet.”

Rupert studied his sister’s face.  Was she joking?  Her cheeks were dimpling as they often did when she teased him.  Yet you could not doubt the sincerity that made her eyes shimmer in the morning sunlight.  He reached out and turned her towards him, gripping her gentle shoulders.  

“Are you saying that there’s some other meaning attached?  The Goblet of Fecundity and you are the most precious things in the land.  We all acknowledge how your special bond makes Ordefima thrive.  Me and this, this....weapon cannot compare to that.”

“They don’t have to,” she replied, and pressed a graceful finger to his chest.  “This is personal to you, something new and exciting.  Just embrace it and let yourself be led.”

“I keep picking it up to feel the surge.  The strength can be barely noticeable and then so intense.  That’s when I get troubled, like there’s a fiend in me trying to escape.  I want to attack, thrash out and do damage.”

He demonstrated his emotions with actions as he spoke.  Socha looked on unmoved.  

“Don’t let this stop you.  There’s a meaning to all this.  Events are gathering for a purpose and we are part of it.”

Rupert spun around and ended up sat on the floor, legs wide, leaning back on his hands, the club dropped behind him.  

“You’re amazing,” he said.  “Do you not fear the immensity of your role?”

She giggled and clutched at her hands together.  “Never,” she answered.  “You see, I’m part of a wonderful world, whether I’m at the centre or just another cog in the great wheel.  By birth, my duty is to the people.  It’s what I am and I can never change that.”

“I’m not sure I’m ready for my destiny.”

She gave him her most fantastic smile.  “You will be when you need to be.”

~

[image: image]


Rupert awoke in the night with a start and sat up.  All day he had been unable to conquer the feeling he was being watched while he helped erect the tents for the temporary village.  Several times he let his rope go slack and they had to start again.  Most he was working with were too respectful to complain but eventually Isodor came over to see if he was all right.  

“Sorry,” Rupert had said immediately.  “I think I must be tired.”

“Take a break,” Isodor had urged, clapping a hand into his back.  “It will do you good.”

“Okay, I’ll try and clear my head.”

Rupert wandered away to where the main track crossed his path on its way to the Highgreen Gates.  Below the road, Bantum Lane wound through the snow that covered the Grasslands.  He thought of the bandit who had perished here in such violent circumstances.  

And there was that sensation again, like something was waiting just beyond the boundary of his vision, invisible and threatening.  He walked further, soon hearing the Circles of Fire as they hissed restlessly.  The air shimmered and twisted along the horizon to where he thought he saw a large figure, not human, statuesque and resolute.  He shook his head with eyes closed and looked again.  Whatever might have been there had disappeared.  

Now he frowned on himself.  There was important work that needed completing before sundown and he was wandering around visualising spectres.  He put it down to nerves.  The Festival was getting closer and part of him was dreading it.  He slapped his thigh and went back to the tasks in hand.  

And now, in the darkness of his lonely bed, he was uneasy once again.  From beyond the boundaries of Ordefima he sensed eyes upon him.  Intense purple eyes.  And a grin of death.  He leapt out of bed and went to the window, throwing back the curtain in agitation.  Beyond the pane, an inky black sky lay over the dominion, and he imagined a shroud ready to cover the dead.  He shivered in the cold.  

And then he noticed the stars.  Only the brightest ones to begin with.  Eventually they were all he could see.  A vast, luminous swarm of lights, signals from a distance impossible to fathom.  And he knew where he needed to seek solace. 

~
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Estella.  With her he had learned the names of the constellations and learned to read the map of the firmament.  She told him great stories that were as ancient as the oldest Annals and always held a meaning.  It felt like there was order to all things when she described the celestial events unfolding above their heads.

She lived in the Town, closer to the Balaltura than any of the other Tutelors, in a very modest, square house.  Rupert walked quickly, aware of the icy wind that made him gather his furs around him.  Apart from the crunch of his footprints in the snow, all else was quiet, being well past three.  He was relieved to be let in not long after knocking.  Estella’s assistant had squinted at him through bleary eyes before recognising that he was an Ordefima Master, after which she became keen to please.

Rupert waited in the small hallway until Estella appeared, alert and intense, being much less sensitive to the early hour.  She was, after all, the Tutelor of Illumination and as such was equally active both night and day, the moon and stars having equivalent importance to the sun.  

She exuded a soft glow as she descended the stairs.  Socha was sure she had appeared on the earth from a bright meteor.  The white radiance ran through all her features; skin, mouth, hair, even fingernails.  She was of a venerable age and yet her movements were nimble and though you could see the lines on her face and neck, it seemed likely she’d had them since childhood.  Rupert felt his gloom dissolve as she walked silently right up to him and slid her hand into his.  It was remarkably warm and soft against the rough, cracked palm of a man who had earlier hammered in many tent pegs.

“What brings you out at this hour?” she said, her voice crisp and direct.

“I am bothered by what the future might bring.  It haunts me.”

She considered this for a moment, her head turned on one side like it was an unusual problem.  “You cannot shift this from your thoughts?  Despite the many positives in life?”

“No.  It nags at me.  I found myself most distracted all day and now my sleep is broken.  I am confused about who I should be to best serve Ordefima, and worried that I will fail when I am called upon.”

“And you think I can help?”

“I hoped.”

“I see.”

She drew her hand away and though she was much shorter than him, he was left feeling small under her scrutiny.  

“You’re thinking is foggy,” she declared.  

“Because I’m doing too much of it,” Rupert said.

“And you wanted to consult Suky, only you know she would not be best pleased to be disturbed in the middle of the night.”

Rupert stepped back against the wall.  “And she went into hibernation when the Festival was announced,” he added.

“So I am you’re next best bet.”

Rupert was unsure what of how to respond.  Estella was always forthright.  A great listener but ever ready to throw the fizzing ball right back into your lap. 

“I’m sorry,” he mumbled.

“You need not be!” she cried, clapping her hands and breaking the mood.  “I remember all the times we have spent together.  Of all the Masters, you have shown the deepest interest in the power of light.  Socha has spoken to me of your trials.  You need not elaborate.  I am glad to see you again.”

“I wondered if we might go out into the Circle.”

“We must!”

She ushered him instantly out of the door and they headed together across the road and down a grassy bank opposite.  Rupert glanced at his companion.  It was an incredible spectacle of which he never tired, the sight of Estella striding out of a night-time in just a thin dress, shining from within, her grey hair flowing as she floated across the land as if hanging on strings from the sky.  

