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            THE STORY SO FAR…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Book One: Bronze Magic

      

      

      In Eskuzor, land of sorcerers, nineteen year old Prince Tarkyn is brought up on unjust charges by his twin brothers, the king and Prince Jarand. He throws up a magical shield and escapes, inadvertently leaving a trail of death and destruction. A family of thieves tries to rob him but then help him to flee the city of Tormadell.

      After days on the run, Tarkyn wanders into the woodlands in the company of an old wizard, Stormaway Treemaster, only to find himself unable to leave. Woodfolk attack him and he retaliates with threatening displays of magic. But Tarkyn is then horrified to discover that he is the unwelcome, bitterly resented liege lord to these elusive people who fear sorcerers and whose oath to him has been spellbound to the welfare of their forest.

      Before the woodfolk can take adequate measures to protect him, bounty hunters capture Tarkyn. In the chaos of his escape, the prince is severely injured. While Tarkyn lies unconscious, Stormaway, disguised as the prince, leads the bounty hunters far from the forest.

      For more than a week, the prince lies unconscious, while one woodman, Waterstone, stays by his side talking quietly to him and bringing him back to an awareness of his surroundings. As he recovers, Tarkyn, raw from his brothers’ betrayal and wary of the woodfolk’s resentment, gradually develops an uneasy friendship with Waterstone.

      Woodfolk can hold conversations and send images mentally to each other, an ability not shared by sorcerers and wizards. Gradually, Tarkyn discovers that he can receive and send images and feelings, but not words. In fact, sometimes Tarkyn’s strong feelings transmit to other people without his knowledge or control.

      When a hunting party of the king and Prince Jarand enters the woods, Tarkyn’s reaction to seeing his brothers overwhelms Waterstone’s daughter, Sparrow, and she blacks out. Waterstone is furious, hurling threats at the prince and trying to attack him. His behaviour breaches the oath, causing an area of forest to be seriously damaged before Tarkyn curtails the destruction by giving Waterstone permission to attack him.

      Tarkyn discovers that Summer Rain’s brother, Falling Rain, was exiled twelve years ago for revealing the woodfolks’ presence to the king. Some woodfolk wish him to return. Some don’t. Struggling with the politics surrounding the prince and the potential damage his own anger could cause, Waterstone almost abandons his friendship with Tarkyn

      Tarkyn offers to help repair the forest, by holding up branches while woodfolk bind them, amazing Waterstone that sorcery has more than martial uses. Stormaway returns and rails at the prince for not behaving in a manner due to his station, until Tarkyn treats him to a dose of royal hauteur. Later that evening, Stormaway informs the prince that the bounty hunters who had captured him were Andoran and Sargon, Tarkyn’s erstwhile friends. As Tarkyn wanders down near the river thinking about this further betrayal, an attacking wolf is stopped by Waterstone’s arrow. Then, from a viewpoint above him in the trees, Tarkyn sees another wolf approaching behind the woodman. Tarkyn shouts a warning and uses shafts of magic to kill the wolf.

      Because Tarkyn’s ability to trust has been damaged by betrayal, Waterstone allows Tarkyn free access to his memories to establish his own trustworthiness. However, Tarkyn delves too deep and when Waterstone has fled, finds himself confronted by Autumn Leaves who intervenes angrily on his friend’s behalf.

      When Stormaway shows Tarkyn a little experiment that blows up, the woodfolk surround Tarkyn, arrows drawn to protect him, even though clearly resentful. Stormaway lets slip that seven years before, he had used mind power on Falling Rain when the woodman was held captive by the king. This knowledge expiates Falling Rain’s guilt and revokes his exile. As reparation for the wrong done by sorcerers, Tarkyn resolves to trek across the mountains to find Falling Rain and bring him back to the fold.

      Tarkyn discovers that, unlike the woodfolk, he can also share images and emotions with birds and animals, and uses this discovery as a reason to approach Waterstone and repair the rift between them. As he talks with Waterstone and Autumn Leaves, it becomes increasingly obvious to Tarkyn that the egalitarian woodfolk have a very different concept of service from him and that he must work out how much to modify his expectations.

      While he is mulling this over, an eagle shares with him its view over the forest of an impending, large-scale wolf attack. Tarkyn warns the woodfolk and allows them the use of his powers.

      Soon after the wolf attack has been averted, Stormaway notices green shoots appearing on Tarkyn’s walking staff and upon investigation, finds that the trees Tarkyn helped to repair have recovered unnaturally fast. Much to his embarrassment, Tarkyn learns that his newly discovered powers of healing and communing with animals define him as a legend in the woodfolk lore; the guardian of the forest, who appears among the woodfolk to aid them in times of great strife.

      Celebrations of the advent of the Forest Guardian go late into the night.

      The next morning, Tarkyn and the woodfolk come back to the reality of considering where the source of the danger might be. The survival of the woodfolk depends on their ability to stay hidden. They realise that a hunting party will be coming to find the wolves they killed but instead, will find dismembered, cleaned wolf carcases that will betray the woodfolk’s existence.

      As they prepare to face this threat, Waterstone’s resentment of the oath surges up, leading to a fight between Tarkyn and himself. As a result, one of Tarkyn’s broken ribs punctures his lung and only his healing powers as Guardian of the Forest, supplemented by the life force of the woodfolk, save him. Through this experience, Tarkyn discovers that he can also draw on the power of the forest itself through the trees to heal himself.

      Having helped the woodfolk avoid the hunting party, Tarkyn becomes aware that his group of woodfolk has been concealing the existence of woodfolk who had not sworn the oath. He feels betrayed especially by Waterstone and using an owl as a guide, leaves them to find his way to a community of oathless woodfolk.

      He offers this community of woodfolk, the forestals, the opportunity to kill him to release their kin from the oath and to ensure that oathbound woodfolk do not have to fight oathless woodfolk to protect him. Despite their initial hostility, the forestals decide it would be dishonourable to help their kin betray their oath, so they cannot kill the prince. During this confrontation, Tarkyn finds a feisty ally in a rebellious young woodman, Rainstorm.

      Autumn Leaves trudges into the forestal’s firesite and with Rainstorm’s help, faces a resistant Tarkyn. When Autumn Leaves explains that all woodfolk are sworn to conceal their kin, Tarkyn concedes the need for their duplicity, but is left feeling separate from them.

      Unwittingly, Tarkyn’s resigned acceptance of his isolation rolls around the woodfolk camp, causing the forestals to reconsider their attitude to him. During the following week, woodfolk gather from all parts of the forest to discuss the unknown threat. In recognition of his demonstrated commitment to them, the woodfolk decide to induct Tarkyn as a member of the woodfolk nation in a ceremony during which, by sharing blood with him through a long cut on his arm, Tarkyn becomes Waterstone’s blood brother and by association, Ancient Oak’s brother and Sparrow’s uncle.

      During the ensuing celebrations, Stormaway arrives among the oathless woodfolk and Tarkyn rebukes him when he expresses his displeasure at the risks Tarkyn has taken. Lapping Water is surprisingly accepting when she catches Tarkyn retying the bandage on his arm, having rubbed dirt into the cut to make sure he bears a scar. They return to the firesite to find that Tarkyn’s unreserved acceptance by the woodfolk is short lived. As they discuss ways to meet the impending threat, including the woodfolk ability to ‘flick’ into hiding, resentment against the prince resurges and the opinions of the group who stayed with him, the ‘home guard,’ are not respected. When Tarkyn absents himself from the critical crowd, Ancient Oak follows him and gets to know him and a squirrel better in an old oak. Elsewhere, Waterstone is attacked by two mountain folk who are disgusted that he has befriended a sorcerer. Eventually, Tarkyn decides to assert his authority temporarily, but unequivocally, in the interests of protecting the woodfolk in the face of the impending threat, reasoning that he intends to leave the next day anyway so it won’t matter if he upsets a few people.

      However, when morning breaks, an enormous magic-driven storm threatens to cause widespread flooding and to force the woodfolk onto open higher ground. Tarkyn harnesses the power of the forest to channel magic into Stormaway who orchestrates the dissipation of the storm. When his sodden bandage is replaced by Summer Rain, Tarkyn finds that his arm has healed with a long bright green scar. However his suspicions are aroused when Waterstone refuses to have his bandage changed and he discovers that Waterstone, too, has rubbed dirt in his cut to ensure he has a souvenir of their new relationship.

      In the wake of Tarkyn’s suggestion of a stock take of people’s whereabouts, woodfolk establish that three of their kin are missing and are possibly being held by sorcerers. A power play amongst rival factions leads to decisions being made more on the basis of whether they support Tarkyn rather than on the issues themselves. Tarkyn confronts the worst of the factions and neutralises their antagonism.

      Once the course of action had been decided, Tarkyn links his mind with a field mouse to reconnoitre the sorcerer’s encampment. The woodfolk are gravely shaken when he discovers that the woodfolk are indeed being held at the encampment and at least some people from outside the forest know of their existence.

      With the aid of an eagle owl, Tarkyn spots a shadowy figure skulking in the nearby woods. The woodfolk capture the intruder, who turns out to be Danton, an elite palace guard and Tarkyn’s childhood friend. But having been betrayed before, the prince is wary of trusting him. Only after testing Danton’s loyalty to the prince, do the woodfolk allow him to stay in the woods with them. But Danton brings the expectations of the Royal Court with him, leading to disputes between several woodfolk and himself, and making Tarkyn re-evaluate his relationships with the woodfolk.

      When the prince stops a fight between Danton and Rainstorm, the young woodman turns his attack on Tarkyn. The wind thrashing through the trees makes Tarkyn realise that Rainstorm and the oathless woodfolk have somehow become subject to the sorcerer’s oath. Despite their friendship with the prince, Rainstorm and Waterstone are horrified when they discover that the oath has spread and it is decided to keep it from the others until after the rescue of the imprisoned woodfolk.

      The woodfolk all insist that Tarkyn should not take part in the rescue because they must ensure they protect him. Because Tarkyn has also vowed to protect the forest, he cannot risk them refusing his orders and destroying the forest. So he does not insist on going with them but reluctantly takes part from a distance.

      As woodfolk flit through the trees reconnoitring the encampment Tarkyn, from a distance, playfully sends them helpful but unnerving images, which causes Tree Wind to concede finally that the woodfolk will be all right under his dominion.

      Danton and Stormaway infiltrate the sorcerers’ camp, in preparation for the woodfolk mounting a rescue. They run into Sargon and Andoran, forcing Danton to assume the appearance of disloyalty to Tarkyn to conceal his role in the rescue plot. Once Stormaway is reassured that Danton is merely playing a role, the wizard and Danton concoct a series of unpleasant revenges on Sargon and Andoran, involving hallucinogens, itching powders and slow working non-lethal poisons.

      Meanwhile Tarkyn discovers that Waterstone’s objections to using horses for the impending raid stems from his fear of them. In the ensuing conversation, Waterstone becomes aware that Tarkyn is distressed by Danton’s possible betrayal and the accumulation of people’s horrified reactions to the oath. He reassures Tarkyn of his enduring commitment to him, as both friend and brother, and Rainstorm bravely goes swimming in an icy creek with the prince to cheer him up.

      Once the campsite has settled for the night, the woodfolk use their deadly hunting skills to knock out the boundary guards and throw the chained woodfolk onto horses, which are being remotely guided by Tarkyn. As the horses carry them safely into the woods, a strong, fear-filled image that makes Tarkyn realise that Autumn Leaves has been captured by Andoran and Sargon. Tarkyn translocates into the sorcerers’ encampment and rescues him. On his return, angry woodfolk confront him for putting himself at risk but he asserts that he will no longer allow them to dictate to him.

      Danton’s association with Andoran and Sargon causes Tarkyn and the woodfolk to lose faith in him and take him captive. Danton refuses to defend himself and insists they trust him. When Tarkyn relents, Danton then avers that Tarkyn is the only true hope for the future of Eskuzor, a sentiment that Stormaway reinforces saying:

      “Your destiny is written in the stars and lives deep within the trees of the forest. It has been clear from the day of your birth for all to see who have knowledge of such things. Your father and I always knew. That’s why you had to be protected. You are not only the guardian of the forest. You are the one true hope for the future.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Book 2: Wizard’s Curse

      

      

      In the face of Stormaway’s avowal, Tarkyn declares he has no wish to be king; to drag Eskuzor into civil war. Stormaway tells him that there are already rumours of civil war brewing between his brothers and that the encampment is a recruiting station for vigilantes wishing to fight the lawlessness created by King Kosar’s incompetent rule, funded by Lord Davorad, one of Jarand’s cronies.

      To the woodfolks’ relief, only a few sorcerers have seen the captured woodfolk but one of them is Stormaway’s erstwhile apprentice, Journeyman Cloudmaker, now Prince Jarand’s wizard. Woodfolk want Tarkyn to protect them against whoever is hunting them; Danton and Stormaway want him to protect sorcerers against his brothers. Tarkyn decides to prioritise finding Falling Rain and protecting the woodfolk before addressing the wider issues of the sorcerers.

