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      To all those people who have had to leave behind their homes, their day to day lives, their hopes and aspirations to become strangers in new lands. May we welcome them into our hearts and our communities.
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            THE STORY SO FAR…

          

          BOOK ONE

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Stormaway lets slip that seven years before, he had used mind power on Falling Rain when the woodman was held captive by the king. This knowledge expiates Falling Rain’s guilt and revokes his exile. As reparation for the wrong done by sorcerers, Tarkyn resolves to trek across the mountains to find Falling Rain and bring him back to the fold.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Tarkyn’s unreserved acceptance by the woodfolk is short lived. As they discuss ways to meet the impending threat, resentment against the prince resurges and the opinions of the group who stayed with him, the ‘home guard,’ are not respected. Eventually, Tarkyn decides to assert his authority temporarily, but unequivocally, in the interests of protecting the woodfolk in the face of the impending threat, reasoning that he intends to leave the next day anyway so it won’t matter if he upsets a few people.

      However, when morning breaks, an enormous magic-driven storm threatens to cause widespread flooding and to force the woodfolk onto open higher ground. Tarkyn harnesses the power of the forest to channel magic into Stormaway who orchestrates the dissipation of the storm.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Your destiny is written in the stars and lives deep within the trees of the forest.

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE STORY SO FAR

          

          BOOK TWO

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      To everyone’s amazement, Falling Rain and Tarkyn return as friends. The woodfolk are horrified to learn that it was Kosar, Jarand and Journeyman who had discovered Falling Rain’s existence, and thus the existence of woodfolk and the oath. Having experienced Tarkyn’s memories, Falling Rain tells them that Tarkyn will not be able to stand by and watch sorcerers suffer under Kosar’s reign. The woodfolk agree that he has earned their support to help sorcerers.
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      The little grey-robed wizard skittered across the polished floorboards on his knees, propelled by the boot of a heavy guardsman. He came to a halt, discomforted and irascible, at the feet of a strongly built man in his mid-twenties dressed in finely embroidered dark red robes, seated on a carved wooden chair with the arms of the Tamadil line emblazoned on its back rest.

      Prince Jarand raised an eyebrow as he stared down at the dishevelled wizard, “I believe you have something of interest to report?”

      “Yes, Your Highness, although I would have been quite capable of presenting myself to you without the assistance of that oaf.” Without presuming to raise his head, the wizard sent a poisonous look over his shoulder at the guard, who was now standing imperviously at the door.

      “Perhaps it was your reticence in coming forward with this information that misled him into thinking you unwilling.” The Prince was gently tapping his finger on the arm of the chair, making the wizard nervous.

      The wizard shifted his position slightly on the floor to ease his sore knees. “Your Highness, I did not realise that my observations would be of interest to you…and to tell you the truth, even if I had, I would not have known how to gain access to you. It is a great honour for me to meet you and I am more than willing to speak with you.”

      Jarand waved a lazy hand at the guard, “You may leave us, Gorval.” When the guard hesitated, the prince’s voice sharpened, “I am sure this wizard you have brought me is aware that his life is forfeit, should he make any move on my person. Now leave us.”

      The guard bowed and withdrew, closing the great carved doors behind him. The dull thud reverberated into silence as the prince was left alone in the huge reception hall with the wizard at his feet. After a few moments, Jarand said quietly, “You may rise.” When the wizard was standing before him, he waved at a nearby chair, “Please be seated. I can see the hard floor is causing your knees some discomfort.”

      The wizard picked himself up, brushed off the front of his long grey robes and backed onto the chair, keeping his eyes trained on the prince. “Thank you, Your Highness.”

      “And you rejoice in the name of Greyskies Swampwatcher, I believe?” asked the prince, the faintest of derisory smiles lifting one side of his mouth.

      The little wizard nodded his head, “Indeed, Your Highness.”

      “So. Tell me of this strange sight you thought so unnoteworthy.”

      “Oh, it was not unnoteworthy, but I didn’t think that it would interest the likes of you who have travelled so broadly, Sire.” As the prince began to lose patience, Greyskies hurried on, “I saw three sorcerers gliding between the trees in the swamp, quite high up. And each of them was carrying another sorcerer on their back.”

      The prince raised his eyebrows. “Really? And are you sure they were sorcerers?”

      The wizard looked confused, “What else could they be? Actually, now you mention, I think one of them may have been a wizard – hard to tell without talking to them.”

      “And how close to you were they?”

      Greyskies tilted his head to one side as he considered, “At least a hundred yards away. I really only caught a glimpse of them deep within the swamp. I was wading around in the shallows collecting some particular herbs that can only be found there. Normally, I stay on dry ground - too many nasties in those waters – but now and again I risk it.”

      “So, do you think these people are living within this swamp of yours?”

      Greyskies coughed to clear his dry throat, “I wouldn’t think so. Too many insects. Nowhere to live except in trees and I would have expected to spot them from time to time if there were a number of people living there.”

      “Hmm. I see you have thought this through.”

      Greyskies coughed again, “Plenty of time for thought in your cells, Your Highness. Nothing else to do.”

      The prince stared at him for an unnerving moment before saying mildly, “You may help yourself to a drink, Greyskies. I will have one too.” He waved at a small table to the side that bore a large cut crystal jug of water, several glasses and an array of fruits and small, exquisitely decorated cakes.

      The wizard bobbed his head, “Thank you, Sire.” As he poured the water Greyskies, who had not been given anything to eat or drink since he had been dragged in just before midnight, looked longingly at the food but kept carefully away from it. Once he had handed the prince his glass and sat down, he gulped his water in one draught. “Ah, that’s better,” he sighed, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “Thank you.” He glanced uncertainly at the empty glass in his hand, wondering what to do with it.

      The prince raised his eyebrows, “Would you like another glassful?”

      Greyskies hesitated as he considered whether he risked overstepping the prince’s goodwill by accepting.

      Correctly interpreting his hesitation, Jarand said, “I would not have asked you, had I not wanted you to have it. You may take another.” As the wizard reached the table again, he added, “And you may bring me that platter of cakes. I believe I am a little hungry.”

      Looking resolutely ahead, Greyskies offered the heavy platter to the prince. Jarand took his time choosing before waving the wizard away. Just as the wizard was about to return with his water to sit down, Jarand said, “You may choose something for yourself also, Master Greyskies.”

      Despite the prince’s apparent courtesy, Greyskies could not help feeling that he was being toyed with. He sat nibbling on his cake, keeping his eyes warily on the prince. For a few minutes, Jarand seemed to have forgotten him but as soon as the wizard dropped his guard and addressed himself more fully to his cake, he looked up to find the prince’s grey eyes studying him. He jumped with fright and crumbs of cake bounced onto the floor.

      “I beg your pardon, Your Highness,” mumbled the wizard through a mouthful, “I did not mean to keep you waiting.”

      Surprisingly, the prince smiled, “Don’t panic, Greyskies. I am not going to eat you. When you are ready, you may tell me how these men were dressed.”

      Deciding to take the prince at his word, Greyskies finished off the last mouthful of cake, drank the rest of his water and stood up to brush himself down. Then he sent a trickle of grey magic to place his glass and the prince’s empty glass on the table. Once everything was back in place, he sat down again and answered, feeling much more at ease now that he was no longer so hungry, “That is an interesting question, my lord. Five out of the six of them were dressed in similar clothing. The sixth wore green robes. He was the one I thought might be a wizard.”

      “Interesting. So they were wearing uniforms, were they?”

      The wizard shook his head. “No, sire. I would not describe them as uniforms. They were wearing light brown shirts and leggings. They were not tailored as uniforms are. More like the sort of clothing worn by farmhands but not quite.”

      “I see. That is very interesting indeed.”

      “Is it, Your Highness?” As the princes eyebrows snapped together, Greyskies realised he had been over-familiar. “I b-beg your pardon. I should not have asked that.” The wizard noticed with some irritation that he was trembling.

      After subjecting the wizard to a few seconds of silent scrutiny, the prince continued, “And do you remember anything else about these men?”

      Greyskies swallowed, “They were a good distance away but I think at least one of them may have been a woman, sir.”

      “What? Dressed in leggings?”

      “Possibly, sir. I could have been mistaken.”

      “Hmph. Anything else? Could you see their eyes, hair colour, size?”

      Greyskies shook his head dubiously, “Not really sir. Certainly not eyes at that distance.” He frowned as he tried to remember, “Most of them seemed to have brownish coloured hair. One of them had hair that looked a bit lighter but it was hard to tell amongst the shadows. And one definitely had black hair.” The wizard shrugged. “That’s about it, I think. I couldn’t tell how tall they were. I only caught a glimpse of them between the trees.

      The prince leaned forward, suddenly intent, “So when did you see the people?”

      “Towards evening, yesterday.”

      Suddenly the prince’s hand slammed down on the arm of his chair, making the wizard jump in fright.

      “Blast it! Why am I surrounded by incompetents? Why did they not bring you to see me last night? Now we have lost precious hours.” Jarand pulled a cord at his side that brought guards running into the room. “Gorval, tell Captain Harkell to prepare eighty men to be ready to leave within the hour, armed and provisioned for several nights away. Find a horse for our wizard friend here and have Storm saddled and ready for me at the front gates in one hour.”

      The guard bowed with his hand over his heart, “Your will is my command, Your Highness.”

      Without even acknowledging the guard’s response, the prince turned to the wizard and snapped, “You will be coming with us to guide us and give us your local knowledge. I am appointing you as my personal wizard until Journeyman returns.”

      The wizard stood and bowed, “Thank you, my lord. It would be an honour.” In actual fact, the last thing he wanted was to have his peaceful, generally solitary lifestyle disrupted but he bowed to the inevitable with the best grace he could muster, aware that any hesitation on his part would be foolhardy.
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      By mid-afternoon, the column of soldiers headed by Prince Jarand, Captain Harkell and the little wizard had reached the edge of the forest. After a brief consultation, the column turned to the right and travelled parallel to the base of the mountains until it reached the point where the forest edge swung around to the right, away from the foothills.

      At a nod from Jarand, Captain Harkell raised his hand and brought his men to a halt. The captain swivelled in his saddle to address the wizard. He noted with wry amusement that the wizard was looking even more dishevelled than when they set out.

      “Not used to horses?” he asked with some sympathy.

      Greyskies drew himself up. “No sir, I am not. And I made the reverse journey late last night with my hands tied to the pommel. My legs are killing me.”

      The captain flicked a warning glance in the direction of the prince, “But no doubt you feel honoured to be able to serve your prince?”

      “Of course I do,” grumbled the wizard. “But it doesn’t stop my legs from hurting.”

      “A twenty minute break, I think,” said the prince, “while Grumble Guts here advises on the terrain and our next move.”

      “Dismount,” ordered the captain, springing lightly from his horse.

      Before the suffering little wizard had time to lift his leg over his horse’s back, the captain was at his side taking most of his weight as he more or less fell out of the saddle. When he hit the ground, the wizard’s legs crumpled beneath him but the captain’s strong arms held him until he had recovered himself.

      Greyskies huffed, “Thank you, Captain. That was most kind of you. It would have done my dignity no good at all to have landed in a heap in front of your men.”

      The captain gave a friendly laugh, “All of us know what it feels like to be stiff after a long ride, and for someone who has never ridden, you have done a lot of hours in a short time.”

      “When you are ready, wizard,” said the prince dryly, “perhaps you can spare us some time to explain where you saw these people and in which direction they were heading.”

      “I beg your pardon, Your Highness.” Greyskies took a swig from his waterbag before sweeping his arm around from straight in front of him to the right. “The swamp is in that general direction, following the line of the Montraya River south for the first five miles or so. If we enter the forest here, we will come to the edge of the swamp in another three or four miles. There are only narrow tracks through this part of the forest. Not many people live near the swamp. There is a wider road that leads to the lake at the foot of the mountains where the river has its source,” he indicated slightly to his left, “but the people I saw were travelling away from the mountain.”

      “And where did you see these people?”

      “More or less straight in from here, perhaps a little to our right.”

      The prince turned to Captain Harkell. “So is it reasonable to assume that they would continue in that direction?”

      “Failing any other sightings or information, yes. I don’t know what manner of people you are hunting, my lord, but do you have any idea where they might be heading, and whether they would wish to remain concealed in the forest or break out into the open?”

      The prince’s grey eyes narrowed. “As you so rightly assume, the nature of these people is none of your business. In answer to your questions, I do not know their intentions or where they are heading but I would like to find out. However, unless they had a particular reason for doing otherwise, I would expect them to stay within the bounds of the forest.” He turned to the wizard, “Does the forest extend further south beyond the end of the swamp?”

      “Yes, Your Highness. The swamp finishes where the river cascades through rapids into a steep, narrow, heavily wooded valley that continues for another couple of miles. Although there are farmlands on either side, the valley itself is too steep to sustain any type of agriculture. After that, the river spreads out, and there are farmlands right up to its banks.”

      “Thank you, Greyskies. Your knowledge of the area is very comprehensive.”

      The wizard flushed with pleasure and bowed. “A pleasure, Your Highness.”

      “So, do you have any idea what might lie at their journey’s end if they continued in that direction?”

      Greyskies’ brows crinkled in effort but after a few moments, he shook his head regretfully. “No, Sire. I do not know enough about what lies deep within the swamp and I can think of nothing remarkable in the surrounding bushlands.”

      After several minutes of silence, during which the prince thought through possibilities, Jarand galvanised into action, “Right. Can we cross this river at any point?”

      “Only by skirting around the lake at its source or by ferry which is at least… hmm… sixteen miles south of here. And there is, of course the bridge right back at Montraya.”

      “Then we shall travel to this lake, send half the men around to the other side and keep half on this side. Then we will travel along both edges of the swamp towards the south and hopefully trap them within the swamp or in the bottleneck of the steep valley. Captain, I want you to ask through the ranks for any sorcerers who are adept at levitation and bring them to the front. Clear? We leave in fifteen minutes.”

      Prince Jarand’s decision directed his troop straight towards the woodfolk’s firesite near the lake.
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      After careful discussion, the woodfolk had decided that the return trip up the exposed part of the mountain’s slope should be undertaken after nightfall. It would be easier to keep one’s footing travelling back up the mountain and quite possible to do so in the dark. And even though everyone was anxious to put more distance between themselves and the sorcerers in the nearby farmlands, they decided it was better to travel under cover of darkness. So as Jarand’s troops approached, they were still sitting around the firesite, discussing the upshot of Falling Rain’s memories.

      “Now that’s another strange thing,” mused Danton “Do you remember when Tarkyn and I faced off that hunting party? And Journeyman said, ‘That changes everything’?”

      Tarkyn stared at Danton, “Oh, I see. I’ve just realised. Not only did he know about the oath, he and the twins really did think I was a rogue sorcerer before that, didn’t they?”

      Danton shrugged, “Possibly, unless Kosar and Jarand didn’t tell Journeyman everything. After all, from what you’ve told me, your brothers left the Great Hall a long time before the end. They wouldn’t have known for sure, one way or the other. For all they knew, you could have caused all that destruction in an ungoverned fit of rage.”

      Tarkyn turned impulsively to Falling Rain, “I didn’t though, did I? You saw my memory.”

      Falling Rain shook his head, “No, you didn’t.”

      Tarkyn ran his hand through his long hair, “But it was my unruly emotions that made the shield reflective. So I and my emotions did cause all that destruction.”

      “Settle down, Tarkyn,” said Waterstone gently. “We have all seen your shield become reflective. It is not an act of aggression. If no one attacks you, nothing happens at all.”

      “Anyway,” said Danton, “the point is that Journeyman now knows that you are not a rogue sorcerer and that therefore the oath will have been invoked.”

      “So where does that leave us then?” asked Autumn Leaves. “From what I understand of sorcerer politics, Journeyman may not tell both brothers. So possibly only one will find out that Tarkyn has become the woodfolk’s liege.”

      “And that one brother is probably, but not necessarily, Jarand,” said Danton thoughtfully. “After all, the wizard could be ostensibly working for one, while actually working for the other or he could be working for both.”

      “Or he might just keep that information to himself for his own advantage,” put in Stormaway.

      Falling Rain boggled, “I see what you mean about sorcerers’ manoeuvrings. How do you know you can trust this lot then?” He asked Tarkyn, waggling his thumb at all four sorcerers.

      Tarkyn laughed, “String and Bean are not interested in politics. Poor Danton has had to prove himself over and over again. And Stormaway…well, he couldn’t lie straight in bed. So I know I can’t trust him unless I give him a direct order.”

      “You do realise,” said Stormaway, ignoring this little gambit, “that from Kosar’s point of view, now that he has alienated you, these forests are effectively a foreign country under foreign rule, right in the middle of his kingdom?”

      “And they’re a good size, aren’t they?” mused String. “What do you reckon, Bean? I’d say they account for a good third of the kingdom, maybe more.”

      “Ooh, at least that much, String.” Bean turned to look at Tarkyn. “I’d say you’ve got yourself a bit of a problem here, Your Highness. I may know nothing about politics but I can tell you right now; if I were a king, I wouldn’t want a foreign country sitting in the middle of my kingdom.”

      String scratched his head. “No. I’d be taking it over, quick as a flash.”

      Tarkyn’s face tightened, “If I had meekly accepted imprisonment, I would never have been seen again… and the sovereignty of the forest would have reverted to Kosar.” He looked at Stormaway, “Is that right?”

      “Only your death can release the sovereignty of the woodlands.” The wizard shrugged, “But that can easily be arranged in prison, should the need arise. So, I would say you’re probably right.”

      “And so, Tarkyn,” said Waterstone firmly, “as I have always said, your safety is paramount to all of us. We don’t want King Kosar hunting us down to rule us.”

      “But if they know of you, I’m afraid String is right. They will do just that, whether I am here or not,” Tarkyn looked at Stormaway, “Your plans have gone sadly awry, Stormaway. Instead of providing me with a safe haven, you may have made these forests and the woodfolk within them a target for both brothers’ ambitions, particularly if they now know that I am safely ensconced here as sovereign.”

      “I admit it is not ideal, Your Highness.” Ignoring Rainstorm’s look of derision, Stormaway bowed his head, “I apologise, sire. King Markazon and I did the best we could under the circumstances but alas, we did not know that others had seen Falling Rain while he was in my chambers.”

      Tarkyn waved his hand dismissively, “It can’t be helped, Stormaway. I know you did not intend any of this” His brow crinkled, “Hmm… Something is nagging at the back of my mind about all this. Where could I have heard something that has a bearing on it?…” Suddenly Tarkyn sat bolt upright. “Oh no! I know what it was. Lord Tolward told me there were rumours of a secret army that the people at the encampment were planning to enlist to their cause.”

      “Oh no! That’s us, isn’t it?” exclaimed Lapping Water. “They are hunting us to make us fight for them.”

      “Us, an army? How exciting!” Rainstorm’s eyes shone. He was immediately beset on all sides with strictures to stop being silly and to be quiet.

      When the fuss had died down, Tarkyn said quietly, “Rainstorm, that was one of your less well judged remarks. Even with my powers, I would not be able to heal enough casualties quickly enough after a battle to save everyone. Most would die or live the rest of their lives maimed. I know that, under the oath, I could ask you all to fight for me but I would not do it, at least not in open combat. And we must make sure that no one else is ever in the position to force you into fighting on their behalf.”

      Danton poured two cups of tea and brought one over to the prince, “That was why Journeyman wanted to be able to contact you, wasn’t it? He, and presumably Jarand, want to enlist you and the woodfolk to their cause against Kosar.”

      Tarkyn gave a grunt of laughter, “Optimistic, to say the least. Jarand conspires to throw me into prison and then hopes to enlist my help less than two months later.”

      “He may be hoping to have something or someone with which to force your hand,” said Danton gently.

      Two miles away, deep within the swamp, three egrets flew in to perch among their colony. Suddenly there was mayhem as the entire flock took to the air, calling to one another as they circled each other and swooped in and around the trees before resettling in their original position. Moments later, back at the firesite, Falling Rain’s egret launched herself upward, locking Tarkyn’s mind into hers as she climbed.

      The conversation continued undiminished as, for several minutes, no one realised that Tarkyn had fallen silent.

      As Elsie rose over the treeline, a cloud of dust came into view. Then, as she flew towards it, Jarand’s column of soldiers appeared in the distance. She soared above them before, at Tarkyn’s request, gliding in lower over the front of the column.

      As Tarkyn recognised his brother, a wave of fear and hatred rippled out into the people around him at the firesite. The conversation stopped and Waterstone put a hand on Tarkyn’s knee, sending a query into his mind. In response, Tarkyn managed to link Waterstone to the egret’s images. Elsie flew in a wide circle above the column of soldiers, giving Waterstone a clear view of every angle, before heading back into the forest and cutting the connection.

      Of the people in the column, only the little wizard noticed the flight of the egret. He thought her flight pattern unorthodox and watched her until she disappeared behind the trees. But knowing nothing of Tarkyn’s ability to connect with animals, he forbore to mention something that seemed unlikely to be relevant.

      “What was that all about?” asked Autumn Leaves.

      “Waterstone, you share the image with the woodfolk while I tell the sorcerers,” suggested Tarkyn.

      As soon as the danger was understood, everyone sprang into action, ready to disappear. But Falling Rain didn’t move, saying, “I know you are intent on avoiding these soldiers, but we have just said we will help Tarkyn to resolve the situation among the sorcerers. Perhaps we should take this opportunity to learn more about Jarand’s knowledge and intentions.”

      Everyone stopped dead in their tracks and stared at him. Then they transferred their gazes to Tarkyn who shrugged, “Well, he does have a point but do we have long enough to plan? We need to sort out who can see Jarand, what they are permitted to tell him, how we are going to isolate him…”

      “I would say we have about forty minutes, at the outside,” answered Waterstone decisively. “We only need another couple of minutes to dismantle the firesite and flick into hiding but you sorcerers will need a lot longer to disappear.”

      “I can always spook the horses if we need a bit longer,” offered Tarkyn.

      After a short mental conference, most woodfolk continued to clear up while a few gathered around to work out a plan.

      “First question; are we willing to do something like knocking out soldiers that will alert them to our presence and to the fact that we are working with Tarkyn?” asked Tree Wind.

      “Second question; who will confront Jarand? Don’t forget, Tarkyn can’t lie to save himself. So he may be a bit of a liability in that situation,” pointed out Autumn Leaves.

      “Do we want to keep the presence of the other sorcerers secret so we can use them later in different situations?” asked Summer Rain.

