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        For Krieg Clan Dragon and his boundless bravery,

        Mori Sil'erbanis and her unswerving faith

        & Dakarn Pringle and his hilarious trousers.
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      The Time Before…

      One speaks of the time before the Summer of Fire in the same hushed tones as one speaks of the time before the cataclysm, as though the world was somehow softer then, as though we were more innocent and more lovely. As though no trouble existed. The golden age, not long ago but far away, seen as almost out of reach by those who don’t really know of what they speak.

      To speak of a time before the Summer of Fire, a time truly before the cacophony of events that chose to confluence in those short months, is to speak of a time more than four hundred years gone by. Very few have a genuine understanding of what led to the time known as the Summer of Fire, of the rising powers that had grown with the patience of mountains, over centuries. Only in looking back could scholars completely understand the full scale of events that preceded it.

      It is particularly difficult to distinguish what came ‘before’, as this is a relative term. Each individual will have a point in time that they consider to be the time ‘before’, after which their life will have irrevocably changed. General consensus suggests that by 1099 AC it was already too late, but for some it started long before that.
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      Severin drained his tankard and slammed it down on the table. He belched languidly and stood up, the brawl outside seemed to be escalating quickly. Flexing his knuckles, he noticed yesterday’s grazes were still raw and stinging but he didn’t care. He wiped his hands lazily on his threadbare tunic he belched again, then he looked down at his front and shook his head. Three months in Aberddu and this was what he had come to: third-hand clothes, drinking, belching and bar brawls. This was a far cry from Alendria, and this was hardly becoming behaviour for the High Elf Court. Mercifully, this was not the High Elf Court and that was what he loved about it. In Aberddu he was just another elf adventurer, and a grubby drunken one at that. He couldn’t remember ever being this happy.

      Weighing up his options, he picked up his empty tankard. The bar had more ale and possibly some cheap Albion Brandy but outside the brawl was reaching a crescendo. Metal on metal, shouting and thumping feet told him that the militia was on its way. Celyn was already out there and he wasn’t likely to come back inside until the whole thing was done. Drinking alone was dull thought Severin, as he headed towards the door, cudgel in one hand, tankard still in the other.

      Celyn slunk back into an alleyway panting as the militia patrol jogged past. It had just started raining and judging by the knotted bulging clouds above him it was set to get heavier. Something big was going on at the city walls judging by the racket. That was the second militia patrol to jog past in as many minutes. He didn’t really care what was going on if it kept the militia off his back. The last patrol had been heading for the Eastern Gate with some urgency and their swords already drawn, they had completely ignored the fight. Whatever it was was obviously a higher priority than a bar brawl.

      There had been a few lackadaisical rumours of an invasion force coming this way but it was hardly news. As the northern-most trade port of Albion, Aberddu was constantly under threat of invasion even now it had Royal status. If it wasn’t the Frisians, it was the Paravelians or even the mighty war barges of Hasselt. Such was life in this cesspool city, among the mongrel nobles and flamboyant ship captains that liked to lord it over the rest of the pestilent rabble. In Aberddu you took your chances. But the ale was good for the price and the adventuring was lucrative, if this hadn’t been the case Celyn would have gone back to Frisia where he belonged long ago.

      Tonight, however, he was on a personal errand. Somewhere, in the shadows across the thoroughfare that bloody dwarf was lurking, waiting for the rest of his beating. The rain quickened, falling in stinging sheets that soaked him through his leathers. Still, he was wet now and a guilder was a guilder. He would get it out of that tight-fisted stunty bastard if he had to garrotte him, turn him upside down and shake him until his gold fillings fell out. In the distance the sky grumbled, adding foreboding to the sounds of heightened conflict that carried from the Eastern Gates on the evening air.

      Celyn exhaled and swung his sword at nothing in particular. His fingers were starting to go numb in the freezing January downpour. The orange light of the tavern spilled into the murk and he saw Severin stagger out. The elf stood stupidly in the doorway looking at the rain, his club hanging limply from his hand. Peering into the darkness, he was clearly wondering where the fight had gone. Celyn was almost tempted to ignore him, let the silly sod wander off alone into the storm. It would be an entertaining few minutes to be sure, but it would probably end in either a temple or a militia cell, neither of which were a good place to go when soaked through to the skin.

      The wind picked up, racing up the wide street catching the rain and throwing it into curls. Stepping into the muddy light of the small square, he made himself obvious and waited for Severin to look his way. A third militia patrol passed by, sprinting and red in the face. Like the others they ignored Celyn. Peering into the gloom, he tried to pick out the dwarf. The little bastard had concealed himself well in the shadow of a tall boarding house opposite when the first militia patrol had appeared, however he hadn’t moved since. Celyn was prepared to stake his reputation if not his life on that much.

      He skirted around the edge of the fountain that blocked the middle of the little plaza. Judging by the rank aroma of the stagnant water in the stone basin, the sluice had been closed for the whole winter and what was sitting there was accumulated rainfall. The raindrops pelted down into the cloudy pool with astonishing force, creating waves that splashed over the edge. The water level had risen in seconds. It would make a nasty dip for his dwarven friend when he eventually found him.

      Then, without warning a much bigger wave slopped over the stone basin and a seven-foot figure erupted out of the foul water. It paused for a moment, illuminated by a sudden flash of lightning – the terrifying countenance glowed in the white electrical light. Not only tall but broad and made wider still by hide and furs draped about his shoulders, the warrior was gruesome to behold. His face was painted with fearsome patterns and across his eyes was a deep red stripe. In each hand, he brandished a well-worn bastard sword, ready for combat. His wild starring eyes flickered, and his gaze fell hungrily on Celyn. He stepped out of the fountain in a long sweeping stride, raised both swords to shoulder height and with one brutal, fluid motion cut Celyn down where he stood.