When they came to a large, flat, oval shaped piece of ground, Estella’s light radiated out to seven sacred stones arranged around the perimeter, each having a mirror set into the surface.  It became so bright, Rupert could clearly see the ground beneath him, so when Estella gestured for him to lay in line with her, he could do so easily.

Then, without any noticeable movement from her, it became completely black.  Above him was a vast sea of the darkest ink, silent yet so active as the silvery patterns emerged.  The two of them did not speak for some time, only their breath and a persistent breeze were audible.  Rupert’s pulse slowed and the jumble of contradictions drained from his head onto the frosty grass.  

“Exactly four o’clock,” Estella informed him.  “The Great Cat runs across the zenith.”

Somewhere in the distance one of the nocturnal birds began calling; a hollow, persistent whoop.  Rupert felt surrounded by constancy; the mighty universe carried on whether he was watching it or not and the world would go on spinning, with nature responding in tune.  

“So tell me your worst fears,” Estella said.

“I can’t think of them now I’m lying here,” Rupert replied.

This was only partly true.  He had decided not to divulge his encounter with the mysterious figure.  He was son to a Marquis who had tried very hard to allay such thoughts amongst his people so it seemed disloyal for him to start more speculation.  If Estella saw any truth in his suspicions, she would be duty bound to report it to Leopold.  And what if he had been mistaken?  This was the first time he had kept anything from a tutelor.  

“Under such beauty my mind is freed,” he added.

Whether she was able to pick up his thoughts, he could not know.  He was considerably calmer now and as they passed beneath each star, he was sure he was drawing strength from it.  

“Tell me a story you see written up there,” he asked.

“I believe you have heard them all.”

“But I could never grow tired of them.”

“Right.  Well, observe that cluster of stars to the north.  We see them as the great queen Cathiepa whose husband was driven from the sky by the pack of wolves you can make out in a group beside her.  She is bent over, her tears tumbling into a massive square that has filled up and represents for us the Lake.”

“I wish it was all true so that we never had to question the whys and wherefores of the past.”

“Our ancestors looked up to find representations of what had happened to them.  Before a proper form of writing was developed, it was a way remembering, passing down for future generations.  When the First Book was compiled, they referred back to the sky for the details.”

“I think some things got confused in the re-telling.”

Estella sat up.  “You doubt the Annals?”

“No.  It’s just complicated.  We’re taught to believe some bits and adapt others to fit our legends.  The whole process is too contrived for me.”

“You think there is a better way?”

“Possibly.”

She spoke with authority now and Rupert could hear the cautionary tone in her voice.  “Ordefima has thrived for centuries, driven by the cycle of seasons, the acquired wisdom of the tutelors and the gift of light.  Our traditions are a mark of this success.”

“You’re right of course.”

She settled back down and they resumed their silent vigil. 

At length, after they had drifted into a sublime state of calm, Rupert wanted to be clear about what he thought.  “I’ll be ready to adapt,” he said.  “I have challenges in my own life.  There will always remain the possibility that new ones are in store for Ordefima.”

“Rupert.  I am part of the Court of the Seven.  You can trust me.  If a change is coming, we will warn you as we see fit.”

“Things can happen very suddenly,” he said.

At that moment, the flash of a falling star streaked across the sky.  Rupert gasped as Estella nodded.  

~     
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All the brothers stood on the forecourt of the Balaltura, resplendent in their chain mail armour, adorned with steel helmets, their cloaks flapping in the wind that whipped in through the open gates.  Leopold observed them from the steps, his pride revealed by a boyish grin.  When he addressed them, he tried to hide the emotion that welled in his throat.

“Well, there you are.  My sons.”  Lydia nudged him from the side.  “Our sons.  This will be the first time you have all been old enough to compete.  I have as much as any man in Ordefima.  The best thing I can hope for is to have children doing well.  I am confident I’ll be able to say this about you after the fighting.”

Jankin was rankled.  He was the only one present who had not been a champion.  He smacked his axe down onto the ground.

“Don’t rise to it,” Rupert whispered.  

“He loves to do that.”

“I think he’s just getting you charged up for the event.”

“You best watch out.  If you fail he’ll never let you forget it.”

“What are you two muttering about?” Leopold demanded.  

“We were saying how beautiful the ladies are today,” Rupert answered.

Leopold looked in turn at his wife and then at Socha, who were by his side, almost as if he had forgotten they were there.  Lydia was all furs, from hat to toes.  Socha had her hair to surround her and cut a more delicate figure in a dress and victorine of purple.

“You are right, Rupert!  They are the ones we should honour most!”

“Like our own mothers,” Lydia hinted.  “Remember?”

He scowled at her briefly.  “Yes indeed.  Tradition says this is the day we salute mothers.  Mine alas, has not survived, but yours is here for the blessing.”

Lydia went in turn to the four brothers, remaining refined, offering sincere good wishes.  Though it was a slow process, it provided a gentler moment that seemed to put everyone into lighter spirits.  Even Jankin smiled, his complexion colouring as he did so.  It was noticeable how much attention Isodor, champion of champions, got.  He had been overall winner at the Festival twice in a row.  Linus shook his head and pulled the visor of his helmet down.

Rupert was particularly fond of his mother and gripped her smooth hands and she shook them in encouragement.  

“My thoughts will be with you,” she said to him, her voice crackling.  “I can’t wait for you to show me your medal.”

“I doubt I’ll be that fortunate,” Rupert replied.

“Have you not practiced?”

“Yes.  But the closer the moment gets, the less strong my confidence becomes.”

“That’s opposite to the way I see you.  This is your destiny.”

Without further ado they mounted their horses and began a slow trot out into the streets of the Town, parting a line of people eager to see them.  Other competitors were making their way to the Festival Arena, mostly from the temporary village, but none had quite the draw of the Bellaquin brothers.  Some folks had fashioned banners and many were waving while children had amazed expressions that contrasted with confused babies.  Fish and ribs sizzling on street side stalls sent up swirls of delicious smelling smoke.  Gradually an atmosphere of excitement was developing.  

At the Court of the Seven, they passed Florentia holding high a flag of blue that matched the bands on Isodor’s cloak.  She stepped forward to him and he stopped.  The crowd went quiet.  She removed her necklace and handed it up to him.  Isodor received the gift and held his hand over his heart.  

“May your dagger run true,” she called up to him.

“I thank you,” he replied, blowing her a kiss from his lofty perch.