      “How are we going to get Tarkyn and the rest of the sorcerers away afterwards if we don’t knock out all the soldiers?” asked Lapping Water.

      Waterstone looked wryly at Tarkyn, “I think you may have to spook the horses. This is going to take a while.”

      Tarkyn smiled, “Let’s give ourselves ten minutes. Then I will intervene if we look as though we may need longer.” Once this was agreed, he continued, “Let’s get it straight in our heads; What does Jarand definitely already know?”

      Falling Rain answered, “He has definitely seen a woodman before; to be exact, me.”

      “He will know by now that Tarkyn is not a rogue sorcerer because Journeyman and those hunters we allowed to return unharmed, will be back at the encampment by now,” added Danton.

      “He will know that a groundswell of support is running through the land because, according to Trey and the sorcerer family that Tarkyn met when he fell from the path, everyone is talking about Tarkyn having been set up by his brothers,” said Stormaway with some satisfaction.

      “Hmm, that’s bad not good, I think,” mused Tarkyn. “Competition brings out the worst in my brothers.”

      “He knows Stormaway is involved with Tarkyn because he saw Falling Rain in Stormaway’s rooms,” said Tree Wind.

      “Not necessarily,” Rainstorm pointed out. “He may not have overheard anything about the proposed oath. Possibly only Journeyman knows that. But Jarand is aware that Stormaway knows about woodfolk.”

      Danton glanced at Waterstone, “And if he has heard about my sudden disappearance from the encampment on the night we rescued Golden Toad and his family, then he will guess that I am involved with woodfolk, assuming he knew that Golden Toad and his family were being held captive in the first place.”

      “Jarand must know about Golden Toad,” Stormaway was firm, “Journeyman could not afford to take the enormous risk of secretly imprisoning people within Jarand’s encampment for an extended period of time and not tell the man himself.”

      “So String and Bean are the only two sorcerers he could come across, without connecting them with Tarkyn,” concluded Tree Wind.

      “But if we use them that would mean that from here on, we would have no one without a known connection to Tarkyn, which is less than desirable in my opinion,” said Stormaway. “We need to keep an ace up our sleeves for a more urgent situation.”

      “So, if he saw Stormaway or Danton, would he try to arrest them?” asked Rainstorm.

      “Almost certainly, I would say,” answered Tarkyn. “Now that they are known associates of mine. To lead him to me, if for nothing else.”

      There was a short silence while everyone mulled over the significance of their information.

      Then Tarkyn looked around the group with a slight smile, “Do you know what I would like? I won’t insist on it but I would like to meet my brother face to face.”

      “On your own?” asked Waterstone, carefully controlling his initial adverse reaction.

      “Ideally. If I have someone with me, then he would need someone with him not to feel intimidated. Then we couldn’t ask him what he knows about Falling Rain.” Encouraged by the fact that the woodfolk had not yet jumped down his throat, he continued, “I would have my shield up at all times, of course. And the rest of his troops would have been immobilised somehow. And you would be all around me, hidden in the trees.”

      “And how could you escape afterwards?” asked Lapping Water.

      “If he becomes threatening, we will need to find some way to hold him where we meet until I back off into the woods and translocate once I’m out of sight.”

      “And the rest of us?” asked Stormaway.

      “Can you translocate?” asked Tarkyn.

      Stormaway shook his head.

      “Neither can we,” chorused String and Bean.

      “Then you three had better work with the woodfolk to ensure you stay concealed, until the soldiers are out of the area,” said Tarkyn firmly.

      The three sorcerers glanced at the woodfolk for their opinion. Tarkyn frowned but managed to resist his urge to assert his authority.

      “I agree with Tarkyn. We don’t want to risk you being captured. You will endanger us all if you are found,” said Tree Wind.

      Tarkyn blinked at Tree Wind’s support. She caught his expression and gave a short laugh. “Stop it Tarkyn. I don’t oppose you as a matter of principle, as least not anymore.”

      Tarkyn smiled at her before saying, “This will mean I can’t use Stormaway’s shield but even using only Danton’s, I think I have the makings of a plan that will not reveal woodfolk presence and that will keep us all safe.”
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      Prince Jarand’s column moved at a gentle trot along the road to the lake. As they entered the forest the road surface deteriorated, and they had to slow their horses to a walk. All around them, the forest watched and waited. Captain Harkell sent two soldiers to scout ahead. The birds fell silent as they passed and the sound of their horses’ hooves seemed unnaturally loud. It was not long before soldiers began to exchange furtive glances and to peer anxiously into the gloom between the trees. The trees on either side loomed over tangled bushes and it was hard to see more than a few yards into the woods. Even the little wizard, who was used to living in these woodlands, was unnerved.

      After a while he kicked his horse and managed to raise a trot to bring himself up alongside the prince. Once he had reined in to a walk and had stopped bouncing around in the saddle, he addressed Jarand, “Your Highness. There is something amiss. The woodlands are unnaturally quiet.”

      “I would agree, sire,” said Captain Harkell, trotting up to join them. “How many do we seek? Perhaps they are planning an ambush. Something is not right. Perhaps I should send a few more scouts up ahead.”

      But already it was too late. Behind them, exclamations arose as some of the soldiers’ horses, unprompted by their riders, quickened their pace to draw alongside other soldiers’ horses. Before anyone understood what was happening, the column was crammed side by side in rows of six, taking up the full width of the road. A shield of aqua slammed down around the first four rows, bringing them to a heaving halt. Startled horses plunged and sidestepped into each other until their riders calmed them. Prince Jarand, the wizard and the Captain were left alone and unguarded out in front. Jarand immediately raised his dark red shield around the three of them. The remaining horsemen could not reach the front of the column to protect their prince other than to leave the road and thread their way between the trees. Any desire they had to do this was thwarted by the fact that their horses would not move.

      Before they had time to dismount, Tarkyn appeared, walking calmly down the middle of the road towards them, surrounded by the bronze haze of his shield.

      “Good afternoon, brother. Would you please tell your men, particularly those at the rear, that any attempt by them to leave the road will result in them being picked off one by one? I do not intend to hurt them or you, so heroic gestures will be quite pointless.”

      Prince Jarand’s face suffused with rage but he knew an impasse when he saw one and nodded curtly to his captain. Tarkyn waited while the order was given for the men to remain where they were, before he continued, “And now, if you could ask one or both of your companions within your shield to raise their own shields, then that will free you up to accompany me without them. However, if neither of them can raise a steady shield, it matters little as I have no intention of harming them. You, naturally, will wish to maintain your own shield around yourself.”

      “Your Highness, I must come with you,” protested the captain. “You can’t go alone into an enemy camp.”

      Jarand raised his eyebrows and, receiving a slight shake of the head from Tarkyn in response, replied, “Captain Harkell, I think you have demonstrated your ineptitude sufficiently for me to dispense with your services. My shield will protect me.”

      While Tarkyn waited for them to sort themselves out, he sent a query to Rainstorm to pass on to Danton checking that he was comfortable with maintaining his shield around so many. In return, he received an assurance that as long as the troops were stationary, it was no strain. He refocused to find Jarand trying unsuccessfully to urge his mount forward to accompany him. With a slight smile, Tarkyn gave Jarand’s horse exemption from the request to stand still. He did not want to humiliate his brother any more than he already had done.

      Tarkyn nodded courteously to the wizard and the captain, before turning to walk beside the horse carrying his brother. Nothing was said until they rounded the bend out of sight of Jarand’s troops. Then Tarkyn stepped off the road into the trees at a point where Jarand’s horse could follow and led him back around to the firesite. In fact, the firesite was not far from where Jarand’s troops waited and was close enough for Danton to overhear the conversation while maintaining his shield.

      “Here we are,” said Tarkyn. “I have a fire waiting with a kettle boiling. I thought you might like a cup of tea. I’m afraid I don’t have enough for your entire troop but at least I can offer you something.”

      Jarand’s glare was wasted because Tarkyn didn’t look at him while he expanded his shield over the fire and set about making cups of tea.

      “Most kind of you,” said Jarand at last, with heavy irony.

      Finally Tarkyn straightened up and looked at him, “So. Are you going to come down or do you need the comfort of your horse? I would prefer to talk to you face to face but I will leave it up to you.”

      Jarand shot him a poisonous look before dismounting. Tarkyn placed a cup of tea on a stump some distance away so that Jarand could retrieve it without needing to lift part of his shield near his brother.

      Tarkyn sat himself down against a log and gestured casually for Jarand to join him.

      Jarand was outraged, “How dare you seat yourself while I am standing?”

      Tarkyn smiled up at him, quite unmoved. “For three reasons, but for now I will only tell you two of them. Firstly, I care less than I did for protocol and secondly, since I am no longer a member of sorcerer society, I no longer acknowledge your superior rank.”

      Jarand choked on his tea and spent the next few minutes in the throes of a coughing fit. Tarkyn waited patiently, sipping his tea.

      When he had recovered, Jarand eyed him, “You seem very sure of yourself for a hunted felon.”

      Despite his outward calm, Tarkyn stomach turned over at these words. He sipped his tea to maintain his equilibrium and said, “If I am a hunted felon, I have only you and Kosar to thank for it. But I am sorry that you think of me in that way.”

      “Why have you brought me here?” asked Jarand suddenly.

      “Why have you come?”

      “To recapture you, of course, and have you brought to justice.”

      Tarkyn shook his head. “We both know justice has no place in this. If you must maintain this pretence, do it with people who will believe you. Don’t waste my time and yours.”

      Jarand stared at him. “Kosar was right. I didn’t realise what a threat you were until now. You were never so strong, so sure of yourself at court.”

      Tarkyn raised his eyes to look at his brother, “I have had to learn a lot in a short time. And Kosar was wrong. I was never a threat to you or him. Not then. Maybe not even now. We’ll see.”

      His older brother frowned, “What do you mean, ‘We’ll see’?”

      Suddenly Tarkyn grinned, “I mean, I will see whether you two can sort yourselves out or whether I need to intervene.”

      Jarand gobbled. “You arrogant little upstart! What do you think you’re doing - sitting in judgement on your older brothers?”

      Tarkyn shrugged, still smiling. “You did it to me with far less cause. I’m just returning the favour.”

      Jarand was so agitated that he sprang to his feet and began to pace. Tarkyn simply watched him until he settled down. Eventually Jarand’s brain clicked back into gear and he turned to Tarkyn and asked, “So, alone and exiled, how are you proposing to present a threat to either of us?”

      Tarkyn’s eyes twinkled, “In case you hadn’t notice, I have just overcome eighty of your men and isolated you with, to be honest, minimal effort.”

      “You haven’t overcome me. I am safely within my shield.”

      “So you are,” said Tarkyn spuriously.

      Jarand did not feel at all reassured. After a moment, Tarkyn asked, “Have you spoken to Journeyman since he attempted to capture me?”

      Jarand waved an impatient hand, “Not in any detail. I received a garbled message from him trying to give excuses for his abject failure. I am a little disappointed in him, I must say. The man seems to be a lunatic. Some of the things he said were laughable.”

      “I see.”

      Jarand stopped and glowered down at Tarkyn with his hands on his hips. “What do you mean, ‘I see’? You have become unbelievably irritating.”

      Tarkyn laughed and stood up to face his brother. “I beg your pardon. I really did not bring you here, just to irritate you.” He paused while he thought through the wisdom of verifying Journeyman’s story, “Well, I might as well tell you myself, because sooner or later, the evidence from Journeyman and the other hunters will make you realise that he’s not fantasizing.”

      “Tell me what?”

      “Well, let me see. I would say the things he told you that you didn’t believe were that my shield had become reflective in the Great Hall when all those people were killed and that I can perform more than one spell at once.” Tarkyn paused, “Would that be about right?”

      “Yes. It would.”

      “All true, I’m afraid.”

      Jarand let out an impatient sigh. “Oh my stars! I’m surrounded by idiots.”

      Tarkyn didn’t bother answering but merely murmured “Liefka” and sent a small stream of bronze to lift the kettle off the fire and bring it through his shield to him. When he had settled it safely on the ground, he looked at Jarand with a shy, proud smile on his face.

      Suddenly all Jarand saw was his younger brother, having done something clever, hoping that his older brother would applaud him. Despite himself, he smiled and shook his head. “Very clever, Tarkyn. Very clever indeed.”

      Tarkyn beamed, “Thanks. More tea?”

      They both laughed but it was not long before Jarand’s smile faded as he thought through the implications of Tarkyn’s skill.

      “Can you penetrate my shield?”

      “No.”

      “Hmm. But if what that wizard says is true, you were able to protect yourself while forcing the hunters down a path they didn’t want to take, weren’t you?”

      Tarkyn nodded as he finished making a second cup of tea. As before, he placed Jarand’s cup safely away from him. Finally, he looked up, “Jarand, you are safe with me. I will not hurt you, not at this time and in this place, anyway. But I could.”

      The calm certainty in Tarkyn’s voice sent a chill down his brother’s spine.

      “And why did you want to see me?” asked Jarand after a pause.

      “To talk about Falling Rain.”

      “Why? What about it?”

      “Not what, who. Falling Rain is the person captured by Markazon and Stormaway all those years ago. You knew about him and visited him when Stormaway wasn’t there… Didn’t you?”

      Jarand looked stunned, “How do you know all these things? You were only little at the time. Who told you? Stormaway didn’t know. Even if you had spoken to this Falling Rain character, how would he have known who I was?”

      Tarkyn shook his head, smiling, “I’m afraid there are some things I don’t feel at liberty to discuss with you. But do you know who Falling Rain is?”

      Jarand waved his hand, “Not really. I couldn’t get a word out of him. I didn’t even know that was his name. He’s obviously from some other country. Those soft green eyes and that strange light brown hair. No one around here looks like that. In fact, no sorcerer I know of has green eyes.” He shrugged, “But other than that…”

      Tarkyn was a little perplexed by his brother’s answer. It was not at all what he had expected. After a moment he tried another tack, “You realise that I am not a rogue sorcerer?”

      Jarand’s eyes narrowed, “I do now. Journeyman said you weren’t but I didn’t believe him. I thought you must have gone berserk with rage after Kosar and I left the Hall. Tell me what happened.”

      “Because of the intensity of my feelings, my shield changed its consistency and reflected back all the guards’ power beams. If their rays were lethal, they died at their own hands. Many of the beams ricocheted around the hall and gradually the walls and pillars disintegrated under the assault of the palace guards. I didn’t fire on anyone. I just stood within my shield while the world collapsed around me.”

      “How did you get away?”

      “Through the mayhem,” replied Tarkyn shortly.

      “You realise there is nothing I can do about the charges facing you?”

      Tarkyn shrugged. “I would never trust either of you enough to return, anyway. I do not want or need your charity.”

      “And why did you not flee the country all together? Surely that would be safer than remaining within the borders of Eskuzor.”

      Tarkyn suddenly felt a void opening at his feet. A wave of encouragement from Waterstone steadied him and he realised that safety lay in taking the high moral ground. “I could never leave Eskuzor unless I was sure her people were safe. At the moment, they are not.”

      Jarand smiled patronisingly, “I know that lawlessness is rife. That is why I am recruiting people to combat the renegades.”

      “Your press gangs are as fearsome as the outlaws. Some of them are brutal and uncompromising, and force unwilling sorcerers to abandon their farms and businesses, to become vigilantes.” When Jarand frowned at him, Tarkyn continued, “And let us be frank. You care much more for undermining Kosar than you do for preserving law and order.”

      Jarand made a sudden move towards Tarkyn, “You young upstart! What would you know about the politics of this nation? I am striving to mitigate the deficiencies in Kosar’s rule, supporting him to manage an unruly nation.”

      Tarkyn met his eyes and held them. “If that is indeed the case, you will have nothing to fear from me. But I have heard very different stories from many different sources and gullible though I may be, I struggle to believe you.”

      “How dare you doubt me? I could have you…”

      “What, Jarand?” Tarkyn’s voice cracked like a whip as his carefully controlled anger threatened to overwhelm him. “What could you throw at me that you haven’t already? I have been outlawed and face execution for trumped up charges. You have nothing left to threaten me with. And I warn you, a person with nothing left to lose is a dangerous person to cross.” Deliberately insolent, Tarkyn threw himself down to lounge against the log while Jarand stood above him, fuming.

      After a minute, Tarkyn found himself a stick and began to break pieces off it methodically to calm himself down. When he next looked up, Jarand was watching him quizzically, “Do you know, you’ve always done that when you’re upset or thinking? Broken little bits off a stick or a biscuit, or torn little pieces off bread?”

      Tarkyn managed a tight smile, “Have I?” Suddenly he began to remember all the times they had played together when they were younger and unbidden, tears sprang to his eyes. “Blast you, Jarand! Why did you throw it all away? Why did you throw me away? I was never going to hurt either of you.” He brushed his hand angrily across his eyes and stood up, “And now… Now, nothing will ever be right again and I am left to be Eskuzor’s constant watchdog to ensure that between you, you don’t destroy her.”

      Jarand’s grey eyes narrowed, “I do not know what power you think you possess or what you think you can do to interfere in the affairs of our nation but let me assure that I too have Eskuzor’s best interests at heart. Perhaps when you are a little older and wiser, you will understand how I am striving to secure Eskuzor’s future.” He turned and walked to his horse. As he straightened the stirrup strap, he said casually over his shoulder, “In fact, if you really care for Eskuzor, you could consider joining forces with me to help me to bring law and order to our suffering nation.”

      Tarkyn gave a short bitter laugh. “I can’t see how you could justify me riding by your side in a vendetta against lawlessness, if I myself am a wanted felon.”

      Jarand waved his hand impatiently, “Not openly, of course. At least, not at the moment. No, you and your associates could work in subterfuge to bring those renegades into line.” He raised his eyebrows, “In fact, I did hear that you were instrumental in bringing a band of outlaws to justice on the Great West Road. I didn’t credit it at the time, but perhaps I do now.”

      “What associates?” asked Tarkyn tightly.

      A knowing smile played around Jarand’s lips. “Interesting clothes you’re wearing. I understand from my new little wizard that a few people around here sport that type of clothing. He’s right. It doesn’t look like a uniform but rumours have reached me of some secret army. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

      Tarkyn’s eyebrows shot together in consternation. He took a deep breath before replying. “I have also heard of some secret army. I think the rumours originate from your encampment up near the Great West Road.” He paused and asked as casually as he could muster, “Where did your wizard see these other people dressed as I am?”

      “Gliding through the swamp. On reflection, I think you may have been one of them… the black hair, you know.”

      Tarkyn let out a breath and, taking a great leap forward for his woodfolk, did his best to lead Jarand astray, “Yes. That was I and a few other people who have since moved on. This is no uniform that I wear. It is merely that clothes such as these are practical for life in the forest and a lot of displaced people wear them.”

      “I see. That explains why that Falling Rain fellow had similar clothes. I was wondering about that.” Jarand frowned, “And what on earth were you doing in that godforsaken swamp?”

      Tarkyn shrugged, “We were searching for something precious they had left there.”

      “And did you find it?”

      “Yes, we did.” Tarkyn grimaced. “You couldn’t land anywhere. Horrible, dank-smelling place. And now it is empty except for the egrets.”

      “Hmm. So. Mystery solved and almost the outcome I was hoping for.” Jarrand smiled wryly, “But not quite. I was hoping to meet up with you but with the expectation that I would hold the balance of power.”

      “And that you would drag me back to your dungeons?”

      “Perhaps. Or perhaps come to some arrangement. I meant what I said. I would value your support in protecting this country.” Suddenly Jarand came to a decision. He straightened up and drilled Tarkyn with his hard grey eyes. “So, whether you wear a uniform or not, you do have at your command a sizeable force, if I’m not mistaken. You are clearly not a rogue sorcerer and from all I know of you, you will have had enough integrity to galvanise that oath that Stormaway devised so long ago. Correct?”

      Tarkyn, caught out completely by Jarand’s sudden change of tactics, simply nodded. For several long seconds, they stared at each other in silence. Then Tarkyn found his voice and asked, “How many people know about this?”

      Jarand’s eyes narrowed as he considered the reason for the question, but eventually he shrugged and answered, “Other than our father and Stormaway, only Journeyman and I knew about your Falling Rain. And only Journeyman and I knew about that strange family that we captured and held at the encampment. A couple of other soldiers knew of them but they have since, unfortunately, perished.” He raised his eyebrows and smiled slightly, “Would I be right in thinking that you have those strange people from the encampment back in your fold?”

      Tarkyn nodded.

      “Hmm. Interesting. Of course, I think the rumours of your little secret army may have sprung from the hunters who accompanied Journeyman in his efforts with the wolves to track down your unusual friends.” Jarand sipped his tea before asking conversationally, “So, do they have a collective name or are they just sorcerers like the rest of us but living within the woods?”

      “They are called woodfolk,” said Tarkyn shortly. He took a deep breath, squared his shoulders and said resolutely, “We are called woodfolk.”

      “Are you indeed?” said Jarand mildly, as he mulled over the significance of this defiant statement. “So, will you do me the courtesy of introducing me to these people, since presumably I am in their midst?”

      “No. Not unless they make that choice themselves.”

      “Oh, so you are not in command, as I first thought. What happened to the oath they swore?”

      Tarkyn’s mouth quirked, “It’s complicated. And not something that you would easily understand.”

      As he stood there, even though he couldn’t understand the words, Tarkyn could feel the debate raging through the minds surrounding him. Suddenly Waterstone appeared by his side. Jarand jumped in fright while the woodman bowed deeply and straightened without a word.

      Tarkyn suddenly realised that Waterstone had remembered the sorcerer protocol about not speaking first and was waiting to be introduced.

      “Your Royal Highness Prince Jarand, may I present Waterstone, woodman of the forests of Eskuzor and my bloodbrother… and by virtue of my relationship with you, also your bloodbrother.”

      For a moment, Jarand just stood there, stunned. Then, with a visible effort, he pulled himself together and, using every ounce of his courtly training, nodded graciously in return. “It is an honour to meet you Waterstone. I am, I admit, a little surprised to discover that I have another brother. I have always found two of them enough to handle.”

      “So I gather,” said Waterstone with a courtly smile. “You also have a fourth brother, Ancient Oak, and a niece; my daughter, Sparrow.”

      “Have I indeed? Well, this certainly is a day for surprises.” Unconsciously ill at ease, Jarand folded his arms, “And will I have the honour of meeting the rest of my unexpected family?”