      Using his powers as forest guardian, Tarkyn tries to heal the rescued woodfolk’s mindtalking ability, an effort that goes disastrously wrong; destroying a swathe of forest and nearly killing him before he uses rage-driven power to burn out the infection. Tarkyn repels a squadron of soldiers by sending mental images of attack to their horses and subjugating the leader of the wolf pack that runs with them. But his use of power threatens to distance him from his woodfolk companions and Waterstone accuses him of breaking the wolf’s spirit.

      Tarkyn wakes despondent about the damage to the forest and at the reactions of the woodfolk to his magic. However, the woodfolk recognise the extreme efforts he made to save the forest and celebrate with him. He discovers Tree Wind’s ongoing antagonism has stemmed from the fact that she had intended to wed Falling Rain who was exiled as a result of King Markazon discovering the existence of woodfolk. Waterstone takes issue with Danton over the fact that Danton used to report Tarkyn’s actions to the king, angering him so much that Danton hits him. Sorcerer protocol demands that Tarkyn preside over a trial for Danton attacking Waterstone, now a member of the royal family. Waterstone is horrified. Tarkyn discovers he is sovereign lord of the forests, according to Stormaway, and as such, is able to commute the usual death penalty for such a crime to a lesser punishment.

      As the woodfolk prepare to cross the Great West Road, a family travelling along the road is attacked by brigands. Tarkyn uses his magic to burn the arrows and place a shield around the family to protect them. The family is fearful of him at first, since he has been branded a rogue sorcerer by his brother. At Tarkyn’s request, they tie up the brigands and continue on their way as soldiers crest the rise and Tarkyn disappears back into the forest. The soldiers recognise the brigands as fellow soldiers. Stormaway breaks cover and acts as witness that Tarkyn protected the family. He then challenges the King’s version of events at the tournament asking how Tarkyn could have won a tournament he was supposed to have destroyed.

      Tarkyn realises that Falling Branch is the only one among them who is unknowingly affected by the spread of the sorcerous oath. He sees him privately to tell him, endures his reaction and discovers he is Rainstorm’s father. Falling Branch goes off to talk to his woodfolk friends while sending Tarkyn off to talk to Danton. Tarkyn clarifies his expectations of Danton, as a sorcerer living among woodfolk.

      When Tarkyn explains the spread of the oath and the concept of mutual obligations to the rest of his home guard, they offer to support him when they encounter the mountainfolk.

      They travel across the open grasslands by night, with Tarkyn using his mind link to quieten the guard dogs. When two riders thunder through the night to arrive in haste at a homestead, Danton investigates and sees two young sorcerers lying mortally wounded, surrounded by parents and farm hands. Against opposition from the woodfolk, he enlists Tarkyn’s assistance. Tarkyn and he enter the sorcerers’ house and Tarkyn heals the children amidst a mix of suspicion, because he has been declared a rogue sorcerer, and obeisance, because he is a prince. Lord Tolward tells Tarkyn that lawlessness is rife, that bloodhounds are now being recruited at the encampment and there is talk of a secret army. Tarkyn promises to return to them in the spring and leaves, feeling even more torn between woodfolk and sorcerers.

      The mountainfolk appear friendly but drug Tarkyn’s companions before tying Tarkyn’s hands behind him. In order to check whether the mountainfolk are subject to the sorcerous oath, two thugs hit Tarkyn but continue to belt him once they can see their blows are not causinh damage to the forest, despite Dry Berry’s efforts to stop them. Tarkyn sends out a mental scream for help to which firstly a mountain eagle, then other birds of prey respond by fighting off the thugs and keeping the mountainfolk at bay until his home guard recovers. He then orders Danton to kill the two assailants. Remorseful, the mountainfolk offer to take the oath, but Tarkyn says he does not want them as liegefolk and would not entrust the forest’s welfare to their honour. With help from Autumn Leaves and Rainstorm, Tarkyn bathes in an icy stream to clean his bloodied hair and talks to the woodfolk about his decision to execute the thugs.

      Danton, Summer Rain and Rainstorm are then taken hostage by the mountainfolk and Tarkyn must use shields and eagles to protect his home guard and coerce the mountainfolk into returning his friends. Eventually, a compromise is reached and the mountain folk swear allegiance to Tarkyn without any sorcerous sting to the oath. However, Tarkyn still does not trust them and is unable to sleep. He gets up in the middle of the night only to find Waterstone and Autumn Leaves keeping watch over him. In the morning Rainstorm tries to teach Danton how to be less lethal with his magic and Thunder Storm demonstrates his mastery with a slingshot by making a line of different sized rocks gently sway. Eventually Waterstone helps Tarkyn deal with the intrusive images of the attack so that he can concentrate on healing himself.

      Tarkyn joins the target practice and makes the rocks sway by hitting the stump underneath them. The mountainfolk take Tarkyn and a few friends for a tour of their cellars. In the caves, they find a little neglected boy who is despised by the mountainfolk. The Mountainman, Blizzard, holds the boy down by putting his foot on his chest and does not release him at Tarkyn’s request. Tarkyn bellows at Blizzard who explains that he thought he was supposed to protect the prince. Tarkyn takes the tatty little boy, Midnight, under his wing and Midnight swears allegiance to him. Midnight is deaf and mute but can exchange images and emotions only with Tarkyn. Midnight is mistrusting of people, continually tests Tarkyn’s commitment and is ready to run at the slightest provocation.

      Word comes through that bloodhounds are tracking Tarkyn from the encampment and his tracks will lead them to Lord Tolward’s house and then to the mountainfolk camp. After various suggestions and tensions, Tarkyn agrees to contact the lead wolf only if Waterstone is linked in to check that he doesn’t damage the wolf’s spirit.

      The woodfolk cover their tracks, travel south and spend the night high in trees. Tarkyn has trouble sleeping until Waterstone ties him to the trunk. Midnight realises he has left a bracelet he made for Tarkyn in the clearing and rushes back to find it, with the hunting party less than an hour away. Tarkyn and Danton translocate to the clearing, find Midnight and ensconce him high in a tree before outfacing the hunting party using Tarkyn’s ability to fire through his own shield as he clings to Danton’s back in mid-air. Journeyman Cloudmaker, the hunting party’s leader, realizes that Tarkyn is not a rogue sorcerer and says “This changes everything,” but does not explain why. Midnight is so upset that he refuses to come out of the tree. So Tarkyn levitates to grab Midnight from behind and carry him safely to the ground.

      Tarkyn, Danton and a few woodfolk find shelter from a storm in a shallow cave. They decide to operate on Autumn Leaves’ injured nose but when Thunder Storm uses his slingshot to knock him out, Midnight attacks him, thinking he is trying to hurt Autumn Leaves. When Midnight realises his mistake, he cowers into the corner clearly waiting to be beaten. Thunder Storm reassures him while Summer Rain and Tarkyn continue the operation on Autumn Leaves’ nose. They debate whether there might be some sort of evil loose among the mountainfolk for someone to have mistreated Midnight so badly.

      The woodfolk flick into hiding, instructing Tarkyn and Danton to raise their shields as two scruffy old trappers enter the cave. String and Bean are laconic, clever and love guessing games. Because Tarkyn says firesite and is dressed in woodfolk garb, they know that Tarkyn knows about woodfolk. So they eventually admit that they do too. Three woodfolk return to speak to them. When Midnight returns with some others, he does a double take and greets the trappers effusively. Bean tells them that Midnight’s mother Hail was caught in a landslide eight years ago and Pipeless, a wizard, rescued her. He fell in love with her but, frustrated by her not returning his affection, raped her. When String and Bean rescued her, she threw a knife at Pipeless, fatally wounding him. As the wizard died, he muttered an incantation that Bean carefully remembered. Hail always hated Midnight and was frustrated because he couldn’t hear. Since she wouldn’t allow String and Bean to adopt him, they talked her into giving Midnight to the mountainfolk but they too neglected him. String and Bean were the only people he ever saw who were kind to him.

      After a mental debate with all other woodfolk, a faction wants to kill Midnight saying he is an abomination. Tarkyn says they are under oath and must protect Midnight. The woodfolk then agree to allow the trappers to live, as long as they reside with them for six months as surety.

      Stormaway returns and explains that his care for Tarkyn comes before his care for Eskuzor. Meanwhile Waterstone and Danton lead a group of woodfolk in tracking down two members of the hunting party who are sneaking through the woods looking for Tarkyn. When they are captured, Tarkyn is not pleased that he was not informed of the threat earlier. He sends Journeyman’s sorcerers on their two day journey back to the encampment on foot, with their hands tied behind them, but exacts no other punishment.

      Midnight is missing. Stormaway says that Pipeless’ last words are a curse: Midnight will breed resentment in his mother’s people and this resentment will slowly corrupt them all. He leaves to consult his books, admonishing them not to interfere without his direction. Tarkyn is worried that Midnight’s death may be needed to release the curse. A mental cry for help is received from Blizzard. When they arrive, they find an unconscious Midnight tied to a sapling with half the mountainfolk trying to attack him and the other half trying to prevent them from attacking. Hail arrives, then verbally and mentally abuses the crowd. A brawl breaks out but Tarkyn merely stands watching them with arms crossed. Gradually they settle, stand straighter and look towards Tarkyn who has been sending waves of faith in their integrity. Tarkyn immobilises Hail who blocks his way with knives. He uses his power to heal Midnight, who vomits all over him as he regains consciousness. Stormaway says if Tarkyn had rescued Midnight, it would have further undermined the mountainfolk’s belief in their integrity but now they are temporarily better able to fight the curse. He adds that if Midnight had died, the curse would have been irreversible and eventually all woodfolk would become corrupted by the curse. The curse can only be lifted in the place it was created by the curser or his direct descendant, Midnight.

      High on the mountain, Hail and all her kin, the mountainfolk and woodfolk trappers, gather to have the curse lifted. Tarkyn must ask Midnight, with no compulsion, to help the mountainfolk who have reviled and maltreated him all his life. Midnight misunderstands and thinks that Tarkyn has faith in the mountainfolk and therefore not in him. He runs off and it takes the combined efforts of Tarkyn and Ancient Oak to resettle him. Midnight refuses to help but when, true to his word, Tarkyn remains his friend, he changes his mind and agrees to assist.

      Stormaway realises that although Midnight can lift the curse from the mountainfolk, he first must be free of the curse. However, he cannot lift the curse from himself. They need Pipeless who is dead, to do that. Stormaway tells them that a forest guardian once drew the parts of a dead person back into one place and resurrected that person but many onlookers were killed. Tarkyn is both horrified and fearful at the prospect but agrees to try, provided there are precautions.

      With everyone else safely within Stormaway and Danton’s shields, Tarkyn reaches his power deep into the forest and draws together the remains of Pipeless. He thrusts his hands before him and Pipeless, ten feet tall because he is not fully concentrated into one spot, towers above him and still as angry as he was at the moment of his death, sends forth a destructive power ray. Tarkyn just manages to raise his shield in time then demands that Pipeless acknowledge his authority as prince. Pipeless, bewildered by the sudden change in his circumstances, calms down and rues having created the curse. He meets Midnight, his son, and raises the curse from him. Then Midnight sends forth all his memories of his treatment by the mountainfolk and, as a cloud of Pipeless’s blue magic swirls over the mountainfolk, the warped memories are challenged and dispelled. Just before he dissipates back into the earth, Pipeless says that it was too soon for Hail and him. Then, glancing at Lapping Water, the nearest woodwoman, he suggests that Tarkyn may do better in the future.

      A wild wind swirls up the valley and the earth reverberates as the Mountainfolk’s oath is tied to the welfare of the forest. Tarkyn waits tensely for their reaction but their gratitude overrides any resentment.

      Next morning, Midnight emerges to find an array of special foods, especially laid out for him by the mountainfolk, and each of them pats or touches him to welcome him back into the fold. He then plays with the other children using his magical shield. Sparrow discovers that now the curse is no longer isolating him, he can use mind images, although still no words, to communicate with her.

      Ancient Oak talks to Tarkyn while Rainstorm talks to Lapping Water, as part of an ongoing plan to get Lapping Water and Tarkyn together. They also remonstrate with Tarkyn about being too controlling when Waterstone and Danton had overseen the hunt for Journeyman’s sorcerers.

      Meanwhile Danton tells the woodfolk that he had served as Tarkyn’s whipping boy from the age of eight and that Tarkyn, as a six year old, had become distraught whenever Danton was punished, forcing members of the Royal Family to be summoned to override him. Eventually, on an occasion that King Markazon had been summoned, Tarkyn threw up his shield and cut his arm until the king ordered the flogging stopped, earning Danton’s lifelong devotion.

