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Jonas paused at the door, held his breath, and pressed his ear against the polished oak -listening to see if his brother was outside.  Silence, save for the beating of his own heart, and he managed a small grin in spite of the wound on his face.  Lately, every time he opened the door to leave his private suite, he found Keven hovering outside.  At first Jonas thought it was amusing having his younger brother waiting on his every need but it had become tiresome.  Wherever he went in the castle Keven popped up, offering to clean his shoes or carry his scrolls.

It had been an accident; that was what Jonas had told them.  Besides, the arrow had merely grazed his cheek and both knew the risks of hunting in the forest.  But Keven was insistent that he make up for nearly killing the heir to the throne and the king had been happy to let him so Jonas could not object.  At least it wouldn't be for much longer.  Soon Keven wouldn't be around to bother anyone.

Satisfied that the corridor outside was empty, Jonas slipped the iron latch, crept out, and stealthily hurried to his rendezvous in the rose garden.  

It was dark, and low clouds drifted on a chill wind, occasionally obscuring the crescent moon that hung limp and wan above the Chakstone Hills far to the east.  It was perfect; all of Sealand was shrouded in darkness.

Jonas knew the winding paths through the garden as well as he knew the rest of the castle and its grounds.  He'd spent years exploring them, seeking out every nook and cranny, every hiding-place, every passage through the ancient walls.  While his bookish brother Keven was hunched over some boring tome or scroll in preparation for the next day's lessons, Jonas would be creeping through some long-forgotten passage or dungeon.  Jonas smiled again, his expression cruel and thin-lipped.  His unerring sense of direction had led him unfailingly to the precise spot chosen for the clandestine meeting.

He waited, standing with his back to the high wall, arms folded, his right hand resting lightly on the pommel of the jewelled dagger in his belt.  He didn't have to wait long.

“Your Highness is punctual.” a lilting voice hissed.

Cold rage clutched at Jonas' innards, and he grimaced as a shadow seemed to rise up from the bushes in front of him.  

“Issgard!”  Jonas whispered, as his grip on the dagger tightened.

“The same, Highness.”

The Sylth seemed to glide forward, towering above the young man, and Jonas shuddered in spite of his anger.  Sylths were loathsome creatures, almost reptilian, their red eyes wicked and malevolent, bereft of humanity.

“You fool!  Your archer nearly killed me!”

“A sss...simple mistake.  He has been punished.”

“His was a simple task, Issgard.  All he had to do was kill my brother.  Everyone would have believed it a simple hunting accident.  But no, your blundering assassin shot at me!”

Issgard's head dipped briefly, acknowledging the accusation.  “Everyone believes it was your brother's arrow that sss...struck you.”

“Which is lucky for you and your kind, Issgard.  Fortunately it was easy to lay the blame at my idiot brother's feet.  The fool is so lost in his studies it wouldn't occur to him that there was anyone else in the forest.”

“Fortunate indeed, Highness.”

Jonas could feel his heart pounding in his chest, and it was an effort to relax his grip on the dagger.  “Next time, Issgard, there'll be no mistakes.  For if there are, mark my words, they'll be your last.”

“Highness.”

Jonas turned his back on the Sylth spy, and began the long walk back to the castle.  Not until he was safe within its walls did the itch between his shoulder-blades fade.

***
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KEVEN SLID BACK INTO the shadows as his brother passed by not more than a hand span from his hiding place.  The rose bush dug its thorns spitefully into his arm but Keven remained still; a few scratches were a small price to pay for the awful scene he'd witnessed.  Jonas, clearly deep in thought and in a hurry to return to the castle, disappeared into the gloom. 

Keven knew Jonas was up to something but until now he had no idea what.  He'd become suspicious when Jonas started taking an interest in the affairs of court at the end of summer.  Why would his older brother want to sit in on the court sessions of the local farmers?  Jonas thought about nobody but himself and everyone in the castle knew it.  Father should have passed the crown down to him years ago, but Keven knew he remained just to keep Jonas from the throne.  

Nor had Jonas' sudden interest in affairs of State escaped the king's attention.  The two of them had taken to spending hours in the Morning Room discussing the kingdom's future, and it was obvious that his father had found the young heir's unexpected devotion to regal duties encouraging.  For the first time in years, the king seemed genuinely proud of his oldest son.