      There was a protracted silence. Jarand frowned as he noticed the woodman’s eyes go out of focus. He leaned towards Tarkyn and murmured, “What’s wrong with the man? Is he drunk?”

      Tarkyn laughed and shook his head, “No. He’s arguing with his brother. Just wait.”

      Suddenly, Ancient Oak appeared with Sparrow tightly holding his hand. Ancient Oak bowed and Sparrow, watching out of the corner of her eye, bowed also.

      Tarkyn smiled reassuringly at them, and waved a hand casually at the prince. “This is Prince Jarand,” he turned to Jarand, “And this is my brother and yours, Ancient Oak and our niece Sparrow. If you would be kind enough to give your word that you will not harm any of us, we could dispense with our shields for a while. I give you my word that none of us will harm you if you do not attack. Agreed?”

      Jarand nodded shortly and waved away his shield. Tarkyn followed suit.

      Immediately Sparrow ran and jumped up into Tarkyn’s arms and hugged him. Then she twisted to face Jarand and frowned fiercely at him from the safety of Tarkyn’s arms. “You were mean to Tarkyn, weren’t you? You made him very sad, you know. I don’t know how you could be so mean to your own family.”

      “Sparrow,” hissed Waterstone sharply, clearly flustered by his daughter’s faux pas, “That is no way to speak to an adult. Now, apologise.”

      For a moment Sparrow looked mutinous. But then she gave a little sigh and said, “I beg your pardon. I shouldn’t have said that.” Then she flicked a very naughty glance at her father before adding, “But it’s still true.”

      Tarkyn gave her a couple of taps on the end of her nose with his finger. “Young lady, you are embarrassing everybody, including me. We all know what has happened and must live with it, as best we can. Nothing will be gained by ramming it down Jarand’s throat. If you want to help me, please be polite to my brother. Can you do that?”

      Sparrow nodded, and swallowed, “Sorry, Tarkyn. Sorry, Your Highness.”

      Tarkyn gave her a squeeze and breathed a little sigh of relief that she had used the right form of address for Jarand. “Good girl.”

      Within Jarand, outrage was warring with diplomacy. Despite his best efforts, some of this showed on his face. Waterstone said kindly, “Don’t worry. We know you will be horrified by all of this. I think you are doing a very good job of disguising your consternation. Even after all this time, Tarkyn still struggles to quell that marvellous, inbred Tamadil disdain. We are doing our best to follow your etiquette. You may notice, we all bowed. That was a big effort for us. Ask Tarkyn.”

      Jarand was so stunned at being spoken to like this that he went beyond anger. He blinked and looked around at Tarkyn, “I feel as though I have just walked into a dream… Or is it a nightmare? I’m not sure which yet.” He frowned suddenly, “I hope this level of familiarity is only amongst your adopted family. Even for family members, it is well beyond the bounds of propriety, but for those outside… well! It would be unconscionable.”

      With a sense of inevitability, Tarkyn watched as Rainstorm appeared beside him grinning cheekily and said, “Hi, Prince. Going to introduce me to your brother?”

      Tarkyn gave his head a little shake and sighed. With a wry smile, he waved his hand from one to the other, “Prince Jarand, Rainstorm.”

      When Rainstorm made no move to bow, the prince’s grey eyes glittered dangerously, “I see these ill-educated people have no understanding of the niceties of a civilised society. Your behaviour, young man, is a disgrace. If you were in my court, I would have you flogged for insolence.”

      “Lucky I’m not then, isn’t it?” retorted Rainstorm. “And after the way you treated Tarkyn, you will get no respect from me.”

      “Rainstorm,” said Tarkyn firmly, but not unkindly, “Please at least respect me and back down a little. We do not want outright war here. We are merely trying to exchange information. And remember, Jarand is now one among many. That gives us an unfair advantage.”

      “Good!” Rainstorm glowered at Tarkyn for a moment before waving a hand in the air, “Fair enough. Sorry. I’ll back off.” Matching actions to words, he turned and patted Tarkyn on the arm on the way past as he walked away to stand a little behind them all, arms folded.

      For several long seconds, a fraught silence reigned. Then Ancient Oak broke the impasse by crossing over to Jarand’s horse and stroking its neck in long calming movements. “This is a fine stallion you have here, my lord. Is he fast?”

      Jarand stared at him for a moment before gathering his wits to reply, “Yes. He combines speed and stamina. I have had him since he was a foal.” He walked over to stand beside Ancient Oak. The stallion tossed his head and butted him gently. “I don’t suppose you have any carrots?… or apples?”

      Surprisingly, Rainstorm produced an apple from his pocket and held it out, saying gruffly, “Here.”

      Jarand’s eyes narrowed but after a moment he accepted the gesture for what it was and said, “Would you like to feed it to him?”

      Alarm flickered in Rainstorm’s eyes, “What about you, Ancient Oak? Don’t you want to feed him?”

      Ancient Oak gave a wicked little smile, “No Rainstorm, I couldn’t deprive you of the pleasure.”

      “What about you, Prince, I mean Your Highness? Don’t you want to feed your own horse?”

      Jarand realised an opportunity for a small revenge had just presented itself and shook his head, “No. I would be honoured if you gave him the apple yourself.”

      “Oh my stars! What have I let myself in for?”

      Rainstorm looked in panic at Tarkyn who laughed and said, “Just put the apple in the palm of your hand and hold it out in front of him. He won’t hurt you. Promise.”

      Rainstorm took a deep breath and did as instructed, holding his hand as far away from himself as he could. The great black stallion gently mouthed the apple out of his hand and munched it. Rainstorm straightened up and began to strut around the clearing, “Did you see that? Easiest thing out. I think your horse likes me.”

      Tarkyn looked at Sparrow and asked her, “Do you want to pat the horse?”

      She considered for a minute then nodded, “Don’t put me down, though.”

      As Tarkyn walked over within patting range of Storm, Jarand said, “I gather you woodfolk don’t ride, as a general rule?”

      “No sir. Not in the normal course of events,” replied Ancient Oak.

      “Only when you are mounting a raid on my encampment?” asked Jarand silkily.

      Ancient Oak kept a perfectly straight face and nodded inconsequentially. “Yes. That would be one of the rare times we have used horses.” He shrugged and grinned, “But if you don’t want us letting your horses loose again, you’ll just have to make sure you don’t take any of us prisoner again.”

      Jarand raised his eyebrows, “Then you will have to make sure that you don’t cross me.”

      Waterstone, standing a judicious distance away from the horse, said, “I don’t think we are even close to being able to agree that. However I think we can guarantee that if you do take any of us again, the disruption to your troops and horses will be more severe.” In response to Jarand’s frown, Waterstone shrugged, “Now that we know that you know about us, we can afford to be less cautious in future, if we need to be.”

      Jarand looked down his aristocratic nose at Waterstone, “You do not look like fighting men, if I may say so.”

      “Certainly you may say so,” said Waterstone airily. “Say what you like. After all, your men clearly have it all over us, don’t they?”

      “Unless I’m much mistaken, I believe that is the work of sorcerers, not you people,” replied Jarand disdainfully.

      Tarkyn intervened hurriedly, flicking a warning glance at Waterstrone, “Much as I hate to disrupt this game of one-upmanship, I’m sure Jarand is anxious to return to his troops and begin his long trip back to Montraya.”

      Ancient Oak frowned and looked from one royal brother to the other, “So, what have we gained from all this? Are we any further forward?”

      “I think so,” answered Tarkyn, looking at Jarand. “We now know that Jarand and Journeyman are the only people from the encampment who know about woodfolk and that they want to keep it that way in case they can enlist our help at some time in the future. They also know about the oath.” Tarkyn did not go into any detail about the deficits in their knowledge.

      “For my part,” continued Jarand, “I now know that Tarkyn is not a rogue sorcerer and that my press gangs are making me unpopular. So, since that is counter-productive to my purpose, I may have to modify their behaviour. I have also discovered the presence of two adopted brothers and an adopted niece, none of whom, I hasten to add, has a legitimate claim to the throne, even if all three of us, Kosar, Tarkyn and I, should die. That being the case, I can acknowledge our relationship with some degree of equanimity but strictly, of course, within the forest.” Jarand gave a condescending smile, “Obviously, I could not possible countenance it beyond, once I leave this fairytale nightmare to return to reality.”

      Jarand gathered the reins and as Ancient Oak moved out of the way, swung himself into the saddle. He looked down on them all and continued, “I now have the rumours of a secret army under Tarkyn confirmed but, having met some of you and gauged your calibre, I am not as concerned as I was previously, nor as anxious to recruit you to my cause.”

      Waterstone stepped forward and gave an ironic bow, “Your lack of courtesy is breathtaking compared to ours. For our part, it is of great interest to us to meet someone so wholly lacking in moral fibre that he could betray his own brother. But at least you kept your word not to attack us.”

      Jarand raised his eyebrows haughtily, “Of course I did. Mind you, I would have been a fool to attack you when I was so heavily outnumbered.” He turned his attention to Tarkyn, “Now, are you going to release my men? Poor Danton will soon tire of holding his shield over so many, won’t he?”

      Tarkyn flicked him a querying glance then answered his own question, “You recognised the colour of his magic, didn’t you? Yes, I had better rescue him soon. I will walk you back. Do I have your word that you will leave us in peace and return to Montraya?” asked Tarkyn.

      Jarand nodded shortly, “To quote you, ‘At this time and in this place’, you have my word. Beyond that, I will make no undertakings.”

      “No more will I,” countered Tarkyn.

      When they returned to Jarand’s troops, Tarkyn sent Danton a message via Rainstorm to change the shield from a dome over the ranks of horses to a wall between the troops and the three at the front of the column. Then he released the horses and waited until Jarand had ordered their return to Montraya before allowing Danton to drop his shield altogether.

      As the troops manoeuvred their horses around in the tight space, Tarkyn asked, “Before you go, Jarand, perhaps you would be kind enough to introduce me to your companions.”

      Jarand raised his eyebrows in surprise, but complied with formal courtesy, “Tarkyn Tamadil, Prince of Eskuzor, let me introduce you to Captain Harkell of the Royal Montrayan Guard and Greyskies Swampwatcher, wizard of these parts.”

      “It is an honour, Your Highness,” murmured the wizard and the captain, both bowing from their seated positions.

      “Captain Harkell, you will find the two soldiers of your vanguard back down the road a little and may retrieve them on your way past. Because they are unconscious, we have tied them to their horses but they will recover shortly and you may then do with them as you will.” Tarkyn smiled gently at them, “I beg your pardon for your wasted journey. But unfortunately, I am unwilling to return with you. I wish you a safe journey back.”

      With which, the fugitive prince turned on his heel and, still within his shield, walked back down the road without a backward glance.
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      As they rode towards the forest’s edge, Jarand kept himself tightly under control. But those who knew him could see from his glittering eyes and his thinned lips that he was furious.

      “Captain Harkell,” he said tightly, “I want you to pick out your two toughest, strongest men. I don’t want anybody who is the slightest bit squeamish. Do you understand? And they must be unquestionably loyal to me.”

      “All the men are loyal to you, sire. We all are.”

      “Excellent. Because I am about to test that loyalty.”

      At this point they broke out of the cover of the forest into farmland. The prince pointed to a lone tree standing two hundred yards from the forest edge.

      “When we reach that tree, bring those two men to see me and then ask your troops to dismount and gather around so I can address them.”

      “Yes, Your Highness.” The captain glanced at him uneasily, aware that the prince’s rage was bubbling just beneath the surface.

      Ten minutes later, the soldiers stood in a semicircle around the prince, shuffling a little in anticipation of a dressing down. They were all embarrassed to have been caught out so easily and knew that, although he was disguising it, the prince would be smarting at being shown to disadvantage by his younger brother.

      His voice, when he addressed them, was calm and matter of fact. They found this even more unnerving than if he had ranted at them. As it turned out, they had every reason to be unnerved. “Soldiers of Montraya, as you are aware, the penalty for attacking a member of the Royal Family of Eskuzor is death.” Jarand paused until most of his audience had nodded or given some form of acknowledgement. “Of course none of you has attacked me.” Up to this point his voice was still pleasant. But now it hardened. “But the second most heinous crime is a failure to protect me.” Prince Jarand swept his gaze around the soldiers standing around him. “And in varying degrees, all of you are guilty of that.” He let his words hang in the air for a few moments.

      Then Jarand turned and placed his hand on Captain Harkell’s shoulder, “But above all, your captain is responsible for the deployment and performance of his men.”

      The captain kept his eyes forward and his face expressionless but his heart was thumping unpleasantly in his ears.

      “Now, Captain Harkell has kindly identified these two men,” here Jarand waved at two powerfully built, tough looking soldiers who were standing by his side, “who are renowned for their strength and loyalty. So to them, I give the honour of providing a just punishment to your negligent captain.” Jarand thrust the captain into the arms of the two men and barked, “Tie his hands. Secure them above his head against the tree.”

      The watching men stilled with shock but no one moved to intervene. Captain Harkell’s hands were bound in front of him and then he was thrown face first against the tree and his arms yanked above his head. A rope was tied between his wrists and the other end thrown over a high bough. Then he was dragged upward so that his feet barely touched the ground. The little wizard looked on in horror, remembering the kindness the captain had shown him.

      “Strip off his shirt,” ordered Jarand. “Now, I want him flogged within an inch of his life.”

      Both men took off their long leather belts and held them by the buckles ready to begin.

      “Oh no,” said Jarand softly, “I think we’ll have the buckle on the business end. Smooth leather is too easy. Forty strokes to begin with. Alternate strokes, so that you don’t tire. I want a gap between each stroke so that there is plenty of time for anticipation and I want each stroke to be given full measure.” He looked around at all the soldiers, “And if I see one of you avert your eyes, you will share his fate.” He waved a hand, “Now, begin.”

      In deadly quiet of the countryside, all that could be heard was the thwack of the leather hitting flesh and the grunts of effort from each of the guardsmen as they put their full weight behind each lash. The captain set his teeth and not a murmur broke from his lips. After ten lashes his back was lined with red streaks and pockmarked with gouges where the buckles dug in with each stroke. After twenty strokes, the red weals were weeping as the leather bit repeatedly into the same places. At thirty strokes, his back was raw and running with blood where the buckles had gouged deep lines along the whip marks. The captain had long since lost all sense of time and space and his world had contracted to an all-encompassing sensation of rhythmic, brutal pain. At thirty six strokes, he lost consciousness and so was unaware that, after the fortieth stroke fell, his troop was ordered to remount, leaving him hanging by his hands from a tree in the middle of nowhere as they headed back to Montraya without daring a single backward glance.
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      As Tarkyn stepped back into the trees, he said to Waterstone who appeared at his side, “I don’t think we need to rush off. Jarand will keep his word.”

      The woodman shook his head, “I don’t see how you can trust him to keep his word when he is totally unscrupulous in other respects.”

      “Didn’t like him much, did you?”

      “He was deliberately belittling and offensive.”

      Tarkyn smiled, “Well, if he goes away thinking that you lot are harmless, we will have done a good day’s work.”

      “Hmph. Just as well you hauled me in. I was ready to tell him how deadly we really are.”

      Tarkyn gave a short laugh, “I know. Your temper was getting the better of your judgement.”

      “You did us proud,” said Ancient Oak, joining them. “You stood up and told him you were one of us and then acknowledged us as your family.”

      “Of course I did.”

      Autumn Leaves, “Now Tarkyn, that’s not like you. There was no ‘of course’ about it. I saw you steeling yourself to say ‘We are woodfolk’.”

      “Just because I had to steel myself to deal with Jarand’s reaction, doesn’t mean there was any doubt that I would say it.”

      Autumn Leaves smiled, “I see. Fair enough.”

      “I’m not sure how wise it was to hit Jarand with the double whammy that not only do we exist but he now has an extended family. Just meeting us might have been enough for the first time,” mused Waterstone.

      Tarkyn shrugged, “Well, I didn’t know what you were expecting and I thought you might have been offended if I left out the little detail that you were my brother.”

      “I can’t say I’m proud to have him as a member of the family,” said Waterstone, shaking his head.

      Tarkyn grinned, “No. Even though most people in Eskuzor would be overcome with the honour of being able to claim relationship to the heir to the throne, I can see your point.”

      Ancient Oak waved his hand around airily, “Why would we be honoured by him? After all, we have the King in our family too, and the sovereign lord of the woodlands. And if they are not enough, we also have Waterstone and Sparrow.”

      “Not to mention Ancient Oak,” added Tarkyn with a slight smile.

      Just as he finished speaking, Tarkyn turned pale and sat down suddenly. He ran a shaking hand across his forehead.

      Autumn Leaves leaned over him, “What’s wrong?”

      “Aagh. Such anguish. Such pain,” breathed Tarkyn, closing his eyes. “I don’t know this person’s mind like I did yours, Autumn Leaves, but someone is in terrible trouble. Ooh, he’s enduring, he’s enduring. No! He’s gone. He’s either dead or passed out.” Tarkyn ran his hand over his face and took a shaky breath.

      “But where is he? How can we help him if we don’t know where he is?” demanded Autumn Leaves.

      Tarkyn shook his head slowly. “I don’t know.”

      “Were there any images?” asked Waterstone.

      Tarkyn took a deep breath as he thought about it, “Yes… Yes. There was the bark of a tree close up. That was nearly all I could see. Hmm, a flash of deep brown to one side. Wait on. Let me focus on that… Yes. It’s a ploughed field. I can’t see it properly.” He groaned, “Mostly I can feel the pain. My wrists are hurting but my back feels like as if it’s on fire. Worse than that. It’s absolute agony.”

      Summer Rain appeared beside him and placed a firm hand on his shoulder, “Tarkyn, come out of it. You’re taking on the hurt.”

      The youngest prince shook his head to clear it, “Sorry. It is the intensity of the experience that has connected me to this person, whoever it is.”

      “So it must be in farmland somewhere,” said Danton prosaically, handing Tarkyn a cup of cold water. He glanced at Tarkyn, knowing he was about to upset him further. “Hmm. I would say that someone has just paid for our success. What you’re describing is how it feels to be flogged.”

      Danton carefully didn’t meet anyone’s eyes and an awkward silence ensued until it was broken by Rainstorm striding over and giving Danton a few hearty slaps on the shoulder, “Well, you’d know, you poor bastard. So we’ll have to take your word for it.”

      A ripple of relief and appreciation for Rainstorm’s forthrightness drifted through the group.

      Danton gave a gentle smile, “Thanks Rainstorm.”

      Tarkyn sat in the middle of it, feeling sick with someone else’s pain and inundated with a deeper horror of what his friend had been forced to endure as a child on his behalf.

      “Excuse me,” he muttered and blundered off into the undergrowth to vomit. He stood leaning over with a hand against a tree, breathing deeply and trying to pull himself together enough to help the person who had been flogged.

      A few moments later, Falling Rain appeared next to him, “I bet you’re feeling dreadful about Danton.”

      Tarkyn nodded mutely. He ran his hand through his hair, “And for this poor unknown. All because of me. If I hadn’t captured Jarand, he wouldn’t have wreaked his revenge on this hapless individual.”

      “On the other hand,” responded Falling Rain, “If you hadn’t captured Jarand, he may have captured you or one of us.” The woodman put his hand on the prince’s shoulder, “And if you don’t mind, you should give credit where credit is due. We were all party to the plan to capture Jarand. If we hadn’t knocked out the vanguard and been waiting in the bushes to pick off the soldiers, it might not have worked, especially with your non-talent for bluffing. We all took part and are equally responsible. And this man’s fate was decided by no one but Jarand.” He shrugged, “And perhaps by the man himself. After all, the risks associated with serving the royal family are blindingly obvious.”

      With an effort, Tarkyn straightened up, “Ugh. I feel awful. But I’d better go and see if I can find this man.”

      Falling Rain put a restraining hand on his arm, “No need. The others have already gone.”

      Tarkyn managed a crooked grin, “There I go again. Trying to take over when there is no need.”

      Having worked out the probable cause of Tarkyn’s image, it was not difficult to determine where to find its source. Danton and a group of woodfolk stood within the trees at the edge of the forest looking out into the open fields along the side of the road back to Montraya. In the distance they could see the cloud of dust that was the only sign of Jarand’s troops.

      “He’ll be somewhere along that road, I expect,” said Danton.

      Waterstone’s eyes swept anxiously across the flat open landscape. “There is no cover anywhere. It may be a trap.” After a moment, he shook his head slightly. “No. Can’t be. No one would know that Tarkyn would pick up that man’s distress. There might still be some soldiers lurking though. What do you think, Danton?”

      Danton considered. “Unlikely. Either they have cut down the man down and taken him with them to throw him in the dungeons at the other end or they will have left him to his fate. Jarand won’t waste precious manpower on standing guard over him.”

      Autumn Leaves shook his head, “He could be anywhere along that road.”

      “No, he couldn’t,” said Rainstorm decisively. “They hadn’t been gone for long when Tarkyn went all shaky.”

      “True.” Danton shaded his eyes against the setting sun as he peered out along the road. “Tarkyn saw rough bark close up, didn’t he? So this man is probably tied to a tree somewhere. There are a couple of trees dotted along the roadside. I guess we can start by checking them.” There was a strained silence. He looked around and found himself surrounded by anxious faces. “You don’t want to go out of the forest, do you?”

      They all shook their heads. “The only place we ever break cover is to cross the grasslands and only then, at night.”

      Danton put his hands on his hips. “Well, I guess that leaves us with these choices; I go alone, some of you break with tradition and come with me now, or we wait until dark. What do you want to do?”

      There was an intense silence as they conferred with each other.

      Eventually Waterstone cleared his throat and asked, “Do you think you could carry him on your own?”

      Danton shrugged, feeling a little disappointed. “If it’s not too far. I can use magic to transport him back. It would probably hurt him less if I did that, anyway.” He waited but no one said anything else. “So, is that your decision?”

      They nodded, looking a little shame-faced.

      “We will wait here and if you really need us, we will come,” said Waterstone. “I’m sorry, Danton. I can see you feel let down but I, we, have never been outside the forest in broad daylight. Even at night, we feel exposed and unsafe, just going through the grasslands that are deep within the forest’s boundaries, let alone here.”

      Danton sighed, “I understand. More or less.” He took a deep breath. “So be it. Wish me luck.” With that he gave Waterstone a pat on the back and headed out of the trees.