      When Tarkyn joins the others, he has to apologize all over again and walks off, annoyed. Because he is still very tired, he stumbles over a small cliff and knocks himself out. He follows a silver fox who leads him down the mountain to a group of sorcerers who are escaping from Jarand’s press gangs. To Tarkyn’s surprise they are honoured, rather than frightened, to meet him and he discovers that Stormaway’s machinations have turned public opinion in Tarkyn’s favour. However, Tarkyn makes it clear that he does not wish to become king.

      With the help of a crow, his woodfolk find him. Tarkyn writes a letter of introduction for Trey and his family to go to Lord Tolward before he leaves them. A celebration for his efforts with Pipeless awaits Tarkyn on his return.

      Waterstone asks Tarkyn why he doubted Danton’s loyalty after having saved him from being a whipping boy when he was little. Tarkyn can’t see why Danton should be grateful for facing only consequences of his own actions like everyone else. He adds that when they were older, their first loyalty was to the king. So when the king turned on Tarkyn, he couldn’t assume where Danton’s loyalties lay. Remembering how much Danton loved the glitter of court, he revokes his requirement that Danton wear woodfolk garb. Danton is moved by his acknowledgement but does not revert to his own clothes

      At the end of the evening, Midnight comes to sit on Tarkyn’s lap, sad that his mother has still avoided him even after the lifting of the curse. He tries to get away to lick his wounds in private but Tarkyn holds him close even while he thrashes about, kicking and punching, in his distress. When he has settled, Tarkyn sends out a query about Hail’s whereabouts. Just as he is discussing it with woodfolk trappers, he receives a strong feeling of desperation and determination; Hail is at the edge of a nearby cliff about to throw herself off. Tarkyn sends her a command to wait before running with several others to try to stop her.

      As they come into sight, she lets herself drop off the cliff but Tarkyn sends out a shaft of magic and pulls her back onto safe ground. Between them, they talk Hail into living with how she had treated Midnight under the curse.

      Next day, as they continue their journey across the mountain, Waterstone is angry, thinking that Tarkyn risked the woodfolk and forests by commanding Hail when she was so emotionally unstable. Tarkyn reminds Waterstone that he refused one of Tarkyn’s commands with a minimal consequence of wind through the trees. However, Tarkyn points out that nearby trees are turning mouldy because everyone has been doubting Tarkyn’s competence behind his back.

      Realizing that Stormaway lied when he said that he would refuse a direct order to defuse the oath, Tarkyn quietly commands the wizard to retract the sorcery in the oath. Stormaway bows and obeys. He had promised Markazon to maintain the sorcery in the oath but had failed to mention that this was only until directly ordered to release it by Tarkyn.

      The woodfolk are so relieved their forest is now safe, many are in tears. Ancient Oak pulls Tarkyn into the family celebratory hug and reconciles him with Waterstone. Tarkyn remonstrates with woodfolk about talking about dissatisfaction behind his back instead of to his face. They tell him, not unkindly, that he is irritable, autocratic and intimidating so that they hesitate to bring issues up with him. Hail stands up for him and is thankful that he is so interfering.

      Looking out over the plains to the distant walled city of Montraya, Jarand’s seat, Danton betrays his disdain after he has to explain to Rainstorm what a ball is. Danton is surprised Rainstorm isn’t offended but the woodman says that disdain and amusement are both ways of reacting to seeing another person’s culture through their own values, which makes Danton realise that he has underestimated Rainstorm.

      As they descend the mountain, snow starts to fall. String and Bean lead Tarkyn’s home guard, which is double the size it was at the beginning, to a cave on the lower plateau. The trappers express concern that a mountain lion has been in the cave recently.

      Suddenly a deep throated roar and two streaks of gold resolve themselves into a huge mountain lion leaping at the children playing in the back of the cave. Midnight throws his dark green shield over the children and himself and backs away from the lion until Tarkyn places his shield over the lion. While the other children run crying to their parents, Midnight walks quietly over to Tarkyn who realizes the little boy is shaking with fright.

      Tarkyn uses his forest guardian powers to create a standoff with the mountain lion but rather than subjugating it, he uses images of wolves to show that his woodfolk are lethal to mountain lions in a pack, just as wolves are.

      They discuss how to locate and talk to Falling Rain, knowing that Falling Rain will not reveal himself to any sorcerers because of the woodfolk’s bond of secrecy and won’t reveal himself to any of woodfolk because he has been exiled. Ancient Oak and Rainstorm have manoeuvred Tarkyn and Lapping Water to sit next to each other but Tarkyn and Lapping Water are both assiduously trying to act casually.

      The home guard works out that Falling Rain will have to be in an area that is inhospitable to sorcerers. String and Bean think of the swamp. With the search area specific, Running Feet guides Tarkyn until he connects with an egret to look for Falling Rain. At first the bird is protective of Falling Rain but eventually takes Tarkyn on a mind journey to Falling Rain’s hideout halfway up a tree in the middle of the swamp.

      The woodfolk travel the rest of the way down the mountain and set up camp on the banks of the lake, less than a mile from Falling Rain’s hideout. Summer Rain climbs onto Stormaway’s back, Tree Wind onto Danton’s and Waterstone onto Tarkyn’s. They levitate their way through the swamp. As a warning, an egret flies straight at Tarkyn’s head, rising just high enough to miss him, at the last minute.

      As they come into Falling Rain’s view, Tarkyn uses his Shturrum spell to immobilize the exiled woodman before dropping Waterstone off next to him and then retreating to sit among the egrets in a nearby tree. Once Summer Rain and Running Feet have been dropped off too, Tarkyn replaces the Shturrum spell with his shield, which prevents Falling Rain from flicking into hiding. Once Falling Rain is reconciled to them, the four woodfolk head off through the trees to explore Falling Rain’s domain.

      The sorcerers are left behind and eddies of discontent and the odd ripple of anger whirl through these flooded forests, signalling that Tarkyn is offended at not being introduced. The woodfolk return and once they have repaired their omission, Tarkyn unbends and feeds Falling Rain’s pet egret mentally asking her to accompany Falling Rain when they leave.

      Falling Rain is shocked by the changes of twelve years. In a confrontation with Stormaway, it becomes clear that other sorcerers knew of Falling Rain’s presence when he was held captive by King Markazon. Falling Rain only agrees to share his memories with Tarkyn so that he can identify these other sorcerers, on the condition that Tarkyn share painful memories with him. Amid protests from his woodfolk, Tarkyn agrees.

      Falling Rain and Tarkyn engage in a furious mind duel, during which Falling Rain realizes that Tarkyn is not like his father. Tarkyn shows Falling Rain the scene after young Tarkyn stood up to his father to stop Danton being flogged: Markazon hugs Tarkyn as he cries himself out, then says, “You are the best of us but you will suffer for it. And in the end, you must be the one to bring hope to our nation and save us from ourselves.”

      To everyone’s amazement, they return as friends. The woodfolk are horrified to learn that it was Kosar, Jarand and Journeyman who had discovered Falling Rain’s existence, and thus the existence of woodfolk and the oath. Having experienced Tarkyn’s memories, Falling Rain tells them that Tarkyn will not be able to stand by and watch sorcerers suffer under Kosar’s reign. The woodfolk agree that he has earned their support to help sorcerers.
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        Book 3: The Lost Forest

      

      

      Greyskies Swampwatcher, a little wizard living near the swamp, is brought in to report a strange sight of people floating through the swamp to Prince Jarand who then accompanies a search party of eighty men, led by Captain Harkell, to find them hoping that one of them is Tarkyn.

      Alerted by Falling Rain’s egret, Tarkyn’s home guard immobilises the search party and Tarkyn invites Jarand to a clearing to talk with him alone. Since he knows of woodfolk, Tarkyn’s woodfolk family and Rainstorm appear before him. Tarkyn’s, Sparrow’s and Rainstorm’s behaviour outrages Jarand and he decides that woodfolk are unimpressive and would not make the secret army he was hoping to use them as. Tarkyn tells Jarand that his vigilante recruitment drives are making him unpopular.

      Once Jarand has left the forest with his troop, he orders Captain Harkell to be brutally flogged by his two strongest, most loyal men. Then the company ride back to Tormadell, leaving Captain Harkell hanging from a tree by his hands.

      When Tarkyn feels the captain’s anguish from within the forest, Rainstorm braves the unaccustomed exposure of open ground to accompany Danton to rescue Harkell. Tarkyn heals Harkell’s back and once Harkell realises that he has been left for dead by Prince Jarand, he decides to swear fealty to Tarkyn and joins the home guard.

      The home guard travel up the mountain to return to the cave. Harkell watches their casual attitude to the prince but still feels wary of him. As Tarkyn once more confronts the mountain lion, Harkell’s rushing to help him when he hears the lion roar makes the lion angrier but once Tarkyn has used images of the home guard being a wolf pack, it allows them to stay in its cave again. The home guard, cold and tired, make no effort to include Harkell when they bed down so he goes outside to sleep. Rainstorm, on guard duty, talks to him, tells him about ‘flicking’ and mind talking, while Harkell tells Rainstorm he is a blacksmith’s son and can sharpen tools with magic but that he can’t use magical shields well. Rainstorm brings him back inside at the end of his shift.

      The next morning, Tarkyn sends a parchment via Rainstorm’s egret to Harkell’s wife Kayama, to tell her that Harkell is not dead. Because Stormaway’s eyes are green and Jarand had said there are no green eyed sorcerers, they realise that Stormaway is half woodfolk. He tells the romantic but sad story of his parents and is formally recognized as the uncle of Autumn Leaves and Thunder Storm. Waterstone asks why, if he was half woodman, did he help to impose the oath to which Stormaway replies that it was to give them Tarkyn. Tarkyn’s anger shakes the cave and he becomes withdrawn until Waterstone is able to sort him out.

      Danton tells Harkell of Jarand’s efforts to undermine Kosar. In return, Harkell reports that Jarand is ordering troop training more suited to war than dealing with civic unrest and that the manufacture of weapons has increased. When Tarkyn explains that he is acting to protect sorcerers, not to gain the throne, Harkell says he has found himself a truly great lord to follow and is surprised that the woodfolk don’t acknowledge it too. They explain their original antipathy towards Tarkyn but concede that he is fast turning into legend. Harkell shows them how he can sharpen knives and discovers that many of them have blades made by his father and brother.

      Next morning, as the woodfolk dig themselves out of their snow covered shelters, Lapping Water and Melting Snow land unexpectedly in Tarkyn’s shelter and have a tug of war with Midnight to make him leave the warmth of his spot next to Tarkyn.

      As they are crossing an open area, a blizzard strikes and not all of them make the cover of trees. Many of them, including Tarkyn, lose their way and are claimed by the Lost Forest.

      When Running Feet falls and slides down a snow covered slope, Tarkyn and Midnight throw themselves after him. Tarkyn grabs Midnight and levitates himself and his charge. Then, just as Running Feet reaches the edge of the precipice, Tarkyn shouts, “Ka Liefka” and levitates him up and round, depositing him back on the path. By the time they have splinted Running Feet’s broken ankle, they have lost sight of the treeline and the others.

      They follow a silver fox but as they approach the treeline, the air thrums and the forest they enter is not the pine forest they expect but an ancient forest of twisted gnarled trees, a thick canopy of bared branches making it impervious to the raging storm. Melting Snow, one of the mountainfolk, is worried saying that a silver fox can lead you to destruction or salvation and that they are now within the Lost Forest where a person must face their deepest fears and the way they deal with them will determine whether they leave weaker or stronger.

      The silver fox leads them to a clearing where food, wine and firewood have been left for them. Four Forest Guardians of the Past appear before them and welcome Tarkyn to their number. Each of them gives knowledge to help him in his life and in his quest to prevent civil war. Windchange tells him that he can trust Stormaway and Danton, Nightwind says he must risk pain to have a chance at happiness, Grasswind tells the woodfolk that they must be prepared to break beyond the forest’s boundaries to support Tarkyn whose cause is their cause and finally, Moridan proclaims that Tarkyn is Guardian of Eskuzor not just of her forests. They say that Harkell is the wild card in the pack and that, if he proves to be true to Tarkyn, their chances of success will be greater.

      Next morning the woodfolk see Tarkyn walking outside the forest unaware that he is being pursued by two figures, swords drawn. Just as the woodoflk brave coming out into the open to his rescue, the sun rises and they instinctively flick back into the forest. Overcoming their fear, they try again but when they kill the would-be assailants, they discover that the whole scenario was an illusion set up by Grasswind to test them.

      Meanwhile, Harkell tells Tarkyn that he has always been ambitious, more for influence than power or wealth, and points out that he holds a high rank for a blacksmith’s son. Tarkyn pleases Harkell by assuring him that he will listen to Harkell’s ideas as much as he does to those of the woodfolk.

      Tarkyn and Midnight chase a butterfly through the woods and get lost. Lapping Water, who has been guarding from afar, catches up with them and Tarkyn takes the opportunity of being away from the main group to awkwardly propose marriage to her. She accepts and they return to celebrate with the others.

