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        Tamadil Royal Family:

        King Markazon (deceased)

        Queen, Markazon’s wife

        King Kosar, eldest son of King Markazon

        Prince Jarand, second son of King Markazon

        Prince Tarkyn, third son of King Markazon

      

        

      
        Courtiers:

        Danton Patronell, Lord of Sachmore, Tarkyn’s friend from childhood

        Andoran and Sargon, friends of Tarkyn at court.

        Stormaway Treemaster, wizard for Prince Tarkyn and King Markazon

        Journeyman Cloudmaker, Prince Jarand’s wizard

        Sergeant Torrigan

      

        

      
        Thieving Family:

        Old Ma

        Gillis, Old Ma’s son

        Tomas, Old Ma’s son

        Morayne, daughter of Tomas

        Charkon, son of Tomas

      

      

      
        
        Woodfolk

      

      

      
        
        Wanderers:

        Waterstone

        Sparrow, Waterstone’s daughter

        Autumn Leaves

        Thunder Storm

        Creaking Bough, Thunder Storm’s wife

        Rain on Water, Thunder Storm’s son

        Rustling Leaves
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        Lapping Water

        Summer Rain, healer

        Falling Rain, Summer Rain’s exiled brother

      

        

      
        Forestals:
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        Falling Branch, his son

        Sun Shower, Falling Branch’s wife

        Rainstorm, Falling Branch’s son
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        Ancient Oak

        Tree Wind

        North Wind

        Running feet

      

        

      
        Mountainfolk:

        Dry Berry

        Woodfolk near Tormadell

        Ancient Elm

      

        

      
        Captured Woodfolk:

        Golden Toad

        Rushwind

        Ibis Wings
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      Tarkyn threw himself to the ground and rolled beneath the red streak of light, coming up fast, close to his attacker. Before the other sorcerer could change the direction of his shaft, Tarkyn had surrounded himself in a translucent bronze shield. Gasping for breath, he stood within a foot of his opponent, hands on hips, giving what he hoped was an unnerving smile.

      As soon as he had recovered, he spun himself behind Andoran, his long black hair fanning out behind him, then dropped his shield and threw a shaft of bronze power at his opponent’s back. Andoran ducked. Tarkyn’s bronze beam shot over his opponent’s head and slammed into a rickety spectator stand. A wooden upright gave way with a resounding crack.

      Tarkyn watched in horror as, with ponderous grace, the makeshift stand sagged to one side. Dozens of panic-stricken spectators scrambled over each other, swarming onto the arena of the Harvest Tournament, desperate to get clear before the stand collapsed. Immediately Royal Guards surrounded the prince and his opponent to protect them from the rabble.

      From within the ring of guards, Tarkyn glanced up at the strong, well-built grandstand where the nobility and the rest of the Royal Family sat, well out of reach of any stray tournament-strength shafts of power.

      “I warned them that we should have stronger boundary shields,” he muttered. “It is not right to place people needlessly at risk.”

      Gradually the exclamations and shouts died down as the stand stayed stoically, if drunkenly, upright.

      With a show of bravura, a scruffy young lad with more courage than wisdom vaulted back onto the stand and seated himself in the front row. On hearing no creaking, a prim lady poked her beau in the ribs to push him up the steps before her. Then she gathered her skirts and calmly followed him to sit beside the scruffy youth in the best seats the stand had to offer.

      Seeing that the stand still held firm, the rest of the crowd, first in dribs and drabs, then in a steady flow, remounted the structure to resume their seats. Once the last of them was re-seated, the guards returned to their positions around the stadium and the competitors squared off once more.

      “Resume!” bellowed the referee.

      The two sorcerers circled each other, each protected within his shield. Suddenly Tarkyn’s shield winked out and he stood exposed but safe, as long as Andoran was putting his energy into maintaining his own shield. Andoran was now a step behind in the attack. After feinting right, then left, the red-headed sorcerer threw himself to the left, winked out his shield and thrust a shaft of power at the prince. But Tarkyn anticipated him and as he sidestepped the red attack, he drove a shaft of power at Andoran that caught him cleanly in the chest.

      Andoran yelped with pain, the referee blew his whistle and Tarkyn was declared the winner.

      As the prince reached out to haul his opponent up and shake his hand, tumultuous applause erupted from thousands of watching sorcerers. They rushed onto the arena, young and old, rich and poor, eagerly clustering around their victorious prince, but were kept at bay by a ring of protective guards. Tarkyn grinned and waved in response, then placed his arm across his worthy opponent’s shoulder to draw him into the congratulations. Andoran mastered his disappointment enough to produce a rueful smile and wave his acknowledgement to the crowd.

      Only the reaction of Tarkyn’s twin brothers marred the occasion. Even while responding to well-wishers, Tarkyn noticed the look of consternation that passed between Prince Jarand and the king. Concerned for my safety in the midst of this large milling crowd, he thought glumly. I hope Kosar is not so worried that he refuses me permission to compete again next year.

      The trumpets sounded, summoning Tarkyn to stand before King Kosar to receive the Harvest Tournament trophy. Still grinning at his achievement Tarkyn strode across the arena, but as he approached the king, he sobered up and with due decorum, produced a respectful bow. When he straightened before his brother, he expected Kosar to be smiling with pride. Instead, he received only a curt nod and a smile that did not reach Kosar’s hard grey eyes.

      “Congratulations, Tarkyn. Your power rivals our late father’s. Impressive.” The King’s voice was formal. As he handed his youngest brother the trophy, the crowd broke into renewed shouts of approbation. Kosar frowned. “You appear to have developed quite a following amongst the rabble.”

      “Yes Sire. I believe all your subjects are enjoying the Harvest Festival. Thank you for granting me the opportunity to compete.”

      Throughout the presentation, Tarkyn mulled over the significance of Kosar’s lack of enthusiasm. Kosar seemed distracted. Someone or something had upset him. Probably Jarand, thought Tarkyn. It usually is. At nineteen Tarkyn was seven years his brother’s junior and, whenever possible, avoided the constant tensions that surrounded the throne. Nevertheless, he passed his own actions under quick review, to assure himself that nothing he had done could be the cause of Kosar’s ill humour.

      With the formalities over, Tarkyn withdrew to change into more formal attire; a deep blue surcoat embroidered with gold thread over a white shirt tucked into black leggings. As soon as he returned to the Royal Box to view the afternoon’s events, a blonde, purple-eyed sorcerer bounced up to him and gave a small bow.

      “Ah, I am pleased to see that you managed to get away from your guard duties for a while, Lord Danton,” said Tarkyn, formal in a public forum.

      “Yes, Your Highness. So am I. I didn’t want to miss your match. Well done, Sire. That was a great effort to beat Andoran. He has been practising for weeks, you know.”

      Tarkyn smiled, “I wondered about that. I was sure he had improved.”

      As the afternoon wore into evening, the Royal party retired to the great dining hall in the castle to preside over the Harvest Feast. The great dining hall was rarely used; only on Festival days and to entertain visiting heads of state. Its stone vaulted ceiling soared above three rows of long, heavy Oregon tables, lit by huge candelabras and three enormous chandeliers. Today, representatives of every guild, town and shire had been invited but only the highest nobility sat at the king’s table.

      All evening, Kosar was unusually genial to his twin brother.

      Tarkyn leaned over and murmured in Danton’s ear, “The king seems more at ease now. It is good to see my brothers getting on so well. They seem to be at loggerheads more often than not, these days.”

      “Yes Sire, it is certainly more congenial when they are in harmony with each other,” said Danton carefully.

      Tarkyn raised an eyebrow. “But…?”

      Danton grimaced, “But someone else always suffers when they unite.”

      “With justification, I presume?” A note of hauteur warned Danton to go no further.

      Danton met the unwavering gaze of Tarkyn’s amber eyes and heaved a small sigh. “Just so, Sire.” A few minutes later, he stood and bowed, “If you will excuse me, Sire, I am on guard duty on the east gate of the city in two hours’ time. I will attend you tomorrow.”

      Tarkyn nodded farewell and returned his attention to the steady but discreet stream of well-wishers who, throughout the evening, had been vying for a chance to offer their congratulations.

      By midnight, the last guests had been finally ushered out. The rigours of the tournament, followed by an afternoon in the glare of the public eye, had taken its toll. Tarkyn took his leave of his family and fell into bed exhausted, his mind spinning with the events of the day. Gradually, the castle fell silent and Tarkyn fell asleep.

      In the early hours of the morning, his quiet was shattered by someone thumping on his bedchamber door. When he dragged himself out of bed to answer the door, tousled and half asleep, Tarkyn found himself surrounded by embarrassed guardsmen who requested politely but firmly that he accompany them to the Great Hall.

      The prince frowned, then nodded curtly, “Send for my man.”

      When the guards hesitated, Tarkyn met the eyes of one man he had known since childhood and raised an eyebrow, “Is it so urgent? Surely you do not expect me to present myself in my night garments?”

      Despite his orders, the guard bowed, “Your Highness, the king is even now awaiting your presence. But I will assist you to dress, if you will allow me.”

      As the prince inclined his head graciously, no one could have known the disquiet he felt at being isolated from his servants. The guards waited awkwardly while the prince dressed, unhurriedly but not gratuitously wasting time until, with a final nod at his reflection, Tarkyn indicated that he was ready.

      Under normal circumstances no guard would dare to lay hands on him, and Tarkyn was not sufficiently concerned at this point to put it to the test; instead allowing himself to be escorted to the Great Hall. For their part, the guards made no move to restrain him.

      Their footsteps echoed in the quiet of the night as they strode down the polished stone corridor of the palace, past closed bedchamber doors behind which palace advisors, courtiers and their families lay sleeping. For the guardsmen, the statues and portraits that they passed represented the history of Eskuzor and the bedrock of its society, while the quiet prince they escorted was a living embodiment of that heritage. But for Tarkyn, it was more than that; he walked between ranks of his own family, stretching back over forty-eight generations of monarchs: some frowning down at him, some regarding him benignly, many of them great rulers, and others whose lives were mentioned only in hushed whispers. Their heritage demanded high expectations of him but also provided a foundation of strength and dominion stretching back over a thousand years.

      They reached the top of the sweeping stone staircase. Except for the guards standing on either side of the great, carved wooden doors at the front of the palace, the entrance hall was deserted. Without a word, the soldiers marched with their charge down the stairs and out into the night.

      The shuttered shops of Tormadell’s main street presented blind eyes to the procession that passed before them. If anyone watched, they did so without betraying their presence. As they passed an alley, an orange cat streaked out into the road and seeing the soldiers stopped dead, arching its back and hissing its displeasure at them. In an upstairs room, a baby started crying and a dim light was kindled but no one came to the window to witness the passage of the prince.

      When they entered the Great Hall, Tarkyn saw that it had been set up as a court. At the far end, the king sat behind a huge raised wooden table with Prince Jarand by his side. Tarkyn’s stomach turned over as he wondered wildly what he had done. He realised his knees had begun to tremble and he hoped desperately that they would hold him as he walked down the length of the hall. When finally he stood before his brother, Tarkyn gave a low bow. His heart thumped slowly within his chest, beating time with a vein in his temple, as he straightened and stared up at his brother, “You sent for me, Your Majesty?”

      Suddenly Tarkyn found himself plunged from lauded victor to accused felon, standing trial on a charge of damaging public property and endangering life. In a daze, he listened as his own brother passed sentence on him; that he must foreswear his magic for four years or face imprisonment. With rising panic, he knew he could not allow them to take his magic. Nor could he face imprisonment. Once he was away from public sight, he knew he would never see the light of day again. Faced with the horror of such a future, Tarkyn threw up his shield.

      Kosar leaned forward and glared down at him. “Tarkyn, how dare you defy me? You will accept the judgement of this court.”

      “My liege, please, I cannot.” Tarkyn went down on one knee. “Sire, I have always been your loyal subject. The public stand should have had shields to protect it from off-target shafts of power. I raised this with the organisers before the tournament, but they dismissed my concerns. Other shafts went wide. The only difference is that mine hit a stand. Please reconsider.”

      But justice played no part in Tarkyn’s trial and so his plea was irrelevant.

      “Even if I may have reconsidered before, the fact that you raise your shield against me shows us all too clearly the limits of your loyalty and the reason that your magic must be forfeited.” Kosar glared at him, “My judgement stands. Release your shield!”

      Tarkyn’s heart hardened within him. Never again would he bend his knee in submission. He stood slowly and straightened to his full height. He glanced around the room at the closed faces of the guards. No one met his eyes. He brought his gaze back to bear on his brother and said with quiet dignity, “I am truly sorry, Your Majesty…but I will not.”

      A charged silence followed. At the king’s nod, the guards closed in.

      “Bring him to me when he succumbs,” ordered Kosar. With that, Jarand and he rose and passed through a private exit, leaving their younger brother to his fate.

      Tarkyn stood motionless within his bronze dome, head held high, masking his desperation. For a moment, no one moved.

      Then one guard, more jittery than the rest, threw a bolt of blue power at him. Tarkyn flinched. But instead of blocking the power, Tarkyn’s shield reflected it, dropping the guard like a stone.

      Pandemonium broke out. Tarkyn held his focus, knowing nothing could touch him if he held firm. But now, every guard in the room attacked. Swords, arrows and beams of magic drove at the beleaguered prince from all sides. Every arrow or shaft of power that struck the bronze dome around him reflected back at a different angle, ricocheting around the Great Hall, injuring and killing guards randomly.

      The air fizzed with a maze of dazzling colours as shafts of magic zig-zagged crazily around the Great Hall. All around him guards died, either killed by reflected power or arrows. The constant assault of ricocheting power pockmarked the vast cream walls of the Hall, sending chunks of plaster spraying down on the unshielded guardsmen. But still the guards kept up their attack. In the midst of it all, Tarkyn simply stood there, stunned into immobility but rigidly holding his focus as arrows, beams of magic and masonry assailed him from every side before careening off his shield to add to the bedlam.

      Then cracks began to appear in the ceiling and pillars. Within moments, aggression turned to fear. Anyone left standing turned tail and ran. With the imminent collapse of the Great Hall, the guards’ desperate efforts to save themselves thrust all other considerations aside.

      Dimly, Tarkyn realised that while the guards were preoccupied, he had to find a way out. Unnoticed, he crawled beneath the huge wooden table and finally released his shield. He strained his mind to remember the words of the re-summoning spell he had read, desperately hoping that he could make it work. He drew a deep breath and, focusing his will on his surcoat, muttered, “Maya Mureva Araya…” Between one breath and the next, he felt himself disintegrate into oblivion before landing nauseated but safe, at the origin of his clothing in a tailor’s shop near the edge of town.
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      For some little while he lay there, wrestling with the shock of the ‘disintegration’ that he had endured in the course of his translocation. He nearly vomited at the thought of it. But as he recovered, he felt a certain satisfaction that his spell had worked. The events in the Great Hall crowded at the edges of his mind, but he could not yet allow himself to think about the scene of devastation he had left behind.

      Once the feeling of sickness had passed, Tarkyn realised he was lying on a long wooden workbench. He rolled off the bench to land cat-like on his feet, then stood up slowly, grasping the edge of the bench for support while he regained his sense of balance. A strange combination of dull orange light from a street lamp a little way down the road and moonlight from outside picked out vague shapes in the darkened workroom. As his eyes became accustomed to the dim light, he realised that the mounds in the corner were in fact neatly stacked piles of cloth. Completed shirts, surcoats, cloaks and leggings hung in racks along the rear wall. It was the middle of the night and the workmen were all at home in their beds. It seemed no apprentices slept on the premises. He let out a sigh, thinking that luck was with him.

      “Oh, very lucky!” he said sourly to himself. For a moment the enormity of his situation threatened to overwhelm him, but he resolutely kept his mind in the present, knowing he could not afford the luxury of reflection until he was well away from Tormadell.

      Although his own surcoat had been made here, he had never been to this workshop himself. All fittings were done at the palace. So he had no idea where he was. As he sat on a pile of cut cloth wondering what to do next, he gradually became aware of distant shouting. Several times, he heard running footsteps on the cobbles outside the factory. When the shouting drew nearer, for horrified moments he thought that the guards had worked out his location. But no. It was merely townsfolk regaling each other with the drama of the Great Hall’s collapse and urging each other to venture forth to see the spectacle.

      Tarkyn considered his situation. He knew how to fight, but other than that, he had had no training in looking after himself. He had been pandered to from the moment he was born. Now, the obstacles facing him even to procure breakfast in a few hours’ time seemed insurmountable. He had never had to deal with money and did not have any on him now. And even if he did have money, he could not risk being seen to buy anything. Not only was he a well-known public figure, but any circulated description of his long black hair, his height and his unusual amber eye colour would make him eminently recognisable.

      After some careful thought he decided that, with an uncertain future ahead of him, he would need resources. He would not turn to his friends and jeopardise their safety but somehow he had to get back into the palace and retrieve at least some of his personal jewellery. Now seemed as good a time as any; in fact it was probably better than most. All eyes would be on the demise of the Great Hall.

      With a wry smile, he focused carefully on himself, better prepared this time for the feeling of disintegration and murmured, “Maya Mureva Araya…”

      He expected to land in his mother’s bed where he had been born but in fact, he landed in the king’s huge four-poster bed. As he fought against the nausea, he shook his head. This spell is dangerously unpredictable. Returning to the place of one’s creation is open to more than one interpretation. He shuddered as a thought struck him, Oh lord. At least it didn’t try to put me back inside my mother.

      A sound in the corridor brought his attention back to his surroundings. Even if the present king were elsewhere, he realised, there would always be a guard at his door. A fire glowed in the stone hearth, keeping the room warm ready for the king’s return. Bright moonlight streamed in through the window, bathing the padded armchairs and the fine, ornate writing desk in soft, silvery light. In the distance Tarkyn could still hear the sounds of turmoil but within the palace, everything seemed quiet.

      Tarkyn considered his options. He could take some of the king’s jewellery in exchange for his own, leaving a note to that effect, but he suspected that Kosar would publicise the loss of his jewellery and suppress the explanation. Tarkyn did not want grand larceny added to the other accusations against his name.

      He could not hope to beguile the guard by passing himself off as his brother. The king and Jarand were noticeably shorter than he, had grey eyes and wore their auburn hair at shoulder length. Only the set of their features showed their relationship.

      Tarkyn crossed to the window and opened it. Two hundred yards away, crowds of people clustered around the remains of the Great Hall. Only one corner of the monumental old building was left standing. The rest lay in piles of tumbled stone. Even as he watched, the last section gave way and crashed to the ground, sending up a billow of white dust. The sounds of shouting redoubled as spectators and workmen scrabbled away from the falling masonry. A knot of activity centred around one particular group, and when the crowds parted he could see his mother, the dowager queen, talking intently with guards, workmen and townspeople. Tarkyn felt sick at the thought of the guardsmen who must have been trapped inside the building as it fell.

      He shook his head to clear it. There was nothing he could do to help them. He had to find a way out of the king’s room, retrieve what he had come for and leave. He took a moment to peer down two storeys to the lawns below. Too exposed. No way of escape there. After a bit of thought, he moved quickly to the king’s writing desk and rummaged around until he found some parchment. He tore it quietly into strips and placed it along the inside of the door. Then he lit a taper from the coals of the fire, set the parchment alight and waited.

      As the smoke seeped out into the corridor, he heard a muttered exclamation, followed by the precipitous entry of the guard. Tarkyn stepped behind him and closed the door. At the sound the guard swung round, his eyes widening at the sight of the prince.

      As the guard’s hand went to his sword, Tarkyn sent a thin blast of power into the man’s forearm. The guardsman reeled back, clutching his arm in pain. Tarkyn said quietly, “I do not want to hurt you further. But if you make any move to attack me, I will retaliate.”

      The guard lurched towards Tarkyn, “I cannot allow you to threaten our king. I must protect him, even if it means my life.”

      Tarkyn waved his hand languidly and muttered, “Shturrum”, freezing the man in his tracks. The prince raised his eyebrows. “I would expect no less. That is, after all, your duty. However, you have my assurance that I intend the king no harm. I am merely passing through.” He considered the guard dispassionately, “I am afraid I will have to tie you up so that I can make good my escape. I will not gag you if you hold your peace.” He shrugged, “Besides, I doubt that there is anyone near enough to hear you at the moment.” Saying that, he dragged the tasselled rope from the king’s dressing gown and used it to tie the guard’s hands behind him, before waving his hand to release the spell. Then he frogmarched the guard over to the huge four-poster bed, sat him down unceremoniously on the eiderdown and tied him to an upright.

      The guard watched warily as Tarkyn stepped back to survey his handiwork. After a moment, Tarkyn met his eyes, “And now, guardsman, if I leave you like this, you will avoid excessive punishment, I think.”

      “I do not wish to avoid punishment. I have failed in my duty,” replied the guard stiffly.

      “Don’t be such a martyr. I have already told you; the king is safe. And I do not wish my actions to be the cause of your suffering, any more than they already are.”

      “Huh! From what I hear, your actions tonight have caused a great deal more suffering than this. I can’t imagine why you would concern yourself with me.”

      The prince’s mouth set in a thin line. “You forget yourself.”

      Under Tarkyn’s unbending stare, the guardsman lowered his head. “I beg your pardon, Your Highness. Tonight’s events have confused us all.”

      “That may be so,” Tarkyn conceded, “But whatever else I may be held to be, I am still a prince of Eskuzor…and you and anyone else who crosses my path would do well to remember that.”

      At that, the guardsman raised his head and subjected Tarkyn to a long considering stare. But before he could voice his thoughts, Tarkyn crossed quickly to the door, listening intently. With a brief nod at the guardsman, he opened the door and slipped out into the dimly lit corridor. It was deserted. He headed to his right, his nerves jangling, expecting at any moment that one of the doors he passed would open. The sound of his footsteps, despite his best efforts at stealth, echoed around the stone walls. With a grimace at the delay, he risked a few moments to take off his boots. Holding them in one hand, he crept on stockinged feet to the top of the staircase.

      Suddenly he heard the voices of his brothers coming towards him from somewhere below in the central hallway. He stepped back and pressed himself into an alcove, finding shelter behind a large statue of his great grandmother. As he listened, a messenger ran to catch up with the king and reported, “Your Majesty, there is still no news. The entire building has collapsed in on itself. Workmen are even now trying to reach those trapped beneath the rubble. The streets are filled with anxious relatives and onlookers. There have been no sightings of your brother the prince, Sire, and until what is left of the interior is breached, it is too early to say whether he still lives.”

      “Thank you,” said Kosar gravely. As Tarkyn heard the messenger’s footsteps gradually fade into the distance, the king spoke again. “Jarand, I think we must go out into the street and show our concern for our people.” He sighed heavily. “Blast Tarkyn! How did he have the power to destroy the Great Hall? It will cost a literal fortune to rebuild.”

      Relieved, Tarkyn realised that Kosar had no immediate plans to climb the stairs and return to his bedchamber.

      “Unfortunate, I agree,” Jarand’s voice echoed up the stairs, “But at least we have achieved what we set out to do. We have removed the risk of Tarkyn’s pretensions to your throne.”

      Above them, Tarkyn listened in stunned disbelief.

      “Just as well. Clearly his power is – was - excessive…and far too many people applauded his victory. But look at that mess out there! I was hoping to remove him with a minimum of fuss.” Kosar came into sight, heading towards the front door, his twin brother beside him. “I don’t know what happened after we left, but somehow he held off my entire Royal Guard and then destroyed the building around him.”

      “Pointless. Juvenile theatrics; petty revenge at the cost of self-sacrifice. He must have known he could not win. And now he has been crushed with all the others.” Jarand sounded spine-chillingly unconcerned. “Even if Tarkyn has somehow survived, his popularity won’t have. He will be the most reviled man in Eskuzor.”

      “I will make sure of that,” said the king grimly.

      Tarkyn gave a little frown, knowing these words should upset him. And yet his brothers’ betrayal, followed by the horror of his trial and its wake of destruction, had so numbed his mind that his popularity seemed of little significance. In fact, when he thought about it, his unpopularity would be merely one more obstacle in his already impossible future.