      Severin, still in the door way, held his breath; a single movement could be his last. He was beginning to regret not going to the bar. The storm was almost directly overhead now, another thunder-clap deafened him and two more of the massive warriors appeared in the fountain. Their terrifying, greedy eyes glowing in night. They paused momentarily in the fountain, taking in the street. Severin prayed to any god that would listen for the ground to open up and swallow him. In his entire life, he had never seen warriors of this size or ferocity. Their bared teeth and sword blades gleamed as a fork of lightning arched across the city. All around him, chaos was descending. He could hear yelps and shouts of panic as more of these gargantuan soldiers appeared out of nowhere in the neighbouring streets. The Law Temple bells began a frantic, panicked peal, the round notes toppling in disorganised cadences and amplifying the fear he felt. The bells only rang like that when the city was under siege. Ashamed of his sudden cowardice, he slipped slowly into an alleyway and was about to run towards the Docks when he heard a swoosh and felt a cold dull lump contact the back of his head. His head spinning, sweat pouring from his brow, Severin pulled himself to sitting. The Law Temple bells were ringing a complex change in the dawn light. It must be the Feast of the Warden’s Keys. He had lost track of time. His heart was pounding and he was fighting to catch his breath as he went over the dream he had just been pulled out of, so vivid it felt like only a few seconds ago. He had no idea why, after nearly four hundred years that memory had suddenly appeared in his dreams but only one word was springing to mind: tartars.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TARTARIA 1093 AC

          

        

      

    

    
      Clan Stallion Lands

      Gathered with the other children in the shade of the mighty Indaba tree, Talia eyed the storyteller with suspicion. She had reached the doubting age and found it odd that he seemed to know about everything and have been everywhere, and yet he could only be barely twenty or so years older than her. It seemed like a lot of learning for that short time, particularly as she knew exactly where he had been for the last ten years or so. She had almost reconciled herself with the fact that she would not be able to listen to these stories much longer - more grown up concerns beckoned to her. She was reaching that awkward between point, she had left the age of believing behind her last summer. Too old and too tall to listen to the storyteller in the afternoon before supper; she had more duties and jobs now, brothers and sisters to wrangle, game to stalk, food to prepare - it was rare she got to the tree at all. She was fully grown nearly and it had been many summers in the coming. She wished for the excitement of an older life. But she wasn’t yet old enough or tall enough to come back to the tree after dark and a hard day. She was not yet old enough to hear the storyteller’s other tales and drink to them. She had not quite reached the understanding age.

      She wasn’t listening to the storyteller now, she was watching Syrne. He was a season or two older than her but no more. His dark, piercing eyes were so still they could put you right off thinking. He gazed at the storyteller so intently that he had let his dagger slip out of his hand. Talia wished she could understand why he was still so gripped by this story: The Legend of Salamander. She had heard it so often she could pick up where they were without really listening, the storyteller never changed his phrases.

      … soldiers stood taller than ordinary tartars, their muscles bound by wicked spirits and the power of the poison totem Salamander. Each one with glistening fangs and eyes like obsidian, a five-foot blade in each hand.

      It was difficult to tell whether he was happy or horrified by the Legend of Salamander, his face was rapt but expressionless. Talia wondered what the Chieftain thought of her son spending so long with the bard that he was often late for training. Even now, when he was supposed to be a man, he never missed a tale. Talia thought he must know the stories so well by now that he probably didn’t need the teller to speak.

      … stepped out of the flames of the camp fires and the waters of the rivers, weapons raised. They cut down all who stood in their way. Lead by a mighty general…

      Bored with a story she had heard too often, Talia set out to entertain herself. She shuffled around the circle cautiously, careful not to stir up too much dust. She was going to find out for herself how hard Syrne was concentrating on the story.

      … marched south west to the Albion territories. One night a foul storm plagued the port of Aberddu. Thunder echoed across the city and far out to sea. Lightning flashed through the rain that beat down on the buildings and the gates…

      She had wriggled to within an arm’s reach of Syrne and his gaze had not yet broken. The hilt of his knife was sitting in the dirt, inches from her fingers. She waited for the story to reach its thrilling climax, as Salamander’s armies besieged Aberddu and lay waste to the city. Then, whilst his attention was held, she stretched forward until her fingers were wrapped around the hilt.

      Her concentration was broken by the sounds of angry feet stamping across the dry earth. Then a voice bellowed

      “Syrne,” and the teller fell silent. The story spell was broken. Talia looked around with trepidation, as did all the others. Varl the clan war-leader, enraged as he was, in his full fur battle armour with a six-foot broadsword balanced easily on one shoulder, was a terrifying sight even for his own clan. He was standing about ten feet away, his face and neck almost purple with fury, veins bulging and spittle flying as he hollered. Syrne’s face still registered no emotion. Even in the face of such anger, he appeared composed and assured. He simply stood up unhurriedly and checked his belt. Noting calmly that his knife was missing, he reached down to pick it up and came face to face with Talia. Talia had her hand wrapped firmly around the hilt of his knife and showed no intention of letting go. Syrne recognised a dominance challenge when he saw one. Unarmed as he was, he was not able to fight her in the traditional sense. Without a pause or even a change of facial expression, he ducked forward, grabbed her ear and twisted. Talia let out a surprised yelp and relinquished the knife. Syrne snatched it up and walked towards the still-seething Varl with a sureness of step that seemed to anger the war-leader even more. Talia snarled at the other children before they could crow, and then turned to watch Syrne’s back as he disappeared back into the village.
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      In the heat of the day, Jamar sweated. The white-hot sun glared down on to his head and his back, blistering the raw flesh where Danil’s spiked whip had contacted. Splayed on the temple step, heavily armoured acolytes kneeling on his wrists and ankles, he waited for the next lash. Twenty lashes for dishonourable behaviour, five more for cheek and three for squealing like a farmyard beast after the first one. Simultaneously, he heard the whip crack and felt the searing line of pain drawn across his back, adding to the agony. He bit his lip to stop himself screaming and blood trickled into his mouth.

      He had lost count, although he was sure there were only a few left to go. He prayed hard for unconsciousness but was unsurprised when it did not come. Amroth could be a vicious master to those that came up short. As Danil prepared for another swing, the echoing harmony of three hundred priests rose up around him as they chanted the next verse of the contrition reel. Their voices resonated around the amphitheatre and another crack rang out. Jamar never felt the hot streak as the peppered leather skimmed his skin. The turmoil that came in the space of that whip-crack superseded all pain.