      He walked unhurriedly over the fields to the road and sauntered along in the late afternoon sunshine, having decided that a slow pace would attract less attention if anyone happened to be watching. He breathed in the air and savoured the tang of newly turned soil on the wind. He gazed around at the open space, realising what a relief it was to be out of the constant confines of the trees. But his enjoyment was short lived. Before long, he was close enough to see the inert body of a man hanging by his tied hands from a large horse chestnut tree further down the road. Despite his intentions to the contrary, Danton broke into a run.

      When he reached the tree, his eyes widened as he saw the damage that had been inflicted on the man’s back. The man’s head was lolling to one side and Danton’s first move was to check for a pulse. After several attempts, he eventually found a blood vessel in the man’s neck that betrayed a fast shallow beat. Danton put his arm around the man’s lower body to take his weight while he reached up with his other hand to cut the ropes. With some frustration he realised he couldn’t reach. Inwardly cursing woodfolk as timorous cowards, he lowered the man and thought about what to try next.

      “You could use your magic to hold him up while I cut the ropes,” came a voice behind him.

      Danton whirled around to find Rainstorm standing there, grinning. The sorcerer’s movement brought the man’s back into Rainstorm’s view and the young woodman blanched. “Oh my stars! Oh, that’s horrible. Is that what happened to you?”

      Danton shook his head. “No. Nothing nearly as bad as this.” He gave a derisive smile, “No. This would have ruined their carpets in the palace. They usually stopped when my back began to weep.”

      Impulsively, Rainstorm put an arm around Danton’s shoulder as they stood looking at the whipped man. “Well, let’s get this poor bugger down, shall we?” He gave Danton a pat and withdrew his arm, “So, what do you want me to do?”

      “Your suggestion about using my magic was a good one. I’ll levitate him while you cut him down. Ready?”

      Suddenly a crow cawed overhead as it flew in to perch in the branches of the tree. Danton found himself talking to empty space. He rolled his eyes, “Rainstorm, it’s just a crow.”

      A voice somewhere above him gave an embarrassed chuckle, “Whoops. It’s a bit scary out in all this space.” Rainstorm reappeared at his side, grinning sheepishly.

      Danton gave his head a little shake and continued where he’d left off, “So will you cut him down while I hold him up?”

      Rainstorm nodded and sidled around the man, eyeing the wounds on his back as he came closer. He took a deep breath, “Right. Are you ready?” The woodman reached up and cut through the large rope that held the man aloft. Danton’s magic held and although the man’s arms dropped, the rest of him stayed where he was. Rainstorm swiftly cut through his bonds and stepped back. Danton turned the man into a horizontal position in the air, face up.

      “Rainstorm, can you just loop a bit of rope around his arms to hold them together on his stomach while we’re moving?”

      “I shouldn’t have cut his bonds.”

      “Oh, I think you should have. They were shockingly tight. The circulation was cut off from his hands. Look. They’re all blue. Either those bastards tied them too tightly in the first place or his weight dragged them tighter.”

      Rainstorm did as he was asked and stood back quickly. “Right. Are we off?”

      Danton could hear the tension in the young woodman’s voice. “Thanks, Rainstorm, for coming.”

      Rainstorm nodded briefly, his eyes never leaving the injured man so that he didn’t have to see the wide space he was walking through. “Will he survive, do you think?”

      Danton shook his head, “If we can get him back to Tarkyn in time, he might stand a chance. He’s pretty far gone, though.”

      Woodman and sorcerer walked together through the orange rays of the setting sun, the injured man floating beside them. Around them, yellow grasses around the fields’ borders glowed deep gold but the young woodman only had eyes for the forest ahead.

      By the time they reached the forest’s edge, Rainstorm’s message had been relayed and Tarkyn was waiting for them. A flat grassy space had been cleared far enough inside the forest for safety and laid with furs and cloth. Rainstorm undid the ropes holding the man’s arms and manoeuvred them out of the way as Danton turned the man over to lay him face down on the ground. Gasps and exclamations of horror erupted around him. A few furtive, speculative glances were directed at Danton but he decided he would deal with them later. A slight release in tension around him made him realise that Rainstorm had dealt with it now.

      As soon as the man was settled, Tarkyn sat beside him, placed his hand on the man’s shoulder and sent his life force into him. After a few minutes, nothing had changed. Tarkyn let himself flow down his arm into the man beside him. He found himself surrounded by abject misery, not of flesh but of spirit. The power he brought with him flowed passively through, but little was absorbed by the man’s body. Tarkyn opened his eyes and frowned. “There seems to be some sort of resistance. My power isn’t working on him.” He looked around for the woodfolk healer, “Summer Rain, could you do what you can for him, while we try to work out what is going on?”

      “Maybe you can only give this life force of yours to woodfolk?” suggested Falling Rain.

      “No. It’s not that,” replied Autumn Leaves, “Tarkyn has healed Danton a couple of times.”

      “Well, maybe he has nothing left to live for, no life to go back to, if his prince has rejected him,” said Lapping Water slowly. “He’s probably as good as dead in your sorcerer society, anyway. He won’t a have a position to go back to. Will he?”

      “Not as captain of the guard, he won’t,” agreed Tarkyn.

      “Oh. Is that who he is? That makes sense.” Danton shrugged, “He may well feel that he has lost his honour by failing Prince Jarand as he did.”

      Waterstone rolled his eyes, “Only you could think like that, Danton.”

      Danton gave a slight smile, “In fact, he may well believe that he deserves to be punished.”

      “But not like this!” exclaimed Autumn Leaves hotly. “This is barbaric.”

      “No,” said Tarkyn softly, “Not like this.” The prince looked at Summer Rain who was gently wiping away the worst of the blood with a soft, damp cloth. “Is there any chance that he may regain consciousness without my intervention?”

      Summer Rain felt his pulse and lifted an eyelid to peer closely into his eye. She straightened up and said, “He is in shock but he is strong and fit. In themselves, his injuries are not life threatening. It is the shock or infection that could kill him. If we take care of him, keep him warm and make sure he takes in fluids, I think he will recover over time. We will have to guard against infection, though. If his wounds fester, without his resistance he might succumb. But on the short run, once the worst of the shock has passed, he should regain consciousness.”

      Even as she spoke, the man groaned and grimaced with pain as he moved.

      “If he’s about to open his eyes, we’d better think about whom we want him to see,” said Tarkyn.

      There was a short mind conference. “Whatever happens, he’s going to have stay with us until he recovers unless we just decide to abandon him,” reported Waterstone. A glance around indicated that no one was thinking of this option. “So, from our point of view, we will allow him to see us. From his point of view, he may find a group of new people a bit threatening in his present condition.”

      After a minute’s thought, Danton said, “Let me deal with this. At least, let me try. Your Highness, if you could sit out of his vision but be ready with your hand on his shoulder, I will speak to him when he comes around. I think you’re right, Waterstone, that the rest of you are probably a surprise he may not yet be ready for.”

      Tarkyn nodded, smiling to himself that Danton had used his title to offset the fact that he giving him instructions.

      “Tarkyn, do you know his name?” asked Danton.

      “Captain Harkell.”

      “Thanks.”

      For a while nothing happened. Everyone sat out of the captain’s line of vision and waited. Eventually, the captain stirred again and groaned. Danton leaned over him and lifted him a little to give him a drink. The captain let out a gasp of pain. Most of the water dribbled onto the ground but a little found its way between his lips. Danton let him gently down again.

      “Captain Harkell. Captain, can you hear me?”

      There was an almost imperceptible nod.

      “Captain, your punishment is now complete. His Royal Highness would like you to recover so that you may serve him in the future. Do you understand?” All around him, eyes widened. Tarkyn frowned.

      The captain nodded again.

      “Are you willing to do your best to recover to serve the royal family of Tamadil?”

      A whisper issued from the injured man’s throat. Danton bent closer so that he could hear. When he straightened, he gave a slight smile, knowing how the woodfolk would react, “Your Highness, the captain said, ‘I live to serve’.”

      Looks of disbelief passed among the assembled woodfolk.

      “The man’s mad,” mouthed Rainstorm.

      Danton returned his attention to his task. “Captain, in a moment, you will feel a warm wave of strength entering your body through your right shoulder. I want you to take that strength and send it into the damage on your back.” When Danton looked up to nod at Tarkyn, he found a pair of very angry amber eyes trained on him. Danton held their gaze steadily and added mischievously, knowing he would pay for it later “When you are recovered, the prince will wish to speak with you.”

      Tarkyn’s eyes narrowed but, as the suffering captain nodded and gave another slight groan at the pain the movement cost him, the prince resolutely turned his attention to the healing and, taking a deep breath, channelled his life force through his hand into the man’s shoulder. Tarkyn flowed his consciousness down into the injured man and directed his power to repair the gouged, stressed flesh. The damage to the man’s back was extensive and it took close to an hour for the last and deepest of the weals gradually to close over and fade. When Tarkyn took his hand away, Captain Harkell’s back was criss-crossed with pink scars and there was some residual bruising but he was healed.

      “That was the easy part,” mouthed Tarkyn. “This man is going to want to kill us all when he finds out what stunt you’ve pulled.”

      Danton gave a slight shrug and tore his eyes away from Tarkyn to lean close to the captain, “Captain Harkell, your back is looking a lot better now. Unfortunately, you will carry the scarring for the rest of your life but other than that, it is repaired. You may find it a little stiff to begin with. When you are ready, you can sit up and I will give you some water and then some tea to revive you.”

      As the man began to move, Danton waved frantically at everyone. The woodfolk grinned at him and disappeared in one easy flick. Tarkyn rose to his feet and stood uncertainly, wondering whether or not to stay. Before he could decide, a strong arm grabbed him and pulled him behind the bushes at the edge of the clearing. He frowned and looked around to find Autumn Leaves next to him, with Tarkyn’s sleeve gripped firmly in his hand.

      “I might have known it was you. You always seem to be the one manhandling me in these situations,” whispered Tarkyn. “I could kill Danton. That man is going to hate me.”

      “And who knows what manner of man he is. He could be an out and out thug, for all we know.”

      Back inside the clearing, Captain Harkell was looking around himself with dawning suspicion, “Why are we back within the forest? I had thought His Highness intended to return to Montraya.”

      Danton handed him a cup of tea before sitting down beside him. “Prince Jarand has indeed returned to Montraya, as far as I know.” Danton gave the captain a little while to digest this information before saying, “I was impressed by your devotion to the royal family, even while you lay there suffering.”

      Harkell sipped his tea, “I am lucky to be alive after giving such poor service.”

      After a pause, Danton said slowly, “I’m afraid to say that I don’t think Prince Jarand cares one way or the other whether you survive.”

      “I don’t understand. Were you not speaking to His Highness? Didn’t you say he wanted to speak with me?” The captain frowned, “I see… Is he now planning to send me on some impossible mission where my life will virtually be forfeit? Is that what it is?” The captain sighed and sipped his tea. “At least then, I may have the chance to redeem myself in his eyes.”

      “No, I’m afraid your situation is both better and worse than that.” Danton glanced at him, “You may still serve the royal family but not as you have been used to.”

      “Am I to become a servant then? For mercy’s sake, man. Spit it out. What is my fate to be?”

      Prince Tarkyn walked out into the clearing, “Your fate, should you choose it, is to serve me.”

      The captain threw down his cup, scrambled to his feet and, despite his warring emotions, bowed deeply. He stayed bent over, hand on heart until Tarkyn permitted him to rise. When the captain straightened, he swayed slightly, still weak from his injuries, but his face was an impassive mask.

      “You may be seated before you fall over. Danton, you may procure us both another cup of tea since Captain Harkell seems to have thrown his last one away.” Tarkyn paused. “Out of interest, did you check whether the captain was armed?”

      Danton bowed his head in apology, “No, Your Highness. I did not think of it.”

      Tarkyn looked at Harkell, “I will depend on your honour to answer me truthfully. Are you armed?”

      After a fractional pause, the captain answered, “Yes, Your Highness. I am carrying a small knife inside my left ankle.”

      “Be so good as to hand it to Danton, if you don’t mind.”

      “I would prefer to keep it, Your Highness.”

      Tarkyn gave a gentle smile, “I’m sure you would. However, despite the wording, that was not a request.”

      “I beg your pardon, sire. Here.” Captain Harkell drew out his knife and handed it to Danton with a hand that still trembled from the aftermath of the attack on him.

      Tarkyn watched the man closely, checking for any signs of subterfuge, trying to gauge his calibre. The captain was in his mid-thirties. His dark wavy hair was matted with sweat and his soft brown eyes roved the clearing looking for clues about his location and the threats facing him.

      “Captain Harkell, I am sorry that Danton misled you into thinking that my brother had returned for you. I myself do not like to deal in such subterfuge. However, we feared you had lost the will to live and so, Danton gave you a reason to recover. He did not so much lie as word things ambiguously. I beg your pardon. As his liege lord, I must take responsibility for his behaviour.” Tarkyn threw Danton a look of displeasure while he waited for the soldier’s reaction.

      The captain was not yet able to deal with the subtleties of Danton’s veracity. He frowned, “So how long have I been here? I must have been here for weeks. My back has already healed.”

      Tarkyn smiled and shook his head, “No. Danton cut you down from that tree less than two hours ago. I healed your back. Remember the stream of strength that came into you through your shoulder? That didn’t take weeks. It took less than an hour.”

      “Did you do that? That’s amazing. Hmm.” The captain accepted another cup of tea from Danton with a nod of thanks. “So, why would you help someone who had ridden out to capture you? At least, I presume that’s what we were doing. Prince Jarand didn’t say more than that we were trying to track down some sorcerers that Greyskies had seen in the swamp. But when you turned up, I assumed that must have been what we were doing.”

      “I sensed your pain.” Tarkyn shook his head and grimaced, “Your suffering was so intense that it transmitted itself to me.”

      “That doesn’t mean you had to do anything about it,” said the captain stiffly, embarrassed at having shared his experience.

      Danton glanced at Tarkyn and smiled, “You don’t know this prince. It absolutely meant he had to do something about it, especially when it was our ploys that made you fail to protect Prince Jarand.”

      “And so now what?” asked the Captain, “Will you force me to stay here and serve you as some sort of prisoner of war?”

      “I thought you were honoured to serve the royal family,” said Danton dryly.

      The soldier ran his hand through his matted hair. “I am… or I was. I still am. But I have always served Prince Jarand.” Harkell brought his eyes up to meet Tarkyn’s. “If you and he are in conflict, what sort of loyalty is it that changes horses in mid-stream? One can no longer simply say, ‘I am loyal to the royal family.’ You can’t be loyal to all members of the royal family at the same time anymore.” He dropped his head into his hands. “I’m confused,” he mumbled.

      After a moment, he raised his head. “So, before I confuse myself further trying to decide what to do, do I in fact have any options? Or it is as I suggested, that I am being held prisoner?”

      “Hmm, Interesting question,” said Tarkyn. “No. You are not being held prisoner. But what your options are, I have no idea. I would not bank on a warm welcome back in Montraya but you must be the judge of that. Perhaps you can roam the countryside and pick up work elsewhere. Perhaps you could become a mercenary away from Jarand’s eye. I am not well versed in these things.” The prince shook out his cup and stood up. He gestured to indicate that Captain Harkell could remain seated. “However, I do not want you by my side unless I have your full support. If you stay with me, you must swear an oath of fealty to me. I will not endanger the people I am with, by countenancing the presence of someone with uncertain loyalties. If you cannot give me your pledge, you are free to go.”

      A look of panic passed across the soldier’s face. “Your Highness, must I decide so soon? My world has been turned upside down and I need time to think. My loyalties, my beliefs and my honour are dragging me in all directions. I can’t think straight. Even the information I have about you is in complete conflict. On what am I to base my decision?”

      Tarkyn stood glowering down at him, “You could start by considering that Jarand had you flogged and I healed you.”

      Harkell shook his head, “It is not as simple as that. It was inevitable that I face the consequences of my failure.”

      Tarkyn threw up his hands impatiently. “I am not going to vie with my brother for your loyalty. I will say this one thing, even though you may place little value on it. No one in my service would ever be treated like that, no matter what they had done. I have had two men killed who tied me up and beat me, nearly as badly as you were flogged. Other than that, the worst anyone has endured is a tongue lashing.”

      “I need time,” reiterated the captain stoically. “I would not wish to give you my service half-heartedly. I need to be certain.”

      “You have two hours,” said Tarkyn shortly. “After that, I leave and you will remain. Danton, stay with Captain Harkell and give him whatever assistance he may require.” Just as he was about to leave, the prince turned back and said, “And Danton, since our friend’s sojourn amongst us may be unexpectedly short, I urge you to remember your vow of secrecy.”

      Danton bowed his head, “Yes, Your Highness.”

      The two ex-guardsmen were left alone in the clearing.

      Captain Harkell glanced sideways at Danton, “You must think I am ungrateful not to jump at the chance of serving your prince after he has put himself out to rescue me and heal my wounds.”

      “I think Tarkyn values honour and will respect your decision, whatever it is.” Danton shrugged, “You could have thanked him for his efforts. I think that would not have been too much to ask. And me. I am the one who cut you down and carried you back.” Danton made a mental note to apologise to Rainstorm for not acknowledging his contribution at this point.

      “I’m sorry. I was overcome with confusion when the wrong prince appeared. I do thank you both. Without your intercession, I think the crows would have picked the flesh off my back while I hung there.”

      Danton gave a shudder. “What a ghastly thought. How is your back now?”

      Harkell moved his shoulders back and forth experimentally. “Not bad. A bit stiff but not bad.” He looked at Danton. “So tell me. What do you think I should do?”

      Danton knew he was being asked as a fellow officer who would understand loyalty, not as Tarkyn’s liegeman. “I can’t decide for you. Ostensibly, I too have changed loyalties. I was a palace guard in Tormadell and loyal to the king until he turned on Tarkyn. But in reality, I grew up with Tarkyn and have always served him, body and soul.”

      “And what would you have done if he had flogged you and left you for dead?”

      Danton frowned, then shook his head. When he had repeated this sequence, Harkell asked what he was doing.

      Danton smiled wryly, “I am trying to imagine Tarkyn doing that to me. I just can’t. I’ve been whipped scores of times, but not at Tarkyn’s instigation. He fought to save me. He is my liege lord and as such, I trust him and expect him to look after me, even as I look after him. If he did anything like that to me, I could no longer feel safe around him.”

      Harkell gave a short derisive laugh, “I have never felt safe around Jarand. I never expected to. So his actions today have not betrayed my trust in him because I never had any.”

      “So why do you follow him?”

      “Because he is my prince. Because my family have lived on his lands for generations. Because that is what you do, if you live near Montraya.”

      “In other words, you never thought about it.”

      “No, I didn’t. And even after the flogging, if I had survived, I wouldn’t have. It is only because you and your lord challenge me now, that I even begin to think about the possibility of a different life.” The captain stared into the shadows of the surrounding trees, “So what sort of life would I expect if I chose to stay?”

      Danton’s eyes narrowed, “I find your question offensive. A life of service to His Highness is not designed around your comfort. I will not try to entice you or dissuade you, based on the lifestyle.” He shrugged, “That may change anyway. It has certainly changed radically for me. You must make your decision purely on the basis of whether you can commit to Prince Tarkyn.”

      “I can’t think. Am I permitted to walk around?”

      Danton waved his arm, “Be my guest. You can go wherever you like. You can start walking back to Montraya now, if that is your wish.”

      Captain Harkell got to his feet and looked down at Danton, “You don’t like me much, do you?”

      “Not yet. I may come to like you, if I get to know you. At the moment, after all I have heard of the way Prince Jarand’s troops behave, I am very wary of anyone associated with them, let alone one of their officers.” Danton stared back up at him, “I may have helped to save your life but that was not because we need your support. We can do quite nicely without a man of uncertain character and uncertain loyalties in our midst.”

      The man’s faced darkened. “I am not a man of uncertain character. If I were, I could easily pay lip service to your prince. I have never been brutal in the discharge of my duties other than to flog any man in my troop who was. But I’m talking about three to five lashes, at the outside ten. Not forty. And not with a brass buckle on the end of the whip.” He bowed slightly, “You have made your position clear. I will not stay for someone’s charity. I will relieve you of my presence.” He turned away a little too quickly and swayed. After taking a few moments to recover, he strode off towards the last of the light glimmering through the trees that showed him the way to Montraya.

      “DANTON!”

      The blonde sorcerer’s head whipped around at the sound of Tarkyn’s angry voice and he scrambled to his feet. One look at the prince’s face and he was bowing in apology before he could stop himself. “I beg your pardon, Your Highness. I can see I have angered you.”

      The extent of Tarkyn’s anger soon became evident when Danton began to straighten up.

      Tarkyn’s voice was like ice, “I did not say you could rise. You have well and truly pushed the limits today, Danton. Firstly, you misrepresented me and forced me into the position of having to apologise for your behaviour. Then, you turn away a man who has nowhere to go and no one to serve. Now, get up, and go and fetch him back. Tell him I would be honoured to accept his service, if he would be willing to give it to me and that I would value his experience. He still has time to decide one way or the other. Make sure you do not force his hand again.” He waited until Danton met his eyes. “Are we clear? Now go.”

      Minutes later, slightly out of breath, Danton drew up alongside the captain who had just broken through the cover of the trees and was striding angrily across the fields towards the road. He put a restraining hand on the Harkell’s bare shoulder. “Stop.”

      The soldier twisted his shoulder from under Danton’s hand and kept walking.

      “Please stop, Captain Harkell. I apologise for what I said. Prince Tarkyn is very displeased with me and I must try to make amends.”

      The appeal of one liegeman’s plight to another worked, and the captain slowed his pace, “Hmph. You may walk with me. I may decide to return. I may not.”

      “Captain Harkell, His Highness has charged me to say that he would be honoured to accept your service if you choose to give it and that he would value your experience. He reiterated that you still have time to decide.”

      The captain stopped walking and turned to look at Danton. “I gather he overheard our exchange?” When Danton nodded, a slow smile appeared on the soldier’s face, “He is very kind, this prince of yours, isn’t he?”

      Danton, who was smarting from his recent encounter with his liege, took a moment to agree. Then he shrugged and smiled, “Yes, he is. He is kinder than I. But I am more protective of his person than he is. So perhaps that is why.”

      “And he said he would be honoured to accept my service, did he? Honoured? Wow. That is really something. Prince Jarand does not feel honoured by anyone’s service. He just takes it for granted.” The captain frowned, “But perhaps your prince is just lying to lure me back so he can use me to find out about his brother.” One look at Danton’s face was enough to tell the captain that this train of thought was incorrect. He put up his hand, “Sorry. I can see I have offended you again.”