      As their voices faded away, Tarkyn found he had no energy left to care that the cost of the Great Hall mattered more to them than he did. He waited for a few minutes before easing himself out from behind his great grandmother’s statue to resume his journey across the top of the staircase. He followed the corridor for another fifty yards until he came to the door of his room.

      He listened briefly before slipping into the haven of his own bedchamber. He glanced at his mahogany four-poster bed, noting that someone had already pulled the embroidered eiderdowns straight and plumped up the pillows. All around him were the objects of his life that he would have to leave behind: his trophy, books that he treasured, a small painting of his father, and various gifts and mementoes that he had kept despite carefully worded protests from his servants about the clutter. Almost he wished that he had not returned. Seeing what he must leave behind highlighted the extent of his loss.

      Thrusting his regrets aside, Tarkyn walked to his dressing table where his jewellery box stood in full view. He searched through his drawers until he found a drawstring leather bag and, with no regard for the beauty or delicacy of the finely wrought, gem-encrusted pieces, shovelled his jewellery wholesale into it. He glanced at the door of his dressing room, considering the wisdom of taking some clothes with him, but he had limited time and no idea what clothing he should pack for himself. He had to return to the tailor’s well before the start of the working day. In the end, he stuffed a couple of shirts into a bag and grabbed only his travelling cloak and hunting knife. Then he spent precious minutes penning a note to say that he had taken his own jewellery, to protect his servants from accusations of theft.

      As he blotted his note, he took one last look around. He attached the sheath of his knife to his belt, and slipped the leather purse into a deep pocket in his leggings. Then he placed the cloak around his shoulders and took a firm hold on his bag, before focusing on his surcoat one more time.
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      As soon as he had re-oriented himself in the quiet of the tailor’s shop, Tarkyn crossed to the door and turned the handle. The handle turned, but the door did not give when he pulled or pushed it.

      “Blast. It’s locked, of course. And no doubt the tailor has the key on his person.” Tarkyn threw his hands up, “Now what?”

      After a few moments of frustration, it occurred to him that there might be another exit. Sure enough, a sturdy wooden door, bolted on the inside, led into a back alley. Tarkyn cautiously drew back the bolt, opened the door and peered out into the darkness. This established little more than the fact that no one was standing beside the door waiting to pounce on him. Taking his chances he slipped out into the alleyway, pulled the door behind him and waited for his eyes to adjust. The alley was in deep shadow; the buildings too high to admit the moonlight and no streetlamp nearby to cast away the darkness. He stood with his back to the door, listening. Off to his left, he could faintly hear the noise of the crowd gathered at the remains of the Great Hall. With his hand trailing against the alley wall for guidance, he headed to his right.

      He crept along until the alley intersected a small road. Here he took a left and then a right hand turn into another alley that led him all the time further from the sounds of the crowds and away from the centre of the city. This was, in fact, the sum total of his plan at this stage; to reach the edge of the city and from there, to get well away from houses and people. Without having thought it through, Tarkyn had a vague idea that the further from Tormadell he went, the less likely people would be to recognise him or to have heard what had happened tonight.

      He moved quickly and quietly through the dark streets, pulling back into the shadows to wait each time he heard a noise or saw any signs of movement. But very few people were out and about in the depth of the night so he was able to make good time. Twice a small band of soldiers marched past down a cobbled street, but the alleys provided plenty of cover at night and Tarkyn was able to draw back into doorways and remain unobserved until they passed.

      At times, his nose screwed up at the smells of urine and refuse that wafted at him through the darkness. Once, he tripped over a pile of rubbish and his foot clanged loudly against a metal drum. An upstairs window opened abruptly and the tousled head of a middle aged woman popped out, “Who’s down there making all that noise?”

      Another window opened and a raucous voice demanded, “What’s going on? Who’s sneaking around my back gate?”

      Tarkyn stood still in the shadows, scarcely breathing. Suddenly a cat broke cover and, with a bloodcurdling yowl, tore off down the alleyway.

      “Oh! Bloody cats! I might have known,” The owner of the first voice slammed the window down in disgust and retreated. The second window banged shut in answer.

      Tarkyn waited, hunkered down beside the metal drum, until he was sure that all was quiet again. A lot of cats in Tormadell, he thought, before feeling his way carefully past the offending metal drum and resuming his journey.

      By the time he had neared the edge of town, he found he was moving more surely and realised that the first faint touch of dawn was showing him the details of the buildings around him and the cobbles beneath his feet. He noticed with distaste the grime ground into the walls of three storey dwellings, gates hanging askew and rotting food scraps strewn carelessly into the alley. Everywhere around him were signs of poverty and decay. Anyone who lived there would have seen that, in fact, some of the buildings were well kept; clean and recently painted. But Tarkyn, overwhelmed by his first sight of the poorer quarters of town, was horrified.

      His next disquieting discovery was that many people rose a lot earlier than he did. Even on mornings when he made an extraordinary effort to rise early to go hunting, he still left his bed well after sunrise. He was aware that his servants had to be up before him but he had somehow assumed that their early rising was peculiar to their profession. Yet out here in the town, many people were appearing on the streets well before the sun had risen.

      And with the brightening light, Tarkyn was in real danger. The safety of his dark back alleys was being stripped from him minute by minute. At any time, someone could give him a second look and recognise him. And his travelling cloak, beautifully tailored from fine russet-dyed wool and embroidered with silver thread, although workaday by his standards, stood out like a beacon of excellence among the clothes of tradesmen.

      For the time being, he could think of nothing to do but keep his hood up, his head down and walk on, looking for somewhere to lie low as he went. As a strategy, this was destined for failure.

      He had not gone two blocks before he became aware that someone was quietly following him. As he passed a side alley he caught a glimpse of a slight, ragged figure running parallel with his course in the next alley along and another creeping up through the shadows towards him. When a larger figure appeared in the mouth of the alley ahead of him, Tarkyn gave up all hope of passing undetected, backed himself up against the side wall and waited.

      In all, there were five of them; two tough-looking men, an even tougher-looking old woman and two scrawny teenagers; a boy of about fourteen and a girl of thirteen. They closed in on him slowly until they stood just beyond arm’s length in a semi-circle around him.

      The silence lengthened but none of them made a move towards him. Eventually Tarkyn, never good at waiting, cleared his throat and asked, “May I help you?”

      The taller man guffawed, “Oh, that’s a good one. Can he help us?” He turned to his companions, “What do you think? Can he help us?” Suddenly he turned back to the prince and snarled, revealing yellowed, jagged teeth, “Of course you can bloody help us. You’re rich. We’re poor. We want your money.”

      It dawned on Tarkyn that they would not believe him if he told them that he had none. So instead he said, “I can imagine you might. You certainly look to be in need of a good meal and decent clothes. Perhaps we could come to some arrangement.”

      “Perhaps we could.” The old woman’s mouth stretched into a sneer as she drew a long knife from within her skirts. “We can agree to let you live, if you agree to give us your money.”

      His would-be attackers saw a slight smile appear within the hood’s shadow. “That was not quite the arrangement I had in mind.”

      The smile unnerved them. Suddenly the boy asked, “Where’s your sword? Someone like you usually has a sword.”

      The smile broadened. “I only use my sword for show. I find it a clumsy weapon and have no need of it to defend myself.”

      “Hmp. Dad uses magic to fight too, you know. So don’t think you’re safe.”

      Although the thieves were unaware of it, Tarkyn did not want to use his shield or his attacking power. His magic’s colour was unique and would give away his identity as surely as his physical appearance would. He inclined his head, “Thank you for warning me, young man. And what about the rest of you?”

      “Shut yer face, you stupid lad!” The shorter man cuffed the boy across the back of the head before snarling at Tarkyn, “Don’t think we’re going to tell you what magic we each have. We’re not. You don’t need to know about us. All you need to know is that we all carry knives and know how to use them.”

      “I’m pleased to hear it. This looks to be a rough area. I can imagine you might need to defend yourselves.”

      The two men looked baffled as their attempts to intimidate Tarkyn were met with frustration. The old woman sighed in irritation, and snapped, “Idiots! Don’t stand there talking. Get his purse.”

      As the thieves surged forward, Tarkyn waved his hand and incanted, “Shturrum.”

      They froze where they stood. Tarkyn then bodily lifted the girl to hold her against him, facing outwards. With a flourish he produced his hunting knife and, with the eyes of his victims following his every move, placed the knife carefully against her throat. He could feel the coarse material of her dress, stiffened with dirt, beneath his hand as he waved his fingers to release his spell. He had not mistaken the thieves’ closeness. With the girl in his power, the rest of the family backed off.

      “Now, about that arrangement we were discussing…”

      Half an hour later found them in a disused, partly demolished warehouse, down near the river. Tarkyn noted the pitiful rags and scrounged implements of their belongings piled against a wall. Threadbare blankets were strewn in cleared patches in the rubble. They were not very clever thieves, he decided.

      Tarkyn still held the girl in front of him. With his face in the shadow of his hood and the knife at the girl’s throat, his tall, cloaked figure exuded menace. The other four thieves stood around him, taut and wary, waiting for the slightest opportunity to recover their kin.

      “And now that we are safely out of view, we can talk.” Tarkyn studied their thin, sullen faces. “You seem to have a lean, hungry look about you. Perhaps you need to eat first.”

      “We was just off to pinch something from the baker’s when we spotted you, prime for the picking…at least that’s what we thought.” The boy scuffed his foot in the dust. His shoe was coming apart at the seams and the sole was hanging off at the front.

      “I see. Perhaps I can do something about that.” Tarkyn glanced at the old woman. “Now, I wish to make you a proposition. Although at the moment, I hold the balance of power, I do not hold all the knowledge and so I will listen if you raise objections. Do you understand?”

      “Some of us are not as stupid as others,” said the old woman acerbically. “State your terms.”

      “I need something sold for me. In return, I will give you one half of its value. Unless I am much mistaken, even that will set you up for life.”

      The old woman folded her arms, “And why would you pay us when you don’t need to?”

      He looked around at their squalid living conditions. “Because I am not a thief and will pay you for your services. Besides, you are right. You are poor and need the money.”

      “And if we agree to do this, will you let my granddaughter go unharmed?”

      Tarkyn shook his head regretfully. “Not until you have delivered all of the money to me with a receipt from the buyer. And in addition, I will need to be safely out of town before I let her go. I don’t want you sneaking up on me again as soon as my back is turned.”

      The old woman glanced a query at the two men and received brief nods in return. “Yeah, we agree.” She spat on the ground, “Don’t have much choice, do we? What do you want sold?”

      “Just a minute,” Tarkyn stood up, transferred his knife to his right hand, and held the tip of it against the girl’s ribs so that he could free up his left hand to feel in his pocket and rummage through the leather purse. After considerable fumbling through larger pieces, his hand finally closed on a small diamond pin that he used to hold his necktie in place.

      As he withdrew his hand from his pocket, the girl took her chance on his divided attention. She yanked herself to her left and around, driving her right arm back towards him. A small knife flashed in her hand. All Tarkyn could do in time to avoid the knife was to let her go and jump backwards out of range. At the same time the two men came at him from either side, the grandmother closed in beside the girl and the boy circled around to come at him from the back. With the thieves so spread around him, Tarkyn could not use his freezing spell on all of them. The girl swivelled into a crouch, her eyes filled with hatred, ready to slash up at him. No use now, thought Tarkyn, to tell her that I would not have harmed her.

      Then, as Tarkyn stood balanced on the balls of his feet, preparing for the inevitable attack, the fire died in her eyes and she sank to kneel on one knee. Slowly, she turned her knife and presented the hilt.

      “Your Highness, forgive me,” she whispered. “I would never have attacked, if I’d known it was you.”

      The grandmother put her hands to her mouth and gasped before she too sank to her knees. The two men, a little slower on the uptake, sent puzzled glances at the two women before turning to stare at him. Then they too knelt before him.

      Belatedly, Tarkyn realised that his hood had fallen down as he had jumped backwards. “Oh blast,” he murmured to himself, unmoved by their obeisance, “This was not my intention at all.”

      Neither the prince nor the thieves found it at all strange that they who defied the law on one hand, could still revere the royal family on the other. But now Tarkyn was in a real dilemma. Obviously the family knew nothing about the events at the Great Hall, but as soon as they ventured forth into the market place, they would hear. While he pondered what to do, a slight sound from behind made him spin around just as the boy’s arm whipped forward. Tarkyn ducked, even as the men shouted, “No. Stop!” and a knife whistled over his head to lodge in a wooden upright, only inches to one side of the women.

      “No. You stupid boy!” yelled his father, desperation in his voice. “Don’t you know your own prince? Get down on your knees and beg his forgiveness.”

      Dawning understanding of what he had just done brought horror to the son’s eyes as his gaze swung wildly from father to prince. Knowing he had just committed a hanging offence, he turned on his heel and bolted.

      Tarkyn was not sure that a clear command would penetrate the boy’s panic so he murmured “Shturrum,” and dropped the boy in his tracks. “Bring him to me,” he said quietly.

      “Please, Your Highness,” pleaded the father, “He was behind you. He didn’t realise who you were.”

      “I said, ‘Bring him to me,’” repeated Tarkyn evenly.

      It occurred to none of them that, at five to one, the odds were still stacked well in the thieves’ favour. Centuries of rule by the Tamadil family had elevated its members to almost omnipotent status in the minds of the common people. Tarkyn removed his spell and waited until the man and his son were knelt before him. Tears rolled down the boy’s face, leaving pale streaks on his dirty face while beside him, the father’s face was a mask of misery. For the longest minute of their lives, the prince looked down on them silently.

      Then he said, “You did well to do as I asked.” The father looked, if anything, more stricken, until Tarkyn added gently, “I would not be so cruel as to force a man to bring his son to his own execution.”

      Relief washed over the father. “Thank you, Your Highness. Thank you.”

      Tarkyn considered them, kneeling before him, “It is not just your son who has transgressed against me. You know, don’t you, that all your lives should be forfeit. But because you did not know who I was, I will not exact that punishment. Equally, for reasons I will explain later, I will not turn you over to the city watch.”

      “See? He’s a fine young prince, he is,” cackled the grandmother, a hysterical edge of relief in her laughter. “He’s kind, this one. That’s why he’s the best loved of the royal brothers.”

      Tarkyn was startled, but after a moment’s reflection, smiled wryly to himself. Even if that were true yesterday, it won’t be today.

      “Here, grandmother. Let me help you up.” As he put out his hand and drew the old woman to her feet, he could see that, much as she tried to hide it, it was a struggle for her to get herself up off her stiff knees.

      “Thank you, Sire.” She cocked a sharp eye at her sons, “You two could learn some manners from His Highness here.”

      The taller man grunted, still on his knees, “You don’t have to kneel for us in the first place.”

      Tarkyn raised his eyebrows and the man muttered an apology and subsided into silence. “The rest of you may also rise.” He turned to the girl and offered her his hand, “And I am sorry that I treated you so poorly. It is not my usual practice to intimidate young ladies. I hope you were not too afraid. I would never have hurt you.”

      The teenager blushed at being called a young lady then nodded casually, “Yeah, I didn’t think you would, Your Highness.” In response to Tarkyn’s evident surprise, she explained, “You were not very rough, you know. And half the time you forgot to hold the knife against my throat. Your hand kept dropping. And even when you did, you did it gently.”

      “Hmm. Well, I must say it is not a skill I wish to develop.” Tarkyn shuddered inwardly at the experience of violence that lay behind her casually uttered words. He sat down on the large block of stone and crossed his ankles, “So now that you know who I am, we may need to renegotiate our terms.”

      The grandmother bowed, “Of course, Your Highness. You have only to request it, and it shall be done.”

      “Blast!” muttered the shorter man to his brother, “I thought we was onto a bit of a winner here.”

      Tarkyn raised his eyebrows, “I beg your pardon?”

      The shorter man pulled his forelock, “Beg pardon, Your Highness.” He glanced sideways and murmured, “Sharp ears.”

      “Very sharp,” said Tarkyn, “And I would appreciate it if you would refrain from making little asides in my presence.” He waited for them to absorb this. Several glances passed between them but when they refrained from speaking, he nodded, “Good. And now, to return to our negotiation. I will not renege on our previous agreement. You will still receive one half of the value of this,” here he held up the diamond pin, “on delivery to me of the money and receipt.” He gave a faint smile, “So you may still make your profit.”

      “You are a true man of honour, Your Highness,” said the taller man, still grateful for his son’s life.

      “Of course I am. And despite your profession, I expect you to be men and women of honour also, in your dealings with me.”

      The taller man’s chest swelled with pride, but the grandmother glanced contemptuously at her son. She had heard token words like these before.

      Tarkyn crossed his arms. “And now there is something I need to tell you before you venture forth on my behalf. You may be seated while you listen.” He waited until they settled themselves on various tumbled chunks of masonry. Now that the time had come to tell them, Tarkyn was almost unable to continue. After a moment, he drew a deep breath and began, “Yesterday, during the Harvest Tournament, a shaft of my power went wide and hit a spectator stand. The stand was knocked awry but no one was hurt. In fact, after the initial panic, everyone climbed back onto it to watch the rest of our match. But…” He took another deep breath, “But the king brought me up on charges, because of it.”

      Tarkyn stood up and began to pace back and forth, ignoring the little intakes of breath that he had heard. After a few moments he turned to his small audience and said, “And I did not accept his judgement. I threw up my shield and after that…well… after that, everything went a bit haywire and most of the Royal Guardsmen were killed and the Great Hall opposite the Palace was completely destroyed,” he finished in a rush, grimacing.

      Five pairs of round eyes stared at him from slack faces.

      “You defied the king?” the taller man breathed. “In public?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      “So that was why you were alone and kept your hood up,” said the boy, pleased that a puzzle had been explained for him.

      Tarkyn nodded.

      “And the Great Hall has been destroyed?” asked the shorter man, eyes wide with astonishment. “What? You mean, gone? Completely gone?”

      Unconsciously, Tarkyn wrapped his cloak around himself against the onslaught of their reactions. “Pretty much. There is only a big pile of rubble left.”

      “You must have put up one almighty struggle,” said the shorter man, in some awe. “And killing all the king’s guards too. Wow! That is some feat.”

      Tarkyn frowned. “No. It wasn’t like that.” He hunched deeper into his cloak “All I did was raise my shield. But something went wrong with it, and instead of blocking, it reflected back their own weapons at them… and at the walls. I didn’t intentionally kill anyone.”

      “I’d hate to see you try, then,” quipped the shorter man, who did not count sensitivity among his virtues.

      “Yes, you would,” said Tarkyn coldly.

      “Now, stop it, Gillis. I beg your pardon for my son’s behaviour, Your Highness. He never has known when to stop.” The old woman sent a scalding glance at her errant son before beginning to talk to the prince in a soothing voice, almost as though she were calming a wild animal. “Hmm. I expect those guards’ deaths must have been quite shocking for you. You probably knew some of them personally. And you know, I had you down as a pretty harmless sort of a character.”

      Tarkyn’s eyes gleamed in appreciation of her tactics as he replied, “You can never know what a man might do when he is desperate. But you are right. I am a pretty harmless sort of a character. It saddens me that those guardsmen lost their lives.” He gave a rueful smile, “And I could not have hurt your granddaughter.”

      With a conscious effort Tarkyn pushed his cloak back and sat down, spreading his hands wide. “So there you have it.” It went against all his instincts and upbringing to present himself for comment to anyone but the king. But he had never been in such an invidious position before and could think of nothing else to do, if he wanted their help.

      The taller man gave a small chuckle, “You’re in one bloody great pickle then, aren’t you, my lord?”

      The shorter one whistled, “And you thought we were bad. We’re just petty thieves. But you, Your Highness! You’ve committed high treason, and destroyed a whole public building… Well, they’ll say you did, whether you did or not. You’re in a league of your own.”

      “And you’re no master criminal, that’s for sure,” cackled the old grandmother. “You’ve cut the ground from under your feet, good and proper. Now we know you won’t hurt Morayne and probably not any of the rest of us either. You’re too much of a gentleman, Your Highness. Not wise to have told us that.”

      The prince considered her, unsure whether she spoke a warning or a threat. After a moment he shrugged and gave her a faint smile, “I have placed my fate in your hands and my faith in your honour. Was that so unwise?”

      She stared at him, stunned. And as she thought about it, she realised that what he said was true. He was no longer using force. And hard upon that came the realization that no one outside the family, let alone a prince, had ever even conceived that she might be honourable, let alone staked his or her life on it.

      “You really have, haven’t you?” A slow smile appeared on her sharp, wrinkled face. The grandmother put hand on her heart and bowed. “No, Your Highness, that was not unwise. You do us great honour and we will live up to your faith in us.”

      A short time later, Tarkyn heard her berating her tribe as they left, “Now, not a word to anyone. Do you understand? I know this is the biggest news we’ve ever had but we can’t tell people. Not anyone. Got it?”

      There then followed a long, tedious wait. Tarkyn prowled the inside perimeter of the warehouse, then paced back and forth across the floor until he felt he knew every stone and scrap of rubbish intimately. He tested the rear doors and found that they were all locked. The only way out was through the gaping front door at the front of the building. If his thieving family brought back the city guard, he was trapped.

      He considered using a blast of magic to destroy a lock in a back door but he hesitated to betray his uncertainty in their honour. Sooner or later they, and in particular the old grandmother, would notice what he had done.

      After two hours, his nerves were worn thin with apprehension. He crossed to the front door for the umpteenth time and peered out from within the shadows. Always there were people within his line of sight, carrying goods down to the river docks or hurrying about their business. And everywhere he could see animated knots of people standing and talking in the morning sunshine, arms waving in graphic description. Even from a distance, it was clear that last night’s events were dominating the town.

      Tarkyn sighed and retired into the gloom of the derelict warehouse to sit dispiritedly against a wall. He pulled his hood up and tried to doze, knowing he had slept little last night and would have to travel again tonight. But he was too much on edge and every slight sound from outside jerked him back to wakefulness. After a while, he gave up and renewed his prowling.

      Finally, when the sun was near its zenith, the taller man slipped quietly into the warehouse. He gestured for Tarkyn to be quiet and to follow him to a dark recess at the rear of the building. He shrugged a heavy bag off his shoulder before bowing briefly to the prince.

      “Where have you been?” hissed Tarkyn. “And where are the others?”

      “Your Highness, soldiers are everywhere. We had to travel far across town in case someone wondered where we got your pin. Then we split up and are all coming back by different routes, making sure we’re not followed. Your life wouldn’t be worth a small tasty sausage out there at the moment.” He glanced sympathetically at the prince. “You’re worth just as much dead as alive to the king, and most people want you dead.”

      Although he had known this would happen, still Tarkyn’s stomach knotted. “And how much is the reward?” he managed to ask casually.

      The taller man’s mouth quirked in a half smile, “I don’t rightly know, Sire. Town criers came through earlier this morning and they’ll be posting up notices this afternoon. But rumours are flying so hard and fast that it’s difficult to tell what the town criers actually said.”

      “What is your name?” Tarkyn was suddenly aware of this man as more than just one member of a thieving family.

      “Tomas, Sire.”

      “And so, Tomas, were you tempted?”

      “Tempted? No Sire. Honour amongst thieves, so to speak. Not that you’re a thief, Your Highness – I didn’t mean that. But you are firmly on the wrong side of the law now, just as we are, and under our protection. Besides,” Tomas gave an embarrassed shrug, “the chance even to meet you, let alone talk to you and do you a service is beyond my wildest dreams. In my whole lifetime, I have never come within a hundred yards of anyone in your family and even then it was only a glimpse at a parade.”

      Tarkyn was saved from responding to this by the advent of Morayne, followed at discrete intervals by the rest of the family. The grandmother was last to arrive. Like the others, she dropped a heavy bag on the floor before bowing to Tarkyn. “Your Highness, there are soldiers at the top of the road conducting a door to door search. We must hide you.” In a complete change of voice, she said sharply, “Come on you lot! We’ll have to go down in the cellar. Move that stone.”