      At first Jamar thought he had managed to faint as the world turned cold and dark, but then he realised that the pandemonium exploding behind him was not part of his unconsciousness. The acolytes on his limbs clambered frantically to their feet and, surprised by his sudden unrestricted movement, it took him a few seconds to follow. When at last he turned to look out over the amphitheatre, he was unable to process what he saw.

      A thick, dark grey fog had rolled in, choking the gathered congregation, many of whom were starting to turn blue and purple through lack of air, and some of whom had already keeled forward on their prayer mats. Solidifying out of the sinister smoke were about a dozen dark, winged figures, the size of a tall man - perhaps a foot or so larger. As they began to take shape and detail started to form, Jamar struggled to his feet, adrenaline overriding the pain of his raw back.

      The smoke eased and all eyes that were able had fixed on the black angels, that were now hanging two feet from the ground, fully formed and terrible. Their ragged wings spread out, casting chilling shadows over the crowds. The figures were broadly man-shaped but made entirely from smoke so thick that they were no longer translucent. Many of their features were ill-defined but their eyes were both bright and hollow. Slowly, with obscene grace, they started to rise up over the cowering crowd, spreading their arms wide in some kind of grotesque benediction. A white freezing mist crept over the ground beneath them, engulfing those who were prone and clinging to the ankles and feet of those who were not. The stunned congregation remained transfixed.

      An unholy, guttural hiss filled Jamar’s head and he saw several beleaguered clerics clamp their hands over their ears, writhing and contorted with pain. He could feel the surprisingly chilly air circling the amphitheatre in the same way it did on the plains when a whirlwind was rising. Looking around, he could see no exit point that wasn’t crowded with people, nearly all of whom were hunched in pain or unconscious. There was nothing he could do for them, he had no power and he could not carry them all to safety. Getting out of here was the only way to survive. Those gargantuan angels floating above him were the opening chorus and he did not want to be here when the main act arrived. With no feeling of guilt whatsoever, he climbed over the bleeding bodies of the acolytes that had been restraining him only seconds previously and began to run towards the nearest exit tunnel.

      The wind snatched his breath and froze his lungs. It was almost crippling to take in the air now, but he persisted. The tunnel couldn’t be much more than twenty feet away now. Chased by the wind, angry indigo clouds covered the white-hot sun and day turned to night in an instant. In the darkness Jamar stumbled and lost his bearings. A fork of black lightning arced menacingly across the sky, followed by a clash of thunder that echoed around the amphitheatre, deafening them all. Another lightning arc flashed and Jamar used the bizarre dark-light to reorientate himself in his dash for the exit. This time no thunder followed. Jamar did not stop to look around, he just fled.

      On his knees on the altar steps, his face twisted in excruciation, Danil could only gaze up as the figure appeared from the lightning. It was not as big as the angels that had heralded it, but it was far more terrible to behold. It had once been a man - that much was apparent - still dressed in the opulent grey robes of a powerful cleric, although they were now tattered and scorched as though he had run through a fire. What had once been flesh was now charred and scabrous, flaking away in places, exposing the bone,which glowed white in another arc of lightning. More distressing still was the figure’s face. Half of the cheek skin had been peeled away and was hanging limply, displaying a livid patch of muscle and sinew around an ugly, skeletal grin. The other half of the face was sallow and clammy, the loose flesh green-grey and rotten. Piercing black eyes looked out at them all, gloating at the agony of the congregation. The thin, cruel half-mouth curled into a smile. Time slowed as Danil watched the figure raise a taloned hand. With a menacing hiss that seemed to resonate around the amphitheatre, the creature conjured tendrils of white fire that fountained from his hand and entwined themselves around each of the dark angels. The angels began to glow and in turn the same white flames poured from their outstretched palms, flooding over the cowering clerics on the ground. Racked with pain, and weeping for swift oblivion, Danil heard the creature hiss again, and within the swarming of the hiss he heard these words: I am the Defiler, you will fear me and die.
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      Clan Boar Lands

      Rurik pulled another chunk of flesh from the slowly charring goat’s rump and fell on it ravenously. His horse had been lost to enemy scouts and it had been a long way back to the war-band on foot. He had run further than he had imagined he could to bring the news to the clan chieftain, and he had thought when he had first opened his mouth to speak that he might vomit from the exertion instead. From the look on the chieftain’s face he would probably have been less affronted by the puke than by the news that Rurik had been forced to convey.

      Within moments of speaking, he had been flung out of the command tent in the general direction of the firepit and the roast and the war-leaders had been called in. Rurik’s plan for the rest of the night was to get himself on to the outside of several large chunks of roast goat and oat bread and at least three flagons of the shaman’s best. Maybe then he would collapse by the fire and let the storytelling and singing wash over him. Maybe the dancers would dance, although it was unlikely as they hadn’t been in battle today and weren’t likely to be tomorrow. It didn’t really matter because most importantly of all he was not going to move, not even to find a snug tent space.

      Far from being a delicate feminine display, Tartarian dancing was martial and adrenaline fuelled, an activity coupled with the heat of fierce battle. As a scout, it was a spectacle that fascinated Rurik. He rarely saw the thick of battle except from a distant concealed spot on a cliff top or at the top of a baobab tree. Different things made his adrenaline rush, his heart pound and his feet run themselves raw - like the news he had heard not twelve hours ago. It was not the kind of rush that made you want to dance all night. In fact, Rurik was hoping that if he ate and drank enough, he would pass out at the fireside quite soon so he didn’t have to think about it for too long. He certainly wasn’t going to be mentioning it to anyone else. He was chewing his last mouthful and licking the grease from his palms when a deep voice bellowed his name from the darkness.

      “Rurik, come here.” The voice from the command tent carried out across the chattering night. Everybody at the fire turned and stared at him as he struggled crossly to his bleeding feet and hobbled towards the voice.