There was a murmuring from those gathered there, many were wondering who this olive skinned girl was.  If she were to marry Isodor she would be the next Marchioness of Ordefima.  A few claimed to know her well while others scoffed.

“Someone’s promised a good time later, whatever the result,” Linus commented, bringing a stare from Isodor.  

“You’d know,” Jankin hissed.  “If the rumours are true she picked you last time.”

Linus bristled.  “She likes to be with a winner.” 

“Shall we move on,” Isodor suggested.

“Yes, let’s,” Rupert agreed.  “I think my horse is hurting from the weight of the armour.”

“We make haste,” Isodor commanded, with a broad sweep of his hand.  “The sooner we do this the sooner we can return to our normal lives.”

The bells atop the Court began to ring, a signal for everyone to make their way into the Arena, which created a great flow of people there and a sense of chaos that did not subside until Leopold appeared above on the Court Platform.  Then everyone stopped to listen to him projecting his booming voice, a bulky figure against a grey sky.  

“Please form an orderly circle.  The Festival cannot commence until you do so.  The competitors are in their tents waiting.”

There was a swift compliance to his request as the throng fanned out up the surrounding slopes.  A large area was revealed, soon covered by a large hessian mat where the battles would play out.  Sentinels from the Balaltura appeared around the edge to mark a perimeter and beyond them were the many tall tents, like the turrets of a fortress.  In accordance with his role as Messenger to the Marquis, Loetus was responsible for announcing each event.  He began pacing, stroking his moustache nervously and wishing he was invisible.  Then it was time to begin.

All of the entrants now emerged and began to form an orderly rank before Marcellus.  Rupert glanced around and wondered which of these many would be his opponents.  Everyone looked strong and determined, clad in tunics laced with metal, clinging to weapons of various sizes.

“That is Warren Shafford,” Isodor said, picking out a figure not far in front of them.  

Rupert could see he was tall, broad shouldered and wore a black cape covered with small red crosses, the colours of his district in Draden.  

“He looks formidable,” Rupert decided.

“Him?  He’s nothing out of the ordinary.  From what I hear he is very unpopular in the city owing to his pomposity.  He got married recently like you.  Unlike you, many pity his wife, who is pretty by all accounts.  So do not be fooled, he is not perfect.”

Rupert was encouraged by Isodor’s dismissive statement, yet continued to scrutinise Warren.  He caught a glimpse of the broadest of smiles, that contrasted with his dark skin, above a suitably iron jaw.  He appeared to believe all the cheering was for him.  

Marcellus then began his address.  This was the moment, Rupert remembered, from when he had been amongst the spectators, as when the fun really began.  

“Welcome competitors from near and far.  The rules are simple.  Use your weapon well.  No one should feel fear.  An enemy with skill won’t hurt you, if he has no skill, you will prevail easily anyway.  Let the fighting be good!”  

From this point it played out.  Loetus announced the category, a contender strode into the circle from opposite sides and went through a series of moves that resulted in one, the other or both tumbling to the ground, sometimes slowly, occasionally with a mighty crunch.  At a table to one side, Marcellus signalled to either left or right to indicate who he considered to be victorious.  None argued with his judgment.  He was the Tutelor of Weapons and understood the talents needed to prevail.

Meava’s nurses attended to all of the fallen, who rarely needed anything more than a dust down.  Once or twice, a competitor was carried to the medical marquee nearby where Meava was ready to administer urgent attention.  On this day, none was needed.  She would step out into the crowd with both hands aloft, a gesture that reassured everyone that no injury had been sustained and whoever had won had done so within the rules.

The people became very caught up in competition.  This level of aggression was so rarely on show.  They wanted to see a fair fight and clever use of the weapons.  

For Rupert, each battle seemed to pass in a heartbeat.  A heartbeat that grew louder in his chest as he tried to control his breathing.  He paced the space in his little tent, Caterina watching him with mild dismay.

“You’ll have no energy left,” she told him.

“I can’t just sit,” he explained. 

“You could hold my hand.”

He stopped and studied her where she reclined so easily, his fur coat wrapped around her narrow shoulders.  She was as attractive as on their wedding day, in a long, silk robe that matched the yellow of his cloak.  He thought her skin was a little pale, but her eyes flashed with their usual allure, under a raised brow. 

“Thank you, I will.”

And so he sat and watched as the events became more elaborate.  Horses were used in some categories, and then there was archery.  Jankin progressed to the final, only to lose to Arthur Vistash as Isodor had predicted.  When Linus fell early from his horse, Caterina winced.  Shadows began to lengthen and Rupert knew his time drew near.

“I’m not afraid.  I’ve just seen two of my brothers lose and walk away and really, nothing has changed.  They are still Masters.”

“Your father will make them uncomfortable.”

“Pleasing him is the worst part.”

“Jankin won’t be happy, will he?” she asked.

“No.  But then he wouldn’t be whether he had won or not.”

“He’s a strange one.”

“I know, some other kind of fire burns within him and I don’t think he knows what it is or how to use it.”

Loetus ended the next pause by announcing Rupert’s event, with Warren in the opening bout against a young hopeful from the Town.  Rupert went out to the entrance of the tent to get a close-up view.  Warren was confident and agile, easily dodging the other’s thrusts.  When they locked into a trial of strength it was clear who had the upper hand.  His triumph came quickly.  The usual cheer from the crowd was loudly boosted by a very substantial, black faced man on the Platform whom he realised must be the Marquis of Draden. 

When Rupert went out to meet his first opponent, a fruit farmer with a look of uncertainty in his eyes, he was determined to match Warren’s skills and found that after a few turns around the ring and one shared blow of their clubs, the other man tumbled away in defeat.  The same happened the second time.  Rupert was as surprised as he was elated.  A joy that became short lived when he realised this had rapidly brought him to the final against Warren.

“It’s not important,” Caterina told him.

Rupert looked at her quizzically.  He heard her words.  She was the one he had chosen to spend his life with and what she said held meaning.  But as much as he tried, he saw those beautiful arched lips, he so loved to kiss, forming words that were out of place.  This did matter.  The people needed to know him as a convincing champion.  

“I don’t think you understand.  I am a son of the Marquis.  He wants me to succeed.  The Bellaquins are their leaders.  I have worked for and worried about this.  I want....”

He broke off.  The response he was likely to get would be of no help to him now.  She was motionless in her seat, her face turned away as if distracted by something more important out across the Arena.  He had not the time for this in his hour of greatest challenge.