Only Keven thought anything was wrong, and of late he'd begun to despair that he'd never find out what Jonas was really up to.  Then, scarcely a week ago, Keven caught him removing scrolls from the king's private chamber.  Jonas, ever the weasel, had glibly declared that he was taking them to their father but Keven knew it wasn't true.

He never found out what was on those scrolls but knew they must have been important when, several days later, the arrow had whizzed past his ear, sped across the clearing, and struck his brother's face. 

Jonas had screamed, and bellowing “You fool! You fool!” sprinted into the clearing waving his arms frantically.  Keven had known, there and then, that the arrow had been meant for him, and that his brother had intended his death.  Seeing an opportunity to keep close to his brother, Keven had cowered, and simpered, and pretended that it was he who had loosed the arrow.

But his plan had failed as Jonas never took a step out of place; until tonight.  Tonight, Keven had hidden beyond the flickering light of the oil-lamps, and waited to see where Jonas would go when he thought he was alone.  

Keven wasn't sure what he had expected but the sight of his brother talking with a Sylth had shocked him.  The Sylths had been banished from the kingdom over fifty years ago and it was only from his studies and the pictures in history books that Keven knew what they looked like.  Seeing one in the flesh, even half shrouded in darkness, made his skin crawl.

When he was sure that both his brother and the Sylth had gone, he emerged from his hiding-place in the spiteful bushes and crept back to the castle.  It was time he told his father what he knew.

***
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RANULF, KING OF SEALAND, loved by his people and feared by his enemies, was not amused.  He'd been preparing for bed when Keven rapped insistently on the royal bedchamber's door.  And now the elderly warrior, clad in a silken nightgown and robe, stood framed in the doorway, glowering.

“Keven.  Have you no idea of the lateness of the hour?”

“I'm sorry, father.  I must speak with you.”

“At this time of night?  And you're fully dressed!  You should have retired hours ago.”

“I know.  But father, this is important, and it cannot wait until morning.”

Ranulf studied his youngest son's face for a moment.  The boy seemed suddenly older than his fourteen years, and there was no doubting the fierce glow of self-assurance that seemed to blaze in the youth's eyes.  The king nodded, eyes narrowing suspiciously as if expecting a prank, and wordlessly stepped back, allowing Keven to enter.

When the door was firmly closed, Keven held a finger to his lips, and began moving around the bedchamber.  Ranulf watched, bemused, as the boy checked windows, closets, and tapestries.

“What on earth has possessed you, boy?”

“Father please, we may not be alone.”

Again, the seriousness of Keven's tone throttled the laughter that threatened to burst from the king's throat.  But it was late, and His Majesty's patience was wearing thin.

“No-one would dare spy on the king in his bedchamber, Keven.  Tell me what's so important.  Now.”

Keven regarded his father's stern features in the guttering candlelight, and took a deep breath.  “It's about Jonas...”

The king's features grew darker as Keven recounted first his suspicions, and then the outlandish events he'd witnessed in the gardens.  By the time he'd finished, Ranulf was barely able to control his rage.

“A Sylth.  Here in Sealand?  My son and heir, your brother, meeting in secret with a Sylth spy?  You dare to play games such as these?  At this hour?”

“It's no game!” Keven protested, appalled.  “Father, it's true!”

“Enough!”  Ranulf strode forward, teeth clenched.  “I'll hear no more of this nonsense, now or ever.”

“But...”

“You, Keven, will hold your tongue.  I don't know what's possessed you to invent such a ludicrous tale, but you will speak of it no more.  By the Gods, boy!  If your mother were alive she'd skin you for such monstrous lies.”

The veins on Ranulf's temples bulged, and his dark eyes glowered as he raised an arm; finger pointing at the door. 

***
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IT WAS HOPELESS, KEVEN knew.  The king, newly enamoured of his eldest son, would never believe.  Nor, he suspected, would anyone else, except perhaps Reena.

“Out, now, and to bed.  And mark my words, boy.  Another childish prank such as this and you'll wish there were Sylths at large in the land.”