      “Tell them what you just told me,” ordered the chieftain, nodding across at the gathered war-leaders. There was nothing ceremonial about a Tartar war council, the half-dozen war-band commanders were knelt or slouched on hide cushions or sprawled out on a vast patchwork fur rug that covered the majority of the floor of the command tent - only the chieftain sat on a carved wooden chair. The war- leaders were the six quickest-thinking, fiercest fighters in the clan; they felt no need to impress anyone, even the chieftain, with needless formality. It was unlikely that a show of such meaningless pretension would impress the chieftain in any case. The chieftain didn’t gesture for Rurik to sit, but given that he could feel the wounds on his feet oozing, he slumped down into a space at the chieftain’s feet anyway. All eyes were on him as he began to recount what he had heard.

      Maran was the first to react. He was a particularly large tartar, known for speaking softly and slowly but always to the point.

      “So,” he mused in a soft whisper, as though he was talking to himself, “Ghostbear have fallen, may all the Gods help them and Stonesnake.”

      “No surprises there,” said Iri, a petite but muscular female who had cut down more of the enemy in their tracks than any two of the other war-leaders together. “They’ve been looking for an excuse to go over to Salamander for years.” There were mumbles of agreement from around the room. The chieftain nodded but didn’t speak, the voice of the Stonesnake chieftain at the Clans Council still echoed in his head: Unity can only mean strength, and strength brings the best for Tartaria. It was a fine sentiment to be sure, when talking about a clan but not about the whole nation. Unity may bring strength, but at what cost? Unity behind such a leader would lead to nowhere in the long run but humiliation, misery and death. “and good riddance I say,” she continued, malice in her voice.

      “They are a big clan,” said Maran mildly, “Almost four thousand lost to him and strong fighters too.”

      “Strong fighters,” scorned Iri, “yeah, sure, but all the same easy to take down, predictable.”

      “And disloyal,” added a dark, burly figure who was leaning back on a bank of pillows and had not spoken since Rurik had come back in. “Strength may be an asset, but not if it is disloyal.”

      Maran conceded his point with the faintest nod. “As you say, Rhine,” he said gently.

      At this point, Rhine hauled himself up to his haunches, bringing his sharp, scarred face into the yellow light of the lantern. He was a theatrically striking sight, popular among the clan women - well- poised, almost graceful.

      “That doesn’t trouble me,” he said coldly, “clans are going to fall. This is war after all; chieftains have a difficult choice to face, and they must protect their clan interests and save lives where they can, crossing sides may be their only way to survive.”

      “Really,” interrupted Iri, her thin voice cutting like a knife, “So you think we should cross sides do you? To protect the Boar?” Her voice was cloyingly disdainful and Rurik watched in amazement as a dark cloud of fury passed across Rhine’s face. In fact, he was surprised that Rhine did not reach out and strike her.

      “That’s not what I said,” said Rhine through gritted teeth. His ice- cold tone stopped Iri in her tracks, she had sense enough to not provoke him too far. “You need to listen more carefully, Iriani,”

      Iri’s eyes narrowed at the use of a childish nickname that meant, quite literally, in the clan-tongue ‘impudent and strong-headed child’. It was an unfortunate deviation of her given name that had plagued her throughout her life. She had just touched her hand to her knife hilt to retaliate when the chieftain spoke.

      “Enough,” he growled, his usually good-natured eyes steely, he was clearly not in the mood to indulge the war council in petty squabbles. Both Rhine and Iri looked away, bested by a single word. The chieftain continued, reasserting his authority with a firm, fatherly tone. “So, Rhine, if you weren’t suggesting we cross over to Salamander what were you saying?”

      Rhine, his face betraying an edge of sullenness from the chieftain’s scolding, continued to speak.

      “The movements of mortals are not as shocking as the defeat of the Phoenix. Men changing sides and armies being defeated are all part of the war. Stonesnake is a loss, but not an unexpected one and we can only pray for Ghostbear. Timberwolf will be the next large clan if I’m any judge and there's nothing that can be done to stop it. All that is nothing more than we expected. The fall of the Phoenix is far more troubling. That Salamander has the power to physically consume and destroy a powerful totem like Phoenix is something we hadn't prepared for. I had heard whispers of this, before you brought the news,” he nodded at Rurik, who was still rubbing his aching feet. “I'd heard rumours that Salamander’s army had slaughtered every man woman and child, and when the Phoenix appeared to protect them the General himself physically overpowered the totem and somehow imbibed its energy.

      Even the idea chilled me to the bone. If he continues in this way, he will become undefeatable. If he can bring down the Phoenix, then tell me which clan remains safe from such an attack?”

      “Dragon,” murmured Maran, either misunderstanding or plain ignoring Rhine’s impassioned rhetoric. “and Leviathan.” Rhine merely glared at him. There was another mumble from the group.

      “So, what do we do?” asked a youthful voice who had yet to join the debate. Rurik had not looked much at this youngest member of the war council until now. Perched cross legged on a cushion, knees pulled up to her chin, she was an uninteresting sight. She seemed as out of place here as he felt, she was about his age and therefore very young for this.

      He could see now that her plain, weathered face was trembling ever so slightly in the lantern glow. Rurik realised that this was probably Marta’s first real war council and if he had to guess he would say that this was probably the most serious war council to be held by Clan Boar for many, many years. No wonder she seemed utterly terrified. The chieftain, wicked and wily in his fatherly way, turned his full attention on the shivering whelp and said

      “I don’t know Marta, what do you think we should do about it?” Marta was so taken aback that he had addressed her at all that she did not see the glint in his eye. She just turned pale and stuttered, unable to answer the question. Iri smirked cruelly at Marta’s obvious discomfort relieved at last not to be the youngest member of the council and Rhine snorted his derision at what he clearly saw as inappropriate levity. Rurik actually felt sorry for Marta, his jealousy of her position greatly outweighed by loyalty to one of his own age. Maran was just about to take pity on her and speak in her place, when, quivering she stood up and said

      “We fight, until our very last breath, we fight.”
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      “Stand back,” bellowed Elor, using his staff to shove the more curious and dewy-eyed adventurers unceremoniously backwards. “These ones explode.” Just as he spoke, there was a flash of red light and the body detonated spraying blood, viscera and shards of bone over them all.

