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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
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A WEDDING AND A WARNING

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 you 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 choose 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.”



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]



​CHAPTER TWO
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A SEARCH FOR CLUES

“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 viscous 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.”
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