Keven stood with his eyes watering and for a few brief moments stared defiantly at his father. Almost willing the older man to believe, but it was futile.  With tears of shame and defeat pricking at his eyes, Keven strode silently from the room, and ran through the dimly-lit corridors to his own chamber.

Once safe inside he threw himself on his bed and began furiously beating the pillows.  A prank?  A game?  Was his father blind?  It was impossible!  With his own eyes, Keven had seen Jonas and Issgard the Sylth.  With his own ears, he'd heard Jonas and Issgard discussing the assassination attempt in the forest.  And his father, the mighty king of all Sealand, thought it was a game, some stupid childish game dreamed up by a boy!

Tears of shame gave way to tears of rage.  How was it possible that Jonas, a mere two years older than he, had managed to utterly convince their father that he was no longer a selfish and thoughtless braggart, but a loyal and dutiful son?  Surely the king must see through the deception?

Keven stood, and began pacing the room as anger simmered to frustration.  There must be something he could do; someone he could confide in, and convince of the danger that threatened them all.  Reena.

He rushed to the dresser, pulled open a drawer, and gently took out the small pile of letters she had written...

***
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JONAS LAY ON HIS BED, absent-mindedly toying with his dagger while he mulled over the night's meeting with Issgard.  The Sylth was a dangerous ally, but a necessary one.  If only the assassin had been successful!  But he hadn't.  The fool had missed his mark, or aimed at him instead of Keven.

The plan had been so simple, so perfect.  The whoosh of an arrow, Keven's scream, and then Jonas would run to the horses, summon the Guardsmen.  They'd discover a Frangian arrow in Keven's heart and the blame would lay squarely on Frangia's doorstep.  Problem solved.

But the fool had missed his mark.

Jonas sighed, and closed his eyes.  It was Keven's fault, really.  If it weren't for his friendship with that awful girl Reena none of this would be necessary.  There were so many pretty girls in Sealand; dozens at court alone and all of them of noble birth.  But no, Keven had to befriend a Frangian Princess and now the die was cast.

It had all come to a head in the Spring some months ago.  Jonas had discovered a hidden passageway and was exploring the dark and dusty space between the walls when he'd been amazed to hear his father's voice.

The passage had led to the Chamberlain's office, among other places, and Jonas could hear every word exchanged between the Lord Chamberlain and the king:

“...and I'm not concerned with rumours.”

“Your Majesty.  I'm sure that Prince Keven's, ah, friendship with Princess Reena of Frangia is nothing more than a harmless affection which will pass in time.  But it is my duty to report to you the reasonable concerns of the court; and they are truly alarmed by this whole affair.”

“I don't see why.  What harm can this friendship cause?  If anything, such a relationship may be a benefit to both Sealand and Frangia alike.  The wars that plagued our fathers and their fathers before them were a curse to both our lands.  If Keven's friendship with a daughter of Frangia's royal house can cement the peace, so much the better.”

“But Your Majesty, that is what so alarms your court!  In nine months from now, Princess Reena celebrates her fourteenth birthday...”

“And why should this be alarming?”

“Your Majesty, please.  In Frangia, it is custom that a girl-child of the royal house may be lawfully betrothed in her fourteenth year.  Don't you see?  Our Ambassador has sent dispatches indicating rumour is rife in the Frangian Court that King Lothar intends to use his daughter's friendship with Prince Keven to cement more than peace.  Our Ambassador believes King Lothar will announce his intention to betroth his daughter, Reena, to your son.”

“Without first seeking my consent?  Impossible!”

“Sire.  Two months ago you and King Lothar signed a treaty strengthening the bonds between our two nations, and pledging that each would work toward the common peace.  If King Lothar proceeds as we believe he intends and announces this betrothal, you would have no choice but to agree to a royal marriage.  If you refused, Lothar would have the perfect excuse for war.”

“He wouldn't dare.”

“Do you dare risk war, Sire?  Frangia has coveted Sealand for centuries.  Only our Navy has prevented their victory in the past.”

“Perhaps,” King Ranulf sighed, “Perhaps it is time to consider putting an end to conflict once and for all.  Perhaps a marriage between Sealand and Frangia would serve to guarantee peace...”