      Meanwhile the rest of the home guard are fearful about the fate of those who have disappeared into the Lost Forest. Sparrow is particularly sad because she has lost her whole family to the Lost Forest, while Danton is driving everyone crazy with his distress over losing his liege. Stormaway discovers a reference to the Lost Forest in his books although it is called the Forest of Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow by sorcerers, but as he points out, ‘One mystical forest is unlikely enough. Two would beggar belief.’ Just as he has worked out how to transport them into the Lost Forest, they hear a deep rumbling and look out of the cave they are sheltering in, to discover they have been claimed by the Lost Forest.

      They don’t know how to find their comrades but decide to use Tarkyn’s technique of following the road with heart, each time they reach an intersection. This works until late afternoon, when they no longer agree. String works out that it is because some are thinking of Tarkyn and Midnight while others are thinking of particular woodfolk, which means that Tarkyn and Midnight have separated from the others. After a heated debate, they decide to go after Tarkyn, figuring he is more likely to get lost and that they are under oath to protect him.

      They arrive in the middle of the celebrations of Tarkyn and Lapping Water’s marriage announcement. Waterstone reassures Danton that Tarkyn will still fight for the sorcerers, not only for woodfolk.

      When Danton heads off next morning to check out the surroundings, he finds a hidden path that leads to a circular pool where he meets a lovely young woman with long strawberry blonde hair and kingfisher blue eyes that match her gown. Danton finds the Wizardess of the Lost Forest, who currently calls herself Stillwaters Pathfinder, both irritating and intriguing. She is interested in Tarkyn and his companions, and says she will only choose to meet Tarkyn at a time in the future when he has done all he can to prevent his brother’s feud, but will not explain why.

      When Danton returns, Tarkyn yells at him for staying away so long, but his anger springs from fear for Danton’s safety because he can feel a great power close by. Stormaway realizes he knows who the wizardess truly is but won’t say. Danton expresses his reservations about Harkell, who he fears is getting close to Tarkyn for his own ends.

      The sorcerers and woodfolk of the Lost Forest, weapons drawn and led by Boravar, a large burly, bearded sorcerer, surround the home guard. The home guard shelter within the protection of Danton, Stormaway and Tarkyn’s aqua, green and bronze translucent domed shields. Boravar introduces his companions as the Lost and says that they will simply wait until the sorcerers tire of holding up their shields, then those of the home guard who cannot face their fears will have to join them. Tarkyn contends that each member of the home guard has already faced their worst fears but Boravar says it is not up to the prince to decide that. In response to an idea from Harkell, Tarkyn tells them that, as the current Guardian, he no longer accepts the premise that the Lost Forest can indefinitely hold people who cannot face their fears.

      To reignite the Lost’s pride in themselves, Tarkyn grants each of them a short audience with him, and with Waterstone as his brother. When every one of them has been individually presented and the Lost have left, Waterstone rounds on Tarkyn, livid that he has had to endure the obsequiousness of the Lost when he believes in the equality of all. Tarkyn says that regardless of what he believes, they believe it is an honour to meet him. When Waterstone asks whether Tarkyn believes it, the prince grins and says ‘I’m afraid I do,’ at which point Waterstone attacks him and they fight while the woodfolk have to hold down Harkell who wants to rush to Tarkyn’s rescue. The woodfolk explain that the two are fighting because they want to, since Waterstone could easily flick into hiding and Tarkyn could raise his shield but they are choosing not to.

      Just as they roll into the stream and wade out dripping wet and laughing, the four Guardians of the Past reappear. Moridan Tamadil is censorious, which annoys Tarkyn who says that, beset on all sides with criticism, he can only follow his own path. He asks to speak privately with them then raises the issue of the Lost Forest and gains their agreement to reduce the maximum time trapped in the forest to two full moons. Nightwind applauds his ability to rule and, at the same time, maintain friendships with the woodfolk. When he leaves them, Tarkyn discovers that he has been sitting trance-like in the midst of the home guard who had not been able to see the guardians nor hear their conversation and had become anxious, especially Midnight, at Tarkyn’s immobility.

      As the Lost begin to leave the Lost Forest, the woodfolk attack the exiting sorcerers to stop them from spreading knowledge of woodfolk’s existence. The woodfolk of his homeguard are upset that Tarkyn had done nothing to protect the secrecy of the existence of woodfolk while Tarkyn is angry that they have not raised the problem with him before it became a public issue. Tarkyn allows only Stormaway and Midnight to accompany him to confront the angry sorcerers.

      Tarkyn outfaces an angry mob of sorcerers and persuades the Lost woodfolk to negotiate with them. Eventually they agree to allow the sorcerers to leave if they swear an oath to Tarkyn to keep the presence of woodfolk secret.

      Tarkyn does not want to go back to his woodfolk, so sends for the sorcerers of the home guard to join him elsewhere. They spend an evening drinking and deriding the woodfolk, having being meticulously politically correct for months. The home guard woodfolk, confined by Tarkyn’s orders to the clearing, similarly spend the evening deriding sorcerers, although Ancient Oak staunchly supports Tarkyn.

      The next morning Tarkyn takes the Lost sorcerers’ oaths in front of his home guard then retreats to the other side of the stream with his sorcerers. Rainstorm and North Wind eventually brave the icy stream to join them but when Rainstorm confesses that even he was nervous at the thought of sitting around with a group of angry sorcerers, Tarkyn relents and returns to his woodfolk. He gives them an apology but maintains that they were unkind not to warn him of his oversight. Waterstone braves feeding a horse to begin the repair of their friendship. Tree Wind, then Lapping Water join Tarkyn at the stream to talk about what has happened. When Tree Wind leaves, Lapping Water tells Tarkyn that she is struggling to know how to act with him in front of the other woodfolk, but still loves him. Rainstorm brings a group to join them, in a successful bid to make them less self-conscious about being together in front of others.

      The next morning, Danton sets out to find the wizardess again and becomes aware that Harkell is following him. Danton explains his concerns about sorcerers using Tarkyn and begins to trust Harkell. Danton can’t find the entrance to the hidden path, but when he returns alone later in the day, it has reappeared. This time he is greeted by Caroman, a sorcerer serving the wizardess. Danton shares a beautifully prepared luncheon with Pathfinder whose eyes this time are ice blue, again matching her dress. She says that she could not let Harkell see her because he notices too much and that Danton has not yet seen her in her true form. Despite a couple of spats, they part on good terms, with Danton saying he cares for her, although making it clear he is not proposing marriage, and will come if she needs him.

      The next day, just as the home guard are leaving the Lost Forest, Moridan appears and warns Waterstone and Tarkyn not to test the bonds of their friendship too far.

      Boravar thunders into the forests on a stolen war horse then allows himself to be captured by woodfolk to warn them that King Kosar intends to send in hundreds of sorcerers secretly, ahead of an official hunting party in an attempt to catch Tarkyn.

      Harkell tells the woodfolk that they don’t realise how generous Tarkyn is with them and they shouldn’t have set him up, as a nineteen-year-old, to face such a public outcry in the Lost Forest. The woodfolk realise that the Lost Forest has tainted their actions and apologize. They also discover that the Lost sorcerers have been singing Tarkyn’s praise, unaware that he has been exiled.

      An elite guard, Petrand Closkaril, finds Boravar, and to ensure his cooperation, poisons him, saying he will give him the antidote once Boravar has shown him where Tarkyn came out of the Lost Forest. When he realises Boravar is trying to lead him astray, Pertrand throws his dagger at him, but Leaf Fall deflects the blade with an arrow, so that it only enters Boravar’s shoulder while his sister, Twig Snap, kills the elite guard. They heave the big sorcerer onto the warhorse, then Twig Snap knocks him out to stop from singing drunkenly from the poison. They lead him all night through the woodlands until they reach Tarkyn and Stormaway. Unlike the home guard, they have never met sorcerers and are fearful of them. Long before Stormaway can prepare the antidote, Boravar goes into cardiac arrest. So Tarkyn joins his own life rhythms to Boravar’s to keep his body going. Twig Snap watches over him, despite being afraid of the sorcerers and falls in love with him. Boravar, when he recovers, realises he loves her even though she has been rough with him.

      Rainstorm discovers that it was Boravar’s fear of hurting someone inadvertently when he became angry that had kept him in the Lost Forest for one hundred and twenty years. Rainstorm is praised for brazenly broaching issues other won’t. Then Midnight trots up to Boravar, checks that he shouldn’t aim at people, then instead raises his shield and sends a shaft of power across the clearing, smashing a rock. Harkell points out that Midnight has been learning from copying Tarkyn and mistakenly thinks he has to raise his shield to send a power ray. Shortly afterwards, using Danton and Stormaway as models, Harkell demonstrates how two sorcerers could combined their domed shields to capture Tarkyn in the middle, without being in danger themselves. Harkell then acts as though he will betray Tarkyn, which causes Tarkyn’s anger to shake the ground and disrupt the shield being held around him. Harkell drops his pretence at betrayal then tells Tarkyn that his feelings, if managed, can become a weapon and can get him out of an impasse. Tarkyn takes persuasion and evidence before he becomes reconciled to Harkell.

      Leaf Fall and Twig Snap have been frightened off by the sorcerers’ displays of magic. Boravar is in despair. Once Tarkyn has located them by sensing their fear, a small contingent of woodfolk and sorcerers seek them out and dispel Twig Snap’s objections. Then Tarkyn and Boravar carefully show them displays of magic.

      A week later, the king rides into the forest accompanied by a small retinue of fellow hunters and attendants. While Stormaway, disguised as Tarkyn, leads most of his soldiers away on a diversion, the woodfolk knock out those attendants that remain with Kosar. Then Tarkyn appears in his shield to talk to his brother. An eagle helps him demonstrate his powers as a forest guardian but Kosar is scathing about Tarkyn, particularly about his claim that he is Guardian of Eskuzor. Nevertheless, Tarkyn warns him about Jarand’s activities, saying it is not for his sake that he warns him, but for the welfare of the people who might be hurt by civil war. Kosar knows Tarkyn has dominion over the forest of Eskuzor and knows of the woodfolk but has no interest in them. After Tarkyn has left, the soldiers return to report that the ‘Tarkyn’ they had been following had disappeared and that the woods were full of Kosar’s secretly deployed troops, all unconscious. Kosar orders their return to Tormadell, saying Tarkyn is not evil but is deluded and so is still a rogue sorcerer.

      Jarand and Kosar share their anger at the way Tarkyn had treated them in their separate encounters with him. To protect himself, Jarand says that Tarkyn had no doubt spoken disparagingly about each of them to the other. Kosar determines to visit Jarand’s encampment, ostensibly in recognition of his support but also to check out his recruitment drive.

      The next morning, watching their armsmen train in the courtyard below, Kosar points out to Jarand the level of skill required by Tarkyn’s men to reliably knock out his troops without killing them. Their flighty mother joins them and asks after Tarkyn’s welfare. She allows them to see how distressed she is underneath that they would hang Tarkyn if they captured him. Jarand and Kosar come up with the idea of taking some of the Lost sorcerers hostage to bring Tarkyn to heel.

      Meanwhile Waterstone, worried about preserving his friendship with Tarkyn, asks him to accompany him to the river so that he can tell Tarkyn how much he thinks of him and his achievements. Tarkyn shares his memory of his life as a prince among sorcerers. Watching the way Tarkyn is treated, even at an early age by sorcerers, helps Waterstone to understand Tarkyn’s attitudes better. Tarkyn shows another memory of his father where Markazon intervenes when Jarand and Kosar are teasing and tells them not to send this one the way of the other, a phrase Tarkyn has never understood. In return, Waterstone shares memories of his parents, mentioning that there had been a couple of miscarriages between Ancient Oak and himself that had caused the sadness on his parents’ faces.

      Meanwhile, Twig Snap, Boravar and Autumn Leaves discover that Falling Rain is still feeling alienated from his people, even though he originally agreed with their judgement of exiling him. He does not know whether he or Tree Wind has changed too much to continue their betrothal. Autumn Leaves wants to tell everyone so they can help but Falling Rain forbids him to and agrees instead to talk to Tarkyn.

      Thunder Storm sends an arrow up between an attacking hawk and a messenger pigeon at someone’s mind-spoken request. When Stormaway relieves the pigeon of a note, they realise that it was he who sent a mind message. Falling Rain jumps to the incorrect conclusion that Stormaway had always been able to mind talk and therefore would have known about Falling Rain’s unjust exile but done nothing about it. Enraged, Falling Rain grabs his bow and sends an arrow at Stormaway. Four people intervene to protect the wizard but then Falling Rain must face trial for attempted murder. Falling Rain says that no matter how short the exile, he will never return. The sentence is set at six years but considered to have already been served because of the time he has already spent in unjust exile. Falling Rain breaks down and is finally able to become one with his kin again. Two weeks later, Boravar, as the oldest among them presides over the wedding of Falling Rain and Tree Wind.