      Then, to Tarkyn’s intense interest, the five of them trained their variously coloured beams of magic on a large stone block, slowly pushing it sideways. When he realised what they were doing, he joined his bronze beam to theirs. Immediately, the stone moved noticeably more easily.

      “It’s true, innit?” observed the shorter man, “His magic is strong.”

      Tomas snorted, “Of course it is. He won the tournament, didn’t he?”

      “Nothing to do with it,” snapped the grandmother. “The whole Royal Family’s magic has been strong for generations. Well known.”

      “I am right here,” said Tarkyn, with a clear note of annoyance, “should you wish to speak to me rather than about me.”

      Tomas flashed him a smile as he continued to train his orange beam on the slowly moving stone. “We’re used to talking about you, not to you, Your Highness. It’s hard to change the habits of a lifetime.”

      A reluctant, answering smile broke through the prince’s reserves as he remembered their previous conversation. “Make the most of it, Tomas. Talk to me while you can.” A shout and the sound of running feet further up the road made Tarkyn start in alarm. “Where do you want this blasted stone?” he demanded.

      “Another foot should do it.”

      Tarkyn focused and sent a pulse of power at the heavy stone, thrusting it away from him the required distance along the floor. A trapdoor now came into sight that had been hidden beneath it. There was a rope attached to the middle of the underside of the stone that fed along a narrow channel cut into the wood of the trapdoor and from there down a hole into the cavity below.

      The shorter man drew up the trapdoor and as they all clattered down the ladder, Tomas explained, “There’s a slight slope to the floor. That’s why it’s so hard to push the stone away. But we can pull the stone back over the trap door from within the cellar. All that is left are a few rub marks. And we make sure there are rub marks beside many of the fallen rocks so that this one doesn’t stand out. It’s worked so far.”

      “Hmph. Very ingenious. I saw those marks while I was pacing around waiting for you. I vaguely wondered what they were but to be honest with you, my powers of concentration aren’t up to much at the moment.”

      As soon as all people and bags were at the bottom of the ladder, the trapdoor was closed behind them and the two men pulled hard on the rope until it was hanging straight down and they knew that the stone was back in place. It was pitch dark in the cellar.

      A thought suddenly occurred to the prince. “And how do we get back out of the trapdoor? How do you move that stone away from down here?”

      The shorter man chuckled in the dark. “We don’t, Your Highness. We can’t move the stone from down here.”

      Something in the quality of the silence that followed let them know that Tarkyn did not like being toyed with. After waiting in vain for him to ask the obvious question, the voice continued, this time more carefully courteous, “There is a series of small rooms beyond this one, Your Highness, and from the last of them, a small grating leads down onto the mudflats of the river. Only Morayne and Charkon are small enough to climb through the gap. So, later, when all is clear, they will go back up and release us.”

      “But surely that stone is too heavy for them to move on their own?”

      “It just takes longer to move, Sire,” came Morayne’s voice, “with only two lots of magic to move it. But we can do it.”

      “And do we intend to sit in pitch darkness all afternoon?”

      “No, Sire. But it is not safe to strike a light in here in case any glimmer of it shines up through the cracks. If you will allow us, we will guide you through into the next room and there we can be less cautious.”

      “Thank you. I do not think I could endure hours of this.” But when a hand landed gently on his back to guide him, he still flinched at the unaccustomed touch.

      Ignoring his reaction, Tomas said from beside him, “This way, Your Highness. Just be warned. There is step upwards in a minute,” as he used his hand to guide the prince through a doorway into the next room.

      Suddenly, they heard shouting and the sounds of heavy boots on the wooden flooring above them. Tarkyn and the thieves froze where they were. As the footsteps milled around straight above them, Tarkyn felt the thief’s hand on his back give him a reassuring pat. Once he had quelled his initial affront at Tomas’ over-familiarity, Tarkyn found the gesture surprisingly comforting.

      After a few fraught minutes, the footsteps gradually diminished and the thieves and Tarkyn resumed their manoeuvres in the dark into the adjoining room. Once the door had closed behind them, Tarkyn waited for a light to appear but instead he heard the sound of scrabbling and quiet cursing. With a slight smile, he intoned, Lumaya, and a soft ball of light appeared in his hand. “Will this help?”

      “Oh, thanks very much, Sire,” said the shorter man. “You’re pretty handy with your magic, aren’t you? Ah, here we are. I couldn’t find the flint in the dark. It must have been knocked off the shelf as we came through.”

      Once the lamp was lit, there was a moment of awkwardness while the family realised that the only place to sit was on the floor. And none of them could sit down while the prince stood. In a flash of inspiration, Charkon emptied the contents of his bag and lay the bag out on the floor, “Perhaps you would like to sit here, Your Highness. Then your clothes will not get too dirty.”

      “Thank you,” said Tarkyn gravely, not actually as concerned as they feared. “Perhaps you would all like to be seated too, if we have a long wait ahead of us.”

      Not being totally clear on court etiquette, each of them gave a short bow before sitting down on the ground around him.

      “And now, Your Highness,” the old grandmother’s eyes were shining with excitement as she began to unpack her bag, “we have brought food and drink such as you have never seen before.”

      “Actually, old Ma,” said Tomas dryly, “he probably has. It’s us who haven’t.”

      The grandmother waved away his objection as she produced a large square of bleached linen. “And look! I even bought a cloth to put it all on.”

      From every bag came pies, meats, fruit, breads and cakes, yellow butter and soft white cheeses. Bottles of wine, ale, milk and fruit juice were distributed around the little room and then, when all was set before them, the family heaved a collective sigh of contentment and sat back, looking expectantly at the prince.

      Tarkyn smiled, “It is indeed a magnificent spread. Shall we?”

      With permission granted, the feasting began. There were no plates or cutlery. Everyone used their knives to cut portions or spread butter on hunks of bread and held their food in their fingers.

      When the first frenzy had passed, and they were sitting around drinking and picking occasionally at the remnants, the family turned their attention to other items in their bags. Under the grandmother’s strict directions, they had all been allowed to buy one personal item each on their way back; partly for the joy of it and partly to give themselves time to check that they weren’t being followed. These items were now paraded before Tarkyn and each other. The boy had a fine new pair of boots and the girl had bought a warm, hand-woven shawl. Tomas and Gillis had bought shirts and the old grandmother held up a smart black jacket that contrasted noticeably with the worn material of her present garb.

      There was a lull after this and Tarkyn spotted members of the family exchanging surreptitious glances as they reached for a bottle or more food. He had a fair idea that they were waiting for him to ask for his money, but he refused to accommodate them. He was determined that he would not show the slightest doubt in their honour.

      Eventually, the grandmother gave a deep sigh and shook her head, smiling, “Oh, Your Highness, your patience and courtesy are beyond belief.”

      “I am not renowned for my patience actually,” said Tarkyn dryly, “only in some situations.”

      From one of the bags that was still fuller than the others, she produced a well-filled rucksack. She handed it to Tarkyn saying, “This is from all of us. It is a sturdier, more practical bag than the one you carry and we have filled it with supplies for your journey. Your money is in an inside pocket.”

      A rush of feeling threatened his equanimity as he realised that once he left them, he would encounter no one well disposed towards him. He swallowed before replying, “Thank you. I did not expect such kindness.”

      “You have a hard road ahead of you, my lord,” said Tomas. “We have just done what we could to ease your passage.”
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      An eerie silver glow on the eastern horizon signalled the imminent rise of the moon as Tarkyn and the family of thieves parted company on the edge of town. In the gloom of the pre-moon night, Tarkyn could just make out the track ahead skirting the cornfields close to the bank of the river.

      Tomas’s last words to him were, “And Sire, at your first opportunity you should find somewhere safe to hide the rest of your valuables.” The thief smiled at Tarkyn’s look of surprise. “You are not good at dissembling, my lord. It was obvious you had more in your pocket than your diamond pin. Don’t keep it all on you. If you get rolled, you don’t want to lose everything.” He bowed, “It was a privilege to spend this time with you, my lord. We will never forget it. Fare well.”

      “Fare you well also. I, too, will not forget you,” Tarkyn replied as, with a final wave, he hitched his rucksack and strode resolutely into his future.

      The thieves had offered to procure a horse for him but after some discussion, he and they had felt that he would be more obvious mounted and would be forced to keep more to the roads. By foot, he would be slower but better able to hide. Since he had no particular destination, his speed of travel was less important than his remaining hidden.

      Tarkyn walked steadily through the night, keeping the river on his left as Gillis had suggested. But the trouble with following the river was that its waters attracted home dwellers and provided transport for barges and sailboats. Several times, he had to detour though the fields to avoid homesteads and twice he came around a bend in the river to be confronted by a small river port, complete with garrisoned soldiers.

      The second time, he walked within ten feet of two sentries. The first he knew of them was a tense voice to his right, asking, “Did you hear that? Hoy! Is anybody there? Stand and show yourself.”

      Tarkyn froze and edged slowly back into the shadow of the thicket from which he had just emerged. Just as he heard the sentry start towards him to investigate, a small deer brushed past and crashed its way through the undergrowth, out into the open in the direction of the sentry. As the sentry started in surprise, the deer zig-zagged past him, back into the cover of the trees and out of sight.

      Another voice laughed, “Huh. So much for your prowler.”

      Soon after this the moon deserted him, hiding behind a heavy bank of clouds that came in from the south. He couldn’t use his lumaya spell to light his way for fear of drawing attention to himself. So he walked slowly, straining his eyes to see where the path led him and occasionally tripping over unseen tree roots or rises in the path. After a couple of hours of excruciating concentration, he gave up and found a log to sit against near the riverbank.

      As soon as he sat down the clouds whimsically disappeared, revealing a moonlit stretch of water spread before him. He glanced around, seeing the path ahead winding off to his right, clearly visible at last. With a wry smile, he decided to take a chance on the clouds staying away and settled down to investigate the contents of the rucksack. With a piece of game pie in one hand and a bottle of ale in the other, he looked out over the dark waters of the river and finally let his mind drift unfettered over the events of the last two days.

      He still felt breathless with shock every time he thought of his brothers’ betrayal. Being straightforward himself, Tarkyn had never come to terms with duplicity in others. And if his brothers could discard him like that, what about his friends? Were any of them true to him or had they just been using him for their own ends? He shook his head as he thought about it. He had no idea.

      Then his mind turned to the guardsmen. How quickly their lifelong respect for him had turned to enmity, as the king willed it. He remembered the hatred and dawning fear in their eyes as their attempts to hurt, kill or capture him had been frustrated by his shield.

      Tarkyn looked down at the moonlight glinting on his signet ring, carved amber embedded in bronze. It had been his father’s ring, fashioned for him to blend his eye colour and the colour of his magic. When he was younger, Tarkyn had been a reflection of the late king’s colouring but in the eleven years since he had died, Tarkyn had carried the black hair, the amber eyes and bronze magic alone. Staring down at the ring his father had left him, his resolve hardened. Whatever happened to him, he would not forsake his heritage. He hoped his father would have understood that Tarkyn had not betrayed the Tamadil line by refusing to bow to Kosar’s decree, but that a Tamadil monarch had betrayed him.

      He gave his head a slight shake and took another bite of pie, stamping firmly down on the feelings that threatened to well up. There was no point in dwelling on them. He had survived and escaped. That was the best he could ask for. These people were in his past. Now he must look to his future.

      Tarkyn studied the dull gold of lamplight in a cottage window on the other side of the river and wondered what life was like for the poor farmers in that cottage, as they ate their evening meal and prepared for bed. As he watched, a man came out of the side door of the cottage and the leashed dogs sent up a chorus of welcome as he crossed to a shed and disappeared from sight.

      Tarkyn took another bite of pie and tried to envisage his own future. But try as he might, nothing came to him. Everything he was and everything he knew lay in ruins behind him. He spent another few minutes while he finished his food, trying to come to terms with the black void ahead of him. He was not cast down by it. It was his past, not his future, which upset him. In fact, there was a spark of excitement in him at the prospect of the complete unknown that lay before him.

      Tarkyn stood up, brushed his hands and stowed the rest of the ale in his pack.

      “Well, I know I am going away from Tormadell and I think I must also leave this river. It is too populated,” he said to himself. “Other than that, I will let my future come to me. Each time I reach a fork in the road, I will follow the road I like the look of, the road with heart. And I will let my heart lead me into my future.” This idea was so absurdly whimsical that it brought a smile to his lips, but at least it gave him a basis for deciding on his route.

      Before he left the river’s course, mindful of Tomas’ advice, he wanted to find somewhere to hide the bulk of his valuables. Just after dawn, the path narrowed and became difficult to negotiate, as it wound its way over and around tumbled rocks at the side of a narrow pass. Ahead, Tarkyn could see the path disappearing up into the damp undergrowth beside a series of waterfalls. Spray filled the air and obscured his views of immense cliffs that towered on either side of the waterfalls as the valley narrowed to a deep ravine. In those cliffs, he decided, he would find his hiding place.

      It took him over an hour of solid climbing to reach the top of the cataract. The path he had been following ended there. Before him, the river filled the ravine from cliff to cliff. Tarkyn’s only choices were to turn back or to climb. He studied the cliff face on his right, looking for some likely cranny in which to hide his leather bag. Then, a little distance along the right hand cliff, a hundred feet up but nowhere near the top, he spotted an eagle’s nest perched on a small ledge. Sorcerers respected eagles, both for their strength and beauty; no one would dream of attempting to invade their nests. If Tarkyn could secrete his valuables there, no one would find them.

      Perfect, he thought, Impossible, but perfect. Tarkyn shrugged and grinned to himself. He had nothing to lose. He was a man without a future. He would attempt the impossible.

      It was not reaching the nest that was the problem. He and many other of the stronger sorcerers could levitate; not necessarily a hundred feet, but enough to rise from one foothold to the next. It was running the gamut of the eagles that made it so tricky. And if he was busy levitating, Tarkyn could not raise his shield or fire a beam of power at the eagle to defend himself. Besides, killing the eagle would defeat the whole purpose of hiding his valuables behind its nest.

      Tarkyn settled down on a wet rock to eat while he watched the eagle’s nest. It was hard to see exactly what was happening but from time to time, he saw the head of a large golden eagle jutting over the top of the nest. Judging by the way it kept shifting its position, he was fairly sure that there must be an insistent chick beneath it. He wondered why the eagle didn’t take off straight away to hunt until he remembered that it would be waiting for the air to heat up.

      It was still early morning and the air was cool and fresh. Tarkyn decided that he might as well find himself somewhere in the undergrowth to doze until the warming air created the thermal currents the eagle was waiting for.

      The sound of voices woke him a little before noon, dragging him up out of the depths of a sound sleep. For a few moments, he lay groggy and disoriented, trying to remember where he was and why. He gave his head a shake and rubbed his eyes, glad that he was safely out of view behind a curtain of overhanging branches. He listened carefully for a few minutes and caught enough snatches of conversation to decide that the voices belonged to a group of sightseers, out on a walk to view the spectacle of the falls. Not as dangerous as soldiers, but still able to report a sighting of the renegade prince on their return even if they chose not to tackle him themselves.

      Tarkyn was just about to let himself doze off again until they left, when it occurred to him that he might snore and alert them to his presence. So, instead, he spent the next half an hour jerking himself awake every time he felt himself nodding off.

      Luckily, the dampness underfoot and the spray in the air were a little too uncomfortable for the day trippers to stay long. But just as he was about to emerge, he heard more voices coming up the track from the bottom of the falls.

      Oh Blast, thought Tarkyn, I’ve trapped myself, right in the middle of the local attraction. He thought back to the last large village he had passed. It would have been about two hours from the bottom of the falls. So it was reasonable to assume that the last day trippers would leave the top of the falls at least three hours before dark. Tarkyn heaved a sigh and resigned himself to a long wait.

      Inactivity was not natural to him and by the time the last voices had died away down the side of the valley, most of his supplies had been drunk and eaten out of pure boredom. By the time Tarkyn could crawl out of his hiding place, he felt damp through to his bones. The sun was heading towards the horizon but once he was away from the overhang of the trees, there was still a sting of heat in the air. Without further ado, Tarkyn hitched his pack firmly on his back and walked to the bottom of the cliff to plan out his route. The cliff was not completely sheer. In fact, an experienced climber could probably have scaled it without ropes. However, Tarkyn planned to climb where he could, and levitate to the next ledge whenever he got stuck.

      This plan worked well, but he had underestimated the height of the cliff and the difficulty of the climb. When he was only half way up, the eagle had swooped back onto its nest. Tarkyn pressed himself in against the rock face and waited motionlessly while it fed a large rat to its insistent fledgling before taking off again. After a few minutes Tarkyn cautiously resumed his ascent, but by the time he was sitting on a ledge just below and some thirty feet short of the eagle’s nest, he was running out of both time and energy.

      Here, he could hear the incessant squawking of the eagle chick. He could see the eagle far above him, circling in a thermal that brought it out over the ravine and then sent it out of sight over the top of the cliff. Each time it disappeared from sight, he scrambled a few feet closer to its nest, and froze each time the eagle’s path brought it back into the open sky above him. At last, he was within ten feet of the nest. Now that he was close to it, Tarkyn could see that the ledge on which it rested was wider and deeper than it had appeared from below and there would be room for him to stand on it while he found a secure place for his leather pouch. The eagles had chosen well. The cliff face was completely smooth in every direction around the ledge, so Tarkyn would have to levitate himself across the last stretch.

      He waited until the eagle circled out of sight then made his move. He glided the short distance across the gap, to land in a crouch next to the eagle chick. The chick immediately addressed its complaints to him, at double the volume. Before he could even straighten, the sun was blotted out by huge wings as a second eagle came at him from behind, its fearsome talons spread before it. Tarkyn threw up his shield, instinctively cowering back against the cliff face as the enormous bird swooped in to land straddling its chick defensively, its hooked beak only inches from Tarkyn’s face.

      Oh no! Of course there are two of them. I should have known that. Tarkyn lowered his arms and slowly uncurled himself. He leant, still crouching, against the back of the ledge, and raised his own amber his eyes to look directly through the bronze haze of his shield into the hard amber eyes of the eagle. Tarkyn was by no means safe, even within his shield. If the eagle forced him off the edge of the ledge, he doubted whether he could wave away his shield and then incant his levitation spell as he plummeted downwards in time to avoid smashing onto the rocks below. And when the time came to leave the eagle’s ledge, he would have to drop his shield before he could levitate. No, not safe at all.

      Slowly, Tarkyn removed the pack from his back and set it down in front of him. Without taking his eyes off the eagle, he felt around inside until his hand closed on the last of his game pie. He brought it out slowly and raised the edge of his shield so that he could push the offering towards the eagle. The eagle tilted her head so that she could see what Tarkyn had laid before it. Then she shrieked her derision at him.

      With no conscious effort at all, Tarkyn found himself slammed hard against the cliff face as the sound assaulted him. But despite this, he kept his eyes firmly locked on the eagle’s. At the smell of food, the chick’s cries became even more plaintive as it struggled beneath its parent to reposition itself and stretch out far enough to reach the pie. The eagle gave it an impatient nudge back with her beak but the chick was not to be denied. After several frustrated attempts to quell her chick, the eagle flapped into the small space between Tarkyn and her nest so that she could reach the piece of pie.

      Pastry was not the easiest substance for an eagle’s hooked beak to grapple with and it took several attempts before most of the pie had disappeared down the chick’s throat. During the whole procedure, she alternated her baleful stare between the food and Tarkyn. Overall, Tarkyn felt that his gift had probably antagonised the eagle more than pacified her.

      Minutes later, the male eagle landed on the nest and, ignoring Tarkyn, used beak and talons to rip apart a large crow and feed it, piece by piece to the squawking chick. At last the chick’s cries subsided and Tarkyn felt his nerves settle slightly as silence descended. But now he had two huge birds glaring at him from inches away and the ledge had become extremely crowded. Slowly he stood up so that he was taking up less space. As he rose to his feet, he saw a deep recess at waist height. With a very slow wave, he changed his shield from a dome to a curved wall in front of him. Then he reached into his pocket, drew out the leather pouch and, keeping his eyes all the time locked with the eagles’, pushed the leather pouch deep into the crevice with his right hand. All was going well until his hand flinched back from a sharp piece of rock.

      At the sudden movement, pandemonium broke out. Both eagles spread their wings and battered at the outside of his shield, shrieking and snaking their heads towards him, their beaks and talons hooking onto the bronze hazy barrier. In the background, the chick squawked in alarm. Breathing hard, Tarkyn resisted the urge to back away. Bringing to bear the natural arrogance of his heritage, Tarkyn outfaced everything the eagles threw at him. He would not let them drive him from the ledge. He brought his hand slowly down to his side and forced himself to stand motionless before them, keeping his eyes on theirs.

      Gradually, as their aggression had no effect on the intruder, the eagles quietened and after ruffling their feathers into place, reverted to glaring at him. Slowly, more slowly than he had ever done it before, Tarkyn faded his shield away. After a minute, the female jabbed her head forward and used the rounded part of her hooked beak to push Tarkyn in the chest.

      Tarkyn kept rigidly still. Then slowly, keeping his eyes trained on theirs, he placed his hand over his heart and gave these lords of the air a small bow, as the acknowledgement of one equal to another. He doubted that they had any idea what he meant by it, but it felt the right thing to do; to pay them homage and to thank them for protecting his valuables. They cocked their heads at him, as though studying the gesture. Suddenly with a parting shriek, the female took off and with a few strong wingbeats, rose swiftly on the air to become a silhouette against the sky. The male stepped into the nest and settled himself on top of the chick, muffling its cries.

      Tarkyn could hardly believe his eyes. Returning stare for stare with the remaining eagle, he muttered under his breath, “Ma liefka” and rose gently into the air. The eagle stayed where he was and let Tarkyn go.

      When at last Tarkyn had levitated and clambered his way to the top of the cliff, he stretched himself out on the grass and found that he was trembling - whether from exertion or reaction he wasn’t sure. He was still dazed by his escape. He reflected ruefully that even for a man with no future, his venture into the eagle’s domain had been foolhardy.
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      Over the next few days Tarkyn skirted villages and farmsteads, losing all idea of where he was heading. Twice he waylaid a small child to ask him to buy something for him from the village shop in exchange for a small fee, but these villages were so small that everyone knew everyone’s business, and both times he had had to run for his life as suspicious villagers had come looking for the stranger. By the fourth day, he was living mainly on berries and some apples he had found in an old gnarled tree by the side of the road. His big frame demanded more than this and his stomach growled constantly as he walked along mile after mile of dirt roads.

      It was nearing sunset on the fifth day away from Tormadell when he sat down by the side of the road to rest before finding somewhere safe to spend the night. Up ahead of him, Tarkyn could see the beginnings of a forest and he hoped that it might provide him with some respite from the constant tension he had endured since leaving Tormadell.

      He was tired and dispirited after days of living on his nerves. He had travelled fast, avoiding villages and farmhouses, shying away from contact with people. He was becoming very weary of detouring around the slightest signs of humanity and starting at every sudden sound. After days of unaccustomed solitude, he was sick to death of his own company and was beginning to think that his unknown future would be slow starvation if he could find nothing better than berries and apples to eat. Heaving a disconsolate sigh, Tarkyn put his hood up and dozed for a while in the shadows of an old oak.

      When he awoke, an old man was sitting beside him. Tarkyn retreated further into his hood and glanced around to check whether the old man was alone. He seemed to be.

      “Good evening,” said Tarkyn warily.

      The scruffy old man seemed to be completely relaxed, “Good evening, young man. I was wondering, if you are going my way, whether you might like some company for a while, going into yonder forest? I have been travelling alone for some time and would appreciate a bit of company. Besides, the forest always feels safer when there is more than one person travelling through it, if you know what I mean.”

      Tarkyn studied him for a minute, trying to discern any guile in his voice. Then he realised that the old man could have captured him while he slept, had he known who he was.

      “I don’t suppose,” ventured Tarkyn hopefully, “that you’re any good at hunting or trapping, are you?”