Jonas had been stunned and outraged, and had hurried from the secret passage as fast as its narrow confines had allowed.  Peace?  A marriage between Sealand and Frangia?  Madness!

At the time of the Creation, Fate had granted Sealand three boons.  Sealand was an island nation, small it was true, but separated from continental Frangia by a sea that served better than any fortress wall.  That was the first boon.  The second was Mount Eyrie, a peak so high on the southern coast that its top was permanently hidden in the clouds.  The third, everyone knew, were the dragons that roosted there during their migrations.  In all of the world, there were only three roosts where the magical creatures could safely rest on their journey around the globe.  Mount Eyrie was one of them.  The other two were so far away to the north and the south they may as well be on the moon.

Jonas fumed, a dragon's scale was a magical thing, possessed of healing power, and coveted by all.  That was why Frangia had, for centuries, attempted to conquer Sealand.  Not for the land or territory, not for the sake of conquest, but for Mount Eyrie, and the dragons' roost.

And now the king, his feeble father, senile beyond his years, was talking peace, and marriage with Frangia! 

No, Jonas thought.  It simply wouldn't do.  When King Ranulf died, the crown would pass to Jonas.  And Jonas had no intention of ruling Sealand as nothing more than a Governor for the Empire of Frangia.  When Jonas ascended to the throne, it would be as king Jonas, absolute ruler of all Sealand, sole owner of the most sought-after riches in the world:  dragons.

Now, laying on his bed and toying with the dagger, it was all perfectly clear.  There could be no marriage between Frangia and Sealand.  Frangia must never be allowed to gain a foothold in Sealand.  Never.  Reena was in Frangia, and thus beyond his reach.  But Keven was here, in the castle, but a short walk from the door...
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Keven woke from a light doze as the sun warmed his face.  He hadn't meant to fall asleep; he didn't dare while his life was in danger.  He looked across at the heavily bolted door. Nobody could get in there without waking him and the window was too high up for anyone to climb.  He was safe here but he didn't feel it.  

What he couldn't figure out was why his older brother was so keen to be rid of him.  Jonas was first in line for the throne and first-born had all the family rights. He had nothing to fear from Keven.

It must be something to do with those scrolls Keven had caught him with.  If only he could get hold of them he might find out why his brother taken the terrible risk of associating with Sylths, and persuading them to come to Sealand in spite of The Banishment.  And, Keven shuddered, to have him killed.

He sighed, and rubbed his eyes.  There was nothing else for it, he had to risk his father's wrath once more, and search his brother's room to see if he could find the scrolls.  It wasn't a rest day today, so Court would be held as normal and Jonas would be there for several hours.  But finding a way to slip into his brother's suite might prove difficult.

Keven, still fully-clothed, rolled off the bed as he mulled over the problem, and splashed his face with water from the pitcher by the window.  He paused, and gazed out into the bright morning light.

The window faced southeast towards the Mainland, away from the Chakstone hills and forests further inland. He could see across the Marshlands and all the way to the harbour, almost on the horizon.  A chill dawn mist clung low across the Marshlands, fighting a losing battle against the morning sun, making the terrain even more treacherous than normal.  There were very few safe paths through the marshes, yet another of Sealand's major defences.  Even if invaders made it past the Navy and the vast troupe of guards that defended the harbour they would lose half their men before they reached the castle; swallowed up by the harmless looking life-sucking mud.  Even lowly animals knew better than to venture there.

But Keven knew a way to tell where the safe paths were, most of Sealand's people did, it was known as the secret of the flowers.  Beautiful bushes of delicate purple flowers grew at the edges of the sinking mud, so if you never crossed the path of a Fusia bush you were safe.

A horrible thought struck Keven as he stared at the Marshlands. If there were Sylths here last night then they must still be in Sealand!  And how many were there?  There was nowhere to hide in the Marshlands and even with all their reptilian ways they hated the water, so they must be off to the west of the castle in the forests and farmlands; the most unprotected part of the island.

He trembled at the thought, and again frustration raged.  He'd tried to convince his father of the danger, and failed miserably.  Jonas was simply too good an actor and his performance over the past few months too believable.  Keven would have to find proof and force them all, especially the king, to see the truth.  