He walked out to face the moment.  The air might have been cool; around him it was charged with heat.  Each footfall crackled on the matting as he drew closer.  He could see his father watching with curiosity, Meava with compassion, Socha with pride, his mother with regret, Loetus with fear, Falcon with hope.  He stretched himself up to be tall enough to be worthy of their emotions.  Warren stood before him, very assured.  Those teeth and that mocking expression filled his mind with genuine anger.  Rupert proffered his hand as was customary.  Warren just stared at it.  Those from Draden did not stoop to quaint tradition.  Rupert gripped his club and the power pounded into his heart more potently than ever before, taking the very breath from his throat.

Warren saw Rupert’s astonished look and apparent hesitation as the perfect opportunity to strike early.  He lunged, set to get his arm in the perfect place to enable a twist and turn, sending Rupert spinning to the ground in the momentum he created.  Just as he was sure he had engineered a trouncing, Rupert came to life, exposing Warren’s naivety.  With an incredibly speedy move and the slightest of strikes, Warren was despatched.  Rupert could not explain how, it was as if he had always known exactly what to do.  Marcellus gave his signal.  It was a fair move.  The contest was won.  

Rupert walked slowly over to where Warren was climbing to his feet from the icy ground and he held out his hand in consolation.  “Bad luck.  I guess I was fortunate,” he said, trying to sound genuine,

“Do not speak to me,” Warren hissed through teeth that were no longer clenched in a smile.  “You are, in fact, most unfortunate.  You have made me your enemy and I will see that you suffer for this.”

He took his urgent leave, hitting Rupert’s shoulder with his and spinning him round to face the Platform.  Looking up, Rupert could see two Marquises, one dark and angry, the other with glowing red cheeks and head that kept rolling back with laughter.  

~
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“I declare the Festival over!” Leopold cried from the Court Platform, ringing the large brass bell at his side.  “Congratulations to all the winners!” he declared, raising his arms to the murky sky.  “You honour the words of the Annals.  We celebrate the skills of ancient times and the defeat of the shadowy enemy.  Now let the weapons be locked away and the everlasting peace reign us all!”

Rupert returned to his tent holding his medal as if it were too heavy to let hang.  Caterina was nowhere to be seen.  This was perplexing.  He had received many pats on the back, handshakes and hugs from strangers and now he wanted to share his victory with someone he loved.  He scoured the perimeter to no avail and became irritated.  He might have been a Master and now a champion, but he could not keep track of his wife.  

As a last resort he went over to the tent set aside for the women’s toilets.  The queue of ladies was by now quite short.  Rupert knew he could not enter and stood, rather forlorn, waiting to see if Caterina would emerge.  The girl at the end of the line was next to him and started smiling.

“You look lost,” she said.

Only now did he notice how striking she was.  From brow line to the cut of her mouth, from the bridge of her nose to the sweeping temples, this was a face that seemed to be chiselled in perfect proportions.  The coat she was wearing was open to reveal a slim figure under an eye-catching orange dress cut low beneath strong collar bones. 

“Can I help?” she offered, having received no answer.

“I’m looking for a woman,” Rupert stated.

She laughed.  “Oh.  I’m afraid I’m already married.”

Rupert slapped a hand to his cheek.  “No, I didn’t mean–”

“I know,” she assured him.

“Sorry.  I’ll just stay here and see if she comes out.”

A minute or two passed.  Rupert fiddled with his medal.  The girl shivered and hopped from foot to foot.  

“Did you enjoy the Festival?” he asked.

“Yes,” she replied, sounding surprised by her own answer.  “It was very pleasing, in an odd way for me.” 

“How’s that?”

Now he noticed that she wasn’t quite able to look at him, as if his dark brown eyes were too deep to meet.  She focused somewhere over his shoulder as she faced him, the curl in her hair evident as it settled against the arch of her neck.  

“It’s hard to explain,” she said, with a shrug.  

Rupert was intrigued.  “Try,” he suggested.

“Well.  You beat my husband in the final.  That should have made me sad and I found I felt the opposite.  He needed knocking off his perch.  I was rooting for you.”

Rupert didn’t know quite what to say other than, “oh.”  

“I surprise you?” she wondered.

“A bit,” he said, although he would have preferred to tell her how much she fascinated him.  “It’s usual for a wife to support her husband, although I’m no example as mine was hardly thrilled by proceedings and now seems to have abandoned me.”

The girl leaned forward and touched his hand briefly.  “I’ll tell you something,” she whispered.  

Rupert leaned down and her lips were close to his ear.  “She’s over there talking to that man.”

Rupert followed her nod to see Caterina in deep conversation with Thaddeus.

“Right,” he said.  “Best I go retrieve her.”  He took a few steps away.

“Nice talking to you, champ.”

Rupert stopped and grinned.  “Your Warren seemed very cross with me.  I hope he isn’t as horrible to you.”

She folded her arms, glanced down and kicked at an imaginary stone on the ground. “It doesn’t matter, I hardly ever see him.”  

“Err, well.  Thanks.  And, err, take care.”

“See you, champ.”

As they parted, her smile was reluctant and sad.  He felt the urge to give her a hug but she disappeared inside the tent.  He took a deep breath and started to go across to Caterina.  

The crowd had thinned considerably.  He went past the tent used by the Fontainbleaus and noticed, in the shadows, the eldest son sitting with his legs outstretched, wearing a pair of tall grey boots exactly like the ones he had seen worn by Socha’s voyeur.  He glanced again, only to be denied a second look by the fat figure of Greeson appearing in the doorway and fixing him with an unwelcome sneer.  With the cold dusk creeping in Rupert decided it was a confrontation that could wait for another day.  
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CHAPTER FIVE

ANTAGONISTS
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“It’s another fine feast.” 

Caterina was referring to what Rupert had spread across the table as they sat down together in their modest dining room at Febracen.  

“You’re becoming quite a cook,” she added.

“I learned from my mother.  I always in the kitchen watching the process.  You just need attention to detail and a love of food.”

“I did the same.”

Rupert laughed.  “We don’t see much evidence!” 

She scowled.  “I often get my own meals when you aren’t here, which is most of the time!”

“I haven’t been to the Town for the whole of January,” he countered.

She looked at him very directly with her big, soulful eyes.  “And hasn’t it been nice?”

“Yes,” he admitted.  “I like our little routines.  I can truly relax.  The most taxing thing we do is a short walk through the Fields.”

They continued quietly, both savouring the thick soup he had made, complemented by a fine loaf of bread.  He broke off some and chewed it idly, gazing over her shoulder.