      The pigeon’s message alerts them to Kosar and Jarand’s plan to take Lost sorcerers hostage. Stormaway and Boravar are charged with locating and assisting these sorcerers into hiding before they can be taken. It transpires that Stormaway has been using the funds he makes with trading goods for the woodfolk, to maintain his intelligence network for the future of Tarkyn and Eskuzor.

      When Hail decides to leave, Midnight runs away, mistakenly thinking Tarkyn will let her take him. On the way back from retrieving Midnight from inside a thicket of spiny hawthorn, Tarkyn sits on a cairn which triggers a magical ward that entraps him in an aqua net. He is soon surrounded by a bandit gang led by the swaggering Orolan who plans to take the prince in for the reward or to hold him for ransom. The tables are turned when woodfolk slingshots knock out bandits and sorcerer’s rays turn the earth beneath the bandits into quicksand. Tarkyn sends away the bandits before branding Orolan on his side as retribution for intending to turn him in for the reward. Because Tarkyn is relatively merciful, Orolan willingly swears his allegiance to him. Orolan tells them that some of Jarand’s soldiers, disguised as brigands, rob and kill the women of travelling families, then return as soldiers to recruit the bereft men. They suspect Andoran and Sargon are running the operation but are unsure how far up the conspiracy goes.

      Danton, Twig Snap, Waterstone and ten others will go ahead of the home guard to destroy this nefarious practice, provided they make sure that evidence of it is provided to the encampment, while Tarkyn and the rest focus on locating the Lost sorcerers and writing to Jarand to apprise him of his soldiers’ behaviour. Both of his brothers send Tarkyn a letter to say that they are holding a Lost sorcerer as hostage to Tarkyn’s support. Following Bean’s advice, he sends each brother’s letter to the other so they know each is working against the other.

      The woodfolk, working with Danton, kill all but Andoran, Sargon and one other of the renegade soldiers at a house where they have taken their booty. As Danton leads them towards the encampment, he has to resist efforts by Andoran and Sargon to talk him into betraying Tarkyn. Then, as Sargon sways in the saddle, Andoran spears Danton with a deadly sorcerer’s power ray. Danton manages to pull Sargon between them, which only slightly deflects the shaft. Danton falls to the ground, unconscious, with Sargon landing on top of him breaking his wrist. Immediately the hidden woodfolk knock out the attacking sorcerers but Danton has stopped breathing. The woodfolk send a message across miles, asking for help from Stormaway and Summer Rain, their healers, who instruct them on how to maintain Danton’s breathing and heartbeat while Tarkyn contacts his mind. Then, following Midnight’s suggestion, Tarkyn sends his power through the vast network of the forest to reach Danton through a tree. Danton slowly turns green and after an hour, is able to breathe independently. Tarkyn has almost lost himself to the forest but is slowly called back by Midnight, Sparrow and others and is ordered to bed by Stormaway to close his boundaries against the forest.

      Andoran and Sargon recover consciousness to find themselves tied to the encampment gate with a bag of booty next to them. They are taken into custody by Sergeant Torgan. Captain Guerion discovers twenty men are missing and instigates a search which finds the dead men outside the house which is filled with bandit outfits, soldiers’ uniforms and ill-gotten gains. Colonel Chaford is horrified by Sargon and Andoran’s activities and determines to have them hanged and to cleanse the encampment. Lord Davorad, the financier of the encampment arrives, and while pretending to interrogate Andoran and Sargon, gives them a small knife so that they can escape.

      While they wait for Danton to recover consciousness, the woodfolk with him realise how much he has done for them and decide they should work towards granting him woodfolk status. When Danton awakes, he has lost his memory, although he tries to cover it up. When he is told that the power of the forest saved him, Danton places his hand on a tree and can tell, through that link, that a storm is approaching, although no one believes him. A chance question by Danton makes his companions realize that he thinks he is a woodman and that he doesn’t know who Tarkyn is.

      When Tarkyn arrives, Danton fears him because he is a sorcerer and blacks out when Tarkyn says he is his lifelong friend. They realize the extent of Danton’s memory loss and gradually introduce him to the fact that he is a sorcerer. Danton, who thinks Tarkyn is only a healer, treats him with casual friendliness that disconcerts him. Tarkyn decides to spend time with Danton while he doesn’t remember that he is royal so that they can put their friendship on a more equal basis. Tarkyn teaches Danton how to use his sorcerer powers; chasing each other in the air and hitting stones with power rays. To Tarkyn’s consternation, when he eventually tells Danton who he is, Danton’s attitude to him remains casual, but they work out terms of engagement that will suffice until Danton regains his memory.

      Kosar and Jarand each receive letters from Tarkyn, saying he won’t rescue any Lost sorcerers held by either of them but would be happy to work with both of them. Jarand tells Kosar about the bandit soldiers which makes him realise that lawlessness must be widespread, just as Tarkyn had said.

      Andoran and Sargon escape from the encampment but are followed by Charford, Guerion, Torgan and some soldiers, who witness the eerie voices of Thunder Storm and Grass Wind telling the two escapees that they cannot escape, while stones from woodfolk slingshots fly seemingly from nowhere to injure Andoran and Sargon’s noses and ribs as they have injured others’. They are told that they have been administered elite guard poison and they carry their death within them. Given permission by the eerie voices, Charford takes the miscreants back into custody, with assurances that Andoran and Sargon will hang at dawn.

      The rest of the home guard arrive to join the group with Tarkyn and Danton. Danton’s new attitude to Tarkyn is immediately apparent. Stormaway uses scents to evoke Danton’s memories. With his memory but not his previous attitude restored, Danton tells Tarkyn that he has always insulated himself against Tarkyn’s angry outbursts and learnt how to manage him. Tarkyn is chagrined by this but comes to realise that Danton only did it to serve Tarkyn’s interests. Danton is unusually volatile but he and Tarkyn succeed in strengthening their friendship.

      Rainstorm asks Danton to become his woodbrother but Danton refuses at first, fearing that he is only being asked to save him from the embarrassing mistake he had made in assuming he was woodfolk. After reassurances, he is delighted to once more have a family and to be formally accepted as a woodman. Within a clearing in the woods, a young, blonde, passionate sorcerer had come into his own.
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      Stormaway Treemaster extracted a small message from the leg of his favourite wood pigeon. He gave her a few grass seeds and tickled the back of her neck before turning his attention to the tiny parchment held between his forefinger and thumb. Stormaway, part woodman, part sorcerer, was an experienced wizard and needed little concentration to murmur the words that would reconstitute the parchment to its original size. As he waited for the parchment to stabilise, he gazed abstractedly at the sorcerer prince who was now generally accepted as liege, albeit with a sense of wry bemusement, by the egalitarian woodfolk.

      Tarkyn was sitting under a tree on the edge of a clearing, his long black hair partly obscuring his face as he bent forward, deep in conversation with Harkell, ex-Captain of Prince Jarand’s Royal Guard. Over the past months, Stormaway had watched his young liege mature from a meticulously courteous, aloof youth into a self-assured leader, friendly and more relaxed in the company of the straightforward woodfolk than he could ever have been amid the sophisticated guile of the Court sorcerers. The old wizard felt a pang of regret as a fleeting expression on Tarkyn’s face reminded him of his old friend, King Markazon, who had died so many years before. Stormaway sighed. The prince looked so much like his father had at that age. Tarkyn was a fine young man, a liege to be proud of, but he was not Stormaway’s contemporary. Feeling the wizard’s eyes upon him, Tarkyn looked up, his eyes brilliant amber just like his father’s, and sent him a warm, understanding smile.

      Blast the boy! grumped Stormaway to himself. Too knowing by half.

      Seeing the wizard’s frown, Tarkyn’s smile faded. “I could feel your regret and caught a brief image of my father,” he said by way of explanation. “I am sorry, Stormaway, if I remind you of my father but am not the man himself. I hope I do not disappoint you too much.”

      Stormaway was so flustered by this remark that he dropped the parchment and had to chase after it as the breeze caught it and threatened to send it up into the trees. As soon as he had snatched the parchment back into his safekeeping and had drawn breath, he gasped, “No sire! You do not disappoint me. You have misconstrued my feelings entirely. I merely regret the loss of your father’s company.”

      Tarkyn cocked his head and waited, knowing that some of the regret had been directed at him.

      “All right. I do regret a little that you are not he, because we were such close friends and you remind me of him so much.” He waved his hand. “Mind you, we argued all the time and I usually lost because he held the balance of power. But we plotted the future of Eskuzor together, and together we planned for your safe passage through the foreshadowed power struggle of your brothers. But despite all of that, we found time to drink and laugh and…He was never as reserved as you were… Not that you are so much now, but you were.” Suddenly he frowned and wagged a finger at the young prince. “But don’t you think for a second that I am disappointed in you. You are every bit as fine a man as your father, quite possibly even finer. You’re just not him, that’s all.”

      “Besides, you must be such a youngster in Stormaway’s eyes,” said Harkell, softening his unnerving acuity with a disarming smile.

      Tarkyn watched the betraying flush mount Stormaway’s cheeks. “I see… ” Suddenly he smiled at his wizard. “Well, I can’t do much about that, can I? But perhaps you can console yourself with the knowledge that your accumulated years and wisdom provide me with a much needed mentor. You link me with my heritage and guide me in the ways of magic…. And although it will always be different, I think, I hope that we are developing our own friendship between us.”

      Stormaway smiled fondly at his young charge. “Yes, Sire. We are.”

      Faced with the depth of feeling in his usually stoic wizard’s eyes, Tarkyn covered his embarrassment by letting his eyes wander down to the piece of parchment waiting disregarded in Stormaway’s hands and raising his eyebrows.

      With a jolt, Stormaway remembered what he was holding. He scanned it briefly before saying to the prince. “They’re on their way, Sire. The king and his brother have left Tormadell and are heading towards the encampment.”

      Harkell nodded in grim satisfaction. “And so the game begins.”

      “Indeed it does. We still have about a week until they reach the encampment. Their travel will be slow with so many people.”

      “And the important question; how many men have my brothers decided to bring with them?” asked Tarkyn.

      Stormaway consulted the parchment. “The king has two hundred and forty armed men with him plus retainers. Jarand has only eighty of his men with him since half of his entourage are still at the encampment after dealing with Andoran and Sargon.”

      Tarkyn frowned. “And are we sure that Jarand is not gathering his forces around the encampment?”

      “There are no reports of it from the woodfolk in the area.” Harkell shrugged. “He would be mad to, Tarkyn. He knows you are a wildcard within the woodlands. He can’t afford to risk showing his hand and then being stymied by you. The king would have no choice but to haul him up for treason if he tried and failed… even though I gather he doesn’t really want to.”

      Tarkyn gave a quietly derisive grunt. “No. Kosar will think twice before besmirching the reputation of everyone in our family. He doesn’t want the dirt to rub off on him.” He shrugged, “Besides, he always was closer to Jarand than to me. I was much more expendable.”

      “Twins are always closer, Tarkyn,” said Harkell gently.

      The side of Tarkyn’s mouth lifted in wry acknowledgement as he turned his attention to Stormaway, who was saying, “So, what do you think? Can we just leave them to their own devices?”

      “I would not presume to dictate to you two,” replied Tarkyn, “who are so much better versed in intrigue than I, but I would suggest that if our presence is all that is holding Jarand’s intentions at bay, we need to make sure our presence is felt.”

      A blond sorcerer bounced into the middle of the conversation. “I couldn’t agree more,” Danton turned to the young woodman at his side. “What do you think, little brother?”

      Rainstorm frowned. “I am not little. I am seventeen now, you know.” Faced with Danton’s unrepentant grin, he rolled his eyes and prepared to take issue.

      But before he could say anything further, Tarkyn clapped him on the back and gave a short laugh. “Welcome to the club, Rainstorm. Ancient Oak calls me little brother all the time.” He shrugged, smiling, “There’s nothing we can do about it. No matter how old or tall we grow, neither of us will ever be older than they are.”

      Rainstorm glanced at him then broke into a smile. “Yeah, true.” For a moment he looked quite cocky, pleased with the link between himself and Tarkyn, “But we younger brothers are still a force to be reckoned with, aren’t we?”

      “…which is why I asked your opinion,” put in Danton placatingly, before a sense of mischief prompted him to add, “…even though you are just out of nappies.”

      “That’s it! You’ve had it!” bellowed Rainstorm, laughing as he launched himself at Danton.

      A little off to one side, standing beneath the overhanging branches of a pair of huge sycamore trees, Falling Branch and Waterstone watched as the two of them rolled in the dust at everyone’s feet. Falling Branch shook his head, smiling “This used to be such a quiet family.”

      Waterstone gave a short laugh. “No it didn’t. You and Rainstorm were always fighting with each other. Just be glad that he now has someone other than his father to draw his fire.”