Far in the distance, just above the blanket of mist, a flash of red and white caught his eye.  It was the sail of the message ship, coming into the harbour.  Keven's heart lifted despite the peril he was in. There might be a letter from Reena!  It would be at least another hour before the mist lost its futile battle and was burned off by the early winter sun, making the coastal road around the Marshland safe to use. Even the road was dangerous in the dark or a heavy mist.  If there was a letter it wouldn't reach him for several hours after that as the road wound almost to the mountains and back.

He sighed again and straightened his clothes then unbolted the heavy door and strode out into the corridor.  Surely Jonas wasn't foolhardy enough to try to have him killed here, in the Castle in broad daylight?  Even so, Keven glanced behind him to make sure there was nobody lurking in the shadows.  If he was going to outsmart his brother he would have to carry on as if it was a normal day.  He couldn't risk Jonas finding out that he knew about Issgard the Sylth, and the assassination plot.

Keven tensed as he approached the royal eating hall with his heart thumping loudly, ready to put on an act to fool Jonas into thinking all was still going to plan.  But what if Father had told Jonas about his accusations last night?  Sudden panic gripped him as he turned the corner into the room but it was too late to change his mind now.  Relief flooded through him as he saw that his brother and father weren't in their usual places at table and he felt suddenly so weak that he sank into the nearest chair.  Judging by the stack of dirty plates on the trolley, Jonas and the king had already eaten.

“Good Morning Prince Keven.  I trust you slept well?”  Jacs, the Lord Chamberlain, dipped into a deep bow as he stepped backwards towards the serving table.  

Keven’s eyes narrowed slightly as he stared at the king's most trusted servant.  What did he mean, did he sleep well?  The Chamberlain's expression seemed odd, as if tinged with sadness.  Maybe he was in on the assassination plot as well?  Don't be a fool, Keven told himself, Jacs asked exactly the same question every morning.  He was becoming paranoid!

“Yes thanks Jacs, I slept fine.” he forced himself to reply as he always did and looked at the plate of food placed before him.

“Your Highness slept well.”  The Chamberlain gently corrected as he, too, always did.

Keven forced a smile, acting out the morning ritual until Jacs made his usual quiet departure.

Food was the last thing he felt like right now.  His insides were writhing like snakes in a pit at the prospect of sneaking into his brother's suite.  Unlike Keven's single but large bedchamber, Jonas had a suite of three rooms as befitted the heir to the throne.  And lately Jonas had taken to keeping the main door locked.

After pushing the food around his plate for a few minutes, Keven shoved it away from him and left the room.  Instead of heading straight for Jonas' room he went down the broad staircase that led to the public areas of the castle.  First he had to make sure Jonas was sitting in on the Court session.

The sound of Keven's booted heels on the stone steps echoed loudly and this gave him some comfort, at least he would know if there was anyone following him.  He reached the public floor and turned towards the Court room.  Since there were no citizens milling around the corridors, Court must already be in session.

Tapestries hung on the walls along the corridors, some depicting scenes of the king leading a charge on horseback while others were of citizens laying gifts at his feet.  He stopped by the huge wooden doors which barred the entrance to the Court room.  How was he going to see if his brother was there without being spotted?  As if in answer to his question, the mighty doors swung silently open, forcing him to take a quick step backwards.

Two guards stepped into the corridor, roughly hauling a man between them.  They were obviously taking him down to the dungeons for whatever punishment the king had decided was appropriate for his transgression.  The man stared wildly, as if desperately seeking assistance, and then he caught sight of the young Prince.  The prisoner regarded him wide-eyed and with a look of shock and horror that struck deep in Keven's heart.

Ordinarily, Keven felt little pity for the convicted. His father was a fair and just man.  Besides, Keven was a Prince of the Realm, and had learned to harden his heart where matters of Court were concerned, as was his duty.

But Keven knew this farmer.  Tobias had always been kind and was the most honest man he knew.  Why would his father sentence him to the dungeon?  Before he could stop the guards to ask what Tobias had done, they'd swept him off down the corridor to the dark and foreboding passage that led to the castle's depths.  And just as the doors to the Court swung shut Keven turned back, and he suddenly knew why.  His father was not sitting in the Judgment Chair.  Jonas was.