“That damp patch on the wall has spread,” he said.  

“I’ll get my dad to have another look at the roof.”

“Good idea.  And you and I must put some effort into the garden in the spring.  

She turned to the back window to where the brambles were crowding the view and pulled a face of dread.  Rupert knew it would be him tackling the jungle of weeds.  Her help would amount to nothing more than comment and advice after the first scratch from a thorn had produced her dramatic over reaction and a retreat inside.  But this put the glimmer in his love for her.  She had a complete unworldly nature that stretched only as far as the limits of her own creature comforts.  This was the type of woman he thought he needed when his life was so full of duty and expectation from a wide range of angles.

“Don’t worry, Meava taught me well,” he assured her.  “And I’ll ask mum for ideas of what to plant to produce our own little crop.  It’ll be good.  When it is done, we’ll ask some friends round and have a garden party.”

“If we must,” she said, dropping her elbows on to the table with a heavy clunk.

Now Rupert held back his frustration.  Her lack of ambition was also infuriating.  If she had her way each day would repeat the last and involve nothing more than a little sewing or a glance at a book.  Anything carried out for the sake of Ordefima, she did for him under duress and with a face of underlying woe.  All of their plans for the future were made by him, including the provision of an heir.  

She went through her minor rituals, happy if he was going to be around the next day, content to be caressed and pampered, surrounded by favourite shawls, comfortable shoes and trinkets from the past.  He wondered what she wanted in the long term, how she would measure the achievements of her life when she was old and thinking back.

Without realising he had begun to tap his fork against his plate.  She arched an eyebrow and put a thin hand to her waist.  When he did not notice this discontented reaction, the pout returned, her chin becoming small.

“I need to go to the Town again very soon,” he said, still without seeing her.

“At least I won’t have to listen to you making that noise.”

He stopped.  “Sorry.  I was....”

“Not here?” she said, finishing his sentence.

“I’ll not be gone any longer than necessary.”

“Actually, I’m planning to a trip to the Town as well.”

Rupert flopped back.  “Wow.  That will be so nice.  Thank you.”

She shifted awkwardly as if the seat had become suddenly very hot.  “I think Thaddeus is playing at the Tavern Gadimuro.  I want to go and watch him.”

Rupert could not disguise his astonishment.  He thought he had communicated his disappointment, after his victory at the Festival, in very clear terms.  The shine of his elation had been so swiftly dulled by the struggle he had to get her to join him in celebration rather than go with Thaddeus to his performance in the Town Square.  It seemed the strength of his feelings was being overlooked again.  

“You should do what you think is best,” he said.  

She smiled and he doubted if she fully understood the situation.  

“And I will act accordingly,” he added.  

As their eyes met a new phase in their relationship became set in stone.

~
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Rupert set off the next day, alone, after a morning of arguing.  She had refused to go by horse to the Town, he had refused to wait for a carriage to be sent.  He would arrange one for her when he got there, giving no guarantee how soon that would be.  She complained that they did not possess transport of their own, given his status.  He considered it unnecessary at their age.

So they had parted, without their customary love making and it was only after a good hour of trotting that Rupert began to unwind and look forward to his arrival.  The snow was thawing and where it had been trampled, large patches of ice covered much of the highway.  Rupert veered off across open ground, reaching the River Dwindum and crossing at a ford that barely trickled through the freeze.  Here the mud was marked by the feet of birds and the impression of other riders passing by.  His route then took him through the thin patchwork of the Fields and up steep hills, crossing the water again over an arched bridge much used by farmers, approaching the Town from the side.  

Dusk was stealing in as he reached the first smattering of dwellings.  A severe looking old woman in a head scarf acknowledged his passing as she collected wood from a battered shed.

“Good evening!” he called, his breath clouding in the bitter air.  “I trust you have enough fuel?”

“It’ll do,” she replied.  

“All is well?”

Her craggy face creased up.  “Well enough, ‘cept we’ve seen nothing of the Masters since the Festival.”

“I have been with my wife,” Rupert explained.

“Oh, I understand that.  The rest of ‘em?  Who knows?”

He rode on deep in thought.  The weather had been quite bad but that was no excuse for his brothers to neglect their duty of support to the people.  Circulating in the dominion was essential.  There was so much to see and learn all the time.  

A group of cows stood inside their barn, gazing out over a wooden gate with undisclosed emotion at a snowy meadow.  He followed the line of a tall hedge where many brown leaves were collected, a forgotten remnant of summer.  Finally, the hooves of his horse hit the cobbles of a street.  A man was lighting a lantern and one or two windows began to glow orange with freshly lit fires.  The people were hunkering down for a chilly night and Rupert smiled as he thought of the reassuring warmth at the Balaltura.  It was good to be back. 

~
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Rupert returned to the cold the very next morning, trudging through the bustle of simple folk buying grain and fish from sharp eyed traders or collecting water from wells.  A grimy shoe mender was busy at the front of his shop, whilst nearby an overly cheerful man was toasting nuts on a metal tray and telling everyone to buy some.  

It seemed even wintrier today.  A strong wind cut in from the north and Rupert was glad he was walking away from it.  He had ventured out in search of Jankin after a conversation the night before with his dear sister.

“He’s been worse than ever,” Socha told him, her forehead creasing and staying that way all the while.  “Losing at the Festival again seems to have cut very deep.  He rarely comes to dinner and when he does you can’t get much out of him.  I’ve been up to his turret but he won’t let me in.  This time he’s been gone from the Balaltura for four days.”

“He’s attending to his duties I think.  The people seem to have fuel.”

“Yes, he is,” she said.  “Although father always thinks he could do better, I tell him he’s fine.”

Rupert ran his hand through his hair and sighed.  “And Isodor isn’t here?  He is the one who brings out the best in him.”

“No,” she replied, the mass of her hair shaking in the firelight.  “He’s far away, south of the Rumbling Peaks I’m told.”

“This is worrying,” Rupert said.

“Do you think I’m to blame?  Should I have tried harder to get through to him?”

Rupert stared at his frowning sister in disbelief.  “No one could do more than you!  Besides, he could consult with any of the tutelors if he wanted.  They are there to help.  He just won’t, or can’t.”

“Could you go and speak to him?  He’s been seen on the Wall every day this week.”

Rupert laid his hand on her dainty shoulder.  “I’ll try,” he said.  “It might help, though he’s usually quite dismissive, as I’m just his little brother.”  