      The old man snorted, “Of course I am. Lived in these parts for years.” He peered at Tarkyn, “Hmph. Can’t see your face but your voice sounds a bit strained. After a feed, are you? Well, I think I can help with that. Got a good plump rabbit in my bag, all ready for dinner. Glad to share it, in exchange for the protection of your company.”

      “Agreed,” Tarkyn stood and held his hand out to help up the old man. Together, they walked along the dusty road towards the forest.

      Long before they reached the treeline, the heat from the waning sun made life inside Tarkyn’s hood uncomfortably warm. He was not particularly practised at withstanding discomfort and so, readying himself in case the old man attacked, Tarkyn threw caution to the winds and dropped his hood. At first the old man didn’t even look at him but when he did happen to glance around, he showed no sign of recognition. For several minutes longer Tarkyn stayed on tenterhooks, waiting for a surprise attack from the old man, but gradually, as nothing happened, he relaxed his guard.

      Once they were well inside the forest, the old man made a fire for them and set about skinning the rabbit. Tarkyn watched this operation carefully, realising that he might have to learn how to do this himself in the coming days.

      “I think I could stalk and kill an animal,” said Tarkyn. “I have hunted before. But I have never prepared an animal for eating.” He grimaced, “I can’t say it appeals to me all that much.”

      The old man glanced up at him, his green eyes strangely piercing. “And where have you been, my young buck, that you have hunted, but not had to do the dirty work?”

      Tarkyn cursed his unruly mouth. “I come from the city and have only been on organised hunts.”

      The old man grunted, and returned his attention to the rabbit. “You may find stalking animals more difficult without beaters to flush them out and gamesmen to track them down in the first place.”

      “Yes, I think I may.” The prince was beginning to realise that life was lot harder than he had expected.

      As the evening progressed his spirits seemed to sink even further, despite his first good meal for a couple of days. The prince and the old man were seated on the ground, leaning against forest trees, the remains of cooked rabbit lying on a piece of bark near the fire.

      After days of solitude, Tarkyn began to talk, “I don’t know where I’m going, you know. I have lost myself, my way of life and everything that has mattered to me until now. All the roads ahead of me lead nowhere.” He smiled with a touch of embarrassment, “I decided that, at each intersection, I would follow the road that felt best, the one with heart.” He shrugged, “But I’m finding that is easier said than done. Sometimes, none of them feels good.”

      The man across the fire from him maintained a companionable silence, prodding idly at the coals with a long stick.

      Somehow encouraged by this, Tarkyn continued, “It has not been in my nature to be so feckless. In fact, it has come upon me quite suddenly. Last week, my life was laid out ahead of me by the expectations of the c… those around me. But this week…this week, I am cut loose by circumstance and running hard from those very people who held me so closely before.” He gave a mirthless grunt of laughter. “Strange, isn’t it?”

      His companion directed one quick, calculating glance at him before letting his gaze drop back to the fire. “Woman trouble?” he asked sympathetically.

      Tarkyn gave a slight smile, “No.”

      “If it’s not woman trouble and you’re on the run, I’d say you might have a price on your head.” The man’s eyes glinted in the firelight. “Do you?” he asked slowly.

      The prince’s eyes narrowed. Incurably honest, he replied, “Yes, I do. I don’t know how much, but I do. Why? Thinking of turning a quick profit?”

      The old man looked up at him and shrugged, “To be honest with you, it would depend on what you’d done.”

      “And on what grounds would you base your decision? If the crime were sufficiently dire, would you feel honour-bound to bring me in, but for a lesser crime you would show mercy?” His voice hardened, “Or perhaps, it’s the other way around? If I seemed relatively harmless then it would be safe to take me in for a quick profit, but you would not risk it if my crimes suggested that I might be dangerous?”

      The older man shifted uncomfortably. “Stars above, young man! No need to get so touchy! I am not planning to turn in someone I am sharing my fire with. I was talking generally, not specifically.”

      “I beg your pardon. It did not come across that way,” said Tarkyn stiffly.

      “You’re a courtly sort of a character, aren’t you, my young buck?” The old man leaned forward and pushed a stick further into the fire. “So,” he asked casually, “Are you going to trust me with your name?”

      There was a long pause. The old man kept his eyes trained on the fire as the minutes ticked by.

      “My name is Tarkyn Tamadil, Prince of Eskuzor.”

      Without a word, the old man rose to his feet and bowed deeply. “It is an honour, Your Highness.”

      Tarkyn looked up at him and inclined his head in acknowledgement, “And may I ask who you are?”

      “Certainly, Sire. I am Stormaway Treemaster, Wizard of the Forest.”

      The prince raised his eyebrows. “Are you indeed? I have heard of you, Stormaway Treemaster.” His eyebrows came together in a slight frown. “You were at court, were you not, in the service of my father?”

      The wizard inclined his head but made no further comment.

      “Please be seated.” Tarkyn smiled. “I have always thought Stormaway Treemaster to be such an excellent name. I wish I had one so colourful.”

      “Do you?”

      Tarkyn drew his cloak around himself against the cooling night air. “Any name but my own would be better right now.”

      For the first time, the forest wizard returned his gaze levelly and said with unexpected sympathy, “I imagine it would be.” He leaned forward and poked the fire again, “Even if you weren’t sharing my fire, I wouldn’t attempt to turn you in. You are far too dangerous.”

      Tarkyn gave a short mirthless laugh. “I see my reputation precedes me.”

      “It certainly does. But I suspect the tales of your misdeeds may have been vastly exaggerated.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. I don’t know what they are, but I can’t imagine that they are much worse than the reality.”

      “But regardless of the rumours,” continued the wizard, “the strength and skill required to win the Harvest Tournament is indisputable.”

      A genuine smile lit the prince’s face. “Thank you. I had almost forgotten that achievement in the turmoil that followed.”

      Stormaway stirred the fire then asked in a completely different tone of voice, gentle and firm, “Would you like to tell me about it?”

      After a minute’s silence he looked up to see Tarkyn staring at him, considering his decision. The wizard, who seemed to have grown in assurance, said, “Take your time deciding. We have all night if we need it.” His eyes fell to the fire once more as he continued, “If you trust me not, so be it. Perhaps the truth is worse than the rumours, but I doubt it. But knowing who you are, the truth places you in as much danger as anything you could say.”

      Tarkyn eyes narrowed. “I thought you said you would not betray me?”

      The wizard frowned impatiently, “I won’t. I’m saying that I need no further information to betray you, should I choose to do so. Therefore, you can tell me your story without fear of further consequence.”

      Tarkyn re-evaluated his impression of the wizard. The man before him, who had seemed shifty and shiftless, now exuded natural authority. “I’ve been watching you, Stormaway. You’re like a chameleon. The person I sat down with is not who I see before me now.”

      “We must all wear disguises in the face of potential danger, Sire.”

      “And you would consider a lone stranger to be a potential danger?”

      The wizard spread his hands disarmingly. “Often, Your Highness. But in your case, absolutely.”

      “I hope you realise that I intend you no harm,” said Tarkyn quietly. Suddenly, he hit his hand on his thigh in irritation. “Blast it! I am not used to being treated as such a pariah.”

      Stormaway smiled condescendingly. “Might I suggest that you are not used to being without a bevy of toadeaters and sycophants?”

      The prince glared at him, “You would not say that of me if we were at court.”

      “My point exactly.”

      “That is not what I meant,” retorted Tarkyn hotly. The air around him shimmered with anger. Then suddenly, he gave a short laugh. “You’re deliberately goading me, aren’t you?” He looked at the unremarkable, tatty figure before him with dawning respect. “Despite what you say, you must be pretty sure of yourself to take that risk.”

      “Oh, I get by,” replied the wizard airily. “So, will you deign to tell me your story?”

      The prince stood up and towered over him for a moment, clearly annoyed. But then he merely turned and walked over to the woodpile. Between gathering dry branches into his arms, he looked over his shoulder and said, “I don’t know you well enough yet to know what I think of you, but you seem to have formed a very poor opinion of me.” He brought the branches across and fed them into the fire before he sat down again.

      The wizard watched and waited.

      “Not only that,” continued Tarkyn as he brushed the wood dust off his hands, “but having said that I could take my time deciding whether to tell you what happened, you are now trying to goad me into it…Why?”

      The question hung on the night air for what seemed a long time. Then Stormaway leaned forward to adjust a burning branch and replied gravely, “Because I would trust you, my lord.”

      Tarkyn was taken aback. After giving it some thought, he said slowly, “And I would value your trust, should I earn it. You say the rumours are bad but you may think the reality is little better. Still, I will tell you what happened and you must judge for yourself.”

      He settled himself against the tree, drew his long legs up and rested his arms on his knees. Then he began.

      “As you no doubt know, I have twin older brothers. One of them is king; the other would like to be. Kosar and Jarand have grown up in fierce competition with each other and their common ambition to assume the monarchy has overshadowed all other loyalties.”

      The wizard frowned, “You have not been brought up in a moral household since your father died, then.”

      Tarkyn threw an impatient glance at the wizard, “Stormaway, don’t judge my worth too hastily – and when you do, judge me on my own merits, not on my family’s.”

      As Stormaway gave a short nod, Tarkyn continued, “The Harvest Festival was when it all went wrong.” He shifted his weight a little as he grimaced at the memories, “I think it might be about here that my tale will part company with the rumours…During the final bout, my shaft of power went slightly off target and damaged one of the wooden spectator stands. People jumped off in a panic as the stand sagged to one side but as soon as they could see it wasn’t going to collapse, they came back and sat down to watch the rest of the tournament.”

      “That’s it?” demanded Stormaway.

      Tarkyn gave a lop-sided smile. “The damage to the spectator stand is the only incident of any note that occurred during the tournament. More happened later of course, but I will come to that.

      “Unfortunately, as you know, I won the whole tournament. I say unfortunately, because I gather it made my brothers realise how strong my magic had become and that I now have… or had, a following among the people. From what they said afterwards, they seem to have thought I might mount a challenge for the throne.” The prince shook his head in bewilderment, “But just because I possibly could, doesn’t mean that I would. The thought never entered my mind. I want nothing to do with the throne. All my life, I have watched the misery and anxiety caused by the manoeuvrings around the monarchy. I find even the peripheral intrigue of being the king’s brother enough to manage. I have never had any wish to become the focal point.”

      Tarkyn ran his hand distractedly through his hair. “They didn’t even ask me my intentions.” He lapsed into silence, staring moodily into the fire. After a few minutes he stirred himself enough to glance up at Stormaway with a wry grimace, “Still, I suppose they wouldn’t have believed me anyway, once the idea was planted in their heads.”

      Not wishing to stand up this time Tarkyn, with a flick of his wrist and a muttered “Liefka,” floated another branch onto the fire and when the branch was settled, he continued his story.

      “For the first time in who knows how long, they acted in concert instead of vying with each other. They had me arrested late at night when no one was there to raise objections. I don’t know if you can understand how embarrassing it is to be arrested by Palace Guards whom you have known all your life?” He shrugged, “Hard for them, hard for me.” He waved a dismissive hand, “Anyway, because of the incident at the tournament, Kosar sentenced me to foreswear my power for four years, on pain of imprisonment.”

      “What?” demanded Stormaway, incensed. “For misdirecting one blast in a tournament? If they were worried about it, they should have organised boundary shields.”

      Tarkyn shrugged. “That’s what I said, but I realise now it was never about that. The twins just wanted me disarmed and that was their excuse.”

      “So what did you do?”

      “I couldn’t let them take my magic. It would have been like…I don’t know… losing my arm, being blinded, having my heart ripped out of me.”

      Stormaway nodded sympathetically. “Totally barbaric, even to consider it.”

      “So I defied the king and threw up my shield…” He trailed off and glanced uncertainly at Stormaway before clearing his throat, “Hmm. This may be the point where the rumours have a greater basis in truth…”

      “Go on, Sire,” said the wizard gently, “I don’t have to agree with everything you’ve done, to be able to trust you.”

      The prince grimaced, “I’m not sure how far that holds…. However… Basically, things spun out of control. I think perhaps the intensity of my emotions altered my shield’s composition. Instead of blocking, it reflected.

      “If no one had attacked me, nothing would have happened. But one guard threw a bolt of magic at me and my shield reflected it straight back at him. Next thing I knew, every guard in the room was sending beams of power and arrows at me and coming at me with swords. They were all reflected back, knocking out guards and ricocheting around the walls.”

      Tarkyn rubbed his hands up and over his face and down his hair, to hold his head with linked hands at the nape of his neck. He sighed, “I don’t know how many died that night. My brothers didn’t die. They left me to my fate. I saw them later in the palace. But many guards were killed or wounded.”

      “So how did you escape?”

      “As the building collapsed and the guards were running for their lives, I finally recovered my senses enough to use a re-summoning spell on my surcoat that took me to the tailor’s out in the town. And then, while everyone’s attention was still on the Great Hall, I went back to the palace and collected enough valuables to sustain me, at least for the foreseeable future.”

      Seeing the speculative gleam in the wizard’s eyes, Tarkyn added hastily, “No. I’m not carrying them all with me, if that’s what you’re wondering.

      The wizard smiled disarmingly. “Just trying to gauge your level of competence, Sire.”

      Tarkyn grunted in self-deprecation, “It was not my competence. In fact, I heeded the advice of a thief, and went to some lengths to hide them.”

      Stormaway blinked. “Not where he could find them, I hope?”

      Tarkyn sent him a look of pure derision. Stormaway assumed he had received the look for stating the obvious, but in fact it was because he had cast aspersions on a thief whose honour Tarkyn trusted.

      Stormaway hastily changed the subject, “And what about your friends? Did they help you?”

      “I didn’t ask them,” replied the prince shortly. “I didn’t want to compromise anyone else’s safety. One life in tatters seemed plenty for one day without dragging my friends down with me.”

      “Not to mention the guards,” added the wizard dryly.

      “I did have some particular friends among the guards but none of them was there that day. So I wasn’t talking about them”

      “Obviously.”

      Tarkyn stopped short and stared at the wizard.

      “You really don’t think much of me, do you?”

      “On the contrary, Your Highness. I think more of you than I expected to.”

      “Stars Above! The rumours must be bad then”

      “They are.” Stormaway looked at him sympathetically, “But it’s obvious to me now that none of this was your fault. You were just the fall guy.”

      The prince stared at him. “What? Weren’t you listening? I caused the death of all those guards and the destruction of the Great Hall. Something went wrong with my shield.”

      “I wondered if you would see that,” said the wizard mildly.

      “Oh, you condescending, old hedge-dweller!” exclaimed Tarkyn, outraged. He stood up abruptly and shook out his cloak. “I find,” he said icily, staring down at the wizard, “that I am no longer interested in gaining your trust. You hold me in such low regard that it would be pointless. Believe what you choose. There is no good version. But don’t bother telling me what you decide, because I am no longer interested.”

      So saying, Tarkyn pulled his cloak around him and turned to stalk off into the night.

      He found his way blocked by a slight, green-eyed man with light brown hair, dressed in a brown jerkin, loose-fitting leggings and soft leather boots. Tarkyn turned and realised that he was surrounded by similar figures. They looked harmless enough, but he wasn’t silly enough to believe appearances. A trap after all, he thought bitterly. Why did I trust a complete stranger when I can’t even trust my own brothers?

      Fighting panic, he took a breath to slow his heart rate then flicked up his shield, hoping that calming himself first would make his shield absorbent and not reflective.

      A deep voice rang out from behind him. “Woodfolk of the forest, you are right to appear before him. He has passed my final test.”

      Tarkyn took a moment to recognise the wizard’s voice. He spun on his heel and beheld Stormaway exuding power, resplendent in emerald robes, brown hair smoothly spilling over his shoulders. As the prince watched, Stormaway raised his staff. But before he could bring it down, the sounds of the forest seemed to swell into a frenzied cacophony.

      Tarkyn looked up into the trees in confusion. He could hear the sounds of wind blowing through the trees, water gushing over rocks, leaves and rain falling, thunder rumbling and a myriad of other sounds that should have accompanied the sight of a storm surging through the forest. But none of the trees moved.

      Slowly, Stormaway lowered his staff and nodded his head. He did not look pleased as he addressed the people standing around them, “If I am right, the spell’s binding will begin to take effect over the next twenty four hours. At moonrise tomorrow night, I will seal it beyond return unless you give me good reason not to. You have until then. But remember; only I can make the final decision.”

      “What is going on? What test, what spell are you talking about? And who are these people?” Tarkyn asked wildly.

      With an effort, Stormaway brought his attention back to the prince’s confusion. “I thank you for taking care with your shield, Sire.” He waved his arm in invitation. “Why don’t you come back and sit by the fire so that we can discuss this further?”

      “I would know your intentions first. There is some sorcery here that I do not understand. And are you planning to turn me in, despite your assurances? You have me surrounded,” said Tarkyn stiffly, “so is your request an invitation or an order?”

      Hand on heart, Stormaway bowed low, “I would not presume to issue an order to you, Your Highness. You are free to leave if you choose. I am hoping your curiosity will get the better of you.”

      “Humph.” After careful consideration the prince returned to resume his seat at the fire, while the people surrounding him remained watching him, faces impassive.

      “This is very unnerving,” Tarkyn muttered to himself.

      “These people are the woodfolk, Sire. Although unknown to the sorcerers of Eskuzor, they inhabit these forests. And they have been here all evening. It’s just that you can see them now.”

      “That’s even more unnerving. They could have attacked me at any time. I’ve been completely unshielded.”

      The wizard gave a low chuckle. “Now you know how high the stakes were, when you told your story.”

      Tarkyn mouth tightened. He took in a deep breath and composed himself, as he thought back over what he had said.

      “Don’t worry, Sire. You have acquitted yourself well.” The wizard gestured. At his request, a couple of the woodfolk brought them goblets containing an oaky silver birch wine.

      Tarkyn gazed in bemusement at the goblet in his hand. After a moment, he sniffed it surreptitiously before trying it. His brow cleared as he said, “This is an excellent wine. I’m sure I’ve tasted similar before.”

      “The woodfolk supply wine to many great houses in the country, including your own.”

      Tarkyn looked up from the wine and asked, “And what was this final test of yours? That I accepted responsibility for the deaths?”

      “No, although that was one of them. The final test was that you held to the truth of your tale, when you no longer cared for my good opinion.”

      The prince frowned as he considered this.

      Stormaway leaned forward, “You do understand, don’t you? I had to be sure you weren’t lying to gain my trust.”

      Tarkyn scowled, “Oh I understand, all right. I’ve been played like a fish on a line from the start. You couldn’t lie straight in bed.”

      “I do apologise, Your Highness. However, I have found that being devious provides a much more accurate estimate of character than straightforward questions and answers.” The wizard sipped his wine and looked at Tarkyn over the rim of the goblet. “And now, at least to my satisfaction, I have established your integrity.”

      Tarkyn looked at him long and hard. Then in a sudden movement, he clicked his fingers and the shield winked out of existence. “It seems I am in your debt. I thank you for giving me the chance to explain myself to you. I hope I will not disappoint you in the future.”

      He waved his hand to indicate that he was also talking to the woodfolk, only to find he was waving at empty space. They had disappeared. Tarkyn scanned the woods around him then turned back to the wizard.

      “Where have they gone?” he demanded in hushed tones. “Or are they still here and I just can’t see them?”

      The wizard was chuckling quietly. “I think waving your arm around on such a short acquaintance and with such a dire reputation as yours may have pushed the friendship a bit far at this stage.”

      “Oh lord! I’d better not drink any more wine then, if people are going to run for cover every time I gesture.”

      Stormaway did not try to reassure him, “I think it would be wise to be careful. They have no reason to love you… And anyone branded a rogue sorcerer is bound to be feared.”

      “What!” Tarkyn was stunned. “Is that what they are saying? A rogue sorcerer?”

      “I’m afraid so, young man.”

      Panic flared in the young prince’s eyes. “But I’m not a madman. I defied the king but the rest… the rest just happened.”

      “So it would seem – but the evidence against you is quite damning. You fled, leaving a pile of corpses behind you. The popular belief is that you went berserk in the Great Hall and lashed out at everyone in sight.”

      The colour drained from Tarkyn’s face. “No! No. I thought the truth was bad enough… It’s bad enough being branded a traitor. But a rogue sorcerer!” He dropped his eyes to the fire and said in quiet despair, “They will proclaim it across the kingdom, you know. I will be hunted down like a rabid dog.” After a few moments, he frowned, “Why didn’t you kill me as soon as you knew who I was?”

      Stormaway picked up a branch and stirred the fire. “Ah. I thought you might ask that.”

      “And the answer?”

      “Well, to be perfectly honest with you…” began the wizard.

      “No, Stormaway. Please,” said Tarkyn wearily. “Don’t lie.”

      The wizard scowled at the prince and said sharply, “I don’t think, young man, that you are in a position to take your welcome for granted. A little civility would be appreciated.”

      Oh ho. So now the claws are out. “In case you hadn’t notice, Stormaway, I said, ‘Please.’ Frankly, I am too confused and too overloaded to cope with any more of your games tonight.”

      “You are too smart by half, my young buck,” snapped the wizard. “I think you should consider your position very carefully. If I send you away from here, what chance will you have of survival?”

      The prince lifted his head from his contemplation of the fire and raised supercilious eyebrows. “I would say that depends very much on whether you choose to kill me once my back is turned. Other than that, I am prepared to take my chances. At least I now know what I’m up against. And I can assure you that I have no intention of becoming a slave to your every whim to buy myself safety.”

      The wizard grunted. “Stinking Tamadils! So stinking arrogant! You’re no better than the rest of them, that’s obvious.”

      “You’re no shrinking violet yourself,” retorted the prince and then added for good measure, “except when you’re prevaricating!”

      They locked gazes for so long that it became a battle of the wills.

      Finally Tarkyn said quietly, “Stormaway, I find your behaviour towards me offensive. You may have the right to be master of your hearth and forest. But you do not have, nor ever will have, the right to be my master.” The young prince drew his cloak around him and rose to tower over the wizard, sending bizarre shadows dancing up into the trees. “You will treat me with respect, or not at all.”

      Then he strode off into the dark, leaving Stormaway to contemplate his words.

      The wizard’s eyes narrowed in appreciation, “He’s his father’s son, that one.” As the minutes ticked by and Tarkyn did not return, Stormaway started muttering to himself. “Oh well done! You wait for years to see him and then you antagonise him. Brilliant! Your age is really serving you well. Now you’ve got him up on his high horse –and let’s face it – it’s all because you didn’t like him rumbling your tactics. He’s pretty sharp. You’re going to have to do better than this if you don’t want to lose him.”

      A resounding crash made the wizard jump as a branch landed on the fire, thrown from behind him. Stormaway swung around to find Tarkyn standing behind him, casually leaning against a tree, arms and legs crossed and looking as though he had been there all evening. Even more disconcertingly, he was grinning.

      “Come on then. Out with it! Why don’t you want to lose me?”

      Mindful of the prince’s stricture, the old wizard began to scramble to his feet but was waved to stay where he was. Reassured, Stormaway said grumpily, “Blast you, Your Highness! You shouldn’t eavesdrop on a man’s conversation.”

      The grin broadened. “I agree. I apologise. Still, the question remains… given that I did overhear you…Why don’t you want to lose me?”

      The wizard looked distinctly flustered. “To be perfectly honest with you…” he began. In response to the prince’s delicately raised eyebrow, he re-iterated firmly, “To be perfectly honest with you, Sire, it’s complicated and will take a bit of telling…and to be perfectly honest,” Stormaway continued with a challenge in his eye, “I would rather tell you when you have a better gauge of my calibre.”

      “I see,” said Tarkyn slowly, “At least, I don’t see but I will accept that you don’t want to tell me yet. Frustrating, but at least honest.” He grinned, “And at least someone doesn’t want to lose me. That has to be an improvement.”
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      Tarkyn woke to a cold grey dawn. The fire had long since died and the cold was seeping up through his cloak. He could feel a sharp stone digging into his thigh. He reached out and felt under his cloak to remove it. Feeling stiff and poorly rested, he hunched his shoulders against the cold and tried in vain to go back to sleep.