      Elor wiped the mess from his front with a magical flick of the fingers and turned his attention back to the rest of the room, searching for the Guildmistress in the hubbub.

      “Erin,” he yelled, trying to raise his words above the rumbling of the guild as they tried to regroup. Where the dratted hell was the woman? She never seemed to be about when she was needed. He yelled again, aware that it was horribly undignified. “Erin!” The second call made the elf turn around, gore and sweat smeared across her face, her hand clamped hard against a bleeding wound in her side.

      “Just let me get a bandage,” she grunted through gritted teeth. Elor nodded, abashed that he had thought her uselessly hiding throughout the attack.

      It was true that she was not the most beloved of Guild leaders and Elor was well aware of his tendency to think badly of her in most circumstances. He did have to admit, grudgingly, that this was often unjustified and very unfair of him. At least on this score he had managed to maintain a dignified silence, unlike many of the other older adventurers.

      He needed to speak with her because the last attack was troubling him. As a man of scholarship, he had travelled widely, and he was familiar with the clan people that lived on the vast steppes of Tartaria. He might not have found much affinity with the Tartars but he had found a great deal to respect there. In particular their straightforward honesty and their ability to put complex matters into the simplest terms had appealed to him. Born in feudal Paravel and sequestered, as he had been for many years now, in institutions of magical learning, he had spent most of his time with people who were able to turn the simple verities of life into complicated and meandering hypotheses. To see the other end of the scale was very refreshing. However, he had doubts as to the origins of their recent attackers.

      It was true that they bore the build and traits of tartars but they were somehow not quite right, like a slightly inaccurate copy. The scarlet eye-stripe on all the warriors was unusual but what worried him more was that these tartars exploded once killed – someone had created a magical detonation device and was using tartars to transport it.

      Trying to avoid dragging his coat tails through the pooling effluent on the guild hall floor, he located a clean seat not far from the wounded Guildmistress and sat down to wait patiently. He looked on unmoved, as the other adventurers raced around each other harem-scarem hauling the injured to the side of the room, clearing the floor in case of any further incursion.

      Elor mused that even though it appeared to be an utter, chaotic shambles there was a surprisingly ordered approach at work. In this moment of silent contemplation amidst the pandemonium, he wondered wryly what the Law Temple would make of such a thought. Perhaps he would raise it with Ignatius later, if the cleric managed to calm down long enough to listen.

      Someone sat down next to him, but Elor didn’t look around to see who it was. He was not in the mood for small talk, he had a lot to think about. In spite of this blatantly ungracious gesture, a voice that Elor found somewhat vexing started to talk to him.

      “You don’t know what they are do you?” it said smugly. Elor turned to look into the self-satisfied face of Severin Starfire, an elf he truly despised. He did not respond, but the barely contained fury in his face said everything.

      “I’ve seen them before,” continued Severin with a strange, grim relish. “I’ve fought them before, and beat them before.”

      “Good for you,” replied Elor, trying not to snarl.

      “They’re vicious.” So far, Severin had said nothing of use and he knew it. He could see the colour rising in Elor’s cheeks. He was taking a malicious pleasure in gently provoking this jumped-up little wizard who believed that in his humble forty years he had seen and learnt enough to give him the same authority as a five hundred year old elf. “And?” asked Elor, his voice under exquisite control so that it was cold but not cross.

      “Heard of Clan Salamander have you?” said Severin his eyes glowing with mirth. Elor paused for a moment, took in what the elf was saying and said with a chilly tone of morbid curiosity,

      “Are you saying that those… tartars… belong to General Salamander?” The mirth was gone from Severin’s eyes Elor was glad to see, replaced by a steely resolve. It was an insensitive thing to say in jest, but if it were true then it would mean the beginning of events that would touch every corner of the world and would reach out into the future like the dark tendrils of some vile, deadly creeper. The elf did not speak, he simply nodded.

      Elor knew the legend. Every mage and scholar who had spent any time in Aberddu for the last four hundred years knew the legend and all its variations. The bare details of Salamander’s terrifying rise to power, the iron grip with which he had held Tartaria. The Tartar army that he formed and commanded with his equally terrifying and powerful sister Flamehair. The havoc they wrought across the continent in their quest for power and the thousands that they had killed in the Siege of Aberddu. It seemed hopeless, unstoppable; and then a small, ragtag band of mercenaries stood up - The Aberddu Adventurers Guild, a group of drunken ne’er-do-wells who, according to the stories at any rate, sought little more than their own personal pleasure. The citizenry of Aberddu did not have great confidence in their eccentric protectors. Only a handful of adventurers took the line with the Militia during the siege and when the storm came two days into the stand-off, the city had been over-run. Tales were told of massive tartars appearing from all the waters and every fire. Severin’s eyes darkened as he reminded Elor of this, and Elor realised for the first time that Severin was not simply repeating cradle-tales, he was a first-hand account still as vivid in his mind as it had been four hundred years ago. Even after all this time, his face still betrayed the horror of the night when he had seen Salamander’s army destroy the city. He had been among the Guild survivors who had fled with everyone else who still had legs to run. The capital of Albion, Auborn was safe and welcoming to the folk from the ruined outpost. For a few months they lay low, until summer came and with it Tartarian troops, marching to meet the glorious Albion Army. Severin had not been on the line that day, but he had heard the tales of the magic that the tartars used against the Albion. Vast columns of water wiped out whole battalions and wild-fire magic wiped out the rest. The flaming creatures that were conjured - drakes and elementals, were unlike anything even the mages could identify. Only a handful of soldiers survived, the tartars did not allow the privilege of retreat, their attacks continued as Albion turned and fled. Disgraced, Albion withdrew from the world stage and when, two months later, Auborn was overrun by the Tartar army there was little resistance.