      Danton took a tight breath, “Prince Tarkyn does not say things like that lightly. He once rejected a whole community of people who would have sworn their fealty to him. He said he would not feel honoured to have them as liegemen and women and so rejected their offer.” Aware that he must not misrepresent Tarkyn’s affairs, he added, “Later on, things were resolved between them and he did accept their oath.”

      “Hmm. So he would not just accept anyone?” The captain turned and continued his walk away from the forest’s edge. “So why would he accept me?”

      “Rightly or wrongly, he has formed a good opinion of you and is willing to give you a chance.”

      “He does not have much to go on.”

      “No, he doesn’t,” said Danton dryly. He thought about it for a minute, “Hmm. Perhaps he gets a feel for people when he heals them. I know the person being healed usually gets to know about him. So presumably the reverse is true.” Danton glanced at the captain, waiting for his reaction but received only a thoughtful silence.

      At this stage, it was clear that they were heading for the tree where the captain had been tied and beaten. Nothing further was said until they arrived. In the last of the light, Harkell walked up to the great tree and placed his hand on its trunk. He leaned forward and studied the splashes of blood on its bark, and ran his hand over the rusty patches he found. He squatted down and ran his hand over the little patches of dried blood in the dust at the base of the tree. Then he straightened and looked up at where the rope had been flung over the bough above him. Rubbing his wrists in memory, he turned and looked behind at where all his men had stood and watched silently as he had endured, before turning back once more to the tree. He gazed around the horizon at the bleak lonely landscape filled with ploughed furrows but no people. Suddenly, he gave an involuntary shudder down the whole length of his body.

      “I will follow your prince,” he said shortly.
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      Tarkyn stood just within the woods watching their return. He waited until their eyes had adjusted to the gloom and they were standing before him in the small clearing.

      “And so, Captain Harkell, now that darkness has fallen, we must leave. What is your decision?”

      The captain dropped to one knee and placed his hand over his heart. “Sire, would you do me the honour of accepting me into your service?”

      “What of your loyalty to my brother?”

      Without raising his head, he replied, “Sire, I have been back to the place of my punishment. It is clear that Prince Jarand has completely forsaken me and so, with a clear conscience I can forsake him. He did not expect me to live to serve him further. And so my life is my own to do with as I wish.”

      “And would you throw away your newly found freedom so easily? You do not have to exchange one life of service for another.”

      Despite himself, the captain rocked upright in surprise. “Yes I do, Your Highness. One cannot live completely unbonded.”

      Knowing he was surrounded by incredulous woodfolk, Tarkyn smiled and said, “I think you will find that some people think you can. Although perhaps they are bound to each other.”

      A note of uncertainty entered the captain’s voice, “Your Highness, I understood that you would be willing to accept me.”

      “Captain Harkell, look at me. If you are sure, I will feel truly honoured to accept you into my service.”

      The captain met Tarkyn’s eyes unwaveringly. “I am sure, Your Highness. You have my pledge that I will honour and serve you, body and soul, to the end of my days.”

      “Captain Harkell, I give you my vow that I will protect and support you, as your liege lord.” Tarkyn took a breath, “And if I ever treat you as you have been treated today, your oath to me will no longer bind you. You may stand.”

      Once the captain was standing face to face with him, Tarkyn smiled, “And now, we must soon be on our way. We do not have ranks among us here, except of course, for mine. So, are you happy that we address you simply as Harkell?”

      “Your will is my command, sire.”

      “Harkell, I am giving you a choice,” said Tarkyn dryly, thinking he was going to have to train up another guardsman not to use too much protocol. “Are you happy with being called Harkell?”

      “Yes, Your Highness.”

      “Good. Now, before you meet everyone else, I’m afraid I must ask you to swear another oath.”

      Harkell immediately dropped to one knee in preparation.

      “Harkell, you must swear, on pain of death, never to reveal the presence of the people you are about to meet.”

      “Your Highness, you have only to ask and it would carry as much weight. But I give you my oath as you require.”

      “Thank you. You may rise.”

      In the next instant, the woodfolk appeared around them and Stormaway, String and Bean walked out from between the trees. Lapping Water came forward carrying a light brown shirt and jerkin.

      “Harkell, you must be freezing by now. I’m afraid we only have the one colour but it will keep you warm. I am Lapping Water.”

      Harkell’s eyes darted around him, taking in his first view of the woodfolk. However he brought his soft brown eyes to bear on Lapping Water and thanked her.

      She smiled at him, “You have lovely coloured eyes. Very good for camouflage.” She sent a mischievous grin at the prince, “Not like Tarkyn’s. His are like beacons.”

      Harkell noted with interest that she had called the prince by his first name. He was even more interested to see that the prince had coloured slightly.

      “You may struggle to remember everyone’s names at the beginning,” said Danton, “And even if you do remember them, you probably won’t be able to tell one person from the other for a while. But in the interests of your safety, you had better meet and remember Waterstone, Ancient Oak and Sparrow.” He indicated them as he talked and they came forward. “Waterstone and Tarkyn are blood brothers. So these three are, to all intents and purposes, members of the royal family.”

      Harkell immediately bowed deeply.

      Waterstone waved an irritable hand, “No. Cut that out. I won’t have people bowing to me. It is outrageous. Now stand up straight and let me talk to you properly.”

      As Harkell straightened, he said, “I beg your pardon, Your Highness. I did not mean to offend you.”

      Surrounded by the grins of woodfolk, Waterstone rolled his eyes and continued, “And before we go any further, you have my permission to attack me if you need to. And Ancient Oak’s.” He smiled, “I’m not so sure about Sparrow. I don’t think I could let you attack her.”

      As Harkell was looking totally bewildered at this point, Tarkyn intervened, “Harkell, let me introduce the woodfolk to you. They do not believe in hierarchies and only accept my rank because I insist upon it. So my woodfolk brothers will not accept any sign of respect commonly due to a member of the royal family. You will only make them feel uncomfortable if you bow to them or address them by title.”

      “Absolutely correct,” confirmed Ancient Oak.

      “And you are only bound to serve me, not them.”

      Waterstone looked revolted, “Yes. Don’t even think about it. You treat us on equal terms or not at all.”

      Tarkyn smiled sunnily, “But despite our differences, we all get on remarkably well, don’t we, young Sparrow?” He looked around, “And where’s Midnight? He’s been a bit left out of all this.”

      Hail, who was standing at the back of the throng well away from the new sorcerer, pushed Midnight forward as Tarkyn sent him a request to come. Midnight’s face lit up and he took a running jump into Tarkyn’s arms.

      Tarkyn gave him a squeeze and then swung around so that Midnight was facing Harkell. “And this is Midnight, who is my ward. He’s deaf but very clever.” Tarkyn beamed at the little boy, “Aren’t you, mischief?”

      Midnight grinned back and waved at the soldier.

      Summer Rain came forward and said, “Since it is so late, I think we should have something to eat before we go. Would you like something, Harkell? I am Summer Rain.”

      Harkell nodded, “I am nearly faint with hunger.”

      “Of course you are, after what you have been through this afternoon,” said Summer Rain kindly. “Just a minute, I’ll fetch you a tonic while some of the others prepare the food.”

      “Oh no. Now that’s not a kind way to welcome Harkell. Your tonics taste terrible,” said Tarkyn lightly.

      Summer Rain threw him a minatory look, “Tarkyn, I’m sure Harkell will have the fortitude to endure the taste, to gain the benefits.”

      Harkell watched and learned that Tarkyn accepted what he would consider to be an impertinence. Tarkyn caught his glance and said quietly, with a twinkle in his eyes, “And not only will I endure a scolding from her, I never learn that she has no sense of humour whatsoever.” He became serious, “But Summer Rain is a very skilled healer. She spread salves on your back when you first arrived in the woods and advised us on how to manage your shock.”

      “But I thought you healed me, my lord.”

      “Oh, I did, once Danton overcame your resistance. But Summer Rain has the knowledge …and Stormaway, now I come to think of it. I only have the power.” He turned to the three sorcerers waiting quietly to one side, “This is Stormaway Treemaster, my personal wizard, as he was my father’s before me.

      Stormaway smiled warmly, clearly pleased by this form of introduction. He inclined his head, “It is a pleasure to meet you.”

      “And these are trappers, String and Bean, who are living with us for a while.”

      Harkell frowned at them, “Didn’t I see you two down in Montraya about six or eight months ago?”

      String and Bean looked at each other and back at Harkell, “Might have done.”

      “Pub brawl, wasn’t it?” asked Harkell.

      “Might have been,” said String.

      “Bad luck. Can’t do anything about it now,” added Bean, with a wicked grin.

      “What would you have done, Harkell, as a matter of interest? I am Autumn Leaves.”

      Harkell suddenly felt himself to be on trial but he answered honestly, nevertheless. “Had I caught them at the time, I would have thrown them in the lock up for the night until they sobered up, and sent them off with a stiff warning the next day.” He gave a short laugh, “If you imprisoned every pub brawler for more than a few days, there wouldn’t be many people left walking the streets.” He paused. “And now, eight months later, I would have given them a mild warning.” He looked around, “Do I pass muster?”

      Waterstone smiled and clapped him on the shoulder, “You’ll do. Come and have something to eat.”
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      The cold night air cut into their lungs as the little troop of woodfolk and sorcerers threaded their way up the steep mountainside between huge tumbled boulders. Because the woodfolk’s night vision was better, the sorcerers were spread among them so that they could be guided through the more difficult passages. As they rose higher, the valley floor spread out below them in a black carpet, dotted with warm golden lights pinpointing the location of the various farmsteads. Away in the distance, part of the horizon glowed from the strength of hundreds of lamps in Montraya.

      At the rear of the line, Autumn Leaves and Running Feet kept an eye on Captain Harkell in front of them. After they had seen him stumble for the second time, Running Feet pulled up alongside him and realised that the soldier was gasping for breath as they climbed. The woodman relayed this information forward and a halt was called. As Tarkyn appeared from further up the line, a look of apprehension crossed the soldier’s face and he made every attempt to straighten up and present a strong front. But the darkness did not hide his labouring breath as he fought to regain his strength.

      “Here,” said Autumn Leaves, handing him a cup of water.

      The captain accepted the cup with a hand that shook so much, some of the water spilled. He eyed Tarkyn, waiting for a derisory remark.

      “Harkell, I presume you are not usually so unfit.”

      “No, my lord.” Harkell gave slight bow, and took another couple of breaths. “I apologise for holding you all up.”

      “No. It is we who should apologise for force-marching you when you are still not fully recovered. Anyway, the children could do with a break.” He considered the soldier for a minute. “Would you agree to me giving you a little more esse? I think that will help to shore up your reserves of energy.”

      “Of course, Your Highness. If that is your will.”

      Tarkyn shook his head, “No, Harkell, that is my offer. You may accept or not as you choose.”

      “I’d accept, if I were you,” said Autumn Leaves. “We still have a long way to go.”

      “But what about you, Your Highness? Will it not weaken you?”

      “Don’t worry about me. I replenished my power after healing you before and there are plenty of trees around. But a small boost to you will not tax me, anyway.”

      “I’m not sure what trees have to do with anything, but thank you, I will accept your offer.”

      Tarkyn placed his hand on the man’s shoulder and sent a wave of strength coursing through him. When he withdrew his hand, the prince looked thoughtful as Harkell gave a slight bow and thanked him.

      “What are you leaving behind you, Harkell?” asked Tarkyn slowly. “Some of your physical distress is coming from a reluctance to move away from that valley below us.”

      Harkell took a deep breath, “I am leaving behind my wife and two small children, Your Highness.”

      “Oh no! Blast it!” exclaimed Tarkyn. “After all this, I still haven’t learnt to consider people beyond their relationship with me.”

      “Yes, you have,” said Autumn Leaves, giving the young prince a pat on the shoulder. “It just takes you a while to think of it sometimes.”

      Harkell watched this over-familiarity with interest but thought it would be a long time before he himself could trust this prince enough to similarly push the boundaries. He realised Tarkyn was speaking to him.

      “I am sorry, Harkell. Did you realise you would be leaving the area when you made your pledge to me?”

      Harkell shook his head, “No, Your Highness. But Danton made it clear that I must decide regardless of where it would lead me or what type of life it committed me to.” He gave a sad smile, “I did not think serving a fugitive prince would lead me back into the arms of my family, no matter how much I might wish for it. But now that I have fallen from Prince Jarand’s grace, nothing would.”

      “We can’t leave them believing that you have died, though,” said Tarkyn decisively. “At the very least we must get word to them that you are safe. Then, in time, we will consider how to reunite you.” He smiled at the nearby woodfolk, “Of course, I have no idea how we can achieve any of this but it will give us something to think about as we climb, won’t it?”

      With that, he gave Harkell a final pat on the shoulder and climbed his way between the resting woodfolk nearer to the front of the file. Unconsciously, Harkell let out a sigh of released tension as Tarkyn disappeared into the darkness ahead.

      “I know what you mean,” said Running Feet, as though he had spoken. “The first time I met Tarkyn, he shot me up into the air with his magic and threatened to drop me.”

      “Don’t be unfair, Running Feet,” protested Autumn Leaves. “You know he had just discovered he couldn’t leave the forest and was scared and angry. He hasn’t done anything like it since. And now I think about it, Tree Wind had just pinned him down with an arrow to his throat and tried to use mind control on him. So it was not surprising that he was a bit edgy.”

      Harkell looked from one woodman to the other, “Things have not always been so harmonious between you then?”

      “Oooh no,” replied Autumn Leaves. “We woodfolk have never had leaders, never sworn allegiance to the king or anyone, until we were forced to by Markazon, twelve years ago. Even after that, we carried on as before until Tarkyn turned up two months ago.”

      Harkell raised his eyebrows, “Well, I suppose I don’t know how you all behaved before he arrived, but I must say that your culture seems to be the prevailing one. He has clearly not imposed the expectations of our culture on you all.”

      “Except that we must ‘serve, honour and protect’ him and we have never done that for any man or woman in our entire history,” said Autumn Leaves. “It is totally alien to us.”

      “Not even for a forest guardian,” added Running Feet. “Not officially anyway. In reality, I suppose people would have done all that for a forest guardian, but it was their choice.”

      “We have just spun off onto some strange trajectory here. What is a forest guardian?” asked Harkell.

      “In our myths, a guardian of the forest is someone with extraordinary powers who appears among us in times of strife to guide us through whatever ills beset us. Their appearances are very rare. Once every four or five hundred years.”

      Harkell took a sip of water and frowned as he tried to understand, “And you wouldn’t even swear your allegiance willingly to someone like that?”

      “Tarkyn is someone like that,” said Autumn Leaves shortly.

      “Hmm,” Harkell’s gaze travelled between the two woodmen as he slowly sipped his water.

      After a couple of minutes, when Harkell said nothing further, Running Feet asked, a little belligerently, “What do you mean, ‘Hmmm’?”

      Harkell gave an apologetic smile, “I was wondering whether you thought the prince had extraordinary powers simply because he is a powerful sorcerer and you people are not sorcerers. Then I remembered you have Danton and Stormaway with you who are also powerful sorcerers. So I wondered whether you considered them to be forest guardians as well. On balance, I thought probably not, because it sounds like the appearance of this forest guardian of yours is a very unusual occurrence.” His smile broadened, “And then, having come that far, I was wondering what extraordinary powers were possessed by the prince that went beyond normal expectation…but I had decided not to ask because at this stage, you may not yet trust me enough to tell me.”

      “You are very phlegmatic about the possibility of not being trusted,” commented Autumn Leaves, “Danton was very unhappy about it when he first arrived.”

      Harkell noted that his unasked question had been avoided, “If Danton grew up with the prince, he would have expected to be trusted. I, on the other hand, have met none of you before and have clearly just changed alliances. So, it would be foolhardy to trust me at this stage.” Seeing movement further up the line, he drank down the rest of his water, stood up and handed his cup to Autumn Leaves with a nod of thanks, before adding, “Particularly if you yourselves have little experience of the value of oaths of allegiance.”

      Autumn Leaves’ eyes narrowed, “We know exactly how much value to place on an oath and it is our own honour that binds us to Tarkyn. The question is more how much faith we should place in the honour of sorcerers.”

      “I see,” said Harkell slowly. Without another word, he hunched himself deeper into his cloak and turned to follow the rest of the woodfolk up the mountainside.
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      As they rose higher, the wind became bitter and white flakes began to spiral down among them. They tried to quicken their pace but there was only so fast they could negotiate the steep, rocky terrain in the darkness.

      “I hope you think this is worth it, to put a greater distance between sorcerers and us,” grumbled String to any woodfolk within earshot.

      “Yeah. As far as I could see, there were only harmless farmers near the woodlands anyway,” added Bean dolefully. “Your danger from a storm on the mountain is far greater.”

      “One of those harmless people told Jarand we were there,” pointed out Tree Wind.

      “Huh.” There was a short pause while String hauled himself up over a large boulder. “So what he’s going to do that he hasn’t tried already?”

      “Watch out,” rumbled Thunder Storm, “There’s a sheer drop on your left along this next part. Keep against the right hand side of the path.”

      “Why don’t we talk about this when we don’t need our breath for climbing?” said Tree Wind trenchantly. “We have enough to contend with at the moment.”

      Slowly the wind picked up, driving the snow against their faces in sharp stabs of ice. The littlest children were struggling and had to be carried. Midnight stomped stoically between Hail and Tarkyn but his teeth were chattering and his laboured breathing hurt his chest. His foot slipped on an icy rock and he came down hard on his hands. As he scrabbled to get up quickly so that he didn’t hold everyone up, he felt strong hands grab him from behind and he was swung up into Tarkyn’s arms. Breathing a sigh of relief, he snuggled into the warmth of Tarkyn’s shoulder as he was borne up the mountain.

      For two more long, cold hours the little troop struggled through the darkness, over icy rocks and along slippery paths, not daring to stop. The wind and snow made them miserable but did not develop into a storm. Sometime after midnight they reached the cave they had left two days before. Once on the narrow plateau, String and Bean led everyone to the entrance that was just beginning to disappear under a thin covering of snow and swept it clear with their arms.

      Woodfolk and sorcerers gathered around but did not enter.

      Tarkyn peered down into the pitch darkness of the cave’s entrance. “I had better go in first, I suppose.”

      “I’ll come with you,” said Waterstone.

      “And I,” added Danton.

      Harkell wondered in the darkness why it fell to their liege to go first into an uncertain situation. He would have expected others to protect the prince by exploring any possible dangers and reporting back. The three volunteers disappeared into the darkness and after a moment a dim light could be seen emanating from within the cave.

      Suddenly an angry roar shook the night. Without hesitation, Harkell pushed his way through the waiting woodfolk and rushed into the cave to the aid of his new liege.

      “No. Harkell. Don’t go in,” shouted Autumn Leaves. “You don’t know what you’re dealing with.” He turned to Running Feet. “I don’t think he’s even armed.”

      Harkell landed breathlessly within the cave to be confronted by the sight of Prince Tarkyn, standing face to face with a huge black mountain lion. As the mountain lion spotted the sudden movement out of the corner of his eye, he snarled and rushed at the new intruder. A shimmering wall of bronze slammed down around the lion just as it was about to launch itself at Harkell. The soldier found himself just feet from the enraged animal.

      Waterstone raised his hand slowly to tell him to stay where he was. Bearing in mind that for all his reticence, Waterstone was Tarkyn’s bloodbrother, Harkell followed his request without question, against instincts that screamed at him to back away.

      “I think this has just become more difficult,” said Tarkyn quietly as he walked over slowly to join Harkell in front of the mountain lion. He expanded his shield so the cat had room to move.

      Tarkyn stood firmly before the mountain lion, emanated waves of greeting and apology while he sent images of the wolf pack interspersed with images of the woodfolk waiting outside, into the mountain lion’s mind. The great animal paced back and forth, lashing his tail and growling deep within his throat. Whenever the lion faced him, Tarkyn held his eyes unwaveringly and although he made no attempt to simulate an answering growl, slowly increased the sense of inherent threat in his images. Suddenly, the huge cat came to stand eye to eye with Tarkyn. After several fraught moments, the lion tilted his head back and let out a mighty roar that reverberated around the walls of the cave. Then, satisfied that he had affirmed his strength, he turned away and sauntered to the furthest reach of the shield where he lay down with his back to them, put his head on his paws and, to all intents and purposes, went back to sleep.

      Tarkyn let out a sigh of relief, “Whew, he’s an ornery bastard, isn’t he?” He ran the back of his hand over his forehead, “I might just maintain my shield for a little longer until we are sure he is settled. It’s safe for everyone to come in now. They must be dying to get in out of the cold.”

      “Well done, young one,” said Waterstone, patting Tarkyn’s shoulder on the way past, “I’ll bring in the others.”

      Harkell moved aside to let Waterstone through, “I am sorry, sire. I gather my entry was not helpful. When I heard that first roar, I rushed to your assistance. I can see I should have been more cautious.”

      Tarkyn shook his head, “No Harkell. You did as you should. Thank you for coming to my aid. How were you to know if no one thought to tell you?”

      Harkell would have asked more but again did not wish to appear too curious. His eyes roved around the cave, checking for hidden crevices. He looked briefly at Danton and then returned his gaze to the prince to find himself being watched quizzically.

      “I am a little surprised, Harkell. I expected you to ask me what it was that no one had told you.”

      Harkell cleared his throat, “It is not that I am not curious, my lord…”

      “I can see that,” said Tarkyn with a smile. “Your eyes don’t stay still for a moment.”

      “No. But I do not want you to think that I might be spying for your brother. So I do not want to pry too closely and arouse your suspicions any more than I presume they already are.”

      “Very wise,” said Danton firmly from the side.

      Tarkyn raised his eyebrows, “Danton, that is not kind.”

      Danton gave a short laugh, “It depends on how you look at it. It is kinder to be forewarned than to wake up one morning and find one’s arms pinioned behind one’s back, facing charges of betrayal.”

      “Is that what happened to you?” asked Harkell.

      Danton gave a short nod.

      Tarkyn looked at him, “Danton, you told me that you were willing to stake your life on your belief that my integrity would overcome my fear of betrayal. Yet when I offer my faith to someone new, you warn them off.”