      After a few minutes, it dawned on Tarkyn that he was alone. He sat up abruptly and looked around. There was no sign that anyone else had even been here. He scanned the woods carefully trying to spot the elusive woodfolk but, as far as he could see, there were none.

      “Hmph,” he grunted, in disappointment. He wandered down to the stream to splash his face and freshen himself up. Then he sat down on a rock and watched the water running by. The sun had risen and golden shafts of light spread between the branches and leaves of the trees. For a time, Tarkyn amused himself by sending flat stones skimming across the water. Then he just sat in the sun and dozed, all the while mulling over the events of the previous night. Maybe he’d dreamed it but he didn’t think so. That conversation had been too convoluted for him to dream up.

      A short time later he noticed a grey heron working its way methodically along the edge of the stream. He sat very still and watched it prodding its beak in amongst the reeds. Slowly it made its way along the bank to where he was sitting then, to his amazement, came to stand on the rock next to him, now and again jabbing its beak into the water and occasionally coming up with small fish.

      Tarkyn moved position very gingerly and started to talk softly to the heron. “Well, I’m still alive and still have nowhere to go. So not too much has changed since yesterday. I’m back to being by myself which might be safer, all things considered, but also, to be honest, a bit lonely. I quite liked that wizard even if he was as slippery as an eel…and grumpy. Still, I think he must be some sort of bigwig around here. Those clothes he was wearing at the end of the night wouldn’t have been out of place at court…What? Yes, I agree with you, perhaps a little overdressed for sitting around a campfire but no accounting for taste…and I suspect he was making a point…What do you think?”

      Tarkyn fell silent for a few minutes as he watched the heron surveying the stream. After a while he gently continued his one-sided conversation. “You know they’re saying I’m a rogue sorcerer? Do you know how bad that is? My nursery maid used to make me fear the woods by telling me that I might meet a rogue sorcerer. Now I’d be frightened to meet myself.” He shook his head, carefully so as not to startle the big bird, “That doesn’t make any sense, does it?”

      The heron eyed him, spread his wings and rose slowly into the air.

      “Hmph. So much for that.”

      Tarkyn could feel a pall of melancholy settling on him. He bent over the stream to splash his face and shake himself out of it. Suddenly there was another face besides his, staring up at him.

      He yelped and sprang back, throwing his arms up in shock.

      Next thing he knew, he was sprawled on his back with an arrow tip pressed firmly against his neck. He stared wild-eyed at the person behind the drawn bow. Tarkyn lowered his hands very, very slowly and tried to calm his racing heart.

      As he gazed up into the implacable, hate-filled green eyes above him, the sorcerer considered his options. He could summon a ball of air and blast the woodwoman backwards but he did not want to provoke an attack from other nearby woodfolk. He couldn’t raise a shield unless there was a gap between the arrow tip and his throat, which, at the moment, there wasn’t. He could feel his hand touching a leaf that he could possibly use to translocate but that would take him to the source of the leaf. That might be in the bough of a great oak, at the top of a spindly sapling, or at a point only feet from where he was presently. Worse still, he would arrive there disoriented and unable to protect himself for several seconds.

      As he lay pinned down, Tarkyn began to relax. A scattering of dead leaves fell around him. Gradually, he began to feel that the woodfolk would know what to do and he could simply follow their directions. The best course was simply to do as they wished. Suddenly he realised that his will was slowly drowning in the green eyes above him. Outrage at such a violation came to his rescue and as the anger surged up, he regained enough control to close his eyes and break the contact.

      Immediately, he felt the arrow tip press harder and felt a sharp pain as it pierced his skin. A sudden eddy of wind picked up dust and leaves and sent them with unexpected force across the clearing. Tarkyn could feel the skin on his face stinging under the onslaught of sand and swirling leaves.

      “You may kill me,” he whispered, “but you will not control me.” He waited. Nothing changed so he continued to speak softly, even though he could feel the arrow cutting into him as his throat moved. “I would sooner die than subvert my will to you or anyone else. So, go ahead. I have little left to lose.” Another silence. Still the arrow pushed into his throat but no deeper than before. “But I could offer you my friendship, or at least a truce, until we become better acquainted.”

      Tarkyn opened his eyes to see a ring of faces above him, their owners gesturing to each other in silent communication. They seemed to be having some sort of altercation. As soon as they saw him watching, they stopped. He let his gaze travel around the six pairs of green eyes, taking care not to stay focussed on any particular one. No one moved.

      Lying on his back under the weight of a woodwoman with an arrow sticking into his throat, Tarkyn was becoming impatient. He thought of another option, waved his hand and muttered, “Shturrum!”

      He saw the eyes widen in shock as the woodfolk realised they couldn’t move anything else. In a split second, the sorcerer had reached up and pushed the woodwoman off his chest. He scrambled to his feet and, in quick succession, released the woodfolk from their paralysis then raised his shield.

      He now found himself surrounded by a sea of angry faces. At least forty woodfolk had appeared, each with an arrow aimed straight at his heart. None of them made a sound, and the silence seemed to intensify the hostility they exuded.

      The sorcerer stepped back slowly to seat himself on a rock by the stream. The angle of forty arrows followed his movements to stay aimed directly at his heart. His skin crawled, even though he knew he was safe behind his shield as long as he had the energy to maintain it. He could hear the wind brushing through the trees and the dry leaves dancing through the air to settle on the ground around him.

      “We seem to have reached an impasse,” observed the prince. “Do you have a spokesman or is Wizard Treemaster the only person who communicates with outsiders on your behalf?”

      A sound like the susurration of wind through pine trees reached his ears. After a few moments, he realised that the woodwoman who had held the arrow to his throat was speaking, “We may speak for ourselves if we choose, but we are not used to speaking with strangers. My name is Tree Wind.”

      A voice like rustling leaves cut in. “No one who has seen us leaves the forest alive. My name is Autumn Leaves.”

      “If you prove false, we will kill you before you reach the forest’s edge,” sighed Tree Wind eerily, her arrow aimed steadily at his heart.

      “But if you prove true, and stay amongst us, our lives as we know them will be at an end,” rumbled another woodman despondently, “I am Thunder Storm.”

      “Then, to preserve both you and myself, I will have to prove myself true and leave.”

      A young woodman, whose arm was in a sling, gave a slight, sympathetic smile. When he spoke, his creaky heavy voice issued incongruously from his lithe body. “No. If you prove true, you cannot leave the forest. My name is Ancient Oak.”

      “So, either you kill me or force me to stay within the forest?” Tarkyn felt a rising panic threatening to overwhelm him. He had come all this way simply to exchange one prison for another. Without conscious effort, his shield strengthened against the threat. Dimly realising what was happening, Tarkyn said urgently, “Don’t shoot at me! The shield is changing! I can’t control it. I think your arrows will rebound and kill you if you shoot.”

      A babble of voices followed this pronouncement, and then suddenly no one was there. Even as Tarkyn blinked in surprise, a lone arrow streaked towards him. He flinched automatically but the shield held and, as he had suspected it might, sent the arrow flying back out into the woods. In the distance, Tarkyn heard a large branch crack and crash to the ground. Around him, whirls of leaves spiralled to the ground.

      Tarkyn could hear the sounds of the forest increasing in volume. Then suddenly the woodfolk were again surrounding him. His heart thumped in fear until he realised that this time their bows were slung on their shoulders and their arrows were back in their quivers.

      The sound of water running over pebbles resolved itself into a fifth voice, “We thank you for your warning. My name is Waterstone. Why did you try to ensorcell Tree Wind?”

      “I didn’t,” replied the sorcerer flatly. “I am not casting a spell every time I move my arms. Look!” He waved his arms around and took perverse pleasure in watching the woodfolk cower. “I simply threw my hands up in fright, just as you would if you were startled. Nothing more or less.”

      A symphony of forest sounds broke out around him and continued for several long minutes. Tarkyn sat listening with little understanding. Each different voice took so long to tune into that by the time he did, another was speaking. They seemed less hostile, so he flicked out his shield while he was waiting. As his attention wandered, the young prince put his hand to his throat to feel out the damage caused by the arrow. His fingers came away sticky with blood but the cut beneath was disappointingly small. After all, this was his first real combat wound. He gradually became aware that the woodfolk had fallen silent and were watching him expectantly.

      He looked around them, “I beg your pardon. I lost track of the conversation. Did you ask me a question?”

      The wind had dropped. The forest was still, filled with an air of expectancy.

      Tree Wind glanced at the set faces around her and her gentle, sighing voice continued, distant and formal, “We accept your explanation. But we are not used to sorcerers and you have a frightening reputation. So, until the issue is decided, will you agree not to use your magic?”

      The sorcerer did not hesitate. “No. You know I will not.” He overrode the ripple of consternation that spread through the woodfolk. “Besides, if I am false, my word would be without value.”

      “Perhaps instead, you will guarantee not to harm us?” responded Waterstone.

      The prince looked around the ring of earnest faces. “Again, I do not see what use my guarantee is to you, until you decide my worth. However,” he shrugged, “I am prepared to make that undertaking, but on three conditions: firstly, that you do not try to use your mind control on me, secondly, that I may leave the forest at any time, and thirdly, that you in turn will guarantee not to attack me.”

      “We agree to the first and third but not the second,” murmured Tree Wind.

      “Then I will make no guarantee – and I will not allow you to keep me prisoner in your domain.” Before any of the woodfolk could reply, the sorcerer pulled from his pocket a rather squashed berry he had picked a couple of days before and focusing on it, incanted, “Maya Mureva Araya…”

      The scene before him faded. Closing his eyes, he felt the sick dizziness of disintegration but then, instead of a gradual return to a new location, he felt as though he had hit a wall and was wrenched backwards. He opened his eyes to find himself lying defenceless and nauseated on the ground with concerned woodfolk bending over him. He felt too sick and battered by the aborted translocation to resurrect his shield.

      “Keep away from me,” he snarled.

      The woodfolk jumped back, but the voice of Waterstone said gently, “We know nothing of sorcery. We did not interfere with your spell.” He waved his arm around him, “I am not sure why, but the forest appears to be keeping you here to protect you.”

      Tarkyn was fighting too hard against nausea and anger to hear a word that Waterstone said. He heaved himself upright, using the rock to haul himself to his feet. He stood there, furious, gasping for breath, his long black hair framing a deathly white face, his amber eyes burning.

      As soon as he could control the waves of nausea, he roared at them, “I will not be held prisoner. So now, let us see how the forest protects you against a caged, angry sorcerer.” He swept his arm around in an arc and yelled, “Shturrum!”

      The prince glared around at his captive audience. “So what should I do now? Consume you all with a fireball?” In quick succession, he released the paralysis spell and threw a small fireball over their heads to ignite a nearby bush. “Perhaps I should summon a mighty wind and send you smashing into the trees?” Tarkyn flicked his hand and a tree behind them thrashed suddenly in a brief gale. He strode up and down between the stunned woodfolk. “I know… I could lift you all up to the height of the trees and then let you drop so that you smashed on the rocks beside the stream.” With that, he incanted, “Ka Liefka!” and lifted one of the woodfolk and suspended him ten feet above the ground.

      The sorcerer allowed his gaze to sweep slowly across his audience. “Should I drop him, do you think?” He paused then his voice came again, bitter and taunting. “Will I drop him, do you think? I am, after all, a rogue sorcerer… And if you value your friend’s life, you will not disappear into the woods.” He shrugged. “Besides, I could set the whole woods alight if I wanted to flush you out.”

      Even as he spoke those last words, Tarkyn knew they did not ring with the same conviction as his earlier tirade. His rage had burnt itself out. The woodfolk stood silently, rooted to the ground with fear as Tarkyn gently lowered the woodman to the ground.

      With his anger spent, the prince was mortified by what he had done. He placed his hand gently on the shoulder of the terror-stricken woodman and said quietly, “I am so sorry. I had no right to use you thus. I may be outraged at being held in the forest against my will, but that does not justify my treatment of you.”

      A voice that sounded like scrabbling claws in the undergrowth replied, “Perhaps not, my lord, but unless I’m much mistaken, your actions now have sealed our fates.” The woodman looked around at his companions who all nodded silently. “You may do with me as you will.” There was no mistaking the undercurrent of bitterness. “You are my liege lord, and these forests are yours – my name is Running Feet”

      The prince rocked back on his heels, stunned. “This is my domain? And if so, has it not been forfeited?”

      “No one can overturn your father’s will in this, my lord,” answered Ancient Oak, “And we could not accept it, even if they tried.”

      The prince slowly surveyed the woodfolk. “I am truly sorry that I subjected you to such unkindness. If, as you say, I am your liege lord, there is even less excuse for my behaviour, not more. And Running Feet, I may not use you as I will, neither by right of might nor by birth right.”

      A soft sighing heralded Tree Wind’s voice. “My lord, the issue is decided. The wizard accepted your integrity and now, so do we.” She sounded resigned. “Each word you speak proves it more. You are true.”

      Tarkyn frowned in confusion. “Why? How have I suddenly achieved that? By ranting and raving, and throwing dire threats at you?”

      “Exactly that,” rumbled Thunder Storm. “Even at the height of your rage and even under attack, you did not harm anyone. If you didn’t hurt us then, we believe that you won’t hurt us at any other time.”

      “Oh.” Tarkyn sat down quite suddenly, so surprised was he, by this response.

      Thunder Storm heaved a sigh, “And now we must accept that Stormaway will irrevocably bind us into your service at moonrise tonight.”

      Tarkyn, who was used to people clamouring to serve him, did not consider this an issue, “And if I insist on leaving the forest?”

      “Sire, you cannot stop the process. The spell has already begun to work. Only if you had proved to be really evil could it have been reversed.”

      Tarkyn waved his hand, “I am not concerned about reversing the process. I am concerned about my free will. I wish to be able to leave the forest when I choose.”

      The woodfolk exchanged glances.

      “Your Highness,” said Waterstone, “We did not stop you. The forest did. The forest wards, which are part of the trees themselves, are not letting you leave while the danger to you is so great beyond their borders.”

      “We could not harm you, if you insisted on leaving.” Autumn Leaves’ voice was sullen, “But we are sworn to protect you. So, if you place yourself in jeopardy, you risk all of us.”

      Tarkyn did not see that this was a logical progression but decided it was pointless to pursue the argument while the forest held him anyway.
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      Dusk was gathering as four woodfolk strode into the clearing, carrying a long twisty branch, from which hung a slain deer.

      Ancient Oak nodded at them, “There’ll be some fine spit roasted venison tonight.” The woodman had spoken very little, and seemed at a loss to know what to talk about most of the time. Tarkyn suspected that the task of entertaining him had fallen to this particular woodman because of his injured arm. Ancient Oak turned to the prince, and spoke formally, “Tonight we will honour your arrival among us, Your Highness. We have long awaited the day when you would come to claim your own.”

      The four hunters handed the deer over to a waiting group of woodfolk who immediately set to skinning and cleaning the carcass. Meanwhile others were tidying the clearing, gathering firewood and setting the fire.

      If the prince was disturbed by the woodman’s cold tone, he gave no indication. “I am honoured by your kindness, Ancient Oak,” he replied with equal formality. He was seated on the ground next to the woodman, his back leaning against a tree. “Tell me, are your homes nearby? I cannot see them.”

      “They are all around us, my lord, scattered through the nearby woodland, although the untutored eye cannot distinguish them.” Did the prince discern a note of derision in the woodman’s voice? “Each dwelling is constructed within a thicket of shrubbery. Branches from the growing plants are woven into a small dome that is lined with grasses and mud to make it waterproof.”

      “I see, or rather I don’t see because, as you so rightly point out, I am untutored in your ways.”

      “That is how I injured my arm,” said Ancient Oak, in a sudden burst of confidence.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “One of the saplings we were using to build a shelter was not secured properly and flicked back into my arm.” He gave the prince a shy smile, “It’s not broken, you know. Only bruised. But if I don’t have it in a sling, I might forget and climb into a tree and then find my arm unable to support me when I need it.”

      “You climb trees a bit, do you?”

      Ancient Oak smiled at the prince’s lack of knowledge, “All our lookouts are stationed up in trees. We spend nearly as much time in trees as on the ground, especially if there is a potential danger.”

      “Interesting.” Tarkyn was watching another group of woodfolk prepare vegetables to be roasted in the fire. “And I suppose you can quickly obliterate all of this, should the need arise?”

      Ancient Oak nodded, “Yes. The lookouts will warn us of any outsiders’ approach. We can pack away the food and put out the fire, then scatter leaves and forest debris to disguise our presence within minutes. By the time outsiders arrived here, they could walk across this clearing and never know we had been here.”

      Tarkyn studied his companion. Ancient Oak was not old, as might have been expected. He was named purely for the qualities of his voice. Tarkyn was beginning to be able to differentiate the woodfolk from each other. At first, the similarity in their stature, dress, hair and eye colour had made them all appear alike to him. However, as they became more familiar, he could discern differences in hair length, shade and style and in facial shape and expression. Ancient Oak was young but more fully grown into manhood than Tarkyn. He wore his hair straight and shoulder length and sported a small goatee. Now that Tarkyn knew him better, he couldn’t imagine how he had ever been unable to tell him from the others.

      “So when will your leader present himself… or herself to me?” asked the prince. “I would have expected to be introduced by now.”

      Ancient Oak raised his eyebrows. “But Your Highness, did we not make it clear? We have had no leader until now.”

      “Don’t play games with me, Ancient Oak. You know what I mean. Who organizes the lookouts and the arms practice? Who adjudicates arguments? I haven’t been here. There must be someone who leads you….and why have they not presented themselves to me?”

      Ancient Oak looked distinctly uncomfortable at Tarkyn’s sharp tone. “We don’t have leaders. Different people tend to direct different activities depending on the knowledge and skills needed…” He trailed off.

      The prince merely waited, keeping his eyes fixed on the woodman’s face. Ancient Oak was watching, with slightly unfocused eyes, the woodfolk hanging garlands of flowers in the trees around the clearing. Finally, he glanced at Tarkyn. “Your Highness, there is no-one to dispute your claim, if that’s what’s concerning you. We have known for years that you would one day come to claim our fealty.”

      “Yet despite this,” said Tarkyn dryly, “my arrival has been greeted with hostility, not welcome.”

      “I do not see why knowing about something for years should make it any more welcome,” retorted the woodman.

      Tarkyn raised his eyebrows. “You have a bit to learn about being a liegeman, Ancient Oak. That is not how you speak to your lord.”

      The woodman’s cheeks tinged with colour, not with embarrassment as Tarkyn first assumed, but with anger. “I beg your pardon, Your Highness. I had not realised that dishonesty would be a requirement of serving you.”

      Tarkyn was completely taken aback. No one spoke to him like that. And yet, he found himself in a quandary. He did not want dishonesty from his liegemen and women. He had never enjoyed the guiles of court, so why recreate them here? On the other hand, he would not countenance impertinence.

      “Ancient Oak, I expect the highest standards of courtesy and honesty both from my liegemen and women, and from myself. This does not necessarily mean that I will rub unpleasant truths into people’s faces. Perhaps you could also learn to avoid that practice.”

      Ancient Oak’s mouth tightened but he gave no response. Again, his eyes lost focus.

      The prince frowned and looked away quickly. Watching the preparations for the feast, he mulled over its significance. The woodfolk had agreed not to use mindpower on him. So if it wasn’t that, what was it? The woodfolk may have declared their intention of trusting Tarkyn, but he was a long way from trusting them in return.

      Suddenly, Autumn Leaves and Tree Wind appeared on either side of them.

      “Go on, Ancient Oak,” said Autumn Leaves, waving his hand. “You’re needed to help mind the children. Creaking Bough needs a break.”

      Tarkyn frowned as the woodman left without his dismissal, but decided that he could not spend the entire afternoon berating him. And although he had not seen Ancient Oak gesture, he was fairly sure that the arrival of the two woodfolk was not coincidental.

      “Had enough of enduring my company, has he?”

      A glint in Autumn Leaves’ eye acknowledged the prince’s acuity. He smiled, “We try to be fair in apportioning onerous tasks, my lord.”

      “And exactly how did you two turn up so fortuitously?”

      “Sire, since you value honesty, I will tell you.” Tarkyn frowned with a suspicion that was confirmed by Autumn Leaves’ next words. “Ancient Oak relayed your conversation to us and asked us to come.”

      “How dare he share with others his private conversation with me?”

      Autumn Leaves shrugged disarmingly, “Sire, we all do it. We speak with our minds as much as with our mouths.”

      “Perhaps you do, but I do not appreciate having an unseen audience to my conversations.”

      A tense glance passed between the two woodfolk. At a slight nod from Autumn Leaves, Tree Wind cleared her throat and said in her sighing voice, “Your Highness, would you be kind enough to walk with me awhile? We have some time before the food is ready and the moon is not due to rise for another hour.”

      Tarkyn stood up and inclined his head, “It would be my pleasure, Tree Wind.”

      The prince and the woodwoman walked away from the bustle of the clearing into the quiet gloom of the forest.

      Tarkyn murmured, “Lumaya ” under his breath. Slowly a gentle radiance spread around them, allowing them to find their way beneath the huge overhanging trees. “You must let me know, Tree Wind, if the light may endanger us, and I will extinguish it.”

      The woodwoman nodded but said nothing. Tarkyn glanced at her set face and wondered why she had offered to walk with him if she felt so ill at ease in his company. Finally, he said, “It seemed to me that there was a point in time this morning when my fate held by a thread. I would like to thank you for resisting the impulse to kill me.”

      Tree Wind pushed a strand of hair back from her face and forced herself to look him in the eye. “I apologize for reacting so hastily. I understand from Stormaway that it is a heinous crime to attack a member of the Royal Family.” There was no vestige of warmth in her soft voice. “Besides, in hindsight, it was not warranted by your actions.”

      Tarkyn looked at her quizzically. “No, but at the time, you thought it was. You thought I was placing a spell on you. Why did you not kill me? I could feel it. Every fibre in you wanted to plunge that arrow further into me and yet you held.”

      “If I had been able to kill you with impunity and save us all from the future that lies ahead of us, I would have done so. But if you remember, Stormaway reminded us that only he could make the final decision. And only if you were totally corrupt, would the binding spell not take hold. If we had killed you and you were true, we would all have perished.” The woodwoman drew herself up. “In the end, the forest saved you.”

      Tarkyn stopped walking to look at her. “It did?”

      “Don’t you remember the wind that sprang up? The swirling leaves?”

      Tarkyn thought back and nodded slowly.

      “Our oath to you is bound in sorcery to the welfare of the forest and therefore to our own welfare. The effects of the binding spell had already begun to work. Because I was threatening you and your claim was just, the binding spell was threatening the forest.” She continued impatiently, “It is not yet autumn. No leaves should have been falling. Fey whirlwinds do not spring up in the middle of the forest.”

      The young man raised his eyebrows. “No, I suppose they don’t.” Tarkyn frowned in an effort of memory, “So when did you swear this spellbound oath to me?”

      “Twelve years ago, my lord. My people and I made a solemn vow to your father that we would protect you and recognize you as our liege, should you return to the forest.”

      Tarkyn brow cleared. He looked around the overhanging trees of the surrounding woodlands. “I’ve been here before, haven’t I?” he said slowly. “I vaguely remember coming into the woods for a long ceremony of some sort. A long time ago, when I was very young. It is one of the last vague memories of my father.”

      Tree Wind considered Tarkyn for a moment then offered, as though the idea had only just occurred to her, “If you wish, I can show you. You will need to look deeply into my eyes so that I can share my memory with you.”

      She must have known that Tarkyn would be wary of her mindpower but she did not offer any reassurance. He thought it unlikely that she would try to control his mind again and he felt reasonably sure that, if necessary, he could resist as he had before. So, after a slight hesitation, the prince agreed. Nevertheless, it took a leap of faith to look into her eyes.

      “So, stand relaxed and focus deeply into my eyes,” instructed Tree Wind calmly. “Now let your mind drift and allow the images to form. You will not lose your own self-awareness. You will simply gain the awareness of my images and feelings.”