Keven shrank back into the corridor as the doors banged shut, wondering what this all meant.  Had his father handed the Court over to Jonas?  Did this mean that Ranulf the Great was about to name his eldest son as king?  There was no time to waste standing here; he had to find proof of his brother's misdeeds, and fast.

Keven found himself wishing his footsteps weren't so loud on his way back up the stairs.  He wanted as few people as possible to know where he was heading.  If he couldn't trust his own brother then who could he trust?

He was soon in the corridor which led to Jonas' suite and had passed no-one on the way.  Suddenly his heart caught in his throat as the sound of creaking hinges forced him to duck into the shadows of the nearest doorway.  

He peered cautiously into the corridor and saw Anny, a chambermaid, coming out of Jonas' suite.  Keven almost sighed with relief, embarrassed that he had been so scared, and glad she hadn't seen him.  She moved off down the corridor to the next room and pushed a key from her large collection into the keyhole.  Keven couldn't believe his luck, she hadn't shut Jonas' door!

As soon as Anny had disappeared from view, Keven crept along the corridor and slipped into his brother's sitting room.  He closed the door behind him, and hurriedly checked to make sure none of the other chambermaids were still in the suite about their business.  He was alone, and a smile danced playfully at the corners of his mouth.

No sooner had he started searching for the scrolls, though, when he heard voices and footsteps in the hallway.  It was father and Jonas!  What were they doing here?  Court usually ran in session right up until the midday meal.  What should he do?  Pretend he had come to clean Jonas' shoes?  No, he had done that only two days ago.  He had to hide!  The footsteps were drawing nearer, voices louder, louder than the thumping of his heart in his chest as he frantically scanned the room for a hiding-place.  Nothing!

“...the Chamberlain seemed quite upset, father.”  Jonas said from the hallway.

A slight squeak of iron, and the latch on the main door began to rise.

“Odd!”  Jonas exclaimed.

“What is?”

“This door should be locked.”

Keven panicked, and fled into Jonas' bedroom, and seeing the wardrobe door slightly ajar he stepped inside and closed it behind him.  Trying to control his rapidly beating heart he put his ear to the thin wooden door...

“I'm so sorry, your Highness, I was just about to freshen the water in your pitcher...”

Anny sounded worried, alarmed and very apologetic.  Keven didn't hear Jonas' reply as it was drowned by the creak of the main door's hinges.  He heard it shut then more footsteps as his brother and the king moved about the suite.

“This is really very irregular.” His father's voice was muffled by the door but he was obviously worried.

“The guards should have stopped them at the harbour.  Father, someone must be punished for this!”  Jonas was definitely angry.  “Send them back.  Refuse to entertain them.  They should have sent word of their arrival!”

“Send the king of Frangia away without an audience?”  The king's voice raised to a pitch that Keven knew meant trouble.  Jonas' obviously knew it too because his reply was suddenly contrite, almost simpering.

“Well, I mean... we could at least make him wait a few minutes...”

The king only grunted in reply.

“It's contrary to all civilised protocols, father.  Would you consider appearing on King Lothar's doorstep without an invitation?  Without sending word, or notifying your Ambassador?  No.”

“Of course not.  But in the spirit of the treaty signed between Lothar and myself, I can't refuse to admit him.  That would be a worse breach of protocol, and make myself no better than he.  But you're right, Jonas.  Keeping them waiting is an acceptable way of expressing our displeasure at their lapse.”

Jonas laughed.  “I'll change out of these robes into something more appropriate.”

Keven was stunned.  The king of Frangia!  Whenever he had come in the past he had brought Reena and her younger sister, Talia.  Had he brought them this time?  

Thoughts of Reena were dashed aside as Keven realised that Jonas was coming into the bedroom and heading toward the wardrobe.

“Just a few weeks more and he wouldn't have made it past the guards at the harbour.”  Jonas was mumbling to himself.  “Perhaps I should invite him to go hunting... so many accidents happen in the woods.”