      Danton gave a slight bow, “I apologise. But the fact that I would stake my life did not necessarily mean that I was sure that I would win the bet. It meant that I thought you were worth the gamble.”

      As they spoke, the woodfolk were spreading out into the cave, setting up places to sleep and setting a fire in the middle.

      Tarkyn waved his hand in irritation at them both before walking away, “Do what you like then, both of you. If you can’t trust my faith in you, then so be it.”

      Harkell was left standing uncertainly near the doorway. Danton glanced at him but feeling that Harkell’s presence had already soured his relationship with Tarkyn enough for one day, turned away from him and left to set up his own bedding.

      The soldier stood watching the woodfolk chatting amongst themselves, saw String and Bean already lying down ready to sleep and Tarkyn speaking briefly with Stormaway before collecting Midnight to find a place in the corner to settle down. Harkell had never felt more alone. He edged slowly towards the entrance, then turned and climbed up the short slope to stand outside in the darkness. The wind had dropped and only the odd white flake drifted down. He hunched his cloak around him and walked across the narrow plateau to a small group of bushes. He peered into them and after a backward glance at the mouth of the cave, crawled in between the close-knit branches of the shrubs and lay down. He hugged his cloak around him, closed his eyes and tried to block out the events of the day.

      A few minutes later, a voice close to him, whispered, “Hey, are you awake?”

      After a moment’s thought, Harkell whispered back, “Yes. At least, I am now.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you. I’m on lookout duty.”

      “I am not intending anyone any harm, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

      “No. I can see that. I was just wondering if you were warm enough or needed another cloak over you if you’re staying out here for the night. I am Rainstorm, by the way.”

      “No, I’m fine. I’m used to sleeping outside.”

      “You may be warm enough,” replied Rainstorm, “But you’re not fine. Otherwise you wouldn’t have come out here on your own when it’s obviously warmer and safer in the cave.”

      “Hmph.”

      “Come on,” cajoled Rainstorm, “Why don’t you come out and talk to me and help me with lookout duty?”

      Harkell let out a long sigh and roused himself to crawl out from within the bushes. The clouds had cleared and the moon shone strongly down on the scatterings of snow. He could see Rainstorm’s silhouette, sitting on a rock near him, scanning the trees nearby. When the woodman turned his head, the light was strong enough for him to see the green of his eyes.

      Rainstorm patted the rock next to him, “Here. Plenty of room for two.”

      Harkell glanced at the entrance to the cave but it was quiet and dark, only a slight orange glow from the fire inside showed through the doorway. “Won’t it get smoky in there with that fire going through the night?”

      “No,” replied Rainstorm, “Stormaway has a neat little spell for directing and hiding smoke. Sorcerers have their uses, I must say. Danton can direct smoke too, but he has to concentrate on it whereas Stormaway can set up the spell and it will look after itself.”

      “They’ve all gone to sleep then?”

      Rainstorm smiled in the darkness, “Yes, now that they know you’re safe.”

      “No one came out after me.”

      “No. But when they realised you weren’t there, they checked with the lookouts and I told them where you were.”

      Harkell mulled over this information, “So, were they alarmed for themselves or for me? And how did you speak with them? I didn’t hear voices.”

      “We mind talk,” said Rainstorm matter-of-factly. “And they were alarmed for you, not for us. As you see, we have lookouts. We know when danger approaches. We are all armed and we have powerful sorcerers in our midst.”

      “Are you giving me a warning?”

      Rainstorm looked surprised, “No. I am trusting you with knowledge about us and proving that it was you and not us that we were worried about.”

      “I see.” The soldier ran his hands though his hair. “I’m sorry. I feel so jarred after the events of today. The hideousness of that flogging, with all my men watching. Losing my whole way of life. And all my years of training and experience as a soldier; gone in one quick afternoon.”

      “You have had a pretty tough day, haven’t you? And now you find yourself among people you don’t know.” Rainstorm smiled encouragingly, “But you still have your training and experience behind you. They haven’t gone. You just have to use them for someone else.”

      “No. You don’t understand. Everything I have learnt of how to fight an enemy has been turned upside down. You people defeated eighty of my well-trained troops without a shot being fired, with no one being killed and with complete ease, as far as I can see. And there are how many of you?”

      “Forty-four,” replied Rainstorm. “Forty-six now, with the sorcerers, you and Falling Rain.”

      “Hmm. Roughly two to one. Not a great effort on my part, I would have to say.”

      Rainstorm grinned, “Well, to set the record straight, we did shoot your two frontrunners but only with slingshots so that we didn’t kill them. But I am afraid to say, that with the way we set our trap we could have immobilised you all with – let me see – less than ten, I think.”

      Harkell scratched his head, “But I still don’t understand how it happened. One minute we’re riding along in neat pairs. The next minute, the troops were bunched up right across the road, jostling for space. Good use of a shield, though. Shields have only ever been used for defence before, you know. This will revolutionise warfare.”

      “A shield wouldn’t have trapped you so effectively without Tarkyn’s intervention first,” said Rainstorm with some satisfaction.

      Harkell frowned, “What did he do?”

      Rainstorm smiled, “He asked the horses to bunch up and stop. He’s the guardian of the forest, you know. He can communicate with animals.” He nodded towards the cave, “You saw him doing it just now with the mountain lion.”

      Harkell eyes grew round, “Oh, I see. That is amazing. I saw him with the mountain lion but I just thought he must be intimidating it somehow.”

      “He was,” chortled Rainstorm, “He was using images of a wolf pack. That poor deluded mountain lion thinks we’re all a strange type of wolf.”

      For the first time, Harkell smiled, “I can see we are, in a way. The mountain lion could defeat one man, but not a pack of us.”

      “True. So you see, Tarkyn used images of a wolf pack to say that.” He glanced sideways at Harkell, “Tarkyn could simply have defeated the lion outright but he chose not to. To preserve the lion’s autonomy… and to keep Waterstone happy.”

      “Why would that please Waterstone?”

      “Waterstone doesn’t like the fact that Tarkyn could break that mountain lion’s will if he wanted to.” Rainstorm shrugged, “Waterstone is fiercely independent and it has been hard for him, and for all of us, to accept a liege. But even without the oath, Tarkyn’s power is so immense that he could break any of us if he chose to.” Rainstorm brought his eyes up to meet Harkell’s, “But he doesn’t choose to. If you must follow someone, you have found yourself a great person to follow.”

      “Hmm, so I am beginning to think. And I don’t feel quite so bad now about failing Prince Jarand as I did. I didn’t realise the extraordinary power I was up against. The ability to control our horses is like having our forces riddled with enemies. It is an enormous advantage. In fact, since the horses effectively changed sides, we were outnumbered.”

      “I don’t know why you care that you failed Jarand. The man is an out and out bastard.”

      “I care because I had undertaken to serve and protect him, whatever his worth. I failed myself when I failed him.”

      Rainstorm smiled and gave him a pat on the shoulder, gently in case it was still tender, “I see. Fair enough, I suppose. I would not feel good about failing to keep an oath either.”

      Harkell looked away out across the light dotted blackness below. “Somewhere out there are my wife and children whom I may never see again. Do you think Prince Tarkyn will really let them know I am safe?”

      “If he said he would, he will”

      They sat in companionable silence for a while until Harkell said quietly, “Thanks, Rainstorm, for making the effort to talk to me.”

      Rainstorm smiled at him, “After such a terrible day, you needed to talk to someone. I helped rescue you from that tree, you know. And we all saw the state of your back.”

      Harkell frowned, “I didn’t realise that anyone other than Danton and the prince was involved. Danton didn’t mention you.”

      “No, he couldn’t at the time, because you didn’t know about us then.”

      “I see. Then thank you for that as well.” Harkell thought for a minute, before saying slowly, “Since I have never seen you people, would I be right in saying that you never leave the forest?” When Rainstorm nodded, the soldier asked, “So was it nerve-racking, going out into the open?”

      “Yes, very. I have never been out in the open in daylight before. I jumped a mile when a crow cawed near me.” He gave a soft laugh, “Well, actually, I jumped about seven feet. That’s a little something we woodfolk can do that you sorcerers can’t.”

      “Really? Show me.”

      A voice called out quietly from behind the bushes he had lain in, “Over here.”

      Harkell swung around to see Rainstorm waving from behind the bush. In the next instant he was sitting back at his side on the rock.

      Harkell grinned, “That’s marvellous. So you people have your own special powers, mind talking and…I don’t know what you’d call that… it’s like short distance translocating but quicker and easier. It doesn’t seem to make you feel sick in the same way.”

      “No, it takes no effort at all. Tarkyn calls it flicking.”

      “Can he do it?”

      “No, only born woodfolk can.” Rainstorm considered him for a minute, “So, I understand sorcerers all have different sorts of power. What about you?”

      Harkell shrugged, “I can’t do much. I come from a long line of blacksmiths. So I can bend and shape metal to some extent and sharpen blades.”

      Rainstorm beamed at him, “Can you? You’re going to be in great demand here. We all have knives, and then there are arrow tips that need sharpening. I come from a long line of artisans myself. My people are forestals. They tend to stay in or near one particular area of the forest and craft weapons, bowls, utensils, clothing… all sorts of things. Do you have any magical fighting skills? We always thought, before Tarkyn came, that sorcerers only used power to fight with.”

      Harkell raised his eyebrows in surprise, “Really? How odd. Hardly any sorcerers do. I certainly don’t. I live and die by the sword.”

      “What about shields? Can you make a magical shield?”

      The soldier grimaced, “Under extreme circumstances and for a very limited period of time. But it takes all my effort and concentration and leaves me exhausted after only a couple of minutes. So, if the danger hasn’t passed by then, I’m a sitting duck.”

      “Hmm. String and Bean aren’t very good at shields either but Danton, Stormaway and Tarkyn can hold them up for hours.”

      “Really?” Harkell frowned, “I would have expected Prince Tarkyn to be able to because he is renowned for his skill as a tournament fighter and I would have expected a wizard to be able to. But what do you know about Danton?”

      Rainstorm shrugged, “Not a lot. He is apparently an elite guard and his full name is Danton Patronell, Lord of… Hmm, I’ve forgotten where he’s lord of. Not lord of us, that’s all I care about.”

      “Oh, I see. He’s a lord, is he? And he has an honourific. He must be bloody good.”

      “What’s an honourific?” asked Rainstorm.

      “It is a title that can be carried down through the generations. Like Tamadil. The royal family’s second name denotes that their line is very strong in magic. One of their ancestors will have earned it. If you achieve a very high level of magical use and fighting skill, you are granted a second name in recognition of your achievement. That’s why wizards all have two names, although both of theirs are honourifics. With these elite sorcerers, the honourific is added to the name that they already carry.”

      Rainstorm became thoughtful, “Perhaps if I had known this, I might not have tried out Danton’s skills so casually.” He shrugged and grinned, “But then again, I knew he was an elite guard. That’s why I was testing him.” He stilled. “Hang on,” he said quietly, “There’s something in that tree over there.”

      He sent out a message to the other lookouts and received back a reply from Grass Wind that an owl had just flown from her area into his.

      “Don’t worry. It’s just an owl,” said Rainstorm. “Owls and eagles are always hanging around and keeping an eye on Tarkyn. The whole forest protects him.”

      “Not the mountain lion apparently.”

      “No. Some of the more predatory animals need a bit of persuading.” His eyes went out of focus for a moment before he turned to Harkell, “That was Waterstone relaying a message from Tarkyn asking whether you are all right. Why don’t you come back inside when I finish my shift? You can stay and chat with me until then. What do you think?”

      Harkell smiled, “It is a novelty having my liege care what happens to me. Could you thank him and Waterstone for their concern and say that I will do as you suggest.”
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      “Morning, Harkell.”

      Harkell opened an eye to find the prince standing over him holding out a cup of tea. As a look of alarm passed over his face and he scrabbled to get himself upright, Tarkyn gave a friendly laugh and put out a restraining hand.

      “No, Harkell. Don’t rush to get up. I’m just bringing you a cup of tea. You may lie there and drink it, if you wish. We won’t be leaving for another hour or so.”

      Harkell accepted the tea and thanked him, watching warily as the prince sat down, cross-legged, beside him and picked up his own tea.

      Tarkyn took a sip then turned to look at the uneasy soldier. “I’m sorry we treated you so poorly last night that we forced you out into the cold. Everyone was cold and tired and perhaps a little too focused on their own needs.”

      Harkell sat himself up and pulled his cloak around himself with one hand while he held his tea in the other. “It was not that anyone did anything unkind…”

      “I know. It’s just that we didn’t do anything kind either, when you needed a little kindness.”

      Harkell was intrigued to hear the prince including himself as being at fault. He smiled, “No harm done. Now I have made a friend in Rainstorm. He put a lot of effort into drawing me back in.”

      Tarkyn smiled, “Rainstorm is great. He is one of my best friends. Sharp as a tack, which doesn’t always go down well with his elders.”

      Harkell’s eyes watched the prince over the rim of his cup as he sipped his tea.

      “Now Harkell,” continued Tarkyn, “I shouldn’t have said, ‘So be it,’ last night. I suppose I too, was tired. I am not content that you may think I don’t have faith in you. You and I both made a decision yesterday to commit ourselves to each other. As far as I am concerned, that decision is final. So, feel free to ask me anything you would like to know. If I there are things I don’t want to tell you, I will explain why, but it won’t be because I don’t trust you. Clear?” Suddenly he laughed and patted the soldier on the knee, “Harkell, you have the most speaking eyes I have ever seen. They are always darting around taking in information or focusing on people as you weigh up what is being said to you against what you are seeing. It is most unnerving.”

      Harkell lowered his cup and felt at ease enough to smile, “I beg your pardon, my lord. I did not mean to scrutinise you.”

      “It’s fine. Don’t stop. I’ll get used to it.” Tarkyn sipped his tea, “So, come on Harkell. What would you like to know? I gather Rainstorm filled you in on a few things last night but there must be some other questions you would like to ask.”

      There was a short silence before Harkell smiled ruefully, “There is so much I want to know that I don’t know where to begin. I suppose I am most interested in your extraordinary powers that everyone is talking about. And you being this character out of woodfolk mythology. How mystical are you and how does it feel to be a walking legend?”

      Tarkyn smiled warmly at the captain, “I can see I am going to grow to like you very much. Not many people stop to wonder how I feel about all this. Probably only Lapping Water, Waterstone and Rainstorm. And to answer the last of your questions first, I find it constantly embarrassing because it is not my legend and so I am something to the woodfolk that I don’t fully understand. And, as their forest guardian, I am expected to save them all and it is not clear to me whether this is an ongoing avoidance of disasters or whether I have already fulfilled it by saving them from the curse.” He waved his hand, “I’ll tell you about the curse later, or someone else will.”

      “And how did they decide that you were a forest guardian?”

      Tarkyn glanced sideways at him, “There are particular powers that denote a forest guardian which I developed after I entered the forest. You have seen them already. The power to heal and promote growth, and the power to share images and feelings with animals.”

      “So, are those your only extraordinary powers?”

      “No. There is one more but it has nothing to do with being the forest guardian. I can perform two spells at once. In fact, if I concentrate hard, I can do three at once but not for long.” Tarkyn sat back looking smug, “Even Jarand was impressed by that.”

      Harkell smiled, “I can see you are, whatever anyone else thinks.”

      Tarkyn exploded with laughter, sending a mouthful of tea shooting all over himself. As he put down his cup and wiped himself down, he was still grinning, “Well, yes I am, Harkell, as it turns out. But thanks for pointing it out.”

      Harkell grinned in return.

      Tarkyn sent a message to ask Midnight for cloth before adding lightly, “It’s those eyes of yours. I knew they were seeing more than other people bother to notice.” He became serious, “You are very courageous, aren’t you? You’re lucky to have survived as long as you did with Jarand.”

      “I would never have said anything like that to your brother. I like to think I combine courage with careful observation and sound judgement.” He shrugged, “With the obvious exception of my failure yesterday.”

      Midnight arrived with a cloth and Tarkyn took a moment to thank him and ask for two bowls of porridge. Midnight beamed at him and trotted off.

      “Such a cute boy,” Tarkyn murmured quietly, watching him thread his way over to the fire. He brought his gaze back to bear on the captain, “But now you understand from Rainstorm, don’t you, that you could not have predicted the forces you were up against.”

      Harkell nodded slowly, “Do you all talk about each other all the time? Will all my conversations become public knowledge?”

      “Not all the time. I have it on the good authority of Waterstone that they talk about me constantly, much more than they do about each other. Of course, for the moment, you have taken centre stage as a new arrival, but with any luck it will wear off in time.” Tarkyn smiled as Midnight and Sparrow arrived bearing two bowls each. They distributed the porridge and then sat down on either side of Tarkyn to have their own breakfasts.

      “Morning, Sparrow.”

      “Hello, Tarkyn…and Harkell,” said Sparrow cheerily. “Is your back better now, Harkell? It looked terrible yesterday. It must have hurt like anything.”

      Harkell finished his mouthful of porridge before replying, “Yes, it did hurt like anything. But thanks to His Highness, my back is feeling nearly as good as new.”

      Sparrow turned to her uncle, “Tarkyn, why does Harkell have to keep calling you Your Highness?”

      The prince frowned at her, “Young lady, you are beginning to become quite a handful. You were rude to Jarand yesterday and now you are embarrassing me in front of Harkell. It is my choice how I am to be addressed, not yours.”

      Sparrow seemed quite unmoved by his displeasure. When she had finished her next mouthful of porridge she said calmly, “I wasn’t telling you what to do. Even I would be careful about that. I was just asking. That’s all.”

      Harkell’s soft brown eyes watched as he ate his porridge.

      Tarkyn smiled ruefully at him, “Harkell, I was going to say at some stage, before I was so rudely pre-empted, that you may call me Tarkyn, as everyone else does.” He frowned down at Sparrow, “And just so that we are clear, Sparrow, I would appreciate questions like that being discussed with me privately first. You know perfectly well when something you say is going to be awkward. You are not as stupid as you are pretending to be.”

      Sparrow finished her porridge, put her bowl down and hopped into his lap, “Sorry Tarkyn. I’ll try to be trickier next time.”

      Tarkyn put his bowl down so that he could wrap his arm around her, “Hmm, I’m not sure that I just won that argument. I think you’re an out and out scoundrel.”

      Sparrow chortled and sent Harkell an impish grin. Moments later, he felt a tug on his leg and looked down to see Midnight pointing at him, then at himself, followed by wrapping his hands around each other. Then the little boy tilted his head to one side.

      “He is asking whether you would like to be friends with him,” interpreted Tarkyn. “He has also just double-checked with me his understanding that you are now isolated from your own people and wants you to know that he, too, was isolated for a long time and so understands how you feel. I think, if you don’t mind me suggesting it, that he would accept an invitation to sit on your knee as a seal of friendship.”

      Harkell smiled, pointed at Midnight and then patted his cross-legged lap. Midnight grinned and climbed into the nest created by Harkell’s legs.

      “There is a little team of us who are or have been exiles,” said Tarkyn as he returned Midnight’s satisfied smile. “Four of us who were forced into it; you, me, Midnight, and Falling Rain. And then there is Danton who chose it, to be with me. Midnight and Falling Rain are now back with their people but you and I, my friend,…” Tarkyn shrugged, “Well, these are my people now. And maybe one day you can return to yours, though perhaps not beneath the walls of Montraya.”

      “Hmm, I would like to be reunited with my family, but for the rest I am less concerned. I can’t see how I could ever return and remain true to my pledge to you, if you remain in exile.”

      Tarkyn gave his head a slight shake, “There are many types of service, Harkell. They do not all involve being by my side.”

      Harkell was slowly stroking Midnight’s hair. “My son is about the same age as Midnight. He has my colouring and his name is Sorrell. My daughter is only three and she is called Marema.”

      “And your wife?” asked Tarkyn.

      “My wife’s name is Kayana. She has dark hair, almost black and the most vivid turquoise eyes you have ever seen.”

      “And who will look after them while you are gone?”

      A shadow crossed the soldier’s face, “I suppose they will get no more money from Prince Jarand. But my brother will take care of them and I’m afraid Kayana will have to work. It will not be easy with a three year old and a six year old to look after but they will get by.”

      “Hmm, that’s something else we should have told you before you made your decision. None of us has any money. Well, actually, there may be some stashed away somewhere in the forest that Waterstone knows about, and perhaps Stormaway has some, but anything that I rescued from the ruins of my previous life is hidden somewhere between the forest and Tormadell.”

      Harkell stroked Midnight’s hair a couple of time before looking up and saying, “Lord Danton would not allow me to choose on the basis of anything other than being willing to follow you. So I had no chance to ask about money or to count it as a factor.”

      Tarkyn frowned, “I can’t help feeling that Danton was very hard on you, insisting that you make such an enormous decision with so little information.”

      “He was tough,” said Harkell, “but he was right. If I chose to follow you for the money or the lifestyle, what would happen when they changed, or a better offer came up?” His eyes wandered over to watch Danton chatting to Waterstone near the fire. “Saying that, Lord Danton did make it clear that he didn’t like me much. He has tarred me with the brush of Prince Jarand’s misdeeds.” He sighed, “I suppose only time will change his mind.”

      “Harkell,” said Tarkyn quietly, “Since I have given you leave to call me by my first name, you may not use Danton’s title. It would be unseemly to show him more respect than I am requiring for myself.”

      The soldier’s cheeks darkened, “I beg your pardon, Your Highness.” When Tarkyn raised his eyebrows, Harkell added, “I am not quite ready to address you informally, if you don’t mind. I will practise on Danton first.”

      Tarkyn smiled, “Good start. You’ll get there.” He stood up, shedding Sparrow as he rose, “Now, we have a bit of work to do, you and I.” He called Falling Rain over, “Before we get too far away, do you think your egret might be able to fly an errand for us?”

      Falling Rain shrugged, “I have no idea. I can’t speak to her. But if you are asking me whether I’m willing to allow her to, the answer is yes.”

      “Thank you.” Tarkyn stood with his hands on his hips, frowning. “Hmm. Now how are we going to do this? I’ll need Harkell to explain to Running Feet where his family lives and then Running Feet will have to connect to me so that I can transfer to Elsie the images of where to go.”

      “You don’t need Running Feet. I can do it,” protested Falling Rain.

      “Oh. Are you good at directions then?”

      “Good enough. Better than you, by the sound of it. And I would like the chance to connect with Elsie.”