      The night is bitterly cold. I can feel my legs stiffening up. We have been warned of their arrival at the forest edge half an hour ago and we have been waiting in readiness. I can hear the jangle of harnesses as they draw near: now the quiet thudding of horses’ hooves on the forest floor. Three riders emerge from the gloom. A large burly man with black hair and beard mounted on a strong black horse. He is wearing deep burnt orange robes and cloak, richly embroidered in silver thread. Behind him on a grey pony sits a much smaller, slighter, beardless replica of the first, white-faced and swaying with fatigue. There is a shimmering light around them, possibly a shield of some sort. The third rider is Falling Rain, one of our number, who has been missing for over a week. He is slumped over the neck of his pony with his wrists tied to the pommel of the saddle. Outrage ripples through those of us waiting. Many people notch arrows ready to attack as a fourth rider appears.

      With a start, Tarkyn recognised Stormaway Treemaster, resplendent in his green court dress, stronger and more confident in the vision than the wizard he had met recently.

      King Markazon’s hawk-like gaze sweeps across us. He dismounts and indicates that we should assist the little boy and our stricken companion down from their mounts. Although he sanctions releasing Falling Rain’s bonds, no one is clear whether the woodman has been bound in captivity or merely kept tied for his safety. Falling Rain collapses when he is set upon the ground and has to be supported to a comfortable spot against an old oak. No one has yet spoken and the air is filled with mistrust and foreboding. No one has ever before come into our woodland home. The wizard watches warily from horseback then, when all are settled, dismounts and joins the king and the rest of us seated around the firesite. Food and drink are brought forth for our guests. By previous agreement, it falls to me to greet our visitors.

      “Welcome to our forest, Your Majesty. We are honoured by your presence among us. My name is Tree Wind.”

      The king’s frown is forbidding. “I thank you for your welcome. However, you labour under a misapprehension. These are my forests and you live here at my discretion.” He glares around the circle at our ashen faces. “I have not been pleased to discover a whole community of people who have never sworn allegiance to the Crown.”

      A stricken silence greets this pronouncement. Then one of our number breaks the silence.

      “But Your Majesty, you cannot rule a people you cannot find. My name is Autumn Leaves.”

      All eyes turn to glare at the speaker of such provocative words. We glance nervously at each other around the firesite, acutely aware that Autumn Leaves’ words are ill-chosen. Surprisingly, no explosion of wrath follows. Perhaps noting our reaction, the king merely waves an impatient hand and declares calmly, “All that is at an end. Now that the illness of Falling Rain has betrayed your presence, your unnatural, treasonous independence is at an end.”

      We are filled with dread at what that may mean but before we can respond, Stormaway cuts in smoothly but respectfully, “However, we understand that many of your people are near death from this sickness and we have come bearing medicines that will heal them. Beyond the forest edge this malady is common enough and easily cured, but because you woodfolk have never been exposed to it, you have no resistance to it or knowledge of the cure.”

      “I am concerned for Falling Rain. Should he not be put to bed?” I ask.

      The wizard produces a small packet of herbs from an inner pocket and hands it to the nearest woodman.

      “Here. Make a tisane from these. Hopefully, now he is back amongst you, this will revive him. The journey has tired him excessively as I feared it might. But for some reason, he did not respond to my treatment while he was within the palace. I believe he may need to be within the forest to recover.”

      “So, you will help us, but the cost of this help is the loss of our independence? A high price indeed,” observed a scratchy voice. “I am Running Feet.”

      “Without our intercession,” interjects the king, “You would all be dead within the month. Being independently dead seems quite pointless to me.”

      “However, being independently alive does not,” I retort, but my sighing voice robs my words of rudeness. “You could choose to save us but leave us as we have always been, elusive and not answerable to anyone.”

      The king glowers at me but speaks mildly, “My Lady, I cannot countenance having people within my realm who have not acknowledged me as their rightful ruler. And you cannot expect my support unless I, as your liege lord, accept responsibility for you.”

      Tarkyn experienced a strange sensation of thoughts and impressions travelling back and forth between the woodfolk around the circle. Because the sensation was alien to him, he couldn’t grasp the content clearly but could only be aware, through Tree Wind’s vision, that it was happening.

      After an appreciable pause in the proceedings, a burbling voice takes up the negotiations. “Sire, our need is dire and so we may be forced to accede to your conditions. However, two things concern us. Firstly, what would you demand from us as your subjects? I am Waterstone.”

      The king glances impatiently at his wizard, but then draws a breath and answers with a stern calm. “My demands are not excessive. I require your loyalty and your obedience, should I need it. I wish you to continue to care for these vast forests. In time of conflict, which I hope will never arise, I will require your service either at arms or in gathering intelligence.”

      Again Tarkyn experienced the sensation of thoughts racing between the minds around the fire.

      “These conditions do not seem unreasonable,” states Waterstone on our behalf.

      “I should think not. I have not even demanded a tithe from you.” The king’s amber eyes sweep around the circle. “And your other concern?” Before we can answer, Markazon notices his son seated next to him and smooths his tousled hair. He leans over and whispers sotto voce, “Not long now. Bear up.” In a quick change of role, the father becomes the king as he straightens up and raises his eyebrows. “Go on. I’m waiting.”

      Waterstone clears his throat nervously. “Your Majesty, we have heard you are a just monarch, firm but fair.” The king inclines his head in acknowledgement. “If we swear an oath of fealty to you, does that bind us to all future kings?”

      Our uncertainty and unhappiness with this is apparent without words. Before any of us can raise an objection, the king lifts his hand.

      “Obviously, I will not be here at the crowning of the next king to make sure you transfer your oath. However…” The king breaks off and looks at the wizard who looks pointedly at the little boy who is now leaning against his father.

      “Sire, you must.”

      The king takes a deep breath and begins again. “However, much as it pains me, I can understand your reservations. There are some uncertain portents regarding the future King Kosar and his brother Jarand, particularly in relation to young Tarkyn here. Since I will not be here, I would protect Tarkyn’s future as best I can, from beyond the grave, so to speak.” After his momentary show of vulnerability, King Markazon draws himself up and sends his harsh glare across us all. “So, to ensure that two generations of my family have your fealty, I will require you to swear the oath of fealty to both my son Tarkyn and me. In return for this, I will apprise no-one else of your existence and I will save your people from this sickness.”

      After another period of mental communion, Waterstone presents our view, “We have one more reservation. Prince Tarkyn is still very young and has not yet passed through the trials of childhood and adolescence. Although unlikely, Your Majesty, it is possible that by the time he reaches manhood, he may have become embittered or cruel or even unbalanced. Swearing a lifetime of service to an unformed child is too uncertain.”

      The king stands up abruptly, sending the little boy falling sideways as the shoulder he has been leaning against disappears.

      “Enough!” roars the king. “I have been patient and I have negotiated when I could simply have enforced my will. You will give me your oath and you will give Tarkyn your oath. I have placed my shield around this clearing so you cannot melt away into the forest and choose to die unaided. I have had enough of this charade. This is my kingdom and I will be obeyed.”

      A horrified silence ensues. No one moves. Then Stormaway Treemaster speaks in a matter-of-fact voice as though the conversation were proceeding as before. “Perhaps a slight modification can satisfy all parties.”

      “What?” snapped the king.

      “When Prince Tarkyn first enters in these forests as a grown man, I will undertake to evaluate his worthiness to be their liege lord.”

      Markazon barks, “He is worthy because he is my son.”

      Stormaway holds the king’s gaze for a notable pause. “Just so, Your Majesty.” The wizard looks down at his hands, “And yet should the unthinkable happen, I know you would not wish any people of your realm to be bound to evil.”

      The king looks at his tired son and gently strokes his hair. Tarkyn turns his head to look up at his father and smiles at him sleepily. The king raises his eyes and says, “Because I have faith in Tarkyn, I will concede this point. But be warned! The oaths you swear to me and my son will be bound in sorcery to the welfare of the forest.”

      Despite his concession, the air sizzles with resentment. Running Feet’s scratchy voice speaks for us. “Since you have already removed our freedom and our right to choose our own fate, we must inform you that we will be making these oaths under duress.”

      “Of course you will be. But that won’t make your oaths any less binding.” The king tosses off the contents of his goblet. “You are out of touch with the ways of the outside world. Although it does not generally arise in times of peace, the basic premise safeguarding the monarchy is “Submit or die.” Treason has always been punishable by death. In your case, I would not have to order your executions. You will simply die from sickness if you do not swear fealty. And in the future, if you betray your oath to my son, it will not be you but your forest that will die. Perhaps you may think that is too lenient,” he says dryly, “but unless I am much mistaken, the death of your forest would destroy your souls.”

      Tarkyn closed his eyes and pulled himself out of Tree Wind’s memory. “Enough. I have seen enough,” he said thickly. “More than enough.”

      He opened his eyes to find Tree Wind regarding him with long-nurtured loathing etched in every line of her face. In an instant the expression was gone but Tarkyn knew he had not been mistaken. The prince thought of trying to explain his father to Tree Wind but, watching her closed face, he realised there was no chink in her resentment. He would be wasting his time.

      He managed to find his voice again and to speak with a quiet assurance he did not feel. “Thank you for sharing your memory. I believe you have made your point quite clearly. I can see now why you are so unhappy about being bound into my service. I think I will take a walk before dinner. You may leave and return to your people.”

      Once he was rid of her, Tarkyn blundered into the comforting darkness of the forest. He crawled into the heart of a huge overhanging pine tree and threw himself down on the soft bed of pine needles. He extinguished his light and felt the velvety blackness pressing on him. A seething roil of images and emotions swirled round and round inside his head.

      In turns, Tarkyn wept for the loss of his father all over again then railed against him for the impetuous nature that had turned the woodfolk against them both. In the end, when his emotion was spent, he was left with the implacable hatred in Tree Winds’ eyes. He sat up shivering and drew his cloak around him.

      “What am I going to do?” he whispered into the darkness. “I’m locked in a forest with a horde of people who detest me.”

      He thought about all he had lost and of what lay ahead of him and felt desolation wash over him. Eventually, a rustling in the branches above him caught his attention. Curiosity and the need for self-preservation dragged him up out of his pit of despair.

      “Lumaya!” he murmured and by the gentle corona of conjured light, he spotted a tawny owl staring unblinkingly down at him. They regarded each other for several seconds. Then the owl scratched under his wing with his beak, and ruffled his feathers. Tarkyn felt a gentle surge of reassurance. He heaved a huge sigh and said with quiet resolve, “You’re right. Life must go on and I must face these people.” So saying, he pushed his way between the pine’s branches and back onto the forest path.

      As he neared the clearing, Tarkyn could hear the sounds of revelry. “I can see they are celebrating already,” he said dryly to himself. “Perhaps Tree Wind has convinced them that I will stay away from them… Maybe I will, but not until we all know where we stand.”

      He took a deep breath, squared his shoulders and walked into the clearing, his heart hammering in his chest. It was every bit as bad as he had anticipated. A sudden hush fell. Only the crackling of the fire broke the silence. Hundreds of pairs of expressionless eyes turned to look at him.

      “Good evening,” he said quietly to everyone and no one in particular. “Don’t let me interrupt your festivities.”

      A small child holding a goblet of wine responded to a gentle shove in the back and came forward to offer it to the prince. Tarkyn inclined his head and accepted the drink.

      “Thank you, young one,” he said gravely.

      He sipped the wine and commented on its quality. Still no one else spoke. Tarkyn resisted the temptation to feel foolish, clenched his teeth and walked slowly through the circle to the other end of the clearing. Woodfolk parted silently to let him through. When he reached his chosen vantage point, he turned and swept his gaze around the waiting throng.

      “Since I have your attention,” he began with a touch of irony, “I will take this opportunity to thank you for providing this welcoming feast. I am honoured by your hospitality…” Still no one spoke. Tarkyn could almost feel their antipathy pulsing against him. “As some of you may know, Tree Wind was kind enough to share her memory of my father’s visit to you over a decade ago.” He took a sip from his goblet. “And I believe, as a consequence of that meeting, that you were all required to swear an oath of fealty to both my father and myself? Is that correct?”

      Several heads nodded slowly, either uncertain or unwilling.

      “It is a long time since my father was here. Memories fade and new children have been born. I also have changed. The child to whom you gave your oath is, in many ways, not the person you see before you today. As Tree Wind has already inadvertently demonstrated, the consequences of breaking the oath would be dire.” He saw several heads turn to look at Tree Wind. “So, now that I have returned, I believe that the oath must be renewed.”

      The moon had still not appeared, but a silver glow lit the eastern horizon. He saw a few people at the rear moving. “I do this to protect you. Because of the danger to your forests, it is important that all of you are made to remember your oath before the moon rises and the spell takes full effect.”

      Angry mutterings greeted this pronouncement until Tarkyn raised his hand.

      “I am aware that you resent the oath and resent me. But believe me; I equally resent being forced to abide in this forest against my will. This covenant between us was none of my making and it is not within my gift to remove it. However…”

      Whatever else Tarkyn had been going to say was lost, as the voice of Stormaway Treemaster rang forth at its most theatrical, as he moved forward to stand beside the prince, “However, I have judged Prince Tarkyn fit to rule and events today have confirmed my decision. Prince Tarkyn’s integrity has galvanised the binding spell of the oath. The forest itself, just as bound as you are by the oath, has already acted to protect your prince and your actions have already endangered it.” He swept his arm in an arc. “So kneel before your prince and give him your oath.”

      As one, the woodfolk sank reluctantly to their knees. To Tarkyn’s surprise, Stormaway also turned and knelt before him as he led the oath-taking.

      “On behalf of the forests of Eskuzor, the creatures

      of the woods, the birds of the air and the fish in the streams, I give my solemn vow to honour, serve and protect you, Tarkyn Tamadil, Prince of Eskuzor, until the end of my days. I give this oath in the knowledge that the woodlands and all who live in them depend on my good faith.”

      “Thank you,” said Tarkyn quietly. “And in return, I make my pledge to you.”

      Guided by some force within him, the prince produced a bronze pillar of flame in the palm of his hand and focused on its brilliance. For a moment he wondered whether he would know what to say, but then he felt the words he had spoken as a child emerge from deep within him. As soon as he began to speak, the oath took over and the words poured forth without conscious volition.

      “I, Tarkyn Tamadil, Prince of the Forests of Eskuzor, give my solemn vow that I will fulfil my obligations and responsibilities as your liege lord and will protect the woodfolk and the forests of Eskuzor. Your just cause will be my cause and your fate will be my fate. This is the covenant bequeathed to me by my father, Markazon Tamadil, 48th King of Eskuzor.”

      As the last words faded away, the bronze flame shot skyward and disappeared. Sparks spiralled upward from the fire as Stormaway brought down his staff with a sound like thunder. A shock wave of air blew outward from the centre of the clearing and the ground beneath them shuddered. In the quiet that followed, the first silver rays from the rising moon washed over the clearing.

      Tarkyn stood there, stunned. Nothing had prepared him to expect the level of commitment he had just given to a people he hardly knew. He collected himself enough to say, “People of the Woodlands, you may rise. The venison smells as though it is nearly cooked. Please, resume your festivities.”

      The woodfolk rose to their feet and began to disperse. A few of them looked uncertainly at the prince as though they would have spoken with him but he gave them no encouragement so they too melted into the night’s festivities.

      Tarkyn turned glazed eyes slowly to look at Stormaway. “How could I ever have forgotten that?” he said shakily.

      Stormaway put a fatherly hand on the young man’s shoulder. “Tarkyn, my friend’s son, you were so young you would not have understood what you were saying, let alone remembered it. No one has been there to remind you. Your father died within the year and I was banished from court by your brothers.”

      “So now what?” asked Tarkyn. “Am I now condemned to live within the confines of this forest, my fate entwined with people who hate me? I might have been better off in prison.”

      Stormaway took care not to roll his eyes. “My lord, I am aware that you, no less than the woodfolk, were given no choice about entering into this pact. However, you overstate the case. I think you will find that not everyone resents you with the same ferocity as Tree Wind.”

      Tarkyn ran a hand through his hair. “I have seen no sign of any friendship. Ancient Oak is the only person I have conversed with and he was doing it out of obligation.”

      “You have only been here for one day,” the wizard pointed out gently. “Give them and yourself a chance to get to know each other.”

      “I feel as if I’ve been drafted into the role of an unwelcome conqueror who has magic at his back instead of an army.”

      “I am afraid, Sire, that you have summed up the situation quite succinctly.” said Stormaway in the same matter-of-fact voice that Tarkyn had seen in Tree Wind’s memory, “And now, you are going to have to rise to the occasion and learn to live with it.” The wizard turned to leave but stopped when he saw Tarkyn’s mutinous face. “Now listen to me, my lord. Did you like what you saw of your father in Tree Wind’s memory?”

      Tarkyn glowered at him. “Yes, I did. I loved him and I have always missed him.” His throat ached with the effort of not shedding tears.

      “And did you like everything he did?” pressed Stormaway.

      The young prince’s eyes flashed in instant defence of his father but then his shoulders sagged and he conceded, “No. Not everything. If he had been more patient and tactful, the woodfolk could have given their allegiance with much less ill-feeling and I wouldn’t be in this mess.”

      “Your Highness, I too loved your father. I served him to the end of his days just as I will serve you to the end of mine. But he had a tempestuous nature which sometimes marred his actions.” Stormaway shook his head slowly from side to side. “From what I have seen, you are very much your father’s son. Learn from him. Take from him wholeheartedly what you admire and learn to manage the rest.”

      Tarkyn gave a short derisive laugh. “Pull myself together, in other words.”

      The wizard smiled. “Basically, yes. These people have just unwillingly sworn their lives to you. They have every right to feel resentful. The least you can do is deign to speak to them and treat them with courtesy.”

      “Stars above, Stormaway! I don’t know how my father put up with you.”

      The wizard actually grinned. “I can assure you, Your Highness, it was a struggle for both of us.” He clapped his new charge on the shoulder. “Come on. Let’s get some of that fine wine and a plate of venison.”

      For better or for worse, Tarkyn’s future had found him.
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      Tarkyn took a deep breath, squared his shoulders and walked over to the nearest group of woodfolk who were standing with drinks in their hands, waiting for the venison to be carved. As he approached, he saw two of them exchange glances.

      At a nudge from Waterstone, Autumn Leaves held up a large flagon. “Would you like a refill, Your Highness?”

      Tarkyn blinked. None of them bowed or even inclined their heads in respect as he walked up to them. “Thank you. I would. Your wines are very good.” He glanced sideways to share his surprise with Stormaway only to find that the wily old wizard had melted from his side. He gave a rueful grimace. “Hmm. I seem to have misplaced my wizard.”

      A woodwoman smiled at him, “He’s as slippery as a snake, that Stormaway. Disappears for weeks at a time. Then suddenly, one day, he will just stroll in and help himself to a cup of tea as though he’d never been away. I am Creaking Bough.”

      Tarkyn inclined his head in acknowledgement, “Pleased to meet you. I hope you will forgive me if I take a few days to remember all your names. I am meeting so many of you all at once. But I promise you, I will do my best.”

      The venison and roasted vegetables filled the clearing with glorious aromas as the food was served onto large pieces of bark lined with plaited vines.

      “At last. Food’s ready,” said Autumn Leaves. “You wait here and I’ll bring you over a plateful.”

      Tarkyn watched in bemusement as the woodfolk moved in to help themselves without serving him first, or waiting for him to be ready to eat before they started themselves. A few minutes later, Autumn Leaves returned with two filled plates. He handed one to Tarkyn and kept one for himself.

      “Come on then, Your Highness. You may sit with us if you like.”

      Waterstone had already sat down with his meal on his lap. “Look,” he said, patting a mossy patch next to him on a log. “I’ve saved you a spot.”

      “Thank you.” Tarkyn sat down, looking a little dazed. He had never been treated so casually in his life. And yet he could tell that they were not being deliberately disrespectful. In fact, he thought they were making an effort to include him and make him feel at ease.

      After a wry glance at his friend, Waterstone smiled at the prince, “Autumn Leaves is trying to make up for his previous misdeed.”

      Privately reeling that Autumn Leaves wasn’t simply serving him out of duty, Tarkyn asked as lightly as he could manage, “And what misdeed was that?”

      “Sending you off with Tree Wind on your own.”

      “I see.” Tarkyn’s gaze slid along to watch Autumn Leaves eating his meal. “It was indeed unpleasant, but I did need to see her memories. So that I knew what you all knew.”

      Waterstone waved his hand, “I agree. You did. Still, any one of us could have shown you, perhaps more kindly, or supported you when you saw hers.”

      Tarkyn frowned, unconvinced, “Surely you all relished the opportunity to wreak a small revenge. I cannot imagine that any of you feel well disposed towards me after what I saw.”

      Just as Waterstone was about to reply, Autumn Leaves cut in, “I believe you said that you did not want unpleasant truths rubbed in people’s faces, so I will not comment on that. But I do offer you my apology. However we may feel about you and the situation, you are alone, one among many.” The woodman stopped to consider for a minute, “Even if I were as strong as you, I cannot imagine that I would feel comfortable if I found myself surrounded by sorcerers.” He gave a slight smile, “So it was not kind of me, and I apologise.”

      “Thank you. Although it is not perhaps as strange for me to be one among many, as it would be for you. ”

      “But Your Highness, you have been with your own kind until now,” protested Creaking Bough.

      “It is clear, both from your words and your actions, that you do not understand the enormous gulf that lies between sorcerers and the Royal Family. I do not consider commoners or even lords to be my peers. My family has ruled Eskuzor for over a thousand years. Our heritage sets us apart. When I enter a room, no one continues to behave as they did before I arrived. So it happens frequently that I am one among many.”

      “That sounds very lonely, my lord,” said Creaking Bough.

      Tarkyn raised an eyebrow and gave a faintly derisive smile, “It is merely the expected order of things, Creaking Bough. It is neither good nor bad. It just is.”

      Despite his words, he did feel more isolated than he ever had before. These people were alien to him. He knew nothing of their customs, way of life or attitudes, and they were not behaving as he was used to. His gaze travelled around the clearing. He could see that despite their disregard for protocol, they were still keeping a weather eye on him while they ate.

      As he suppressed a sigh, an owl swooped in a low arc over their heads and up into an oak tree to land high above Tarkyn. Although not unheard of, an owl flying through the firelight was enough to cause a ripple of comment through the woodfolk. Tarkyn smiled slightly, pleased to share a moment of common interest with them.

      “Do you know much of birds, my lord?” asked Waterstone.

      “Enough to know that owls generally keep away from light. He’s a beauty, isn’t he?” Tarkyn pointed upward, “Look. He’s still there. Right above me.”

      Autumn Leaves squinted upwards. “As far as I know, you can’t tell the sex of a tawny owl by its appearance.”

      “He’s a male,” said Tarkyn with quiet confidence. At their looks of surprise, he added, “I saw him earlier, before I returned to the clearing.” He shrugged, “Besides, I just know he is.”

      “You must have studied birds a good deal to know the difference between the genders, particularly if we can’t tell,” said Waterstone with a note of scepticism. “Unusual in a town dweller.”

      “No, I hate to disillusion you, but I haven’t.” Tarkyn’s eyes twinkled, “But despite that, you will find that our owl is male.” For the first time, they saw a chink in his courteous formality. His smile broadened, “And there is no way you can disprove it, short of following him for weeks and waiting for him not to lay an egg.”

      This drew reluctant smiles from the woodfolk who were not quite sure how to take him. Above him, the owl ruffled his feathers and settled down.

      “Your Highness, what is it about our actions that makes you say we don’t understand the gulf between you and other sorcerers?” asked Waterstone suddenly. “After all, we have never met any sorcerers, other than you and your father… and I suppose, Stormaway. He, I believe, is a type of sorcerer.”