She brushed his cheek and delivered her compelling smile.  “You’re a lot more than that.” 

So Rupert now found himself attempting to live up to her high opinion of him, heading out past the Court of the Seven.  Before reaching the Highgreen Gates he had to pass a sentinel who was permanently posted in a wooden shelter at this key point between the top of Bantum Lane and the way into the Waolings.  

“Master Rupert,” the young guard said, his face looking stiff from the cold.  “It is good to see you.”

“Here, I’ve brought a pot of porridge from the Balaltura,” Rupert informed him.

Being handed such a treat produced such animation in the man that Rupert had to laugh.  He was so attentive, his cheeks flushed in such neat red circles they looked like they had been painted that way.  Life for most of the people of Ordefima consisted of the fulfilment of simple needs.

“Quite a tough shift out here, I guess,” Rupert said.  

“Yes, sir, in winter it is.  Summer’s better.  I was here last August and there was a lot of travellers up and down the Lane, until that bandit got killed.  Then people stayed away.”

“You were on duty then?”

“I was.  Then I got took off.  Marcellus blamed me for not being watchful enough.  But I never saw nothing, except the body.  That was proper horrid.”

“So nothing before, or since?” Rupert demanded.

“No.  Although I’ve only been back out here since the Festival.  It’s been all snow and no one moving about much.”

Rupert scanned the area beyond the hut.  The Grasslands were empty and silent.  The uneasy sensation he remembered standing out there was not present today.  Beside him, the sentinel was warming his hands on the outside of the pot of porridge.  

“Keep a close eye.  We need you to be there if anything develops.  We want facts not illusions.”

“I understand.”

“Did Master Jankin pass through yet today?”

“Oh yes.  At the break of dawn, just as I came on duty.  He’s often that early.  He patrols the Wall a lot.”

“I’m here to see him, do you know if he went north or south?”

“North this time.”

“Enjoy your breakfast.”  

Striding out beyond the shelter the track led Rupert directly to the Highgreen Gates, a neat line of maple trees on each side, planted by the previous generation when the original oaks had died.  The gates themselves were less well cared for.  Majestic in their time, tall and topped with spikes, the paint on the crisscross bars had flaked so much it was barely recognisable as green having lost a battle with rust.  They marked the formal exit from Ordefima into the Waolings, a vast and desolate wilderness where the water stagnated in turgid pools, poisoned by sulphur from the rocks.  As much as the Preserve was a celebration of life this was a place of extinction where no one went anymore.  The way forward was padlocked and bolted.

Stretching out on each side was the Wall, the most remarkable structure in this or any land.  It ranged for hundreds of miles north and south from this point, without any other openings, built of stone hauled, the Annals stated, from Parec far to the west and stacked here in great blocks to the height of four men.  If ever a structure was intended as a statement, this was it, a barrier that divided civilisation from the coarseness and inhumanity of the Waolings.  

Rupert stepped back and followed a path to the left between the trees that led to where a piece of rock had been wedged against the back of the Wall.  Once he had hauled himself onto this, he could pick out above a pattern of smaller bricks set at intervals that would enable him to reach the top.  It wasn’t easy.  He needed to stretch well and use all his strength to keep going.  Once there he flopped into a heap on fluffy snow to regain his breath.  

From this high point he could see so far in all directions.  The Town dominated to the north and west, with the Fields, Dolmens and Great Bank forming a giant arc beyond it.  Beneath that the land was largely barren and to the south the steaming Circles of Fire partly obscured the Rumbling Peaks.  Everything eastward was the Waolings, forlorn and forbidding.  

The Wall was wide enough to walk along comfortably without fear of falling and this Rupert now did, setting off north, hunched against the wind, in search of Jankin, following footprints in the snow.  He went on for at least a mile before a tiny figure became visible far ahead.  It was then another thirty minutes before he got close enough to attract his attention with a loud shout which made Jankin stop his determined marching and wait for Rupert to catch up.  

The first thing he noticed about his brother was the odd helmet he wore, held on by a strap under his chiselled chin and topped with three spikes that radiated outward in a pattern that mimicked the giant eagle of the Dolmens.  Combined with his expression of anticipated hostility, he was a formidable sight stood feet apart and shoulders back.  

“Well, hello,” Rupert said in as light a voice as he could muster.

Jankin did no more than stare at him suspiciously with eyes as cold as a mountain lake.  

“You’re a hard man to find.”

“Good,” Jankin said.

“The air is colder than ever today.”

“Can’t say I noticed.”

Rupert tried to find the right words.  “You’ve been missing a while.”

“From where?”

“Home.”

“This is my home.”

“Right.”  

Rupert looked up and down the Wall and saw only an unchanging line of stone.  The beauty, the interest, the majesty lay on the ground.  

“You must like it up here,” he concluded.

Jankin turned to observe Rupert with disdain.  “Like?  No, it’s not a like.  I do it because I must.”

Rupert was beginning to struggle, fearing he would have nothing to show for his mercy mission.

“Don’t you get lonely?” he asked.

“Nope.  It’s better being away from people.  And I have Bardolph to spend the evenings with.  He knows a lot of people, mostly girls.  Through him I got acquainted with that Florentia, although I got into a bit of a fight over it.”

“I thought she was hot for Isodor.”

“He finished with her when he left.  She gives me some comfort.”

“How far do you walk when you’re up here?”

“Beyond the Lake; you get a good view over the Waolings from there.  Sometimes I think I can even see the Luroghs.  Or south to where it runs parallel to the Steaming Lines.”

“Looking for Gharids?”

Jankin stepped into Rupert’s space and despite being the smaller of the two, managed to be intimidating.  “What’s wrong with that?” he demanded, with his square chin pushed out.

“Nothing,” Rupert replied, appeasing arms wide.  

Jankin’s rage continued.  “I do my job, so what does it matter how else I spend my time?  Someone needs to keep watch.”

“I’m not saying anything,” Rupert pleaded.  “So calm down.  You just need a sense of proportion.”

“You think I’m wrong about the Gharids?” 

Rupert took a moment to consider.  Jankin’s face was now very red.  It got like that whenever his opinion was questioned or he felt slighted.  Arguing this now was not going to help.

“I don’t,” he told him.  “But how much of a threat could they ever be to Ordefima?”

“You shouldn’t need to ask that,” Jankin said, thankfully moving away and striding jerkily around the Wall.  “Why do you think this thing is so tall and wide?  That is the measure of the enemy.”  