      Falling Branch chuckled. “Oh I am.” He glanced at Waterstone. “It’s rather nice having a sorcerer in the family.”

      Waterstone smiled. “Yes, it is, isn’t it?”

      When the two newly-linked bloodbrothers had played themselves out, stood up and dusted themselves down, Stormaway remarked dryly, “Just as well Kosar’s men aren’t bearing down on us as we speak.”

      “Wouldn’t have done it, if they were,” said Rainstorm firmly. “We have a week to sort them out, as I understand it… plenty of time to knock my cocky older brother into shape before they arrive.” He chortled and ducked as Danton swung a casual fist at him. “Anyway,” he continued, in belated answer to Danton’s question, “I think Tarkyn is right. We don’t have to be aggressive or embarrassing, but Tarkyn does need to let them know he is still watching them.”

      Falling Branch sent a dry mind message to Waterstone. “Never did I think to see such tact in my son.”

      Waterstone let out an audible grunt of laughter that made everyone look around. He waved his hand. “Sorry. Private joke. Not to anyone’s detriment, I assure you.” He hastily moved the conversation on, “So shall we make our presence felt on the road through the forest, or wait until they reach the encampment?”

      “I think we need to do it before they reach the encampment,” replied Harkell. As they conferred, he was working his way diligently through a pile of arrows that needed sharpening. While someone else was talking, he would run his fingers gently along each edge of an arrow tip, murmuring “Feeyen”, and sending a small spray of purple sparks along the edges, honing them. “They will be more vulnerable in the woodlands. Once they reach the encampment, the gap between them and the treeline will make them more difficult to deal with.”

      “And how do we know that this Lord Davorad won’t take things into his own hands and launch an ambush on the king?” asked Waterstone.

      “No one would follow Lord Davorad. He depends on his association with Prince Jarand for his influence,” explained Danton. “If he acted without Jarand’s agreement, or attacked the king when Jarand was in the possible firing line, Jarand would foreswear him and leave him isolated.”

      Stormaway nodded. “Lord Davorad does not have enough firepower on his own to subdue the kingdom, even if he were more popular. He depends on his alliance with Prince Jarand. He will do as the prince tells him to.”

      “So ideally, we need some way of alerting the royal twins to our presence without letting their men know, don’t we?” asked Rainstorm. He thought for a moment, “You could use your power with animals, Tarkyn, but I’m not sure that Jarand would recognise it for what it was.”

      “No, Jarand didn’t realise, and neither did I for that matter,” said Harkell, “that you took over control of our horses when you ambushed us.”

      Tarkyn gave a wry smile. “And I am not sure that I convinced Kosar either. He may have believed it for a while but I suspect he has convinced himself by now that the eagle’s movements were coincidental. After all, he didn’t really accept the fact that I am Guardian of the Forest….let alone of Eskuzor.”

      “Do you want to visit them again?” asked Waterstone, carefully neutral, not wishing Tarkyn to endanger himself but also not wishing to make an issue of it unnecessarily.

      “No, I have nothing else to say to them at the moment. It would be taking an unnecessary risk for little point.” Tarkyn smiled at the look of satisfaction that crossed Waterstone’s face.

      “I could send a message on your behalf via one of my pigeons,” suggested Stormaway.

      Tarkyn shook his head. “No. As Orolan, our brigand friend, put it, I want to flex my muscles, that is, our muscles, to make sure they stay aware that I can do something about it, if they decide to ignore my wishes.”

      Harkell chuckled, as he raised an arrow tip to eye level to check its acuity. “In all my wildest dreams, never did I contemplate being a party to ensuring Prince Jarand’s compliance, let alone that of the king.”

      Tarkyn raised his eye brows and said disdainfully, “They are merely men, after all. You, with your outlook, should know that, as well as anyone.”

      Harkell lowered the arrow and raised his soft brown eyes to meet Tarkyn’s “Perhaps. But saying that, they are very powerful men with many people at their command.”

      “Tarkyn!” exclaimed Waterstone, his eyes gleaming with laughter, “I never thought I would hear you speak so disparagingly about members of your precious Royal Family.”

      “Hmph. If you remember, I said that I no longer acknowledge any allegiance to either of them. And I do not feel very kindly towards them. They may outrank all of you, but I respect all of you more than I respect them.”

      “Thanks,” said Waterstone with a lurking smile. “And even though they outrank you, we respect you, and each other, more than we respect them.”

      “Huh.” The prince folded his arms, “Well, for your information, I think you will find that at least Rainstorm and Danton feel that, as Guardian of the Forest, I outrank my sorcerer brothers.”

      Waterstone gave a short laugh. “And I think you will find that I couldn’t care less who outranks whom.”

      Tarkyn unfolded his arms and chuckled, “So, nothing new there, then.”

      “Come on you two. What are we going to do to flex our muscles?” asked Danton impatiently.

      Tarkyn shook his head, “Danton, Danton. Be calm. After all, we have all just waited patiently for you two to pick yourselves up out of the dirt.”

      “Whatever we do,” said Rainstorm, ignoring this little jibe, “I think we should show them that we can penetrate their defences.”

      Harkell nodded his approval, “Yes, I agree. In fact, that’s pretty much all you need to do to make them feel vulnerable.”

      “I think we should do something nice for them,” said Danton slowly. A slow smile spread across his face as everyone stopped and stared at him. “Tarkyn, I have never seen you more menacing than when you were treacly urbane to those two bounty hunters we captured – you know, the two who had been part of Journeyman’s posse. Being kind to someone when they know you have them at your mercy can be very unnerving.”

      Tarkyn narrowed his eyes, “Hmmm. You may be bombastic with your magic, Danton, but the subtle way you manipulate people is quite worrying, particularly now I know that I myself have been a victim.”

      Danton gave a little bow. “Sire, it is merely your own strategy that I am suggesting.” He straightened up with laughter in his eyes.

      Tarkyn put his hands on his hips and frowned, “Does no one take me seriously these days?”

      There was no answer to this, since reassuring him was likely to sound either patronising or sycophantic. So instead, the prince found himself surrounded by grinning faces. He threw up his hands, “Fine then. As long as we know where we stand.”

      “Why don’t we place a basket, full of fruits and flowers, in the king’s tent beside his bed while he is sleeping?” suggested Lapping Water, calming down the air of hilarity that was threatening to hijack the discussion.

      “With a note,” added Rainstorm with relish.

      “We could say, ‘Welcome to the woodlands’,” suggested Lapping Water.

      “They are not welcome,” said Tarkyn flatly.

      “‘With best wishes’?” suggested Rainstorm.

      “I don’t wish them well.”

      “‘With kind regards’?” suggested Danton.

      Tarkyn shook his head, “No. I don’t feel kindly towards them.”

      “So, ‘As a token of my esteem’ probably won’t do either then?” said Rainstorm.

      “No.”

      “You could take it as read that the note is sarcastic,” suggested Autumn Leaves, strolling into the middle of this.

      “Perhaps. But some people miss sarcasm even when they have the tone of voice to listen to, let alone with just words on paper. No. I think I would prefer to be clear in my statement. I would not like either of them to think that I am trying to curry favour with them.”

      Waterstone regarded the prince with his head slightly to one side, “You’re still angry, aren’t you?”

      Tarkyn turned to stare at him. After a moment, he asked, “And why shouldn’t I be, after what they did to me?”

      “Because, my liege,” said Danton gently, “we are playing a strategic game here.”

      A tinge of colour crept into Tarkyn’s face. There was a noticeable pause before he said stiffly, “I beg your pardon. I would not wish my personal feelings to jeopardise any of you, or our efforts to protect Eskuzor.” He thought for a moment, “However, I do not accept that I have to lie to play this game of yours.”

      The man who had followed Tarkyn since childhood smiled warmly at him, “….which is why manoeuvring within the machinations of intrigue with you has been so much more of a challenge than it would have been with other members of the Royal Family.”

      Tarkyn let out a breath and grinned, “Poor Danton. What a trial I have been to you! But since you have always managed to find ways through, even with the hindrance of a naive, inconveniently honest liege, I am sure you will continue to do so.” He directed a wry smile at Autumn Leaves, knowing that he too struggled at times with the prince’s level of integrity. “I still want something in that note that is a genuine reflection of my sentiments.”

      “Why don’t you write, ‘As a token of our shared commitment to Eskuzor’s future’?” suggested Stormaway, lifting his head from studying the piece of parchment he held in his hands. “It might not be a completely accurate reflection of their feelings, but it is of yours.”

      Tarkyn nodded slowly, “Yes. That will do nicely.”

      “I’m glad we have the weighty issue of the note’s contents sorted out,” remarked Harkell dryly. “Now all we have to do is figure out the minor detail of how we are going to get a basket of fruit and flowers into the king’s tent through a barricade of armed guards.”

      “Spoken like a true soldier,” said Tarkyn. “I’m pleased someone here is focusing on the practicalities.”

      “I think we should have String and Bean here if we are trying to solve a puzzle,” said Lapping Water firmly.

      “Good idea. I’ll go and find them,” said Tarkyn, rather to everyone’s surprise. He threw a smile over his shoulder as he strode away, “Back shortly. See what you can come up with while I’m gone.”

      A few moments later he heard the sound of pattering feet coming up behind him, “Hello, Lapping Water,” he said without turning around, knowing her footfall when she chose to let it be heard, “I should have asked if you wanted to come with me, shouldn’t I?”

      “No, not necessarily. But I thought you might like some help in interpreting the lookout’s directions.” The woodwoman’s green eyes twinkled up into the prince’s.

      Tarkyn chuckled, “I’m not that bad at directions, especially if I can recognise the whereabouts of the images.”

      “Oh. I’ll go then, shall I?”

      Tarkyn wrapped an arm firmly around her waist, “No. You don’t have to be useful, for me to want you with me…. just as you decided that Danton could stay with you all, regardless of his future usefulness.” He smiled down at her. “I’m so glad that you asked Danton to be a woodman. I have never seen him so happy.” He sighed, “He’s had a very hard life, you know.”

      “But at least he had you.”

      Tarkyn grimaced, “There are two sides to that coin. I always turned myself inside out to behave well so that Danton was not punished on my behalf, but on the other hand, I ordered him around without a second thought, any time of the night or day, as it suited me. And, as you may have gathered, unknowingly placed him in difficult, dangerous situations through my unwillingness to prevaricate.”

      “Ever since he was eight.” When Tarkyn nodded confirmation, she continued, “You can’t have been too bad. After all, he followed you into exile to have more of the same dished up to him.”

      “Hmm, perhaps. Or perhaps he just didn’t know how to live without me, after all those years of having his world revolve around my every move.”

      Lapping Water shook her head firmly, “No. He was prepared to move on, when he saw your suspicion of him when he first arrived. He didn’t intend to stay and talk you around. And he did the elite guard training away from you, I gather.”

      Tarkyn looked sideways at her and smiled, “Your first point is justified but Danton completed the elite guard training in order to serve me better, not to become more independent. That was merely Andoran’s interpretation of it.”

      “Oh.” There was a pause while Lapping Water digested this. Then she said, with a martial gleam in her eye, “Well, if I do any training, it will be purely for my own development.”

      Tarkyn’s eyes gleamed with amusement, “I’m sure it will be. I think you’re perfect, just as you are.”

      “Oh.” She leaned her head against his shoulder as they walked, “That was a nice thing to say.”

      Tarkyn gave her a squeeze, relieved that he had neatly sidestepped her first assault on his authority. Although the woodwoman had said she could accept the inequality in their relationship, Tarkyn knew that the practice would be harder than the theory, and expected rocky times ahead.

      Just as he was congratulating himself on his adeptness, Lapping Water glanced up at him and said with a disarming smile, “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re up to. But I will accept your compliment for what it is, because I know you wouldn’t have said it if you didn’t mean it.”

      For a moment, Tarkyn looked disconcerted. Then he smiled, “Absolutely true. Shall we ask the lookouts where String and Bean are?”

      Lapping Water gave a low gurgle of laughter. “I know where they are. But if you want practice at following the lookouts’ directions, you can ask them.”

      “No thanks. I’m not that bad. I do have some sense of direction, you know.”

      The woodwoman laughed, “I am glad you think so. Just promise me you won’t depend on it too much.”

      “Oh, very funny.” Lapping Water’s laughing face drew a reluctant smile from Tarkyn. He sighed, “I can’t help it if I was brought up among parallel lines and right angles. All these curves and bends are disconcertingly irregular.”

      Lapping Water spluttered with laughter, “I bet you were hopeless amongst your parallel lines and right angles anyway.”

      “Hmph. Might have been.” The prince grinned, “In actual fact, I never had to find my way anywhere. My retainers always did it for me.”

      “And is that why you are hopeless at directions, or did they always do it for you because you couldn’t? “

      “My retainers would always have organised my movements, regardless of my prowess.” Tarkyn smiled down at her, “But I suspect that my lack of practice has merely exacerbated my complete and utter lack of talent in that area.”