      Aberddu may have been destroyed, but the Adventurers Guild had not. They disappeared and for a while the word was that they had gone to ground across the Sea of Stars, hiding like the cowards they undoubtedly were. As the Tartar armies occupied Auborn and moved their way into Paravel and the Elven Territories, Albion adjusted to life under Tartar rule. Winter approached, and many feared a famine. The occupying forces demanded tithe and food was running low. Preparing for the onset of a slow starvation, the people of Albion waited for the frosts to begin. Then, in the cold white light of the first icy dawn, they awoke to find the Tartars retreating. Salamander and his sister had vanished.

      Rumours abounded of terrible warlords, works of dark magic and even the hands of a God. Few seemed to know what had caused Salamander’s downfall. The Adventurers Guild of Aberddu, the seemingly useless gang of renegades and reprobates, had executed an act of heroism the like of which bards would sing about down the generations. With little aid, they had travelled deep into the heart of Tartaria and performed a binding ritual on Salamander and his sister Flamehair. They had blocked their powers, removing their command of both fire and water. Powerless, Salamander and Flamehair had fled before the adventurers could kill them. Again, Elor could see from Severin’s eyes that this was not hearsay. He lifted his tunic a few inches, exposing his side and Elor saw the faintest trace of a sword wound on his ageing skin. Both men sat in silence, Elor still gazing at the place where Severin’s scar had been, as they contemplated the ramifications of the evenings attack.

      Erin, now bandaged but still bleeding, hobbled over and said tersely,

      “What is it this time Elor?”
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      A fierce wind blew across the gypsum, whipping up clouds of dust. The dirty yellow buildings of Khim Al Salar squatted in clusters around the base of the pyramid. In the height of the day, the streets were deserted giving the dust balls space to tumble and skitter. This was not unusual, few ventured into the white hot sun at this hour. Today though, it was not the heat driving people inside.

      Only one building showed any sign of movement. Taller than the surrounding houses, it had a domed roof and a cloistered balcony surrounded by a pierced patterned wall. There was a wide arched doorway on the ground floor of the building and three shallow steps lead down to the road. A stone wall nearly ten foot high ran around the edge of the compound protecting the temple Grounds from the outside world, a large ornately painted wooden gate was set into the wall, providing the only other point of access.

      A small obelisk-like tower in front of the main doors housed an iron bell that rang solemnly across the heat-ridden city. The sound of nearly a hundred voices reciting a long, laborious litany of faith spilled out through the walls. It was the only other sound. The volume of the litany reached a crescendo, ending in a resonating declamation of faith. Then there was a moment of genuine silence before nearly one hundred people all got to their feet and streamed towards the wide temple doors.

      The Army of Law lined out without a word. Each soldier swathed head to foot in loose green fabric against the heat. Each soldier wore an identical polished breast plate and carried two identical scimitars crossed on their back. The front rank held identical shields bearing the arms of the God-King at exactly the same height. Then, when they were complete in seven ranks of fourteen, they stood at perfect attention and waited.

      The massive wooden gate creaked open mechanically and a glorious golden chariot rolled out. The cream horse pulling it was liveried in a flowing green and gold trapper with a polished black leather halter that gleamed in the sunlight. In the back of the chariot, standing nearly seven feet tall was God-King Rabin Ibm Khim Al Salar. His armour, although exactly the same as that of his troops, was more beautiful, more finely wrought and almost glowed in the heat of the day. With terror-inspiring synchronisation, every soldier drew one sword, sank to one knee and raised their blade above their head in salute. In one voice that echoed out across the wastes they cried,

      “Khim Al Salar Hail!” and the God-King acknowledged the cheer with a mere nod. Then with more breath-taking precision they rose to standing. Rabin Ibm Khim Al Salar turned to face his troops.

      “Faithful,” he proclaimed, his voice dry and thin with age, “this is the day, this is the hour. All prayer, all honour has lead our feet along this road to this place. We fight not for glory or land we fight for a thing more precious than worldly concern. Today we stand firm against the forces of Chaos that even now are marching to destroy us. We will fight and we will win or we will go on to the next life knowing we have paid the highest price. For Law” He bellowed the next words and the army echoed them. “To arms.” The army turned smartly a quarter turn and in perfect step despite of the uneven ground marched, onward out of the city.
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      Clan Boar Land

      Marta scowled, her knuckles white on her bridle. Iri’s sneering words were still rattling around inside her head but she had not risen to the bait. Not because she wasn’t angry but because the imposing sight of Maran and his disapproving glare had quelled her. Even after the last twelve months, Iri’s attitude to Marta had not softened and Marta had not quite matured enough to let the deliberately provocative comments pass.

      When the chieftain had announced that Marta would be accompanying him to the negotiations, small pink spots of furious envy had appeared on Iri’s pale cheeks. It had taken mere seconds for her to turn this on Marta in a low growl. If the chieftain had heard her hiss that it was obvious Marta couldn’t be trusted out of sight then he had chosen to ignore it. When you are one of the clan war-leaders, no one stands in front of you. If you choose not defend yourself from attack then it is up to you alone to deal with the consequences. Unfortunately for Marta there was nothing she could do to retaliate that would have any effect on the blatantly jealous Iri. She had turned to make a retort but Maran had been there. His disapproving gaze had silenced her. He knew, even if the younger war-leaders didn’t, that there was going to be more trouble on this day than these petty territorial squabbles and power-plays.

      Reigning in her vitriolic, humiliated anger, Marta looked down on the camp they were approaching. There must have been two thousand souls living down there on the veldt. In the centre stood the gargantuan command tent of General Salamander, painted with vibrant red and orange knots and patterns, the front opening into featureless darkness. Around it, in the shimmering heat haze, spiralled about a hundred tepees and around the edge a ring of maybe two or three hundred moktis: three-poled frames build to support the weight of two soldiers’ fur and hide battle armour hung strategically to form a low lying makeshift canopy just big enough for two soldiers overnight. Bare now, as the armour was in use, the moktis made a strange frill on the edge of this giant war-like doily.

      To Marta, who had never seen two thousand souls in one spot, it was more than intimidating. The year had not been kind to Clan Boar in terms of casualties and there were barely seven hundred of them left all told. It was the first time she had seen the might of Salamander displayed impressively and she could hear her words of twelve months previously.