      “In that case, it is not surprising that you don’t understand.” Tarkyn knew the woodman was waiting for further explanation. He also knew that he did not want to get into a wrangle about expected behaviour after the trauma of the oath-giving they had just been through. “Waterstone, we have time ahead of us. Tonight, the oath is raw in everyone’s minds. My expectations of your behaviour are clearly not aligned with your own, at the moment. But now is not the time to remedy that.” When he saw Waterstone about to protest, he raised his hand and said firmly, “No. I will not discuss this tonight. I am well aware that no one is intending me any disrespect. If I had thought otherwise, presumably the forest would have let you know.”

      The three woodfolk retreated into tense silence. When he had finished eating, Autumn Leaves quietly gathered up everyone’s plates and took them over to woodfolk who were waiting to clear away. While he was exchanging a few words with them, Waterstone explained in a subdued voice, “Normally, each woodman would attend to his own utensils.”

      Tarkyn’s eyes narrowed, “But tonight they are doing yours in exchange for you keeping me entertained. Is that right?”

      Waterstone shifted uncomfortably, “It is not quite so blatant as that. It is more that that is their contribution towards serving you.” The woodman glanced anxiously at the nearby trees.

      “I see. I can accept that.”

      Waterstone let out a small sigh of relief. Around the fire, more woodfolk were watching the prince and exchanging anxious glances. There was a building undercurrent of tension.

      As Autumn Leaves returned, Tarkyn snapped, “Will you please keep private conversations with me private?” He waved his arm around the clearing, “Now look! Everyone is waiting to see what I will say next.”

      For a moment the heavy woodman glared at him, resentment smouldering in his eyes. “What do you expect?” he snapped back. “Of course they want to know what you’re going to demand of us.”

      The prince’s face stiffened with shock.

      Autumn Leaves took a deep breath. “I beg your pardon, Your Highness, but everyone is clamouring to hear what you have been saying to us. I said as little as I could.” He sat down, unknowingly offending Tarkyn even further by not waiting for permission. He added firmly, “I do not think you appreciate how frightened we are for our forests. How can we keep them secure if we don’t even know how to act to meet your expectations?”

      Tarkyn eyed him, deciding whether to reprimand him for his presumptuous attitude. Finally, he reminded himself of his decision to make allowances tonight. “Very well. I will speak once more on this subject. I will not stand up and make an announcement but this time, I give you permission to convey my words to all other interested parties. That will then be the end of it for tonight. Is that clear?”

      Autumn Leaves glanced at Waterstone as he nodded, “Yes, Your Highness. Quite clear.”

      Tarkyn then spoke quietly so only those close to him could hear, but he paused every few sentences to give Autumn Leaves time to transmit his message to everyone watching. “Perhaps you were not listening, but I have just sworn an oath to protect your forests. As you will come to realise, I am a man of my word. I will not try to ambush you, nor punish you or your forests, for expectations of which you are unaware. When I have decided what I expect of you, I will make sure you know. Only then will I insist on compliance.”

      He took a sip of wine. “I am aware that you feel jarred by my arrival and by the commitment you have had to give me. That is why I will not impose any expectations tonight.” He looked around the assembled woodfolk but continued to speak softly, “While I have your attention, thank you for your fine food and wine. Please feel free to come up and speak to me, but do not feel obliged to.”

      Little did the woodfolk know, but even this last offer was an enormous concession from a prince who would normally have had everyone presented formally to him in the course of the evening.

      Tarkyn watched with interest as several people melted into the forest and the same number swung down out of the trees to take their place. The newcomers helped themselves to food and drink, and two of them wandered over to join the prince.

      “Good evening, Your Highness,” said a middle-aged woodwoman whose soft brown hair hung well down her back. “I noticed last night that your face was showing signs of strain. No doubt being on the run is bad for the nerves.” She put her plate down on the log, in order to produce a small phial of dark green liquid. “This should reduce some of your tension, my lord. I am Summer Rain.”

      “Thank you.” Tarkyn took the phial from her and held it up to study it in the firelight. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw woodfolk exchanging knowing looks. He turned his gaze to confront Autumn Leaves. “Am I being made fun of?” he demanded.

      “No Sire,” said Autumn Leaves hastily. “Summer Rain’s tonics are renowned for their efficacy.”

      They waited until he had taken out the cork and tossed off the contents before Thunder Storm, who had just joined them, added, “But they taste horrific.”

      With his face screwed up from the bitterness of the brew, Tarkyn eyed their grinning faces balefully. Waterstone could see that he was not pleased. “Sire, we are not laughing at you. We are laughing out of fellow feeling. All of us have endured Summer Rain’s tonics.”

      Creaking Bough refilled Tarkyn’s goblet and smiled at him, “And thank you for putting our minds at rest, Your Highness. The fact that you even considered our concern gives me the first glimmering of hope.”

      When Tarkyn had regained control of his facial muscles, he said kindly, “I believe that no one in my acquaintance or service would tell you that I am a harsh master. I try to be fair. I will always listen, though I will not always agree. Of course, once the issue is decided, I would expect my orders to be obeyed without question. And needless to say, my word is final. But I will listen.” He sipped his wine, blithely unaware that the smile had slowly died on the woodwoman’s face.

      Creaking Bough swallowed, and tears started to her eyes. “Oh, Your Highness. No matter what your expectations, this is going to be so hard.”

      Tarkyn, who had thought he was being reassuring, looked at her in some surprise.

      “Your Highness, Ancient Oak told you, but you did not take it in,” rumbled Thunder Storm quietly. “Other than the two days when your father was here, no one here has ever taken orders from anyone. Certainly not as a way of life. We are used to deciding for ourselves. Until today, we were all equally in charge of our own lives.”

      “No matter how fair you are, or think you are,” said Autumn Leaves, “while you have the final say, you hold our freedom in your hands.”

      Tarkyn resisted the urge to retort that that was exactly how it had always been. In Tormadell, he had held the freedom of all his friends, acquaintances and staff in his hands. He could have ordered their imprisonment at any time, on the slimmest of excuses, if he chose. He could see, however, that these woodfolk were genuinely upset and he remembered how it felt when his own freedom had been held in the king’s hands, and Kosar had chosen to crush it. But even though he had hated it, he had accepted Kosar’s right to do it.

      No, that was wrong, he realised. He hadn’t accepted it at all. He had rebelled and thrown away his whole life to save his freedom.

      Suddenly the prince smiled. “Perhaps you and I are not so very different. I refused to let my brother take my freedom from me. Saying that, until then I would have followed his orders without question.” He shrugged. “However, I can see it is different for you. Strange as it seems to me, you are not used to following orders. But unfortunately for you, your oath has given you all into my service. So, whether you like it or not, and whether I like it or not, you do owe me your obedience, and as your liege, I do have the final say. But I will bear in mind how much it grates with you.” He spread his hands, “That is the best I can do. Even if I decide to relieve you of my presence, it is still my decision, not yours.”

      Autumn Leaves looked startled, “Are you considering that possibility? Sire, you can’t. We are sworn to protect you. If you leave the forest and anything happens to you, the forest will be destroyed.”

      “So that’s what you meant when you said that if I place myself in jeopardy, I risk all of you. It makes sense, now that I know about the sorcery in the oath.” Tarkyn took a deep draught of wine. “I will not place you at risk, but I may perhaps choose to live alone somewhere in the forest until the risks outside subside.” He glanced uncertainly at Waterstone. “All my life, people have fallen all over themselves to be of service to me. I am not sure that I will enjoy, or even be able to endure, being surrounded by people who are serving me under duress and who resent my very existence.”

      The woodfolk were stunned. They knew the prince was not happy about being trapped in the forest but it had never occurred to them that he, too, might not relish the consequences of the oath. After a moment, Waterstone sent Autumn Leaves a sharp glance. “You see? I told you Tree Wind might have been too unkind.”

      Tarkyn waved his hand, “No. All she did was show me her memories…” He thought back to the hatred in her eyes and added, “…and perhaps a little of how she felt about them.” He took a breath, “And if you all feel the same way about it, I may end up preferring my own company. We’ll see.” Primed by now with several glasses of wine and Summer Rain’s tonic, he stood up. “And now, I think I must circulate amongst my reluctant liegefolk. Even if they are unwilling, I owe them the courtesy of my attention.”
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      Tarkyn rolled over, then wished he hadn’t. His head hammered with the aftermath of last night’s wine. Small twigs and leaves kept landing on him and annoying him. He pulled his cloak up around his head and went back to sleep. Not long afterwards, he felt something scrabbling under him. He jerked in alarm and, without opening his eyes, managed to feel around and drag out a cockroach that had made its way beneath his cloak. The red inside his eyelids told him it was daylight, so a short time later he gingerly opened his eyes a crack to see what effect this had on his head.

      The first thing he saw was a pair of boots on the other side of the fire. When he looked again, he realised they were attached to the legs of a sorcerer who was sitting watching him from across the clearing. His groggy brain struggled to work out what was going on. The clearing seemed much smaller than it had last night and the fire was only the size of the remains of a small campfire. There was no sign anywhere of the woodfolk.

      Looking at the sorcerer’s clothes, Tarkyn judged him to be an emissary from one of the rich merchant sorcerer’s houses. The next thing he noticed was that he was within the sorcerer’s pale blue protective shield. This was not a good sign, he decided.

      Tarkyn was just coming to the conclusion that he might be in danger when rough hands grabbed him from the back and dragged his arms together behind him. Before he could react in any way, his hands were bound roughly and he was yanked to his feet. His head pounded in protest but adrenaline was acting swiftly to dispel his hangover. He shook his head to clear it but was thumped hard from behind.

      “None of your tricks!” growled an unpleasant, gravelly voice from behind him. For a moment, Tarkyn thought something about the voice sounded familiar but no-one he knew spoke in such harsh deep tones. “Keep still, you stinking rogue. One false move and we’ll take you in dead instead of alive. The reward’s less if you’re dead but there’s no risk then, is there?”

      Tarkyn decided the question was rhetorical and didn’t answer. He was busy thinking furiously. What had happened to the woodfolk? So much for protecting him. He peered around at the surrounding trees. They all looked healthy enough. The woodfolk could not have abandoned him, then. This made him feel a little more hopeful, although what arrows could do against sorcerers’ shields he didn’t know. He wondered what would happen when they reached the edge of the forest. What could the forest or the woodfolk do to prevent him from being dragged away?

      He was returned to the present by a hefty shove in the back that nearly sent him sprawling.

      “Get moving. We don’t want to stay in this dreary forest any longer than we have to.”

      Suddenly, the last thing in the world Tarkyn wanted to do was to leave the forest. Yesterday he had hated the forest’s protectiveness. Today, faced with the brutality of these men, it was borne home on him that a country full of vengeful sorcerers was not a tempting prospect at all.

      For four hours Tarkyn was force marched along forest paths, moving awkwardly because his arms were pinioned behind him. He was belted hard on the head from behind each time he stumbled. In the end, his vision began to blur and the cycle of stumbling and being hit became more frequent as he began to lose his balance. He dimly realised that his captors were taking pleasure in inflicting pain and that no matter how hard he tried, he would still be punished. He wondered if there was anything he had done to them that could justify their treatment of him. He hadn’t recognised the sorcerer he had seen, and the other two were careful to stay out of his field of vision.

      Finally, when Tarkyn thought he would have to collapse and endure a beating, they turned off the path into a small clearing. Before he could look around and get his bearings, someone lifted one side of the shield, kicked him in the back and sent him flying to land at the foot of a large pine tree. He twisted in mid-air so that his shoulder, not his head, hit the tree with a sickening crunch. Even so, the pain was severe and he lay there gasping for breath. No one came near him and he was given nothing to eat or drink. Tarkyn could hear them setting about lighting a fire and making themselves a midday meal. They were paying him scant attention but they probably knew he was too spent to move.

      Suddenly he felt a small object hit his hand. He felt around on the ground behind him and closed his fingers around an acorn. Tarkyn frowned in perplexity. Was that the object? He gazed blearily around and realised that he was lying deep within a stand of pine trees. The acorn was definitely out of place. How could an acorn help him? Did it have some mystical properties that the woodfolk thought he would know about? Then Tarkyn knew. He checked the sound of his captors then tried to twist his hands to the side so that he could focus on the acorn. To his frustration, his hands wouldn’t reach around far enough for him to be able to see them. He thought hard then dropped the acorn and twisted himself around so that he could see it lying on the ground. He knew he needed to hold it and to focus on it for a re-summoning spell to work. He turned onto his stomach and picked it up in his teeth. By manoeuvring it to the side of his mouth, he could, with one eye, just see it sticking out of his mouth. The next challenge was incanting clearly enough without dropping the acorn. Before Tarkyn could begin the incantation, he heard the sound of a sorcerer coming over to check on him. He pushed the acorn inside his cheek and tried to act semi-conscious. Considering how he felt, it wasn’t difficult.

      The sorcerer yanked the prince’s head up by the hair and brought his face up close. “Not so fearsome now, are you?” Tarkyn wisely decided not to reply. “We’re leaving soon. You can look forward to another four hours of forced marching. I hope you can keep your feet better this time….That should just about get us back to civilisation and a good night’s sleep in a comfortable inn. Not for you, of course. Floor’s good enough for you.” He threw Tarkyn’s head back down, making him gash his cheek on a rock and then he stomped away to join the others. Tarkyn could hear him saying, “The weak bastard is almost gone already. You might have to lay off a bit if we want to make it to the inn in time for dinner.”

      A voice in the distance that seemed almost familiar replied gruffly, “Don’t go soft on us, Fallorick. You’re supposed to be the professional. We’re not going to let that pampered, arrogant Tamadil slow us down. If he’s fit enough to win that tournament, he’s fit enough to make the distance. Don’t let him fool you. He’ll be able to cope with a little more punishment. Just watch and learn.”

      Ignoring his bleeding cheek, Tarkyn manoeuvred the acorn back into position, focused his will, and hoping devoutly that someone would be there to catch him, incanted, “Maya Mureva Araya!”

      The familiar swirling nausea of translocation swamped him. Next thing he knew, Tarkyn was lying sprawled along a large branch of an oak tree. Twenty feet below him, he could see a crowd of shocked upturned faces. Even as he watched them galvanise into panicked activity, Tarkyn felt his weight sliding off to one side. He tried to grapple with his legs but with his hands tied, he was unable to fight the inexorable pull of gravity. Helpless, Tarkyn thumped down through the great oak, crashing from one branch to the next. He was unconscious long before he hit the ground, and so was unaware that the last part of his fall was cushioned by several woodfolk who were borne to the ground under his plummeting weight.
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      "Blast him! He’s gone!”

      Fallorick stood staring at the empty space under the tree with his hands on his hips and growled disgustedly, “Oh you stupid bastard! How far do you think you can get with your hands tied behind you? You’ll fall over the first log you come to.” He yelled across at the other two, “My lords, he’s bloody run off. Come on. We’ll have to find him. He can’t have got very far.”

      Just as the other two arrived, the sound of something crashing through the undergrowth directed their attention to a figure moving awkwardly away from them through the trees.

      “There he goes!” exclaimed Fallorick. “Follow him!”

      The three of them plunged through the sharp, dense brush towards the retreating figure. As they came closer, they realised their prisoner had now managed to undo his bonds and was picking up speed. They redoubled their efforts to gain on him but always the figure with the black flowing hair remained the same distance ahead of them.

      “You see?” panted one of the lords, as they struggled to keep up. “He’s as fit as a fiddle. You should have hit him harder. Now look what’s happened!”

      As the figure neared the edge of the woods, he glanced around quickly and then raced off across the fields towards a village with the bounty hunters in hot pursuit.

      Stormaway stayed in disguise until he had run loudly past the village pub of Wooding Deep, making sure people had time to catch sight of him. The wizard kept looking over his far shoulder and puffing loudly so that he made it obvious that he was being chased. In actual fact, he really was beginning to tire at this stage so the puffing was quite genuine. Once people emerged from the pub to see what was happening, he ran on to the other end of the village until a curve in the road took him out of sight. Then he reverted to his own colouring and clothes and doubled back to join the crowds. By the time the bounty hunters had arrived, Stormaway had the villagers convinced that they had seen the prince cutting across the fields towards the next village of Woodland Nearing.

      His actions at Wooding Deep were just the first of the wizard’s deceptions. While the sorcerers followed the villagers’ reported sightings of Tarkyn on foot, the wizard procured a horse and reached Woodland Nearing by a circuitous route, left the horse tethered outside the village and played a repeat performance. Over the next six days, he led them through a series of villages way up to the far north west of the country to the seaport of Westsea.

      Stormaway left the horse tethered outside the town in a disused barn. Once more he assumed his disguise of long black hair, creating an increased sense of height and hauteur. He kept his eyes averted or shadowed by a hat wherever possible because although they were more yellow than his own, his eyes were by no means the electric amber of Tarkyn’s. He judged he had about three hours’ lead on his pursuers so he took his time finding the docks and seeking out departure times of the vessels moored there. Stormaway entered a seedy dockside pub that rejoiced in the name of the Leaky Barrel. He pulled up a stool to the bar and asked for a beer. The barman, a short stocky man with thinning red hair and a grand moustache, stared suspiciously at him while he complied with his request.

      “Not from around these parts, are you?” he asked slowly.

      Stormaway kept his eyes on his beer mug as he answered carefully, “I would have thought most people passing through here weren’t from these parts.”

      The barman shrugged, “No offence meant, I’m sure. Just making conversation. You planning on hanging around or are you waiting for a ship?”

      “Don’t know yet. Haven’t decided.”

      The barman leaned in towards him and said quietly, “There are some very nasty rumours circulating at the moment. Now, I’m not saying whether I believe them or not but I’ll tell you for nothing that a young man looking like you would be wise to get on a boat and get out of here as quick as may be.” He hesitated for a minute then added, “And I’d be tucking that long hair of yours inside your collar.”

      Stormaway stared fixedly into his beer. “Why would you not give that young man away?”

      The barman gave a short grunt of laughter, “Because I always liked the youngest prince and it’s my guess that his brothers are out to discredit him.”

      Stormaway risked a quick glance up then returned his gaze to his beer. “And what would you say if I told you that some of those rumours may be true?”

      “Oh, there’s no smoke without fire, young sir. I’d say there’d have to be some truth at the bottom of those rumours but I’m not ready to condemn a man out of hand until I hear his own story.”

      The barman moved off to serve some other customers but returned as soon as he was free. He leaned in again and said quietly, “There’s a small ship called the Roving Seadog that’s due to sail on the tide. That’s in about two hours’ time. It’s not the flashiest vessel at the docks but if you tell them that Beer Barrel Benson sent you, they’ll take you on.” He leaned even closer and whispered, “But I’d lose that hair, if I were you.”

      “Thanks,” said Stormaway gruffly, drank down the rest of his beer and left.

      Once outside, the wizard wandered along the street towards the docks, loudly asking directions to the Roving Seadog from several people he passed. He wandered into another pub, the Sailboat on the Sea, and asked loudly for directions in there too. Stormaway saw a few frowns and at least two people slipped quietly out behind him.

      The wizard judged it was time to leave. He ducked into an alley and returned to his own shape and size, turning his cloak inside out so that the green lining became the outer surface and then sauntered back out into the street. A group of four soldiers was just entering the Sailboat on the Sea.

      Stormaway wandered down to the docks and, when he had located the Roving Seadog, assumed his Tarkyn disguise once more and headed purposefully towards the shabby old trading vessel. He glanced around the dockside. The last of the stores and cargo were being loaded onto the Roving Seadog.

      He reached the bottom of the gangway and remarked to one of the dockers, “Good to see she’ll be well stocked. I wouldn’t want to go hungry halfway through the journey now, would I?”

      The dockers glanced impatiently at him, clearly thinking his comments inane. Stormaway wandered off, waving over his shoulder, “See you in a while.”

      He rounded the corner of a loading shed then let the long black hair shorten and fade back to brown and his eyes resume their natural green. He switched the cloak inside out and his return to Stormaway Treemaster was complete. He sauntered back along the docks and found a sheltered spot from which he could watch the Roving Seadog completing its loading. He waited until the gangway was drawn up then turned away.

      At the edge of town, the bounty hunters had arrived. It was immediately apparent that their enthusiasm for each other’s company had worn very thin.

      As they trudged heavily along the roadway, one of the lords said to Fallorick, “You’re a hopeless bloody tracker. We’ve been travelling after this elusive character for a week now. We had him in the palm of our hand and you let him get away.” He waved a hand around him. “Now look where we are. A seaport. No prizes for guessing what he’s planning here. And how far ahead of us is he?”

      Fallorick cleared his throat nervously, “I’m not sure, my lord. But we must hurry. Let’s see if we can get word of him. I suggest we head straight to the docks.”

      A speaking glance passed between the two lords as they grudgingly followed their guide. A few enquiries lead them to the Sailboat on the Sea where there had been a reported sighting of the prince. The three bounty hunters strode into the bar.

      Without any preamble, Fallorick demanded, “Has anyone seen the fugitive prince?”

      A seedy looking character sitting in the window alcove answered roughly, “Yeah. We seen him. Someone even called the soldiers but they were too late. He was looking for some ship…. I’ve forgotten what it was called.” He looked around. “Anyone remember?”

      A tatty individual with wispy light brown hair stammered, “It w-was the R-roving S-Seadog, milords.”

      “So, anyone know where this ship is?”

      “Try the docks!” yelled a would-be comedian.

      Everyone sniggered. The barmaid raised her eyebrows, “If you’re quick, you might just make it.” As the door shut behind them, she turned to the crowd in the bar and said innocently, “Oops. I forgot. Isn’t that the ship that’s sailing at full tide?”

      Among the guffaws that greeted this, the tatty individual frowned at her, “Are you a s-supporter of the p-prince then?”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” she replied with a significant glance around the bar. “But I don’t like seeing anyone used as currency.”

      The tatty man finished his beer thoughtfully and followed the path of the bounty hunters down to the docks. From within the shadow of a huge stack of cargo waiting to be loaded, Stormaway watched the two lords vent their frustration on their hapless guide as the scruffy little ship disappeared into the middle distance. Finally they turned on their heels, leaving the guide in a hunch on the dockside. As they passed within feet of the wizard, he could hear them still muttering angrily. Once he was sure that they had given up the chase, Stormaway heaved a sigh of relief and turned his footsteps to his waiting horse and the long trip back to his liege.
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      The world seemed to rush at him and then recede through a sea of pain. Sometimes he tried to move but something was restraining him and he couldn’t summon enough strength to resist it. Each breath sent a searing pain up his back. From time to time, gentle arms lifted his head and some sort of thin broth was poured between his lips. Tarkyn dreaded these times because he could not control his swallowing and would end up coughing. Then as the pain became excruciating, he would collapse back gasping for breath and drift back into oblivion.

      As the days and nights passed, his awareness of the world gradually expanded beyond the pain. He realised his movement was restricted by a strap that held his right arm close to his chest. He became aware of people coming and going, talking quietly. There was one woodman in particular who spent many hours sitting quietly beside him, but Tarkyn had no desire even to acknowledge him. He could not summon enough energy to engage in a game of courtesy with an unwilling liegeman.

      Tarkyn’s body slowly recovered but his spirit sank deeper into isolation. He had spent all his life surrounded by friends and liegemen, ostensibly well-liked. He questioned every past image. Would he have been so popular, had he not been the king’s son? Obviously not. But how far did that go? And now none of those friends, even if they had remained true to him, was available to him now. He relived over and over again his mistreatment at the hands of the bounty hunters. It wasn’t the physical pain that had disturbed him. It was the experience of being regarded as nothing more than a commodity. Nothing in his life, not even his arraignment, had prepared him for being treated with such malice and contempt.

      Sometimes in the night, Tarkyn would hear the sound of running water and realise that a woodman was talking quietly to him. The sound was soothing and gradually, as his strength returned, he began to take in the stories the woodman was telling him – old stories of the history of the woodfolk, mythical legends and newer stories of the day-to-day events that were taking place outside the shelter. The woodman did not seem to require any response from the ailing young man.

      Finally, Tarkyn asked, “Are you the healer?”

      “No, my lord. I’m not. With food, water and rest, your body is healing itself now.”

      “Are you guarding over me?”

      “No, my lord. Others outside are keeping watch.”