Rupert was afraid of the extent that Jankin’s delusions had become an obsession.  He continued to work hard to pick the appropriate phrases.  Many conversations with Jankin were like this.  

“I understand.  But even if true, it’s a very ancient enemy.  There’s no reason or evidence to suggest anything remotely similar exists today.”

There was no reply this time.  While the wind howled around them, Rupert wondered if Jankin might have suddenly seen sense and they could both head back for some sustenance at the Balaltura.  

“Let me show you something,” Jankin said, more as command than a request.

Rupert followed him as he strode on, barely able to keep up.  There clearly would be no more discussion until they got to whatever it was that Jankin considered important.  At least the walking might get some sensation back into my toes, Rupert thought.  

Quite suddenly, Jankin stopped.  Rupert was unable discern anything unusual.  To his right the ground was flat, yellow in tone and covered stagnant pools of water and the odd thorny bush.  On the Ordefima side they were level with the Big Wood where the trees grew thick apart from an area known as the Clearing, which was a sacred place used in the half yearly Rituals of Fecundity.

Now Jankin, facing away from the Waolings, went down on all fours and proceeded to lay flat in the snow with his upper body hanging over the edge of the Wall.  He motioned for Rupert to join him, which he did with some reluctance.  The cold soon began to permeate through his fur coat and into his stomach.

“What are we doing?” Rupert asked.  

“Can’t you see it, right below you?”

Rupert widened his eyes and in the gloomy grey light could make out a few pine cones and a bit of moss on the ground.  There was nothing remarkable, although he was surprised that his blood was flowing enough in the icy conditions to begin to fill his head.  

“What?” Rupert demanded with clear irritation.

“There’s a crack.”

Rupert looked again.  When he diverted his gaze up from the floor of the Big Wood it became apparent what Jankin was pointing at.  From around a middle point, all the way to the base, a small gap had appeared.  The stone of the Wall had succumbed here to either time or pressure or both.  

“You’re right,” Rupert agreed, pulling himself back to a sitting position.

Jankin followed suit with a face that Rupert soon discovered was not red from hanging upside down.  

“This is important!” Jankin said, his voice reaching a tumult.

“The Wall is seventeen centuries old, there must be hundreds of faults in it by now.”

“No.”

Jankin was definite.  His fists were clenched.  

Rupert remained sceptical.  “You’d know?” he scoffed.

“Yes.”

“You’ve checked?”

“Yes.”

Rupert knew this was very likely true.  He fiddled with the laces on his boot while he made sense of the information.

Jankin was keen to get his point across.  “Only when you get near Odecama do you see anything like this, and that’s over a hundred miles away, at its end.” 

“It’s likely happened naturally,” Rupert surmised.  “Doesn’t the Stream run out under the Wall somewhere nearby?”

“About a mile to the north.  The structure is thicker there, reinforced to let the water seep through and nothing else and so it remains as strong as the day it was built.”

Rupert could see now there’s was more to Jankin’s fixation with the Wall.  He had researched it, studied it, watched it like a prisoner might get infatuated by the cell door.  

“Have you spoken to anyone in the family about this?” 

“Why would I?  I’m not listened to,” Jankin said. 

“That’s not true.”

“You think?  Well Isodor is never around for long enough to discuss anything.  I’ll get mocked by Linus and our father is too overbearing.”

“We have females in our ranks.”

“I can’t speak to them.”

“There’s Socha.”

“I don’t know how to.”

“She’s the easiest!”

Jankin folded his arms.  “Not for me.”

“I don’t understand how you can think that.”

“She looks down on my aggression.”

“No, she doesn’t understand it, that’s all.  You should give her a chance.”

“I’m not like you.  I never had that ability to be around women and speak to them on a level and not get wound up.”

“You don’t have to be the hard man.”

“That’s the only person I can be.  I don’t want to debate things.  I go for the firm truth and stick with it.”

Jankin spoke gravely, though Rupert thought he heard some pleading and wanted to help.  “We have the tutelors to consult with, why not approach one of them?” he suggested.  

“They’re no better.  And mother’s the same.  They’re all the same,” Jankin said, his voice getting gradually shriller.  “Dismissive!”

“You’re a Master of Ordefima,” Rupert pointed out.  “Your word carries great worth.  You must have some support?”

Jankin shrugged.  “Bardolph maybe.  Then he’s viewed by many as a clown.”

“A label he’s brought on himself,” Rupert observed.

“Marcellus,” Jankin said.  “I get on well with him.”

“You won’t get much conversation there!”

“He agreed to let me have this helmet.”

Rupert viewed his brother in this combative headgear with a feeling of pity.  His own experience was totally opposite to Jankin’s.  To be denied the influence and understanding of so many around him would be like being denied water.  It was the way of a fool to cut oneself off from others.

Jankin grew more intense, his face as serious as ever.  “I’ll tell another thing that will shock you.  This crack has got bigger in the last year.  Nearly doubled in size in fact.”

Part of Rupert wanted to laugh at his solemnity.  But something about this fact bothered him too.  He immediately laid back down for a second look.

Where the light filtered through from the Waolings the stone took on a faint yellow glow.  Rupert had the sensation of an invasion, a creeping through the crack from the sluggish wasteland beyond into the pure natural beauty of Ordefima.  It reminded him of the figure haunting him just before the Festival.

Rupert sat up with a start.  “You know what.  I think it’s high time we went home.”

“I’m not so sure,” Jankin said.

“Oh, come on.  Give the family a chance, they care more than you know, whether you want to accept it or not.”

Jankin looked uneasy but at least betrayed the trace of a smile.  

Rupert stood up.  “I’ll talk to a few people about this, get the facts out there.” 

“They are more likely to listen to you.”

Rupert knew this to be true.  “Well, if you’re so sure of that then there’s no point me arguing.  The safety of Ordefima is paramount.” 

This seemed enough to get Jankin to follow.  They headed back south towards the Highgreen Gates where it was possible to climb down without putting your life at risk.  Rupert knew if they kept up a good pace they would be back to the Balaltura before dusk and fortunately, with the wind in their backs, progress was swift; Jankin walking resolutely, without words.  Ultimately, Rupert found the silence unbearable.

“Do you remember when we used to play up here as kids?” he asked.

He got no answer.

“All that scrambling and chasing?”

His brother, though right beside him, made no attempt to acknowledge the question.

“We had some laughs, didn’t we?”

Still the focus remained straight ahead.  

“Jankin?”

“You might think it was fun, I ripped my face open,” he replied, finally.