      Tarkyn smiled, “Of course you would. I should have thought of that. Very well. Harkell, ask Stormaway for a small piece of parchment and write your message to your family. When you’ve done that, meet us outside.”

      Twenty minutes later, Harkell emerged with a small roll of parchment that he handed to Tarkyn. Harkell noted that Tarkyn did not even think of looking at it to check what information it might contain.

      “Now Harkell, give Falling Rain clear directions on how to reach your family. Use as much visual information as possible, landmarks, buildings, roads…whatever will guide an egret to find her way.”

      While Harkell talked to Falling Rain, Tarkyn requested the egret to come down out of the trees and checked with her that she could carry the message comfortably in her beak. When all parties were ready, Tarkyn held out the parchment to Elsie, who grabbed it firmly in her beak and, with a few strong beats of her wings, rose slowly into the air. “Ready, Falling Rain. As you connect to me, you will see the world through Elsie’s eyes. Don’t forget. Elsie can’t receive words and I am very bad at interpreting directions. So if you can, use pictures or feelings.”

      Moments later, Falling Rain was seeing the mountainside from twenty feet above. As Elsie scanned the mountains and plain below her, he saw Montraya and by sending encouragement, guided her towards it. For nearly an hour, Tarkyn and he joined her in her flight across the plains. As she neared the first buildings of the city, Falling Rain looked down through her eyes, sending her an image of a small winding dirt road leading off to the left out into the fields beneath the southern end of the castle. Falling Rain’s imagined street was not too dissimilar from the original and Elsie soon homed in and directed her flight towards Harkell’s home. The egret scanned the area until Falling Rain spotted a stone cottage that fitted Harkell’s description, set back from the road in a little garden used mostly for growing vegetables, with a pear tree in the corner against the wall

      Without losing contact with the egret and Tarkyn, Falling Rain asked carefully, “Do you have an orange and white striped cat?”

      “Yes, we do!” exclaimed Harkell. “Well, actually it belongs next door but it’s always in our yard.”

      “Okay. Elsie has landed in your pear tree,” reported Falling Rain. “How is she going to deliver the message from here?”

      Harkell’s eyes were shining with excitement, “Tell her to go around the back. The back door is always open. Do you think she would actually go inside the house and leave it on the kitchen table?”

      “I don’t know. I’ll suggest it when she gets there,” said Falling Rain.

      As it turned out, Harkell’s wife came out of her back door with a load of washing under her arm just as the egret swooped down. Kayana backed off in fright, dropping her washing and waving her arms at Elsie to frighten her away. Elsie screeched and nearly dropped the parchment. Flapping her wings hard, she gained enough height to take her far from the frightening woman. Tarkyn sent her a wave of reassurance and praise and when she was calm enough, directed her back to circle the back yard of the house well out of Kayana’s reach. Eventually patience was rewarded and Harkell’s wife noticed that Elsie was carrying something in her beak. Tarkyn could see her focusing in on the egret. Sending another calming wave, he asked Elsie to fly lower and drop the parchment into the basket of washing. Elsie retreated to perch on the back wall of the garden and watch.

      Kayana reached down and picked up the parchment. Then, after directing an appraising look at the egret, unrolled it and began to read. As she read, she put her hand over her mouth and an expression of joyful astonishment crossed her face. Tears sprang to her eyes and she smiled and cried all at once. As soon as she had finished, she held her hand up to ask Elsie to wait and rushed inside. Tarkyn interpreted her gesture for the egret. A few minutes later, she emerged with a new piece of parchment, rolled up and ready to go. She held it out and walked slowly, tears still shining in her eyes, towards Elsie. The egret shuffled along the wall uncertainly but Tarkyn’s calming presence kept her from flying off. As Kayana neared the wall, Elsie turned her head to one side and eyed her carefully. When Kayana made no sudden moves, the egret opened her beak and accepted the new message. Kayana backed off and pointed to herself, the egret and then her heart. As the egret rose ponderously into the air, Kayana, tears flowing down her cheeks, blew a parting kiss.

      “Elsie will know…” Tarkyn found he had a sudden frog in his throat. “Harumm, Elsie will know how to get back here, won’t she?” he asked, blinking away some moisture that had gathered in his eyes.

      “Yes. She’ll be fine,” answered Falling Rain.

      Tarkyn sent the egret a final query and thanks before cutting the connection. He heaved a deep sigh, “Well, that was long.” He looked quizzically at Harkell, “Did you say anything in your note about us seeing through Elsie’s eyes?”

      “Yes, but I also told her not to tell anyone.”

      Tarkyn waved his hand, “Oh, I’m not worried about that, although perhaps I should be. No, it’s just that I think I have received a message that was directed at you, not at Elsie. Would you agree, Falling Rain?”

      Falling Rain grinned, “Yes. I would say so. Clever woman, your wife. She blew you a kiss and said she loved you.” He repeated the gestures that Kayana had made.

      Harkell smiled broadly, “Thank you so much for doing that. It means a great deal to me. I wish I could have seen her but now, at least, you have. So you will know what she looks like when I talk about her. And she will know I’m alive and safe.”
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      Before they set out, the woodfolk gathered around the fire to discuss all that had happened and what they intended to do next. Up to this point, they had been driven by putting distance between themselves and the sorcerers in Jarand’s valley but now that Falling Rain was once more in their midst and they were on their way back over the mountain, they had no particular plan ahead of them.

      “Let’s make this quick,” grumbled String, “We’ve already been here too long. It’s madness to be on these mountains so late in the season. The sooner we get over them and down the other side the happier I’ll be.”

      “Yeah, true,” chimed in Bean. “Hail knows what we’re talking about. I love the mountains but you have to treat them with respect.”

      Hail nodded curtly in agreement.

      “Well, I suppose to some extent, the decision rests with Tarkyn since we said we’d help him to sort out his brothers,” said Waterstone.

      Harkell couldn’t help blinking in surprise at this statement. However, he made no comment but just watched and learnt.

      “So. We all heard Jarand yesterday saying he was planning to support Kosar by fighting lawlessness. Do we believe him?” asked Autumn Leaves.

      “Not for a second,” said Tarkyn firmly. “Unless he’s had a complete personality change in the last two months, he will be planning to show up Kosar and undermine his rule.”

      “Tarkyn! Such scepticism!” said Lapping Water, shaking her head.

      Tarkyn gave a slight smile, “When it comes to sorcerer politics, I don’t trust anyone an inch.”

      Danton threw Harkell a speaking glance.

      “Well, I certainly wouldn’t trust Jarand,” said Ancient Oak. “He’s the most offensive person I’ve ever met.”

      “I don’t think one necessarily implies the other,” pointed out Bean.

      Ancient Oak shrugged, “He kept saying we were strange. How bloody rude!”

      “And he said he’d never seen a sorcerer with green eyes… Well, I don’t know where he’s been. Look at Stormaway,” said Rainstorm disparagingly.

      Suddenly there was an arrested silence. All heads turned to look at the old wizard. His face was expressionless but a certain stiffness betrayed his tension.

      Danton spoke slowly, “Jarand is right. There are no sorcerers with green eyes. I hadn’t thought of it before.”

      “But Jarand has seen Stormaway before, when I was there.” protested Falling Rain. “And Stormaway would have been around a lot as he was growing up,” He shook his head as he tried to remember, “Now I think about it, I don’t remember Stormaway’s eyes as green. Hmm. I’m not sure what colour they were… maybe brownish.”

      “Stormaway can change his eye colour,” said Tarkyn slowly. He addressed the wizard, “So which is your true colour, Stormaway? I require an honest answer. Beyond that, you may keep your own counsel.”

      “I have green eyes, my lord.”

      Tarkyn frowned, “But didn’t you say that it takes you quite an effort to maintain a disguise? Surely you couldn’t have managed it for all the years you were at the palace?”

      “I thought you said I could keep my own counsel.”

      “I meant I wouldn’t command you to answer. I can still ask, though, and leave it up to you whether you answer.”

      After a moment’s thought, Stormaway replied, “I will answer this much at least. A full disguise requires considerable effort. A simple eye colour change, especially to non-descript brown, is easy and becomes habit after a while.”

      There was a strained silence.

      Finally Rainstorm exploded with exasperation, “Stormaway, you can’t leave it there. Are you a woodman?”

      “His hair is darker,” pointed out Tree Wind.

      “So is Midnight’s,” said Harkell quietly.

      “You’re half woodman, aren’t you?” exclaimed Rainstorm, “Like Midnight. And if he’s a wood sorcerer then you must be a wood wizard. No wonder your second name is Treemaster! Come on Stormaway. Tell us. We know anyway now. Tell us!”

      “Oh for pity’s sake! Save me from badgering young men who don’t know when to mind their own business and let well alone,” muttered Stormaway. He pulled his cloak around himself and stared stonily into the fire.

      “Are you embarrassed to be a woodman?” asked Lapping Water quietly, the hurt clear in her voice.

      The wizard cocked his eye at her for a moment before replying, “No, Lapping Water. Within myself, I am quietly proud of my heritage, on both sides.”

      “Why didn’t you tell us?” asked Waterstone. “All those years living amongst us. None of us has been outside the woods so we didn’t realise the significance of your green eyes.” He, too, sounded upset.

      Stormaway straightened up and sighed. “I was protecting my father’s reputation. He betrayed your oath of secrecy and was forever haunted by it. He did not want to hurt his kindred by tarring them with the ignominy of his duplicity. Even though he is now dead, I have stayed true to his wishes through all these years.”

      “But that has caused you to be isolated among us,” protested Waterstone.

      Stormaway raised his hands then dropped them, “I would have been isolated anyway. My mother was a wizard and I do not think woodfolk were ready for the likes of Midnight back then. Even now, it has been controversial, to say the least.”

      “But a lot of the reaction to Midnight was the effect of the curse, wasn’t it?” asked Melting Snow in her tinkling voice.

      Waterstone cleared his throat, “It was, but I think Stormaway is probably right. Until Tarkyn arrived and we had a chance to get used to sorcerers, we wouldn’t have been very open to the concept of someone from mixed backgrounds,” he eyed the wizard, “especially if that person was the product of a betrayal of our woodfolk bond.”

      Stormaway returned his gaze steadily but with a hint of defiance.

      “But,” said Waterstone, relenting, “I hope I would never knowingly lay blame at the wrong door. Even you, Stormaway, as old and authoritative as you are, cannot be held accountable for your parents’ actions.”

      Waterstone stood up, walked around the fire to sit beside the wizard and patted him on the knee, “Come on, my friend. Tell us your story. Your kindred, whoever they are, will have to cope with an old scandal. A family’s first responsibility is to its living members. All of us believe that.”

      Stormaway, usually so remote and self-assured, took a long breath to steady himself and began to speak, “My mother’s name was Blueskies Herbgrower. She lived near the forest’s edge in the south east of the country. She lived alone, and was young and very beautiful when my father first saw her. He studied her for weeks from within the trees and gradually fell in love with her. Eventually, his feelings became too much for him and one evening, just as the first star appeared in the soft orange sky, my father appeared in her garden.” Stormaway harrumphed, “That may sound uncharacteristically poetic to you but that is how my mother described it to me. She was surprised but not frightened. She welcomed him into her garden and showed him the herbs she was growing, and talked to him about their particular uses. In return, he told her of the seasons of the forest, where to harvest the best fruits and how to brew elderberry wine. They came to love one another deeply and in time Blueskies bore him a child.

      “My father never lived with my mother but he came regularly to see her until, during one particularly cold winter, she caught some illness and, between one of my father’s visits and the next, died. I was twelve. A passing tinker found me alone in the house and, despite my protests, bore me off to Tormadell. Knowing that my mother had been a wizard, he kindly but firmly found me an apprenticeship with the court wizard and set me up so that I would be cared for. But an apprentice has very little freedom to roam unsupervised and I could not find my way back to my mother’s house to wait for my father and tell him what had happened. Even if I had found my way back, he was unlikely to be there and I did not know where to find him.”

      “That is such a romantic story,” sighed Lapping Water. “But so sad.”

      “Did you ever see him again?” asked Ancient Oak.

      Stormaway shook his head, “No. I nurtured a faint hope that I might when I first came to live among you but he had died many years before.”

      “So who was your father?” asked Lapping Water quietly.

      “I think I know,” said Summer Rain unexpectedly, directing a look of enquiry at the wizard.”

      Stormaway nodded, “Yes, I think you do.” He gave her a slight smile, “His name was Autumn Storm. Autumn Leaves and Thunderstorm are his grandsons.”

      Autumn Leaves and Thunderstorm looked across the fire at each other then, without a word, walked over to stand before Stormaway.

      Waterstone also stood and placed his hand under Stormaway’s arm to direct him to stand up, “Come on, Stormaway. Having come this far, you must now go the rest of the way.”

      The other woodfolk and sorcerers stood up in a circle around the fire, while Creaking Bough and the two little ones came to join Stormaway at the front.

      When everyone was ready, Waterstone began their ritual, “All woodfolk must be a member of a family. Your blood relations must now be acknowledged.”

      Auutmn Leaves and Thunderstorm glanced at each other, before Autumn Leaves stepped forward and spoke formally, “Stormaway Treemaster, I offer you membership of our family that you may share with us the joys and trials of kinship and that we may call upon each other’s strength in times of need. Do you accept?”

      The usually phlegmatic Stormaway nodded, his eyes shining with tears, “I would be honoured to become a part of your family.”

      Autumn Leaves grasped Stormaway’s arm near the elbow and as Stormaway returned his grasp, intoned, “We are of one blood. My kin are your kin. My ancestors are your ancestors. Creaking Bough, Thunder Storm and I welcome you as an uncle. Rain on Water and Trickling Stream welcome you as their great uncle.”

      Stormaway, who had seen ceremonies such as this before, replied unerringly, “We are of one blood. My kin are your kin. My ancestors are your ancestors. I welcome Creaking Bough as my niece, and Thunder Storm and you as my nephews. I welcome Rain on Water and Trickling Stream as my grandnephews.”

      As the cheering erupted, an almighty roar issued forth from the shadows at the rear of the cave. Barely missing a beat, Tarkyn flicked his wrist to send a bronze barrier down around the grumpy mountain lion, murmuring. “I’ll deal with him later.”

      In true woodfolk fashion, everyone made sure that they patted Stormaway on the arm or shoulder and said some word of welcome.

      When Summer Rain’s turn came, she said, “Your father was my mentor. When he saw my interest in herbs and healing, he taught me all he knew. We would gather herbs together and he showed me how to make tonics and ointments. It never occurred to me to wonder where his knowledge came from. I always assumed that it was just woodfolk knowledge being handed down through the generations.” She gave one of her rare warm smiles, “And now I find I have been working alongside his son. Our future work together will be laced with our shared knowledge of Autumn Storm.”

      Eventually the fuss died down and everyone returned to sit around the fire, except that this time, Autumn Leaves and Thunderstorm sat on either side of their new uncle.

      “But now, Stormaway,” said Waterstone firmly, “there must be a reckoning. Since, at the time, you were not acknowledged as woodman, your actions then are not accountable to woodfolk law. But we still need an explanation. Were you so angry with your father that you took out your revenge on his, your own, people? Or did you learn your loyalty to your new providers so well, that all past associations became irrelevant? I remember you saying once, ‘I do not know or trust the woodfolk well enough to break faith with Tarkyn’s father.’ What drove you to betray us? You alone knew who Falling Rain was and where he came from. Without your interference, none of this would have happened.”

      Stormaway looked silently at him for several long seconds. Then he said quietly, “Think what you are saying, Waterstone. You are absolutely right. I could simply have let Falling Rain go. And in all this, that is my one true regret; that Falling Rain was exiled. But for the rest, no.” He gave Waterstone time to think before continuing, “I forced you to accept Prince Tarkyn. But I knew enough of your society from my father to be fairly sure that only force would make you accept an outsider, especially one in authority. And I knew enough about Tarkyn to know that as your liege lord, he would give you everything he had, to support you. I told you I knew of the portents concerning Tarkyn.” He glanced briefly at the prince before returning his gaze to Waterstone. “I gave you Tarkyn. You needed him just as much as he needed you.”

      The cave shuddered as a quickly curtailed wave of outrage reverberated through the rock. Falling Rain and several others glanced anxiously at him but Tarkyn sat there impassively while the silence of mind talking ensued.

      Eventually Waterstone cleared his throat and asked, “So whose side are you really on, Stormaway? Or were you really on?”

      Stormaway looked at Tarkyn, “Sire, I have always been true to you, but in being true to you, I have also been true to my woodfolk heritage. The words in that oath were designed by me to reflect the truth: Your cause is their cause and your fate is their fate. After all, you are the guardian of the forest.”

      “Whoever or whatever am, I was not yours to give.” The prince spoke quietly, but all who knew him could feel the undercurrent of anger. He stood up slowly and swept the woodfolk with his gaze. He looked as though he would say something further but after a moment, simply waved his hand dismissively at them and strode off out of the cave.

      As the prince disappeared from sight, his shield around the mountain lion winked out. That he had left without considering their safety shocked them all. With as little fuss as possible, Danton flicked his own aqua shield over the mountain lion and resigned himself to holding it in place until his liege had calmed down.

      “Well, that was an error, if ever there was one,” stated Rainstorm baldly, “How would you like it if Tarkyn has said he’d given you to us?” He shrugged, “He was absolutely right. He was not yours to give.”

      Stormaway looked flustered, “I didn’t mean it like that. Trust a bloody Tamadil to get the wrong end of the stick. I meant I was bestowing an honour on you, not an imposition.”

      “No,” said Bean shaking his head decisively, “Tarkyn was not an honour that was yours to bestow. Whichever way you look at it, you can’t just commit someone’s life like that without asking them.”

      “But at seven, he was too young to make that choice for himself,” protested Stormaway.

      “Then you should have worded the oath differently,” said String.

      “Or waited until he was older,” added Bean.

      “We couldn’t wait. It was our one chance. I would never have found you people again. Any other time you would have flicked away into hiding.” Stormaway shrugged, “I suppose I could have made his part of the oath less binding. But you think about it. When things went wrong, it was only because Tarkyn was bound by his commitment to you that he stayed.”

      “And that will be the only reason he’s staying now,” said Rainstorm unexpectedly. “I’ll bet he wants to get away from everyone and think all of this through.”

      “I’m just staggered that he didn’t turn on you,” said Harkell, shaking his head. “I can’t even imagine anyone saying anything like that to Prince Jarand.”

      Waterstone looked worried, “No. He took it very calmly, I must say. I didn’t even think about it from his point of view at first. I was just trying to work out where Stormaway stood.”

      Autumn Leaves frowned in thought, “There was a short blast of outrage, wasn’t there? He cut it off but it was very intense. The whole floor shook.”

      Harkell’s eyes grew round, “That was the prince??”

      Rainstorm grinned at him, “Yep. He has very active feelings sometimes.”

      “He didn’t mention that special power,” said Harkell, still in awe.

      “It’s not a special power.” Waterstone gave a short laugh. “It’s a liability. His feelings sometimes betray him when he doesn’t want them to.”

      The soldier looked thoughtful but said nothing more.

      Outside the cave, the lookouts were keeping a careful watch on Tarkyn, having been briefed about the occurrences inside. He did nothing more than wander about gathering wood for the fire. Perhaps some of the branches were broken with slightly more force than necessary but other than that, there was nothing to betray that he was upset. Once he had a good sized load, he returned inside and tossed the wood against the wall. Then he walked over to the mountain lion and, after thanking Danton quietly, reinstated his own shield and focused his attention on the animal until he had quietened it. With all eyes on him, he resumed his seat at the fireside and said nothing at all.

      In the ensuing conversation, he was polite but non-committal, leaving the decision about their onward journey to the woodfolk’s discretion. The previous conversation was not alluded to and Tarkyn was quietly courteous to everyone, including Stormaway.

      But by the time they had reached the top of the mountain in the late afternoon, the woodfolk were becoming distinctly uneasy. Several people had walked beside Tarkyn and tried to talk to him but although he had seemed to respond, no one felt that they had really succeeded in connecting with him. Even Midnight was treated with friendliness but no exuberance. Intrigued, Harkell watched the quiet, concerted effort being made to draw the prince out.

      As they crested the top of the ridge, Harkell took one last look behind him and, with a sigh, turned his head resolutely forward to join the woodfolk as they broke for a rest.

      After a brief discussion, they moved off quickly in order to reach the tree line further down the northern side of the mountain range before nightfall.

      Once shelters had been constructed and a meal of snow hare, almond meal cakes and berries had been prepared, the woodfolk relaxed around the fire, tired but pleased that they were on their way down out of the mountains. But as the evening progressed, the effort to maintain their usual conversation around the firesite became more and more strained. People began to realise just how much their evenings were usually spiced by Tarkyn’s humour, irascibility and liveliness. Now, although they couldn’t fault him, his responses were friendly and courteous but lacking in spark.

      Finally Waterstone could stand it no more. He asked Tarkyn to come with him away from the firelight. With the same quiet courtesy he had shown all day, Tarkyn rose without protest and went with him.

      As soon as they were out of earshot, Waterstone exploded, “Tarkyn! You are driving us all crazy!”

      Tarkyn raised his eyebrows and asked mildly, “Why?”

      “Because…because you should be upset by what Stormaway said.” When Tarkyn didn’t respond, the woodman continued, “Anyway, we know you are because the whole cave shuddered.”

      Tarkyn put his hands on his hips and said calmly, “I don’t know what you’re worried about. I may have had an initial reaction but I challenge you to bring forth anyone who says I have been angry or even irritable since.”

      “That’s exactly the problem. You’re being too nice.”

      “That is an unusual complaint to level against someone.” Tarkyn dropped his arms to his sides and gave a slight smile, “Perhaps I should be offended that you don’t usually find me so congenial.”

      Waterstone nearly stamped his foot in frustration, “Now stop this nonsense! We all care about you. If you feel betrayed by Stormaway, if that’s your problem, then have it out with him. Don’t take it out on all of us. We were no more a party to his scheming than you were.”

      Tarkyn regarded him for a moment, the faintest hint of disdain in his face, “I don’t think I have so little judgement that I would lay the blame for his duplicity at your door.”

      “Then stop punishing us!” exclaimed Waterstone angrily.

      Tarkyn turned away to lean his elbows on a large boulder and look out into the darkened trees below. After a moment, Waterstone took a breath to rein in his temper and joined him. Together they gazed into the looming shadows.