      There was a long pause. Then the prince said, “Nothing in that wretched oath compels you to sit here hour after hour.”

      “No, Sire. But not all actions are governed by oaths and people don’t act only under compulsion.”

      Tarkyn turned dark, haunted eyes to regard the woodman. The man was older than he, strongly built with a square jaw and firm mouth but kind eyes “Then why are you here?” Tarkyn croaked, his voice dry from lack of use.

      “I am here because I choose to be.”

      “Oh.” Tarkyn closed his eyes while he thought about this. A few minutes later, he asked snarkily, without reopening his eyes, “I suppose you feel sorry for me? Are you one of those do-gooders looking for a pet project?”

      A rippling laugh greeted this sully. “I think you must be feeling better. You’re getting tetchy.”

      Tarkyn opened his eyes and glared at the woodman.

      “And in answer to your question,” continued the woodman mildly, “yes. I do feel sorry for you. I would feel sorry for anyone who had been bashed around as much as you have been – severe concussion, at least three broken ribs, a dislocated shoulder, multiple bruising….”

      Tarkyn waved a feeble hand to tell him to desist.

      The woodman smiled and kept burbling, “And I like to think that I am reasonably kind, although do-gooder might be an exaggeration.”

      Tarkyn waved his hand again and mumbled, “All right, all right. You’ve made your point.”

      He closed his eyes again and took a few slow, deep breaths. When he had recovered, he looked once more at the woodman.

      “However,” burbled the woodman before the prince could speak, “I think it is fair to say that you are my pet project.” Then, with a grin over his shoulder, the woodman was gone.

      For the first time since his accident, Tarkyn thought about something other than his isolation and misery. The woodman had intrigued him and he didn’t know whether to be amused or annoyed to find that he had become someone’s pet project.

      When the woodman returned the following day bearing his breakfast, Tarkyn was ready for him. Between mouthfuls of porridge, the prince said, “Now I’m beginning to feel better, I have a lot of questions that need answering.”

      “I thought you might have,” said the woodman warily. “Go on.”

      “Can you begin by telling me your name? I think I have met you before but I’m not sure. My memory is a little hazy.”

      “I am Waterstone, my lord.”

      The prince smiled faintly. “Yes, I should have known from the sound of your voice.” After a pause, he asked, “And where is Stormaway? I thought he would have been in to see me.” Tarkyn tried not to sound plaintive, but a glance from the woodman told him he had not completely succeeded.

      “He should be back soon. He’s been gone more than a fortnight,” said Waterstone reassuringly.

      Tarkyn stared at him. “A fortnight?”

      The woodman smiled. “You were badly injured, you know. You didn’t regain consciousness at all for the first week.” While the prince mulled this over, Waterstone continued, “The wizard left the forest with the three sorcerers who captured you on his tail. He had some plan of leading the bounty hunters off on a false trail.” Waterstone leant down and picked up the spoon that Tarkyn had just dropped onto the earthen floor and handed it back without giving a thought to washing it. The prince accepted it without comment and wiped it on his sleeve.

      “Does he know what he’s doing? I wouldn’t want him or any of you to be hurt by those bounty hunters.” Tarkyn glanced at Waterstone. “They were an unpleasant lot,” he added a little too casually.

      “Yes, I know. I was shadowing you for a large part of that morning,” Waterstone took away the breakfast plates and stood looking down at the prince, “You didn’t once look for us or give any indication to those bastards that we might be nearby. That wasn’t a bad effort, considering that you had only just met us.”

      The sorcerer smiled self-deprecatingly. “I didn’t need to look to see if you were around. I knew you must be trying to protect me somehow, because the forest was calm. Besides which, I am honour bound to protect you, even as you are to protect me.”

      “Anyway, you needn’t fear for the wizard or the woodfolk. Those sorcerers wouldn’t even have known the woodfolk were there and Stormaway is a master of disguise. From what I hear, he led them through the woods and out into a nearby village, looking very much like you from the back.” The woodman frowned. “They sound as if they were very easily fooled. Why wouldn’t they have thought of you translocating?”

      “People believe what they see.” Tarkyn shrugged awkwardly, using only one shoulder. “I suppose it didn’t occur to them, if there was a figure like me running off through the woods. Besides, very few sorcerers can translocate and I don’t think anyone, other than Stormaway and you woodfolk, knows that I can do it. Everyone else will have assumed that I just ran away from the Great Hall in the general confusion.” He raised his eyebrows. “I must say, after my last two inauspicious attempts, I won’t be rushing to try it again.” He looked quizzically at Waterstone. “On which topic, who do I have to thank for giving me an acorn from halfway up a great oak tree?”

      Waterstone grimaced, “To be honest, it could have been any one of us. Someone thought of the idea of giving you something to use to translocate. So we hunted around under the oak tree, came up with a selection of good, healthy acorns and chose the best looking one. We thought you would come back to where we picked the acorn up.”

      “And instead, I came back to exact place where the acorn had been created, halfway up the tree.”

      “Yes. As soon as you appeared up there in the tree it was blindingly obvious what had happened, but hindsight didn’t stop you from falling. Actually, several woodfolk are also sporting injuries from that incident, you know.”

      Tarkyn frowned, “No. I didn’t know. So, what happened to them?”

      “You fell on them, Your Highness!” replied the woodman shortly. “But they’ll be all right. One has a wrenched knee; another has a couple of bruised ribs. I think the rest have pretty much recovered by now.”

      “Oh, I see. Oh dear. I’m quite heavy when I’m close to the ground, let alone when I’m thrown from a great height.” The prince closed his eyes for a few minutes. This much talking required more energy than anything he had done in the last fortnight. Then his curiosity overcame his exhaustion and he asked, “And how did I come to be lying unprotected in the middle of that clearing when the sorcerers found me? I noticed that you had all found time to cover the signs of your own presence but had left me to my own devices.”

      Waterstone stood up and poured a cup full of water from a stone jar in the corner and brought it over to Tarkyn while he considered what to say. “It was a series of wrong assumptions and errors on our part and, I suppose, a lack of preparation. You had slept out in the open the night before and all had been well. So we didn’t fully appreciate how much danger you might be in.” He glanced at the prince, “To be honest, we were all struggling to come to terms with our new status that night and a lot of wine was consumed in the process. And I’m afraid, because of that, we did not get around to building a shelter large enough to house you. So we just hoped for the best. When the lookouts sent warnings that strangers were approaching, we tried to wake you to get you into hiding but all our attempts were unsuccessful.”

      The prince frowned, “What attempts? I didn’t hear anyone.”

      The woodman considered him for a moment. “You may not remember… Firstly, someone dropped leaves and twigs on you. Then, when that didn’t work…’”

      Light dawned on the prince’s face. “You sent in a cockroach, didn’t you?”

      Waterstone gave a little smile. “So you remember the cockroach then?”

      “Now you mention it, I even remember the annoying twigs and leaves. I just didn’t realise what they signified.” Tarkyn gave a wry grin, “I’m afraid your wine was stronger than I had bargained for, especially combined with that tonic. I began the day with a terrible headache which events conspired to make worse by every conceivable means until I was finally knocked out.” He leaned back and closed his eyes. “I’m afraid my head is beginning to pound again at the moment.”

      “Perhaps that’s enough questions for now.”

      The prince nodded slightly but didn’t speak. After a while, the woodman stood up quietly and left him to rest.

      The next morning, the little girl who had given him the wine before the oath-taking, brought him his bowl of porridge. “My dad says you’re getting up today. I am Sparrow.”

      The prince stopped eating to smile at her. “Hello Sparrow. My name is Tarkyn.” He took another mouthful of porridge. “Who is your father? The healer?”

      The little girl shook her head vigorously. “No. My dad’s Waterstone.” She frowned reprovingly at him. “You should know him by now. You’ve spent enough time with him.”

      The prince smiled, “Oh, is that your dad? You’re right. I should know him by now, but I have been sick and haven’t been listening very well.”

      “I get into trouble if I don’t listen.” Sparrow confided.

      Tarkyn gave a short laugh then gasped as a pain shot through his chest. The little girl put down the porridge and frowned with worry. “Are you all right?”

      The prince nodded mutely as he breathed in gently, trying not to move his damaged ribs.

      “I think I’d better get my dad,” said Sparrow nervously and disappeared outside.

      By the time Waterstone arrived, Tarkyn was lying down again. He opened his eyes when he heard the woodman enter and said, “I’m sorry if I frightened your daughter. I’m afraid something she said made me laugh.”

      “Oh, I see. That must have hurt. I’ll tell her to stop cracking jokes.”

      Tarkyn put up a hand. “Please. Don’t. It hurts too much.”

      Waterstone was unrepentant. “It’s going to hurt more when I get you up.”

      “Oh stars above, do I have to? I don’t think I’m ready.”

      “Your Highness, your body has been well enough for several days now. It is your spirit that has been ailing.”

      “I see,” said the prince. “Now I know why you’re here. You are a spiritual healer.”

      The woodman rolled his eyes. “No Sire! Can no-one speak to you unless they have a role to fulfil?”

      Tarkyn glanced at Waterstone and then looked away. “Anyone can speak to me. I just assumed that after having that oath forced on them, no-one would want to unless they had to.”

      “I have already told you that I didn’t have to sit with you all that time and I didn’t have to talk to you either. Did you think I was lying?” Waterstone sounded distinctly annoyed.

      “I beg your pardon,” the prince said stiffly. “I did not mean to offend you.” He smiled faintly. “Your daughter told me she gets into trouble if she doesn’t listen to you. Looks like the same holds true for me too.”

      The nuggety woodman smiled perfunctorily in return, then gave Tarkyn’s good shoulder a pat and sat down next to him. “I can see you won’t let this rest, Your Highness, so I will save you the trouble of continuing your guessing game and tell you why I’ve spent all this time with you.”

      Tarkyn could feel his stomach tensing as he waited to hear what would be asked of him. In his brother’s court, no one did anything for anyone without a reason.

      The woodman looked him straight in the eye and said, “It’s simply this. I watched you talking to Stormaway and I saw how you handled Tree Wind and the rest of us - and I liked what I saw. Most of it, anyway. Since then you’ve become confused by the whole oath business and for a while there, you were downright maudlin after your run-in with the bounty hunters, but basically you seem to be an interesting sort of character with a dry sense of humour and more integrity than many people I’ve met. And right now, despite your title and your exalted status, you could do with a friend. So here I am.” Waterstone cleared his throat self-consciously. “I know that sounds a bit wet. That’s why I didn’t want to tell you, really. It’s better if friendship can just develop over time. But that bloody oath has made you so mistrustful….” Waterstone gave a grunt of laughter. “It’s paradoxical really. The oath was designed to bind us together but instead it has pushed us apart.”

      Tarkyn desperately needed a friend but a lifetime of disingenuity had taught him to trust no one. He could not easily accept this man or any other as a friend. The offer of friendship just raised his suspicions and highlighted his aloneness. He could make no reply. Waterstone heard the prince swallow and saw a solitary tear escape from the side of his eye to trace its way down his cheek. Tarkyn turned his head away and put his hand over his eyes.

      For a long while, the woodman sat there quietly. Then when he judged the time was right, he stood up and clapped Tarkyn on his good shoulder and said briskly, “And now, Your Highness, I am going to submit you to the torture of standing up.”

      Tarkyn sniffed, uncovered his eyes and said flatly, “I can’t.”

      “Oh yes, you can. Bring your knees up, and then roll onto your left side. From there, get onto your left hand and knees… That’s it! Now I’ll help you get up from there.”

      Tarkyn gritted his teeth and complied. It was a trying process. Every muscle in his body was stiff and protested at being moved. On top of this, his ribs sent stabs of pain through his chest and back. As he prepared to straighten up, the woodman resisted him.

      “Whoa. The roof’s too low. You’ll have to stay bent over until we get outside.”

      “Bent over is good.” Tarkyn managed to say. “I think straightening up will be a whole new challenge.”

      “I think you could be right,” agreed Waterstone. He called out to his daughter. “Sparrow, can you move the screening aside please?”

      A rustle of leaves and branches followed this request and the prince looked through the doorway to discover that they were in the middle of a huge bramble patch. Waterstone supported the prince outside and through a short series of winding paths until they found themselves at a point halfway between the clearing and the river.

      “All right?” asked Waterstone.

      When Tarkyn nodded, Waterstone said, “Now try straightening up. Take it slowly.”

      Tarkyn grunted as he straightened but gave no other sign of the effort it cost him.

      “Come on,” encouraged the woodman, as he placed Tarkyn’s good arm across his shoulders. “Let’s walk down to the river and rest on those rocks.”

      Tarkyn sent him a sideways glance. The river looked a million miles away. However, he said nothing, clenched his teeth and set himself the task of making it the forty yards to the river.

      Halfway there, Tarkyn’s legs were trembling and his weight bore down ever harder on Waterstone’s shoulders. The woodman was contrite. “My lord, I believe I have set you too hard a task for your first time out of bed.”

      “Maybe, but I would like to get down to the river, if I can.” The prince took a slow deep breath then asked, “I know I’m pretty heavy. Do you think you can make the distance?”

      “Of course I can ma…” Waterstone stopped mid-word and looked around to see the prince’s eyes twinkling at him. “Very funny,” grunted the woodman, but he was not deceived. He knew it was costing the young man an enormous effort to keep going. For a couple of seconds, Waterstone’s eyes went out of focus but Tarkyn’s reaction was immediate. He pulled away and scowled down at the woodman.

      “Not you too,” he growled. “I should have known I couldn’t trust you,”

      Waterstone was honestly bewildered. “What are you talking about? What have I done wrong?”

      “Don’t give me that! I can tell when you’re doing your mind talking and I really object to sharing my conversations with other people without my knowledge or permission.” Tarkyn was swaying slightly but held Waterstone at arm’s length.

      Now it was Waterstone’s turn to be offended. “And I object to you doubting my integrity like that.”

      “It’s nothing to do with your integrity. It’s to do with loyalty, and obviously your loyalty is going to lie with your people above me.”

      “Oh good! I’m glad you sorted that out for me. I wouldn’t want to make my own decisions about it,” responded the woodman sarcastically. He stood with his hands on his hips, green eyes blazing. “I don’t know what your problem is. All I did was check with the lookouts before I allowed us to get too far away from the shelter. I can’t see you being able to run for cover if the need arises and you’re too heavy for us to carry back quickly.”

      They stood glaring at each other for a long moment before Tarkyn conceded, “If that’s what you were doing, Waterstone, I apologise. When Ancient Oak did that, he was passing on everything I said to Tree Wind and Autumn Leaves.

      The woodman raised his eyebrows. “I see. No wonder you don’t like it then… Come on. Let’s just get you down to the river. Put your arm across my shoulder again before you fall over.”

      Once they had reached the riverside, Waterstone lowered the prince carefully onto the ground so that he could lean against the rocks. They sat in silence for several minutes while they both recovered their breath. Tarkyn was looking grey and pinched around the mouth. His head throbbed in time with his heart but despite that, he felt a sense of satisfaction at having reached the goal he had set himself. While he was recovering, Waterstone pulled out bread, meat and fruit from a bag he had slung on his back. He walked down to the river and filled two small cups with cold water and brought them back. He handed a cup to Tarkyn and sat down next to him.

      “Well done. That was a good effort,” said Waterstone, “You’re determined, aren’t you?”

      Tarkyn smiled faintly in acknowledgement.

      The woodman cleared his throat. “I think we have a few things we need to clear up, Your Highness.”

      Tarkyn considered the man sitting next to him. Waterstone was very different from anyone the prince had met before. He was tough and kind, and although ostensibly respectful, treated Tarkyn as his equal.

      “I’m listening,” said the prince quietly, wondering where this was going.

      “Firstly, I suppose we had better sort out the mind talking. I don’t want you jumping down my throat every time I mind talk to someone. It’s a natural part of the way we work with each other.” Waterstone’s voice blended with the sound of the running water and Tarkyn had to concentrate hard to discern what he was saying. “We rarely shout because that might inadvertently give our presence away. So it’s the only way we can talk over longer distances and it is essential when we wish to remain hidden from strangers. It’s also very useful for co-ordinating hunting parties without alarming the quarry.”

      “And for eavesdropping,” added Tarkyn but without rancour.

      Waterstone gave a little smile. “Only on outsiders, I’m afraid. Any one of us would hear the thought if the person we were talking to transmitted our conversation.” He picked up a couple of pebbles and started bouncing them up and down in his hand. “But you seem to have tuned in pretty quickly to what was going on, even if you can’t intercept the thoughts.”

      “When Tree Wind showed me her memory, I could almost hear the thoughts. I could feel they were happening but not what was being said.”

      Waterstone considered him thoughtfully, “I wonder if we could teach it to you?”

      “It is not a sorcerer’s ability as far as I know, but I would like to try. I haven’t had much formal training in magic, you know.”

      The woodman frowned. “What? You must have. Don’t all sorcerers get training as part of their education? Especially you. How can you win a tournament with no training?”

      Tarkyn grimaced as he shifted his position against the hard rock, “Tournaments are quite restrictive of the skills you can use. You don’t use much beyond shields and shafts of power. You mainly need good reflexes and some agility.”

      “So why haven’t you had much formal training?”

      “You have no idea what it’s like at court,” began the prince and promptly looked stricken. “I didn’t mean that to sound rude….” Waterstone waved his hand dismissively and Tarkyn continued, “What I meant was, you can’t imagine how complicated and devious the relationships and the manoeuvrings are around gaining favour with my brothers.”

      “And with you, I presume.”

      “To a lesser extent. I was merely seen as a way to my brothers. Anyway, so much time was spent on all the intrigue and scandal that no one ever seemed to have time to get around to organising my education. My father would have made sure I was trained properly, but he died when I was eight and my mother’s time has mostly been spent adjudicating my brothers’ arguments and indulging in court intrigue.”

      Waterstone stopped bouncing his stones up and down and threw them, one at a time, into the river. “That sounds hideous.”

      Tarkyn grinned suddenly. “Oh, I don’t know. A lot of people would give their eye teeth to be able to have and do virtually anything they wanted.”

      “And you…?” asked Waterstone as he picked up two more pebbles and started to bounce them.

      The prince flicked him a glance. “I suspect you would like me to say that I don’t care about all those things but the truth is that I do. I’ve been brought up in a life of luxury, had everything I wanted at the lift of a finger, been surrounded by people wanting to please me…either for their own ends or from a loyalty that has been bred into them over generations. It will take some getting used to, not having all of that.” Tarkyn took a sip of water and gave a lop-sided smile. “On the other hand, I won’t have to dress for dinner every evening and endure hours of sycophantic conversation….”

      When Waterstone remained silent, Tarkyn looked at him. The woodman kept his eyes on the pebbles he was bouncing and waited. Finally Tarkyn sighed and said, “All right. You’re right. In many ways, it has been… difficult. Life in court since my father died has been tense, and even dangerous, most of the time. It hasn’t been easy sharing a life with two pathologically jealous brothers. I lost my father. My mother loves me, I think, but can’t cope with my brothers, and certainly has never had time for me. But don’t treat me like a poor little rich boy. I’m not…. At least, I wasn’t until a couple of weeks ago,” he added with a flash of dry humour. Tarkyn picked up a stone and threw it hard into the river. “Anyway, all families have their problems. It’s just that ours is played out in the public arena.”

      The woodman walked down to the water’s edge and re-filled their cups. As he handed Tarkyn his water, he said, “Public arena or not, most families can’t order the imprisonment of a family member on a whim… and wouldn’t, even if they could.”

      Tarkyn put down his cup, “You’re determined to feel sorry for me, aren’t you?” He picked up a stone and threw it hard against a nearby tree. “Look. In another family, the precocious younger brother might be relegated to the rotten jobs around the farm, get beaten up behind the barn, forced to work longer hours, sent away on long tedious errands… I don’t know…but in my family, everything is on larger scale. There is influence riding on everything. So, all the actions are more extreme. I don’t know that the ill-intent is any greater, just that the power is.”

      Waterstone snorted. “That’s the whole point though, isn’t it? That power has corrupted all the relationships within your family and within the court. No wonder you struggle to believe in friendship.”

      The prince stared hard at Waterstone then looked away to contemplate the sun sparkling off the rippling water of the river. After a while, he returned his gaze to the woodman. He nearly spoke, but hesitated and instead returned to watching the river. The woodman began to pack away the remains of the lunch while he was waiting. Then he just sat there quietly. Finally, the prince dragged his eyes back around to meet and hold Waterstone’s.

      “You’re right,” Tarkyn said slowly. “If anyone ever professes their friendship, my mind automatically asks, ‘What does this person want from me? What do they hope to gain? Why are they doing this?’ I’ve thought about all my friends back at court and I think I can answer those questions for every one of them. I don’t know whether any of them will remain true to me now that I no longer have influence. Some might, but I honestly don’t know and even then I would be wondering what they would be hoping to gain.” He shook his head and looked down at the ground as he selected some pebbles to fiddle with. He shifted position a little, then looked back up at Waterstone. “And then we come to you. I can think of a lot of things you would gain from having my friendship.”

      The woodman’s face suffused with anger and he would have interrupted but Tarkyn held up his hand and said peremptorily. “No. Let me finish. You may be angry with me at the end, if you wish to.”

      Waterstone subsided but was clearly simmering.

      The prince gazed down at the pebbles in his hand as he continued, an unpleasantly cynical edge to his voice “As I was about to say, there are a lot of things you might gain from having my friendship. I am a powerful sorcerer, certainly more magically powerful in most ways than your people. Because of the oath, I could insist on absolute power over your people, if I so choose, and who knows; you could possibly share that power. In fact, I have much more influence here than I ever had in my brother’s court. Then, notoriety is always a great draw card.” Tarkyn brought bitter eyes up to face the angry woodman, “And yet, Waterstone, despite all the advantages you might gain from my friendship, I think I believe that your offer of friendship does not depend on them and may be truly genuine.”

      “Oh for heaven’s sake!” growled Waterstone, not at all gratified, “That’s the weakest, most conditional avowal of good faith I’ve ever heard… ‘I think I believe’ and ‘friendship may be genuine’. That’s pathetic! Make your bloody mind up!”

      Tarkyn smiled ruefully, “I’m sorry. That’s the best I can do at the moment.”

      “You poor bloody bastard!” the woodman spat out, unappeased. “It must be a lonely world for you.”

      “It is,” said the prince shortly. Then, much to Waterstone’s further irritation, Tarkyn shook his head, guffawed with laughter and immediately wished he hadn’t. He gasped at a sharp stab of pain but managed to get out, “I love it when you get angry! No one else has ever dared to.”

      The woodman stared at him belligerently then suddenly broke into a smile. “Well, that’s taken the wind out of my sails then, hasn’t it?”

      “And if you want to know,” said Tarkyn, still struggling not to laugh, “It’s the one thing above all else that persuades me that your friendship may be genuine. No one else would risk losing my goodwill by being so openly angry.”

      “Oh good!” retorted Waterstone, “So all I have to do to prove my friendship is just get angry all the time and endure you laughing at me. Well, that is something to look forward to.”

      They both found this exquisitely funny, much to Tarkyn’s extreme discomfort. When they had recovered themselves, Tarkyn had his good arm wrapped protectively around his ribs. “Oh my aching ribs! I think I’m dying,” he groaned, still with a smile on his face. “I can’t stand much more of this.”

      Waterstone eyed him and, deciding he could stand a bit more, said flippantly “Well, you had better not make me angry again then.”

      Tarkyn spluttered with laughter then groaned again in pain. “Stop! Don’t make me laugh.”

      The woodman relented and did his best to become serious again. “All right. I’ll stop. Otherwise you won’t have enough energy to walk back up to your shelter. I’ll get you another drink of water and then we’ll head back.”

      The trip up the hill was much slower and more tiring than the journey down had been. Tarkyn had been out of bed too long for his first day and Waterstone was bearing most of his weight by the time they made it into the shelter. The prince was near exhaustion as the woodman helped him carefully down onto the bed. Tarkyn went almost instantly to sleep, but from that point onward, made a more rapid recovery.
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