Sheer panic gripped Keven as he tried to push himself further back into the wardrobe.  Jonas would kill him right here and now if he found him.

Suddenly, Keven felt the back of the wardrobe give way and he stifled a cry of alarm as he fell backwards onto a hard stone floor.
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The stone floor was cold and Keven lay perfectly still, not daring to breathe as he heard Jonas fumbling for clothes on the other side of the wooden partition that separated them.

“I shan't be long, father.”  Jonas called, and Keven barely heard the king's muffled reply.

Gradually his eyes grew accustomed to the gloom. When he heard the unmistakable sound of the wardrobe door closing he let out the breath he'd been holding.  It was dusty, and a tickle began to threaten his nose.  While he concentrated on stifling the sneeze that threatened to give him away he became aware of something else. A faint green glow that seemed to emanate from behind him.

He turned, looked up, and saw a small shelf set on the wall next to an unlit torch.

“I'm ready.”  Jonas announced, and then Keven clearly heard his father:

“Very smart.  Every inch the Prince.  Now, I daresay we've kept Lothar waiting long enough.”

“Should I fetch Keven?”

“No.  I imagine he's off with his head in a tome somewhere.  He'll learn of Lothar's presence soon enough.”

The voices faded, and Keven waited a few moments more to be sure that the suite beyond the secret door was empty.  His back ached when he stood and the sneeze that was making his eyes water finally exploded.

He moved over to the green glow. It came from a small dish of miner's glowstones, and the faint light they gave off revealed a tinderbox and striker on the shelf by the torch.  He picked them up, struck the stone against the steel, and was momentarily blinded by brilliant white sparks.  He tried again and this time the sparks flew straight and true to light the torch.

He was in a passage which led off in both directions either side of the castle Keep.  To the left, it followed the curve of the turret, and to the right steps led down into the inky blackness beyond.  At his feet, plain as day, footprints in the years of accumulated dust proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that someone had used this secret passage recently, and often.

Keven was perplexed.  Where did it lead?  It was eerie, and not a little frightening.  With Sylths at large in the kingdom, this dark and dusty place was nowhere for a sensible person to be.  And there was so much he needed to learn.  With Jonas present at the reception for the Frangian royal party, now was as good a time as any to search for the scrolls.  But the narrow passage was an enigma which might explain much about Jonas and his deadly plans.

A sudden thought struck the young Prince as he held the torch aloft and pondered which way to go:  Jonas would have locked the door to the suite when he left.  Keven was trapped, and the only way out was the passage!  Well so be it, he thought, but first things first.

He found the catch that opened the concealed door into the wardrobe, doused the torch and replaced it on the wall then stepped out into the bedchamber.  The scrolls first, he decided, and the passage later...

***
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THERE SHE IS, Jonas thought, though he managed to maintain his charming smile, there's the one who's caused all this trouble.

Jonas sat to his father's left, in the rightful place of Heir to the Crown.  Ranulf stood as the Frangian royal party approached and Jonas followed suit.  Fanfares sounded. The courtiers respectfully bowed. King Lothar, together with his daughters Reena and Talia, moved gracefully and with dignity towards the throne of Sealand.

Jonas watched them carefully, noting how tense the Sealand guardsmen seemed.  Lothar was escorted by a dozen armed guardsmen of his own and the two groups of warriors eyed each other nervously.

Lothar himself was a shrew of a man, with pinched features and beady eyes behind which lurked a cunning intelligence.  He was not to be trusted as every Sealander well knew.  But in a fair fight, though, he'd be no match for Ranulf, and probably not for Jonas himself come to that.

But it was Reena that attracted Jonas' attention.  She was, he grudgingly admitted, at least as pretty as any of the girls at Court here in Sealand.  She was tall, too. Willowy and athletic, but her short bobbed hair was definitely out of fashion here on the island.  Jonas wondered why she hadn't met his gaze, and then realised she was looking for Keven.

The fanfares stopped at the same moment the royal party reached the foot of the step that stood between them and the thrones. Ranulf extended his arms in greeting.

“Welcome, Lothar of Frangia.  This is indeed an unexpected pleasure.”