      Lapping Water laughed, “So now, luckily for you, you have a whole new host of people who can show you where to go, and find you when you are lost….What would you have done without us?”

      “I don’t know.” Tarkyn shrugged, “What I had done up until then, I suppose. Stop at each cross road and follow the road with heart.”

      “Guess, you mean?”

      Tarkyn shook his head sadly, “Lapping Water, I don’t think you have a romantic bone in your body. I’ll have you know Stormaway and company used my marvellous technique to find us in the Lost Forest.”

      Lapping Water chuckled, “All right. I concede. After all, your technique also led you to us, didn’t it?”

      Tarkyn looked much struck, “So it did. Maybe I should test it out sometime.”

      The sorcerer prince and the woodwoman he was to marry, pushed aside long swaying branches to make their way into the canopy of a huge willow. Above them, sturdy branches petered into long fine cords studded with bright green new leaves that trailed to the ground in a curtain around them.

      “Perhaps if you don’t panic trying to figure out which way to go, and let your natural instincts take over instead,” said Tarkyn’s practical love, “you may actually have a sense of direction after all.” Tarkyn sent her a speaking look that made her gurgle with laughter. “No. Perhaps not.”

      As they emerged from the other side, the river came into view. At this point in the forest, it was fast flowing and recent rains had swollen the waters. A background roar spoke of rapids further downstream and the surface of the water was dinted with eddies. Small twigs and branches ducked and swirled as they were pushed along by the waters and occasionally a larger log would float purposefully by.

      String and Bean were kneeling over a large deer skin that they had laid out on the bank of the river, rubbing it down with rough stones to remove the last of the flesh and fat, while Boravar and Twig Snap sat leaning against a nearby willow watching the proceedings, little Twig Snap’s hand engulfed in that of the big burly sorcerer.

      Tarkyn and Lapping Water made themselves comfortable against a large rock since there was no real urgency, knowing that String and Bean wouldn’t want to leave their task half finished.

      “Look, Tarkyn,” beamed Twig Snap, “I hope you’re impressed. Here I am, one woodwoman with three sorcerers, all by myself. Very brave, don’t you think?”

      “Oh, very brave,” Tarkyn replied with heavy irony, “especially when you know all three of them would protect you with their lives, if you needed them to.”

      “Would they? I mean, I know Boravar would, but I don’t know that I would expect it of String and Bean.”

      Tarkyn smiled, “Don’t doubt it for a second. Beneath those scruffy exteriors beat hearts of pure gold. They are two of the kindest, most gallant men you would ever want to meet.”

      Twig Snap’s eyes grew round and although the two trappers bent lower over their task, she could see the heightened colour in their faces.

      “Aw, settle down Tarkyn,” muttered Bean through his beard. “You’re embarrassing us.”

      Tarkyn chuckled quietly but didn’t let up, “Twig Snap, String and Bean rescued Hail from the wizard Pipeless and then spent months braving the real risk of Hail’s knives to look after her, both before and after Midnight was born. In fact, they even helped Hail to give birth to Midnight.”

      As Twig Snap’s eyes grew rounder still, String cleared his throat and asked, without looking up, “So, did you two come down here for a particular reason or simply to torment us?”

      “We have a conundrum for you.”

      At that, two shaggy heads lifted, eyes alight with interest.

      “Go on,” prompted String.

      “How do we get a basket of flowers and fruits, unseen, into the heavily guarded tent of the king?”

      String and Bean looked at each other. “Well, I can see why you would want to,” said String casually, “But it is certainly a tricky problem.”

      Tarkyn smiled, “That’s what I like about you two. You can fast track though several minutes of conversation by working out what must have been said.”

      Bean frowned at him, “Why are we in your good books all of a sudden? You’ve done nothing but praise us ever since you got here.”

      The prince waved his hand. “You two are always in my good books. I wouldn’t have my little Midnight without you. He probably wouldn’t have even survived the pregnancy. And you two were the only kindness Midnight knew in the first seven years of his life.”

      “You had to ask, didn’t you?” growled String to his fellow trapper.

      “Yeah. Error. I can see that now,” grumbled Bean back. “So, moving right along, what do we know about the defences around the king’s tent?”

      Tarkyn shrugged. “Nothing beyond surmise at the moment. Presumably there will be guards around the perimeter of their campsite and at least one, maybe two guards stationed outside the king’s tent.”

      “Magical wards? Shields?” asked String.

      “Possible entry through the rear of the tent?” asked Bean.

      “We will need detailed information to finalise any plan but we can think about it in the meantime.” While he was talking, String was running eyes over the deer skin, gauging its readiness for the next part of the process. “How many nights will they spend in the forest, do you think?”

      “It depends on what time of day they get to the eastern edge, but I would say only two, possibly three, nights before they reach the encampment,” replied Lapping Water. She threw a pebble into the river. “My guess is that they will want to spend a minimum amount of time in the forest after their recent encounters with us, but with so many men, horses and equipment to organise, they will need at least three days.”

      Boravar gave his deep chuckle, “Besides, they will have to appear unhurried. They have no reason to rush and they won’t want their people to think that they are scared.”

      “True,” String looked thoughtful. “So they won’t be able to have an excessive number of guards in that case either, or have magical wards if it is not their usual practice.”

      “Unless they appear to keep things as normal but surreptitiously increase their guards,” suggested Bean.

      “No,” Tarkyn shook his head. “Kosar and Jarand will know that guards talk among themselves. If they decide to keep up a front of unconcern, they will not be able to use their men for extra insurance. Otherwise the very men they are trying to deceive would be party to the deception.”

      “Unless of course they just blatantly admit that they are nervous of what you might do,” said Lapping Water. “After all, their public position is that you are a rogue sorcerer loose in the forest somewhere. It would be reasonable to take extra precautions against that.”

      “Hmm. I don’t know,” pondered Tarkyn. “In both encounters with them, we made it clear that we wouldn’t hurt them…”

      “I’m not sure about that,” objected Bean. “You said to Jarand, ‘Not at this time and in this place.’ You didn’t give him an unequivocal assurance.”

      “True, but presumably they realise I wouldn’t hurt them gratuitously. Otherwise we could have killed them at the time, not to mention killing their men wholesale, instead of just knocking them out.”

      String scratched his beard. “You do realise that, with the two of them in one place, you could wipe out both barriers at once that stand between you and the throne, if you were so inclined. Presumably they are aware of that too.”

      “Bound to be, I’d say,” said Bean. “So there are three possibilities as I see it; either they have taken you at your word that you do not desire the throne, or will appear to have taken you at your word but be intent on trapping you, or they will be bristling with guards.”

      Boravar grunted, “Regardless of the apparent number of guards, I think we would be safer to assume that they will have put in place more precautions than meet the eye.”

      “Very wise, Boravar.” The rock Bean had been using had become slick with fat. So he threw it into the deep waters of the river with a satisfactory plop and wandered down to the water’s edge to find a new rougher rock. “That will save us from having to second guess what the royal two are thinking. We’ll just assume the worst and make allowances for it.”

      “We will need a discussion with Stormaway if there are magical wards involved,” said String. “I don’t know enough about them to know how to get around them.”

      “Well, I think we should ask the woodfolk near the edge of the forest to observe the camp’s arrangements and let us know in time for us to be in position for Kosar and Jarand’s second night in the forest,” said Twig Snap firmly. “Ancient Elm and the others would be happy to help out.”

      “That would be helpful, certainly,” agreed Tarkyn, “But they won’t be able to report on the presence of magical wards, if there are any. You can’t see them until you trigger them…unless you do a revealing spell as Stormaway did in the encampment.”
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      Much the same discussion was taking place between the king and his twin as they rode south through fields and villages towards the Great West Road that would take them through the forest.

      Making sure they were out of earshot of their followers, Kosar said, “So how are we going to play this? Do we set up our campsite surrounded by guards, making it clear that we consider Tarkyn a public menace? Or do we give a semblance of nonchalance and provide ourselves the same level of protection that we have always done during visits to the woodlands?”

      Jarand shrugged, “I see little point in deploying more men. We have far less men between us this time than last time you entered the forest. You were easily bested with six hundred men….as was I with my eighty men,” he added hastily when he saw the beginnings of a frown on Kosar’s face. “You know the only sure defence against Tarkyn and his woodland army will be magical shields.”

      “Yes, I suppose so.” The king sighed. “It is so inconvenient though….particularly when I am inclined to think that they will be an unnecessary precaution. And there are so few people these days who can maintain shields for a reasonable length of time. You and I can, but we don’t want to be concentrating on maintaining shields. Your wizard, Journeyman, can. However, my wizard, Bookbinder Stargazer, may be a wealth of portents and information, but is not a practical fellow. I have eight handpicked elite guards who will be able to assist us but it will be a nuisance having shields over us the whole time.”

      “On the other hand, the two of us together make such a prime target for a possible pretender to the throne, Kosar. Despite his protestations, it is hard to imagine that Tarkyn could resist the opportunity.”

      The brothers were a striking pair, their travelling clothes richly embroidered and studded with small jewels; Kosar wearing black with blue and silver embroidery, Jarand in gunmetal grey embroidered in gold. Wavy auburn hair and piercing grey eyes set in a chiselled handsome face made each of them impressive in their own right, but the two of them together more than doubled the impact. As always, the king wore a thin band of gold, interwoven with filigree silver around his head to differentiate him from his twin.

      Kosar waved his hand languidly at villagers who had gathered by the side of the road to watch them pass, knowing full well how the two of them, mounted on fine chargers at the head of a large column of men, would strike them. “Yes, I know you think it unwise for us to travel together and you are probably right. But this is my kingdom and I refuse to be cowed into changing my intentions in fear of my renegade brother. I intend to proceed through the forest at my own choice of pace….but I concede that we must put up with the inconvenience of shields.” What he didn’t say was that he considered Jarand a far greater threat than Tarkyn, and it was more against his twin that he might need the protection of a shield as he slept.
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      Blast them!” exclaimed Tarkyn, in response to a report back from the woodfolk near the edge of the forest. “Now we’ll have to start our planning all over again. How can we penetrate their shields? We can’t.”

      “Never mind,” said Stormaway. “I’m not sure the idea of me disguising myself as one of the brothers and slipping into the king’s tent would have been all that safe. What if one of them had decided to go back to the tent himself or someone who had just seen the two of them together, had walked into me?”

      “Well, if you had wanted to place the basket of fruit and flowers while the king was sleeping, you couldn’t have disguised yourself as the king anyway. People would know he was already inside the tent,” protested Rainstorm. “And it wouldn’t be half so scary for him to discover that someone had been in his tent in his absence. It is much better if he thinks someone has entered the tent and stood over him while he slept.”

      “And the idea about you or Danton translocating into the tent and leaving the basket there won’t work either, will it Tarkyn, if they have a shield up?” When the prince shook his head, Harkell added, “Not that I liked that idea. I have reservations about either of you placing yourself at risk, just to deliver a basket of fruit and flowers.” He waved his hand to preclude a barrage of protests, “I know it’s more than just a basket of flowers but still…”

      “Besides,” added Danton, “we would be disoriented and nauseated for several seconds after we arrive by translocation, which would be very risky.”

      “Hmm,” Bean stroked his beard, deep in thought, “Now, if I remember correctly, the only way to get through a shield that is over someone, is to come up from underneath.”

      “Yes, Bean,” replied Tarkyn dryly, “But if you are thinking that I could send a mole or rabbit to tunnel up into Kosar’s tent carrying a basket of flowers, you need your head read. Not only would it be impossible for any animal to do that, but it would be obvious how they had got in. They would leave a mound of disturbed dirt, wouldn’t they?”

      Bean waved away Tarkyn’s objection. “I wasn’t thinking of that.” He gave a slight, distracted smile. “Not even with a single flower rather than a basket. No. I think we have to abandon the idea of leaving something in the king’s tent while he is in there, if he is shielded.” He glanced sideways with a complicit smile at String, “No. What we will have to do is to appear to leave something in the king’s tent while he is in there.”

      String slapped his knee in appreciation, “Good idea, Bean.”

      As one, the two scruffy trappers turned to the wizard, who raised his eyebrows in query.

      “Now, Stormaway,” said String. “Firstly, we will have to be slightly less ambitious with our gesture of shared commitment to Eskuzor’s future. Secondly, we need the combined talents of you and you,” here he transferred his gaze to Tarkyn, “our forest guardian. There will be no risk to either of you.”

      “And thirdly, we need something that will expand overnight,” added Bean. He looked around him, “Any ideas?”

      “I can use a minimising spell on the note,” said Stormaway, “as I do when I send notes by pigeon. But I could make this one a decaying spell so that it wears off before morning.”

      “Good. What about flowers and fruit? Will it work on them?”