“You got your trousers stuck on one of the spikes!  We tried to help you.”

“You were all too short.  I needed Isodor, he got there late.”

“Well, it was my fault, I pushed you in the first place, even if we were playing.  I’ve never forgotten how you kept me out of trouble with dad.”

“The worst bit was Linus laughing with such spite.”

“You need to lay that down and leave it behind.”

Jankin stopped now.  Rupert found himself staring at his scar and thinking what a great job Meava did stitching him up.  

“Should we have been running on the Wall in the first place?  I blame our parents, they were too loose with the rules.”

“They set us boundaries,” Rupert countered.  “Remember we weren’t allowed any further out onto the Waolings than the Keeper’s Lodge.”  

Jankin grunted and walked on, which Rupert took as begrudging agreement.  He did not attempt any further conversation and they soon reached the Highgreen Gates.  Rupert was about to climb down when he became aware that Jankin was staring off in to the distance.  

“Are you looking at the Keeper’s Lodge?” Rupert enquired.

“What remains.”  

There it was, a tatty wooden building, daubed with white paint, abandoned some ten years ago when it had partly sunk into the sandy soil.  One side was leaning manically and the roof had fallen out of sight.  

Rupert smiled at his own memories.  “We used to be scared of the Keeper.  It’s no wonder he was always grumpy, living on his own in that old shack.”

Jankin didn’t seem to be listening again.  “I doubt our reading of the Annals account regarding the village,” he said.

Rupert was not surprised to hear him say as much.  The ruins of an ancient village could be found near the Lodge and used to be maintained by the Keeper.  The Annals spoke of a time fifteen centuries ago when the settlement there had to be evacuated after a series of harsh winters, failed crops and a fouled water supply.  

“Very mysterious,” Jankin continued.  “Kester insists the mention of a lurking enemy that creeps beneath foundations refers to water and not Gharids.  I don’t believe him.”  

Keen to avoid more of Jankin’s restless doom, Rupert turned his attention the other way, to where the Chateau Turata stood out beyond the snow on the Grasslands.  It was a vague muddle of structures and the tallest of three towers appeared to be leaning to the right.  

“I’m heading there tomorrow.  I have a little business with Jayo Fontainbleau.”

This caught Jankin’s attention like he hoped it might.  “Trouble?” he wondered, with a hint of hope.  

“I think he has a more than unhealthy interest in our sister,” Rupert said.  

Jankin breathed out deeply as if something important had been decided.  “I’ll come with you.”

Rupert was very pleased.  

“We can take Bardolph with us.”

Rupert was less pleased.  “Maybe,” he murmured.

“He is a friend of the Fontainbleaus.”

Despite his misgivings about Bardolph, Rupert could see the sense in this.  “If they trust him he could be of great help,” he said.  “Although their liking of him might end after my visit.”

~
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Where the River Dwindum stretched out broadly in the centre of the valley, a large bridge had been built, first of wood by the early settlers and later in stone.  It became a focal point, joining the Town Square on one side with the Home of the Annals on the opposite bank.  Strong and wide enough to support full buildings, there was a mixture of lodgings and tradesmen right across its length and a common hum of activity most days.

Bardolph lived here in a second floor dwelling that was only one room but had windows that looked out both ways, affording views of the water and also the busy crossing.  When Rupert and Jankin approached they discovered Bardolph engaged in an amorous conversation with a blond haired girl below.  His tanned chest was bare in manly defiance against the wintry weather and his bright smile very apparent.  When he saw the Bellaquins he waved to them. 

“Looks like I’ve got visitors,” he said to the young woman, who was stepping away sheepishly.  “Come back again this evening,” he urged her.  “I’ll get us some wine.”

“Who was that?” Jankin asked as she disappeared beyond a queue for the fruit stall.

“Somebody I probably shouldn’t be getting involved with,” Bardolph said, with a laugh.  “But who can help themselves?”

“We’re coming up,” Jankin told him.

They climbed the narrow wooden stairs within to a battered door that Rupert estimated must have been installed near the beginning of history.  Once inside, Rupert was relieved to find Bardolph did have some trousers on.  Moreover, he was impressed by the tidy way Bardolph appeared to live.  His clothes and shoes were neatly arranged, the cooking and bathing areas immaculate, and the furniture covered with rich orange fabrics of good quality.  It contrasted with the musty mess Jankin made of his own rooms at the Balaltura.  

“So this is where you hang out?” Rupert observed in fascination.  

“We have all sorts of fun here,” Bardolph said, his eyes sparkling despite the dullness of the light on this gray day.  “You should join us, Rupert, you might learn a thing or two.”

Rupert regarded him with mild amusement.

“Oh, I’m forgetting,” he continued.  “You’re all married now so you have to be well behaved.  I can’t imagine sex with the same person for the rest of life.  I hope it’s good!”

Rupert did not feel his comment justified a response.  He was keen to move on to the matter in hand.  He clapped his hands together.  “My brother tells me you are well acquainted with the Fontainbleaus.”

“You could say that,” Bardolph sniggered. 

“Well either you are or you aren’t,” Rupert said testily. 

Bardolph threw his arms out wide and gave him a wide grin wicked enough to dimple his smooth cheeks.  “Keep calm, dear Master.  I aim to please.  How can I help?  Do they owe the Mint some money, unpaid taxes perhaps?”

“In truth, they do.  But I want to speak to Jayo on a more delicate subject.”

“Personal to you then?”

“To our family.”

“Well maybe.  Shall we share a little drink and talk it over.”

“No, I want to go down to the Turata now.”

Bardolph did an exaggerated jump back and held his mouth open.  “He’s a bossy one, Jankin, isn’t he?”

Jankin produced his version of a smile and Rupert began to wonder if he was wasting his time.  

“I’m going now,” he repeated and turned for the door.

Bardolph was on him in a flash, leaping onto his back with a howl and wrapping his arms and legs around him.  They fell in an inevitable heap onto the floor.

“I was just teasing you!” Bardolph cried, hauling himself and Rupert to their feet.  “You don’t have to come all the big Master with me.  I’ll be honoured to help.”

Rupert was by now at the end of his tether.  He should have known this idiot would joke around.  

Bardolph was thriving in the absurd atmosphere he had created.  “Jankin, I just floored a champion of the Festival.  Does that make me a champion?”

“I suppose,” Jankin grunted.

“I don’t recall seeing you at the Festival?” Rupert remarked, brushing dust from his coat.
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