“Greetings, Ranulf of Sealand.  And thank you for the warmth of your welcome.”

Jonas smiled to himself.  His father had instructed Jacs to show the Frangians to the Blue Room on their arrival.  The room was cold, even in midsummer, and since Lothar had sent no word of his visit no fire had been lit in readiness.

“My Lord Chamberlain,” Ranulf called, and Jacs approached, bowing.

“Sire?”

“Fetch chairs for our guests.”

“Sire.”

As if by magic, three gilt and gold-inlaid chairs were produced, and set at the foot of the step.  Lothar acknowledged the gesture, and sat.

“We are intrigued to learn why,” Ranulf said softly, “Frangia has graced our small island with the pleasure of such royal company.  Especially with winter's grip fast approaching.  The seas can be treacherous at the best of times, and more so when a winter squall strikes.”

“Your Majesty's concern for our safety touches us, as does your hospitality.” Lothar replied, smiling wickedly.  “But sometimes even the worst of perils cannot keep good friends apart.”

“True.  But why should good friends see the need to bring with them a retinue of one hundred men-at-arms?”

“Ah.  A small vanity, I'm afraid.  My people expect me to be accompanied by the Royal Guard whenever I venture from Frangia's shores, and it is my sad duty not to disappoint them.  Pomp and ceremony are often tiresome and the crown sometimes weighs heavy under such burdens.  Is this not so?”

Ranulf smiled an acknowledgement.

“Then,” Lothar continued, “Shall we not dispense with regal customs and protocols, and talk as good friends do?  I have come, Your Majesty, to offer you, and all Sealand, a gift.”

***
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IT DIDN'T TAKE LONG for Keven to find the scrolls.  They were tucked neatly in a drawer in Jonas' writing-desk.  In fact, when he found them, he wondered if his father hadn't been right all along, that he'd imagined everything.  They were little more than land grants, maps, and title deeds, all for farmland in the western province.  That they were in a drawer, not secreted in some hidden cubby-hole, made Keven wonder why his brother had lied about them at all.

But he hadn't imagined the arrow that had almost killed him, the angry red welt on Jonas' cheek was evidence of that.  And he hadn't imagined Issgard the Sylth, either.  The scratches on his own arms, stinging reminders of his hiding-place in the rose-bushes, were proof of that too.

Keven studied the scrolls carefully, trying to discover their significance.  At first he thought there was none, that this was some minor matter Jonas was dealing with on behalf of the court...

The court!  Keven grabbed one of the scrolls from bottom of the pile, and scanned the legal prose until he found the name he was looking for: Tobias.  The poor, honest, hardworking farmer dragged from the court to the dungeons this morning.  Here, in the scrolls, lay detailed maps of his land and deeds of ownership.  Why would Jonas want these?  And why would Jonas commit the poor man to a dingy cell under the Keep?

Keven read the scrolls through a third time, and still he was no nearer the answer.  Something on the Tobias farmland must be of utmost importance to Jonas and his evil plans, but for the life of him Keven couldn't understand what it was.

He sighed, the rumbling in his stomach reminded him that he hadn't eaten breakfast, and it was fast approaching lunchtime.  He replaced the scrolls in the desk, and tested the suite's main door.  Locked, just as he suspected.  He would have to use the passageway behind the wardrobe after all, and hope that he emerged in a secluded spot somewhere in the castle.

Besides, he thought, he had to change his clothes.  If Reena was with King Lothar, it wouldn't be seemly to appear dressed as he was and covered in dust and cobwebs from the passage.  He strode to the wardrobe, pressed the panel, and stepped inside.  

The torch lit at the first attempt and again he pondered which way to go next.  When he was a child, he'd gone out to play in the maze at the southern end of the gardens.  He'd soon become lost, and had sat crying for over an hour before Jonas discovered him.

Back then, years ago, when both he and Jonas were too young to understand royal duties, they had been the best of friends.  Jonas had soothed him, and taught him a secret.

“Whenever you go into a maze, Kevvy, always turn right.  That way, if you don't come out the other end, you'll always get back to where you started.”

Kevvy.  Jonas hadn't called him that in years, not since their tuition in regal duty and responsibility had begun so long ago.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