      “There is a small herd of deer down through those trees, about fifty yards away,” said Tarkyn quietly. “Just below this rock, there is a little mouse scurrying across a small patch of open ground. She’d better hurry because in that larger tree off to my left is an eagle owl.” He shrugged, “Mind you, his attention is trained fairly exclusively on me. So I expect he is on guard duty!” He glanced wryly at Waterstone, “You’re not the only ones worried about me.”

      Waterstone shook his head, “You have such a different view of the world. Not just in your connection with the wildwood. You see everything differently; us, sorcerers, animals, the relationships of woodfolk to sorcerers, and how they all relate to you.”

      “I do. You’re absolutely right, I do.” Tarkyn studied Waterstone’s profile, then took a deep breath, “And at the moment, my whole understanding of myself and my life up to now has been rocked to its core. And no one else has been in the same position.” He leant further onto the rock, and lowered his chin onto his crossed arms, “I’m really not trying to punish anyone, you know. But inside myself, I am drowning in confusion. I am not even trying to hold anyone at arm’s length. I am merely trying to stop myself from falling apart.”

      Tarkyn felt Waterstone’s arm come down to rest across his shoulders and heard his reassuring voice say, “Tarkyn, I do not have to be you, or to see the world from your viewpoint, to understand you. Everyone sees the world differently – perhaps not as differently as you – but differently, nevertheless. Talk to me about it. If you fall apart, I undertake to pick up the pieces and put you back together again.”

      And breathing a sigh of relief, Tarkyn knew that Waterstone would do just that, if it were needed. So, finally, he began to talk. “I am so confused I don’t know where to start. So much has happened in such a short time. Jarand, Harkell, Stormaway…”

      “Falling Rain…”

      “Yes. I relived all the horror of the infection and the mountainfolk’s attack on me with him and all of Danton’s punishments. Then to have Harkell, flogged half to death, thrust into our midst…” He sighed, “But that’s not really the problem. I didn’t like Jarand calling me a hunted felon. That really upset me and gave me a new, unwelcome view of myself. I know, officially, that’s what I am. It’s just that hearing my own brother call me that… ” He shrugged, “I don’t know. It somehow gave it substance.”

      Waterstone resisted the impulse to reassure him that woodfolk didn’t think of him like that, knowing Tarkyn would know that and that it would distract him. Instead he said nothing and waited patiently.

      Tarkyn looked sideways at Waterstone, “And I could have died of embarrassment at the way Jarand treated you and Ancient Oak as he left. I am truly sorry, Waterstone, that I have such an ill-mannered lout as a brother. I probably should have intervened and said something but at the time, I was focused on keeping the lid on his antipathy.”

      “You acted wisely. There is a time for getting up on your hind legs and braying but that was not one of them.” Waterstone patted Tarkyn’s shoulder before taking his arm away. “We knew we had your support. You had already made that perfectly clear.”

      “Well that’s good then. It was hard being in the middle of all that, with each side hating the other.”

      “You weren’t in the middle. You were on our side,” said Waterstone firmly.

      Tarkyn smiled, “Yes. I was. Unequivocally. But managing the clash of cultures was tricky. You managed it. You were superb at it. Ancient Oak was brilliant too. But Rainstorm and Sparrow were a nightmare.”

      Waterstone gave a wry grin, “Yes, that daughter of mine has a mind of her own. But they were both just sticking up for you, weren’t they?” When Tarkyn had nodded, the woodman continued, “So now that we have wandered our way through the appetisers, shall we move onto the main course? How are you feeling about being Stormaway’s gift to the woodfolk?”

      “Totally confused. On the one hand, I understand what Stormaway was really trying to say. But on the other hand,” Tarkyn suddenly heaved a deep breath, “on the other hand, I feel like an absolute idiot. Instead of being your benign ruler, I am in fact your vassal. At the age of seven, I was delivered to you, lock, stock and barrel and have been bound to serve you ever since.” Tarkyn stared steadfastly out into the trees, “I feel nearly ill with embarrassment. And I don’t know if I can come to terms with it. And yet I see no way out. I have always told you I couldn’t accept equality but now I find it is even worse than that. You people are effectively my masters and I am supposed to be your faithful hound, chained by my oath to protect you.”

      “Hmm, I can see why you were a bit distant today,” said Waterstone slowly, giving himself time to think.

      Tarkyn pushed himself upright and pushed his hair back over his shoulders, “And for all that Stormaway may avow that he is true to me, his view of reality is coloured by his past and he has justified his betrayal of me by quoting obscure portents that no one else has had the chance to interpret. For all I know, he may have connived with my brothers to ensure my downfall. Stormaway’s network is wide and insidious. If he had chosen to do that, he could have.” He gave a forlorn smile, “And even though I may have argued with him, I thought he was a rock on whom I could depend. And now, once more, I am wading through quicksand.” He wrapped his arms around himself. “And so, you see,” he said tightly, “I am completely undone.”

      Waterstone straightened up and faced him, “Tarkyn, my young brother, all of us were outraged by Stormaway’s words. No one owns you but yourself and the forest. You do belong to us but only in the same way that we belong to you, as part of one family. And we all belong to the woodfolk people but we are not owned by them. We may be guided and supported by them and in turn, support them but we are not owned by them.” He grasped Tarkyn’s arm, “And Tarkyn, Stormaway’s interpretations may have been swayed by his woodfolk origins but whatever the portents say, your powers do define you as our forest guardian.”

      After a pause to give Tarkyn time to consider what he had already said, Waterstone continued, “You were right. You were never his to give, but neither were we, and he gave us to you. But since you are the forest guardian, you would somehow have found your way to us, sooner or later.” He gave his warm, strong smile, “So we belong to each other, just as we are, in our present roles with our present responsibilities. Don’t let the incautious phrasing of an emotional old man confuse what we have developed together.”

      Tarkyn let out a gusty sigh, “Oh Waterstone. What would I do without you?”

      Waterstone smile broadened, “You big galoot. Come here.” He dragged Tarkyn into his arms and wrapped him in a bear hug, “You have put yourself through the wringer again, haven’t you?”

      Tarkyn nodded, “I have. I knew I wasn’t angry with any of you but I didn’t know how to act. And, believe it or not, even though I feel uncertain about him, I didn’t want to detract from Stormaway’s advent as a woodman. So I retreated.” He gave Waterstone a final pat on the back and pulled back, “Thanks Waterstone. It’s hard to break back through, once I’ve withdrawn. Thanks for persevering.”
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      Waterstone and Tarkyn walked back into the firelight.

      “Hi, everyone,” said Tarkyn cheerily as he sat down. “My older brother here has been sorting me out. Now, tell me where we’re going tomorrow.”

      Running Feet laughed, “I didn’t think you were listening properly this morning. Although why you want to know is beyond me, since it will definitely be beyond you with your awful navigational skills.”

      “Rude, isn’t he?” said Tarkyn in an aside to Harkell, before returning his attention to the woodman. “Just the general direction will do for now. Are we dropping in on the mountainfolk on the way past?”

      “You weren’t listening at all, were you?”

      Tarkyn grinned, “Possibly not. So, have we decided to head for Lord Tolward’s or the encampment?”

      “We will retrace our steps so that you sorcerers can visit Lord Tolward on the way back to the encampment, even though he isn’t expecting to see you until spring. We will go via the mountainfolk so that we can pick up provisions and deliver anything they may want to send to other woodfolk that we visit on our journey. That is, after all, part of our job as wanderers.”

      “What? Not exclusively to pander to my wishes?” chortled Tarkyn.

      “You are happier, aren’t you?” observed Ancient Oak dryly.

      The prince settled down a little, “Yes, I am. And thank you to all of you who tried to talk to me today without success. I do appreciate your concern. I just wasn’t able to respond at the time.”

      “We should just have sent in Waterstone from the start,” said Ancient Oak.

      Tarkyn shook his head, “Nothing would have worked at the start. I needed time to get my thoughts in some sort of order.” He glanced at Waterstone with a slight smile, “Although I think the order I eventually put them in was still very confused.”

      Waterstone gave a brief nod and a smile.

      Taking his cue from his brother, Ancient Oak changed the subject and asked Tarkyn, “Do you think we can ask Harkell what he knows of Jarand’s intentions and whether he thinks there will be a need for us to intervene?”

      Harkell watched all this with a half frown, not having been a party to the conversations Tarkyn had had with Jarand and not really understanding why Ancient Oak hadn’t addressed him directly.

      Seeing his uncertainty, Tarkyn explained, “Ancient Oak does not want to make you feel uncomfortable by asking for information about Jarand that you may feel reluctant to provide. Not being totally clear on our sorcerer hierarchical system, he is asking me where I think you stand, now that you are sworn to me.” The prince smiled, “My response is; that while I could demand that information from you, I will not, at this stage. I think it is only fair that you first understand what our intentions are. After all, your wife and children are down amongst Jarand’s troops.”

      Harkell’s eyes flickered around the circle of woodfolk and sorcerers, taking in their expressions and demeanour, before bringing his eyes back to meet Tarkyn’s. “Your Highness, I mean Tarkyn, I will answer whatever you request. I do not think you people are planning mass murder of Jarand’s troops. You had eighty of us at your mercy yesterday and killed no one. In fact you didn’t even give anyone a permanent injury.” He shrugged and smiled, “Admittedly, there are thousands of his troops who would have come seeking revenge. So perhaps mercy was the better part of wisdom. But still, I think I trust you.”

      “I hope that trust is not based on an under-estimation of our skills,” said Tree Wind sharply. “I am Tree Wind,” she added.

      Harkell tilted his head to one side as he considered her, “I admit freely that I have no knowledge of your full fighting strength. But it is your intention, not your potential threat on which I base my judgement. And I think, whatever your skills, you are not a warlike people.”

      Tree Wind glared at him for a moment before shrugging, “True. We are not. But we are lethal when we choose to be.”

      “Have you quite finished now, Tree Wind?” asked Tarkyn. “I can understand why you gave me such a hard time but Harkell has done nothing to you. Give the poor man a break.”

      Tree Wind crossed her arms, “Just as long as he knows that if he ever tries to leave, he won’t get out of the forest alive. That’s all.”

      “Tree Wind, a new age is dawning. There will be some sorcerers who, having seen you, will still leave the forest alive. String and Bean have already done that in the past.” Tarkyn avoided mentioning Stormaway since the issues surrounding him were too vexed. “Danton and Harkell may need to travel among sorcerers on our behalf at some stage. Force of arms alone will not ensure their silence once they leave the forest. We must depend on their honour.” He turned to the soldier, “Harkell, although we appreciate your willingness to answer our questions, you will give us more useful information if you first know why we are asking.” Tarkyn shrugged, “Besides, being under oath to me does not generally require blind obedience. You have every right to raise questions and speak your mind. It is very rarely that I will give you a direct order.”

      “Yeah, true,” said Bean. “Our prince here is not as bad as we were expecting.”

      “Though I’d have to say Jarand was as bad as we were expecting,” added String.

      A murmur of agreement rose from the circle.

      Unusually, Danton took over, “Harkell, this is our understanding of the situation. Eskuzor is suffering under the distracted rule of King Kosar. Jarand works with his allies to undermine everything the king does. So, no new projects are started. Building works are held up by worker discontent or sudden lack of supplies. Kosar is constantly faced with complaints and deputations that take up so much of his time that he can’t think clearly enough to address the needs of his military forces. Recruitment has dropped over the last few years because conditions in the forces are poor and requests for arms and equipment are continually sidelined by more pressing issues. Consequently, the crime rate has risen and people are taking the law into their own hands.”

      Just as everyone was thinking that Danton’s attitude towards Harkell had mellowed, Danton took a sip of wine and asked in a patronising tone of voice, “With me so far?”

      A faint tinge of colour on Harkell’s cheeks betrayed his irritation. “Yes thank you, Danton.”

      Danton’s eyes narrowed and he was about to insist that Harkell use his title when he realised Tarkyn was watching him, waiting for him to make the breach of etiquette.

      The subtleties of title use were well beyond the ken or care of the woodfolk, but String and Bean watched the manoeuvring with great interest.

      “Slight class issue here, I think,” whispered String to Bean.

      “Yep. Danton’s a bit of a snob at heart. I’m surprised he didn’t think to put us in our place,” whispered Bean.

      “Yeah. I’ll think about that,” said String quietly, his mind wandering off into his own little world of surmise.

      Danton was saying, “Now, as far as we know, Jarand is setting up vigilante groups across the country. Despite what he said to Tarkyn yesterday, we believe his sole purpose is to undermine Kosar by setting himself up as the saviour of law and order. Beyond that, I don’t think we are sure how far he will go.” He raised his eyebrows enquiringly at Tarkyn.

      “No. Even I do not know whether he is prepared to go as far as trying to depose Kosar.”

      “Rumours abound at the encampment,” said Stormaway, entering the conversation but not meeting Tarkyn’s eye, “of an impending civil war.”

      “And many sorcerers,” continued Danton, “headed by Lord Tolward, have organised themselves in the past to follow Tarkyn as an alternative to his two brothers and would still like to support him. In fact, they were nearly ready to stage an uprising when Tarkyn was arrested.”

      “But to make it perfectly clear to you, Harkell,” Tarkyn leaned forward and laced his arms around his raised knees, “at no time, either then or in the present, have I harboured a desire to be king.”

      Harkell’s eyes had been flitting around the group watching not only the speakers but also other people’s reactions to what was being said. He brought his eyes back to bear on the prince, “In that case, what is your interest in their affairs? I would have thought you were safe enough within the woods.”

      Tarkyn smiled self-consciously, “You may think my ambition is a little grandiose but my concern is for the sorcerers of Eskuzor. I cannot stand by and allow them to suffer as Kosar’s rule is made inept by the machinations of his twin.”

      “So you think you can do better?” asked Harkell, a certain dryness in his tone betraying his belief that, despite his protestations, Tarkyn was presenting a rationale for aspiring to be king.

      Tarkyn shrugged, “Possibly. Possibly not. I have no experience of kingship. But I certainly have no intention of finding out. I want my brothers to sort themselves out. How we achieve this, I have no idea. But I do know that it will not be by me becoming king.”

      Harkell’s eyes gleamed as he watched Tarkyn. Suddenly he transferred his gaze to Rainstorm and said, a slow smile dawning, “You were right, Rainstorm. I have found myself a truly great lord to follow.”

      For different reasons, the colour heightened in both Rainstorm’s and Tarkyn’s faces.

      Finding himself surrounded by grinning faces, Rainstorm hissed fiercely, “Harkell, you weren’t supposed to tell anyone that.”

      Harkell laughed, “Sorry. But it’s so obvious that I just assumed it would be openly acknowledged among you all.”

      “Finally Harkell,” said Danton, amidst exchanged glances and mind talking among the woodfolk, “I begin to warm towards you.”

      Thunder Storm cleared his throat and rumbled, “No, Harkell, we do not acknowledge it. Although in truth, I think you are right. Already some of Tarkyn’s deeds among the woodfolk will become part of our folklore in the generations to come. But his greatest accomplishment may not.” At a look of query from the soldier, Thunder Storm went on, “His greatest accomplishment has been to overcome our resentment - I would even go so far as to say our hatred - of having to accept an overlord.”

      Harkell looked around at them thoughtfully, “Yes, I gather that has been hard for you. An achievement indeed, to have reconciled you.” He smiled, rather mischievously, at Tarkyn who was looking thoroughly discomforted, “Your greatness becomes more apparent by the moment, my liege.”

      Tarkyn rolled his eyes, “I don’t know how much more of this I can take. You are excruciatingly embarrassing, Harkell.”

      “He is, isn’t he?” agreed Rainstorm.

      “Well, you can’t talk,” retorted Tarkyn. “You started it, by the sound of things.” He cleared his throat, “So, getting back on track… what do you know about Jarand’s plans?”

      “He has not spoken to me of his plans. So I can only give you my observations and the information gleaned from listening to conversations.” Harkell paused and thought a moment, “And my conclusions, if they would be of interest.”

      “Of course they would,” said Waterstone decisively.

      Harkell gave a brief nod, “Then I will tell you that I think the whole vigilante angle is just a pretext for gathering troops. I think Prince Jarand is preparing for war. Our troops have been taking part in training and drills that have no bearing on maintaining law and order in peaceful times.”

      “What type of drills?” asked Danton.

      “Advancing in close formation with shields raised – real metal shields, not magical ones. Charging on foot and on horseback. Hand to hand combat and long distance target practice.” He glanced around the group, “You don’t need much more to arrest people than skill with a sword and some knowledge of hand to hand combat. In the towns, you would rarely shoot for fear of some innocent walking into the flight of the arrow.” He shrugged, “I suppose there is some justification for shooting if we find ourselves dealing with organised bands of brigands but no stretch of the imagination can justify the advancing in close formation – not with the numbers of soldiers involved in these drills. Not unless these bands of robbers number several hundred,” Harkell shook his head, “and nothing I have heard leads me to believe they do.”

      “What about weaponry?” asked Danton.

      Harkell nodded, “That’s the other thing. The manufacture of swords, lances and arrows has escalated.” He glanced at Rainstorm with a quick smile, “I think I was lucky to avoid redeployment into the armouries. I don’t think the prince was aware of my father’s trade.”

      “Ah, that’s right. You come from a blacksmithing background, don’t you?” said Falling Branch. “I will be very interested to talk with you about that. Rainstorm may have told you; we forestals are also craftsmen. I am Falling Branch, his father.”

      Harkell inclined his head in greeting.

      Lapping Water held out a hunting knife, hilt first, “Harkell, do you think you could show us how you sharpen knives? We would all like to see how you do it.”

      Harkell smiled at her as he took her knife. Then he frowned and held the knife up so that he could see it more clearly in the firelight. He ran his finger along the flat of the blade and when he felt a roughness near the hilt, studied it more closely.

      “Where did you get this knife?” he asked quietly.

      Lapping Water shrugged, “I don’t really know where the blade comes from. Stormaway brings us blades and we fashion the handles; some from leather, some from wood and some from bone or horn. Then we keep what we need and he sells the rest in exchange for other goods.” She gave a quietly proud smile, “I made the handle on this one. Like Rainstorm and Falling Branch, I too am a forestal, although I have been travelling with wanderers for quite some time now.”

      Harkell transferred his attention to the handle of the knife, “Hmm. Very fine work. What type of wood is it?”

      “Thank you. It is sycamore wedged between layers of hammered deer hide.”

      Harkell’s eyes shone, “My father and my brother run a smithy. One of them made this blade. I can’t quite tell which of them made it, in this light. But between you and someone in my family, you have created a beautiful weapon.”

      Lapping Water’s smile broadened. “Your family made this blade? That’s amazing. I will treasure this knife doubly now.”

      Even as she spoke, there was the whispered hissing of blades being drawn from sheaths all around the firesite. Suddenly Harkell found himself surrounded by naked blades as fascinated woodfolk studied their own and each other’s knives.

      “What does your family mark look like?” asked Thunder Storm.

      “It is a horseshoe crossed diagonally by a sword. It’s quite small, and will be near the hilt.” He pointed to its position on Lapping Water’s knife. “There is a slight variation between my brother’s and my father’s insignia but you will only be able to discern it in daylight.”

      “How about in this light?” asked Tarkyn, raising a soft orb of sorcerous light.

      Harkell held the blade up. After a moment of squinting, he said, “Yes. I can just make it out. The guard on the sword in my father’s insignia is slightly flared while my brother’s is dead straight.” He smiled, “This blade was made by my father.”

      Several people discovered that they too had blades that had been fashioned by Harkell’s family.

      “Do you recognise the marks of other blacksmith’s?” asked Autumn Leaves.

      “Some, but not all,” replied Harkell. “I am more familiar with the blacksmiths who live around Montraya. I probably wouldn’t recognise the origin of work from Tormadell.”

      A lengthy discussion ensued during which everyone’s blades were inspected by Harkell or each other, until they had learned the origin of most of them. Stormaway was also consulted but he usually obtained the blades through agents and so did not know the makers directly. Eventually, when the topic was exhausted, attention returned to Lapping Water’s request that Harkell demonstrate his powers.

      He placed her knife on a rock and murmured “Feeyen”, as he ran his finger along the flat edge of the blade. Deep purple sparks sprayed off into the darkness. Then he turned the knife over and did the same on the other side. He smiled and handed back the knife. “There. See how that is.”

      Lapping Water felt it gingerly with her thumb. Ancient Oak threw her a piece of hare skin which she sliced with ease. She raised her eyebrows, “Very impressive. I can see you are going to be a great asset, if you will allow us to use your skill.”

      He gave a slight bow and a smile, “It would be my pleasure.” After a moment, he returned to the original topic and asked, “So what do you intend to do to prevent Prince Jarand from throwing the country into civil war?”

      “I think we should have kept hold of Jarand while we had him,” said Autumn Leaves. “We’ve lost our chance now.”

      Tarkyn raised his eyebrows and asked with a slight edge to his voice, “Really? And what would you have done with him?” The gap, that was never quite closed, suddenly yawned between them.

      Autumn Leaves frowned, “Oh no. Don’t tell me your rules about attacking a member of the royal family apply to your brother? What if we went to war against him?”

      “Of course those rules apply to my brothers.”

      Waterstone threw up his hands, “Well, that’s it then. You’ve just lost us. How can we protect you if you might turn on us for harming them? This is crazy, Tarkyn.”

      Harkell’s eyes moved from speaker to speaker, taking in the flow and ebb of these exchanges.

      Tarkyn gave a slight smile, “I have no intention of harming my brothers… not at this stage, anyway. And I would not expect you to take it into your own hands to hurt either of them either. If ever we come to the situation where one of them is threatening you or me, I would expect you to use the least force possible and would not hold you to account for it. Beyond that, it will be under my orders only.”

      “Is that because they are your brothers or because they are royal?” asked Lapping Water calmly.

      “Both.” Tarkyn looked around the group, “Is that reasonable enough for you?”

      Waterstone nodded shortly, “It will do. Anyway, if we had kept hold of Jarand, we wouldn’t have done anything to him without everyone consulting on it. We may not acknowledge his rank amongst ourselves but we do understand his significance to sorcerers and to you.”

      A little cough interrupted this. “May I suggest,” said Bean, “that we leave these discussions until we are down off the mountains? We need to leave early in the morning.” He shivered and pulled his furs around himself, “I can feel the bite of bad weather coming. We still have a long way to go to reach safety.”

      As the woodfolk packed up and headed into their shelters, soft white flakes began to drift down out of the darkness between the trees.
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