      “We fight, until our very last breath, we fight.”

      It seemed like childish hubris now, to think that the Boar could stand against this. Surrender and acquiescence, these things were not of the Boar. They did not back down, they were stubborn beyond even what was usual for tartars. This could be seen as spirited or foolhardy given their smaller than usual clan but however it was seen it could not be denied that Boar were as good as their word. Marta couldn’t help but wonder if today that might change. The chieftain hadn’t said what he intended to do. He had heard them all out but had chosen not to share with them his final verdict.

      There had been quite some disagreement amongst the clan council about what the Boar should do next. For once, the voices of the war-leaders had been united against capitulating to Salamander. The shaman had made a case for a more placatory approach, and the elder, whose business was the clan’s economic and materialistic welfare, had argued that dead clans held no ground. Marta admitted it was not a decision she would have wished to make. She was grateful, as she picked her way on horseback slowly down the bank to the camp, that she didn’t have to.

      The pink dots on Iri’s sullen cheeks hadn’t faded - she was still hot with envy. She didn’t bellyache about it, fair wasn’t a concept that held any place in the world of the war-leaders. The chieftain had chosen Marta because had wanted to take Marta, he hadn’t wanted to take Iri and the reason was largely unimportant. Maran at least had the decency not to scorn her but Rhine on the other hand had simply screwed up his face into a horrid visage of mock sympathy and shaken his head. The conspicuous loss of Kern, another of the war-leaders, not three days earlier and his brother Valdan’s overdue return from a scouting mission had left the three of them alone and unnerved. Sitting dejectedly on the steps up to the council table at one end of the great hall they felt and looked oddly diminished. The three of them had very little to say, but that didn’t stop them from talking, trying to clarify their thoughts out loud on what might happen in the next twenty four hours. Hunched over with his swords in his lap, Maran did not look at the others as he spoke.

      Of the three of them, he seemed the one least certain that the chieftain wasn’t about to surrender the clan to Salamander. This was no reflection on Maran’s opinion of the chieftain. He had always respected him as a wise and courageous leader, a man with the best interests of the Boar running through his bones. It was because of this that Maran had his doubts. Older than the others by a good five or so summers, he knew that an element of practicality would be involved. Salamander’s army numbered more than twenty thousand at the last count and to stand against them would be suicide. If they went over, some of them might survive. Maran really wasn’t sure what he would do in the chieftain’s position.

      In his quiet halting manner, he was trying to find a way to articulate these thoughts to the other two when the warning bell clattering across the village interrupted him. Without a pause all three of them jumped to their feet and sprinted down the hall, their weapons drawn before they had taken three steps. They burst out of the dingy hall into the afternoon sunlight, blinking to focus. The resounding clang of the warning bell filled the air as the clan scrambled into action. Mustering around the bell, every man and woman and every child big enough to wield a dagger was ready to defend. Standing on the bell-plinth, Maran was the only one who could see the full extent of what approached. He swallowed hard, his face white as he addressed the gathered rabble.

      His sudden pallor did not go unnoticed, panicked mutters filtered through the crowd as heads turned to see what Maran saw. As they did, they too felt hot lead swell in their stomachs and crash towards their abdomen. Hearts pounded and blood filled ears so that Maran’s words were a blur. Outnumbered at least three to one by the fast approaching soldiers of Salamander’s army they were starring in horror at their last few minutes.

      They knew, without being told that this army were not coming to capture or contain them. This was not the next step in the chain of surrender to General Salamander. This was destruction and they had only one choice: to meet it with their heads held high. As one, a roar swept through them, drowning the last of Maran’s useless words.

      With giant strides, Rhine took the plinth, elbowing Maran to one side. He was not of such sensible constitution. His eyes glowed with adrenaline, spittle glossed his lips, there was an almost palpable energy exuding from him. As his lifted his sword above his head and bellowed “Boar!” all eyes were on him and the response was staggering. Six hundred desperate voices echoed their name. “BOAR!”

      Then, they turned and with few tactics and no restraint at all, sprinted into the open arms of their enemy.
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      Gul pushed the sweet berries into his mouth and chewed on them haphazardly, spraying juice and pips into his matted beard. The edge of bitterness as he swallowed them made him wonder if he shouldn’t have waited a day or two more. But he was hungry now. He grabbed another handful of berries and guzzled them noisily. His slurping startled a sleeping grey finch on the branch above him. The bird let out an indignant caw, fixed him with a look of disgust and took flight. Gul let out a guttural snort of amusement as he gulped down another handful of berries, spitting stray leaves into the air, and forcing escaping juice clumsily into his mouth with his fingers.

      Sated at last, he leaned back against the mottled trunk of the towering tree in whose branches he had been swinging for nearly an hour. The warm pale yellow light dappled down through the canopy of leaves above, falling in fussy patterns on his grubby skin. Like a cat he sunned himself, turning his face from side to side to get the best of the soft warmth. A gentle breeze tickled his ears and wafted the scent of ripe summer fruits under his nose. He could smell the elderflower and sugar grass, the strawberries and the cherry blossoms; all singing to him of the glorious sweet taste of summer after the sharp taste of spring and the muddiness of a meat-filled winter diet. Dangling his legs in the air, he felt blessed and free. High in these branches, at one with a mighty tree that had been here before him and would remain long after, he felt safely cocooned in the glory of the Wyld and her munificent bounty.

      Gul’s bliss was swiftly broken. A strong wind, neither warm nor fragrant, wafted over him. This wind didn’t tell tales of the forthcoming delights of summer or of nature’s glory. There was blood in the air, rudely spilt and fresh. He sniffed again. Definitely blood. Licking his teeth to rid himself of the smell, he started to scramble to the ground. He jumped the last eight feet and hit the ground running in the direction of his hut, all memory of his blissful stillness vanishing in his stride. With a racing heart, he flung aside the rag curtain and fell straight upon his stones. Snatching up the leather bag and the small clay basin he pelted down to the river and stopped dead on the bank. The portents do not speak to those who harry and force them.