      The wizard shook his head. “Doesn’t work very well on living matter. Too juicy. Tends to turn them to mush and then they don’t reconstitute properly.” He shrugged. “Besides, it’s a common spell. Their wizards will realize the note was there all along. In fact, their wizards are likely to recognise any magical trick I come up with.”

      “Hmph.” Bean scratched his fingers through his hair before pulling out a spiky twig that had been caught in it. “We’re a bit stuck, aren’t we?”

      “Perhaps Tarkyn could use his power as forest guardian to grow a vine under the side of the tent during the night,” suggested Lapping Water.

      “I couldn’t make a vine penetrate a shield and I couldn’t give a vine, or any other plant for that matter, power to grow that it could use later, even if we found a way to place it inside the tent before the shield was raised.”

      “Excuse me, Tarkyn,” came a timid, tinkling voice. As Tarkyn swung around to face her, Melting Snow started like a scared rabbit but held her ground. “A nightflower might work.” When Tarkyn nodded encouragement, she continued, “Nightflowers grow in only a few shaded dells deep within the forest. I wouldn’t think that any sorcerers had ever seen one.” A general murmur among both woodfolk and sorcerers confirmed this opinion. “They are called nightflowers because their buds unfurl overnight to produce large purple flowers before daybreak.”

      “This sounds promising… But do they close up during the day and open again the next night? Kosar and Jarand might then realise how they had been tricked.”

      “No,” replied Ancient Oak, coming to her aid, “Once opened, the nightflower blooms night and day for about a week before wilting and dying.” The woodman smiled warmly at her. “Good idea, Melting Snow.”

      Tarkyn caught his woodbrother’s eye and gave a knowing little smile. Ancient Oak coloured slightly and sent back a repressive frown. Sadly for Ancient Oak’s future peace, this did not go unnoticed by Rainstorm.

      “I hope these flowers don’t all bloom at once,” said String. “Because the chance of that occurring on the day we want them is pretty slim.”

      “About one in three hundred and sixty five, String,” said Bean prosaically.

      Lapping Water smiled. “We may just be in luck. By the most amazing stroke of good fortune, the nightflowers are due to bloom in three days’ time, on the night of the first full moon of summer.”

      Tarkyn and Boravar looked suitably impressed but String and Bean exchanged glances then looked at Lapping Water.

      “What a coincidence,” said String dryly.

      “Lapping Water?” queried Bean even more dryly.

      The woodwoman chuckled, “All right. Nightflowers blossom at various times from the end of Autumn into the first months of summer… and you can tell when each flower is about to bloom because purple streaks appear along the sides of its green bud.”

      “So what do we think? Will these flowers suffice?’ asked Tarkyn, conscientiously negotiating. “And is there time for someone to travel to and from one of these dells to collect some of these flowers?”

      As various woodfolk nodded, Stormaway said, “At the very least, it will make your brothers uncertain, especially if you can introduce the nightflowers into Kosar’s tent while it is guarded.”

      “It will do,” said Harkell decisively.
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      “Ready, Running Feet,” said Tarkyn briskly two days later, as the last of the sun’s rays winked out between the trees. “Let’s go.”

      The pair of them walked away from the firesite into the gloom of the overhanging trees. Despite the difference in height and power, Running Feet no longer felt the slightest anxiety in Tarkyn’s presence. He and the Forest Guardian had become a firm team that formed naturally any time that Tarkyn needed directional assistance in linking with an animal. When they were well away from the sound of voices, they found themselves a comfortable, mossy spot where they could sit with their backs against a fallen birch log.

      “So the first step, as I understand it,” said Tarkyn, “is to reconnoitre inside Kosar’s tent while he is seated with Jarand and their retainers around their campfire. So it looks like I will need to elicit the help of another little fieldmouse, doesn’t it?”

      Running Feet nodded, “I would say so. Anything much larger might attract attention….and may not be able to squeeze under the wall of the tent.”

      Tarkyn gave a grunt of laughter, “Let’s just hope this one doesn’t find any horse dung to eat.” He was rewarded by a flash of white in the darkness as Running Feet smiled in response. “Now, how far away and in which direction have they set up camp?”

      “Judging by information sent to us by various woodfolk, I would say they are about four miles away in a south easterly direction.”

      “Which is…?”

      A more protracted flash of white showed that Running Feet was grinning. “Don’t worry, Tarkyn. Just tune in and I will take your mind there.”

      “And do you know of a good rendezvous point to which I can direct this little mouse after we have finished our investigation?”

      “Just a minute. I will ask the closer woodfolk.” After a few minutes of silence, Running Feet said, “There is a dead, hollow oak about two hundred yards from the camp’s perimeter. Autumn Leaves and Lapping Water are taking some strong smelling cheese with them to the rendezvous to aid our mouse’s sense of direction.”

      Tarkyn chuckled, “Well, I hope I like the taste… though it would have to be better than horse dung.”

      By mutual consent, they stopped talking as Tarkyn tuned into Running Feet’s mind and was taken on a mental journey along a narrow path through dense foliage, out across a gorse-strewn heath, over the Great West Road, back into a great beech forest on its southern side and over a small stream.

      “The royal campsite is around here somewhere,” said Running feet. “Over to you.”

      Tarkyn let his mind wander across the forest floor looking for a little rodent mind. After several sweeps of the area, he found what he was looking for and, with a little nudge, connected with a small animal.

      As he made his presence felt and requested the animal to head towards the campsite, Tarkyn began to realise that there was a different quality about this rodent from the little field mouse he had connected with previously. This little character was brasher and less timid than the last. Far from being fearful about the prospect of entering the campsite, this animal was inquisitive and relished the possibility of an adventure.

      “You’ve found yourself a water rat, Tarkyn,” murmured Running Feet quietly. “She probably lives in the bank of that stream we just passed. A better choice, all things considered. She is quite a bit bigger and stronger. She will be a little easier to spot, but I expect she is practised at avoiding detection.”

      When Tarqun had first connected with animals, he hadn’t been able to talk to Running Feet until he had pulled out of the animal’s mind but as he become more adept, as long as he was careful to keep his focus, he could now do both at once.

      “Let’s hope so. I think she’s a bit of a risk taker. I’ll have to keep her in check, I suspect. Let’s go.”

      Even as Tarkyn spoke, his little co-conspirator scuttled towards the campsite. The water rat spotted the guards on the perimeter and sped straight towards one. At the last moment, just as Tarkyn was about to intervene, the cheeky rodent ducked into the shadow of a small shrub and watched until the guard came to the limit of his patrol and turned to walk the other way. As soon as the guard’s back was turned, the water rat sped in between the tents and headed straight towards the light of the fire.

      “What’s she think she’s doing?” demanded Tarkyn. “She’s going to be in amongst all the people in a minute.”

      Sure enough, the doughty water rat scampered right to the edges of the firelight, so close that Tarkyn could depict what his brothers were eating for dinner. There was no coincidence in this, as what was being had for dinner was foremost in the water rat’s mind. An attempt by Tarkyn to redirect the rat’s attention was met with a clear retort that food came before action.

      Since Kosar, Jarand, a couple of servants, Journeyman the shield wielder, and another thin-faced ferrety looking wizard were encased within a bluey grey haze, the water rat had to look elsewhere for falling titbits. She snuffled her way around the outside of the firelight until she had manoeuvred herself into the shadows close to a group of officers who were jettisoning bones and scraps of pie crust and bread into the darkness behind them.

      “Oh good!” murmured Tarkyn. “Just what I feel like. Table scraps!”

      Suddenly Tarqun’s mind came face to face with another rat. For several fraught moments, a pair of beady brown eyes glared at him before a particularly large chunk of pastry landed between the two rats and they realised that there was plenty for both of them.

      While the water rat was having her snack, Tarkyn was able to scan the surrounding area through her eyes. Kosar and Jarand’s tents were close behind them, clearly differentiated by their coloured canvas and the coat of arms over the doorway of each. There were guards standing on either side of each doorway and guards patrolling along the sides of the tents even though the securely pegged canvas walls would normally be sufficient defence against infiltration. After all, no man could crawl beneath the canvas wall, stretched tightly as it was between heavy pegs driven into the ground every three feet around the base of the tent. It might even be a tight squeeze for a rat. As the rat’s head came up from nibbling at another morsel of pastry, Tarkyn spotted another guard passing through the view between the two tents. So the rear of the tents was also patrolled.

      Tarkyn’s patience had run out. He gently increased his insistence in the water rat’s mind, pointing out that she could return later for a second course. As Tarkyn felt the rat giving this point her due consideration, he threw into the mix the thought of the smelly cheese that Lapping Water and Autumn Leaves were bringing. Immediately the little rat’s nose came up, twitching in anticipation.

      Tarkyn chuckled, “Greedy little bugger, isn’t she?”

      “Maybe she has a family waiting for her in the banks of the stream?” suggested Running Feet.

      When Tarkyn put this suggestion to her, he received back an image of tiny ones in her stomach.

      “Oh no! We can’t use her to do this!” exclaimed Tarkyn. “She’s pregnant! No wonder she’s so hungry.”

      Running Feet shrugged phlegmatically. “Show her what you’re asking her to do and give her the choice. If you ask me, I think she’ll go for the adventure and the cheese.”

      As indeed turned out to be the case. Following Tarkyn’s direction, the little rat scuttled around the perimeter of the firelight and, as soon as she spotted an opportunity when all heads were turned the other way, sped across a patch of open ground into the shadow of a tent peg.

      “Do we need her to go into Kosar’s tent now? Or should we just leave it until she has the gift to deliver?” asked Tarkyn.

      “If we have time, I think it would be better if she went in now, to make sure she can get under the canvas wall and to see where she can put it. It will be safer for her if she has had a chance to stake out the territory first.”

      Tarkyn nodded and conveyed their decision to the water rat. After a quick look around, the water rat nudged her way along the bottom of the tent wall until she reached the place midpoint between pegs, where there was the most give in the canvas. Here she pushed her way determinedly beneath the tent wall, flattening herself and scrabbling to get through.

      As she paused to get her breath, Tarkyn sent a wave of concern for her and her babies but received back an airy reassurance. Already, she was surveying the inside of the tent, her nose twitching as she smelled the aromas of scent, leather and men. It was dark in the tent and she could only see the bulk of large objects at first. She snuffled her way up a wooden pole and onto the king’s bed. She clambered over the pillow and then started with fright as she sank into the sumptuous eiderdown covering. Once she realised that she wasn’t going to keep sinking, she jumped about and rolled over on it, enjoying the sensation of her landings being cushioned. After a few moments, she shook herself, sent a cheery little exclamation and headed off to explore the large travelling chest on the other side of the tent.

      She climbed up a chair leg and from there jumped the short gap onto the top of the chest. She sniffed her way around a hairbrush, a closed razor and a china mug with a shaving brush placed neatly inside it. Then she came face to face with another rat in the gloom and squeaked with fright. She glared fiercely at the other rat who glared straight back at her.

      “How do I tell her it’s a mirror?” asked Tarkyn quietly.

      “Send her an image of her looking into the stream. She will have seen herself when she is drinking,” suggested the woodman.

      “Good idea.”

      When the rat received the image, she checked by weaving back and forth. Then she sniffed at the mirror with interest before turning away from it and ignoring it. From there, she climbed down onto the floor and scuttled over to inspect the row of boots against the back wall of the tent that stood beneath a rack of clothing. There were several knee length pairs of boots and a couple of pairs of ankle boots and three pairs of court shoes.

      “Wolves’ teeth!” exclaimed Running Feet. “What does one man want with all those shoes?”

      Tarkyn chuckled, “Oh. Those are not all his shoes. That is merely a small selection he has brought with him on the journey. In fact, I would say he is travelling quite light.” The prince grinned, knowing Running Feet would be oscillating between astonishment and censure. “Now you begin to see what I left behind me.”

      “And here I was, thinking you were a sensible person,” said the woodman trenchantly.

      “Sadly, no. And I have only changed from necessity not particularly from choice.”

      And yet Running Feet knew that the necessity the prince was talking about was his decision to absolve the woodfolk from the level of service he had received previously from sorcerers.

      The woodman grunted, “Hmm. Perhaps I am right, after all. You are sensible. You have placed our welfare above your material desires.”

      “Hmph. Well, I think dragging a travelling trunk and a large wardrobe of clothes through the treetops and the deep woodlands might have been a bit much to expect.” But saying that, they both knew he could have. “Anyway, back to the task at hand. I think the shaving mug will be the best place. We just have to make sure the stems of the nightflowers stand no higher than the rim. I’ll send Lapping Water an image of the shaving mug with the water rat standing beside it so she can tell to what height to trim the bud’s stems.”

      The little water rat had finished her inspection of the footwear and sent through an impatient query. In response, Tarkyn returned a wave of gratitude and directed her towards the hollow oak a little way from the campsite, where Lapping Water and Autumn Leaves waited with smelly cheese, a neatly tied package of nightflower buds and a tiny minimised parchment.
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remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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