      Breathing deeply to force his heart rate to return to normal, he stepped into the river. Ignoring the icy flash as the water touched his feet he waited for a moment and then bent down to dip the basin into the flow. Pulling it out almost instantly, he had caught enough water for his purpose. Moving carefully so as not to spill or ripple the water, he placed the basin on the bank. Then he sat down in front of it, cross-legged and closed his eyes. When, after a few moments, he felt ready, he emptied the contents of his pouch into his left hand and scattered the tiny dozen stones into the water.

      The surface quivered and rippled as the pebbles plunged to the bottom. Then, in no time it returned to a still glistening plain and Gul looked down. For an instant his eyes took in the shape of the stones, their positions and proximities and then as though his mind could not compute what he saw, he blinked furiously and rubbed his eyes. It made no difference, the stones had not magically moved – his head swam and his eyes watered. Iolo had been quite clear. He could still feel the old man’s breath on his neck as he stood behind him wheezing and rasping as Gul practised reading the stones. He could still taste his unusual scent. It seemed like yesterday when Gul had aligned the stones as they were now and had asked Iolo what it would mean. The silence had filled Gul’s head in such a way that he knew he would not forget it even before the old man had finally spoken. In a choked whisper, so much thinner than his usual booming rasp, he had simply said, “pray that you never find out.” Gul had had the sense even then not to press the old man, but he had, by the time Iolo died managed to gain enough of the meaning to understand.

      Now, as he gazed on them, the world seemed to be spinning. Fighting to remain calm, Gul tried to think. He was not a godly man, his spirit was bound to the Wyld. He was not a worldly man, he knew little of the concerns of nations or faiths. He didn’t wield arms, or rally troops, he didn’t even have any money. How then was he going to communicate what he had just seen, the portent that was still sitting in the basin, to those with the power to act? He needed to find a priest. Any old one would do, although he did have a specific one in mind. Without a moment’s pause to consider anything else, he scooped up his stones, emptied the basin into the river and with as much haste as he could managed began to head towards the road.

      

      And so it began, as troubled times do, not with the dark sense of foreboding that hindsight would suggest but with the gradually building irritation born of knowing that your life will pan out to be less comfortable and easy than those generations before you. The slowly dawning knowledge that the world has laid some unwanted destiny at your door, that the tale of life has somehow scripted you as a hero and not merely a contented extra, is somewhat unpleasant. The poetic vicissitude of such times is lost on those who are unfortunate enough to live through them. Dreams of great deeds of sacrifice and courageousness are not dreamt by those who find themselves having to carry out those deeds when they had been planning a more salubrious and somewhat longer life.

      It was not altogether true that those who were to sacrifice themselves in fulfilment of this destiny were planning a quiet life, nor is it true that they found their destiny as wholly unwanted as many. They were, for the most part at least, adventurers. A quiet life to them is like an empty classroom to a schoolmaster, appealing at first glance but soon to become tiresome and pointless.

      However, if they were to choose, many would not elect a crusade of such proportion, preferring the relative peace of plunder and pillage. It is not, as has been mooted by some of the more philosophical observers of the adventurers' art, their wish to simply travel the world killing people in new and interesting places. Whilst that is undoubtedly part of their remit, it is not their sole purpose. Simply killing people is a military life, not an adventuring one. To an adventurer, murder is merely a necessary side effect not an end goal – the ultimate plan generally depends on the individual, but it can usually be summarised as the pursuit of three things in some combination: fame, fortune and of course excitement. Some loftier adventurers have claimed they are interested in acquisition of knowledge, protection of innocents and the betterment of civilisation but they nevertheless expect their share of the more material spoils.

      In light of these career goals, it seemed somehow strange that at the turn of the twelfth century, it was a group of adventurers that found themselves standing in the eye of a rapidly growing storm.
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      “Papers?” bellowed the towering guard and Daisy flinched. The initial trepidation she had felt about coming to Aberddu in the first place had not died as Mother Tranquillity had promised it would. Instead, it had swollen in her gut until her flesh fluttered and her face prickled. After the dull serenity of the chapter-house, the tumult and chatter of the Great South road as it approached Aberddu’s imposing Dark Gate was almost overwhelming. Carters clattered passed at speed, shouting to the people on foot. People jostled, bantered and quarrelled. It seemed to Daisy, as she drew deeper and deeper inside herself, that all these people knew each other and that she would never know any of them. Surrounded by so many lively bodies she felt totally morose and alone. Unable to face the long walk back and the disappointment in Mother Tranquillity's eyes, she had shuffled into the crush around the gate and tried to pray. She had been uttering the Lady Reel under her breath when the guard had spoken. Nervously, she reached into her pouch and brought out her documents.

      The guard opened them mechanically, scanned them, and nodded.

      As he handed them back to her, he said,

      “Take the left fork of Selliar Street for the Temple District, Sister,” without even glancing at Daisy.

      “Erm,” she stammered unsure even if she was allowed to speak to the gate guard, “I’m not a Sister, and I’m looking for the Adventurers Guild.”

      “Right fork then,” he said gruffly with little actual interest, and before she could speak again, he reached over her dwarven head and bellowed, “Papers?”

      It was not Daisy’s first time in the City. She had been here on market day before, but only in the company of the Sisters of the Chapter-house and she had always concentrated on protecting the stock in the back of the cart. She could not even have found her way to the market square, which she suspected may have been on the other side of the river. It was irrelevant really, today she was headed somewhere different and in any case she had nothing to sell.

      Timorously, Daisy made her way down the wide street towards a large interchange. Wrapped in a green travelling cloak and not conspicuously armed she attracted little attention but she drank in all that she saw. Scowling militia officers dragging a group of scruffy drunks away from a tavern, women with baskets and bundles scurrying in and out of narrow cobbled alleyways, grubby youths throwing a rag ball back and forth, running perilously close to carters who bellowed admonishment and glowered at them but did not slow down. Mounted merchants with disdainful eyes moving quickly lest they be pressed into becoming the unwilling victims of begging, street religion or vagrancy. Tired clerics with streams of children padding behind them waiting for scraps of food or affection to be thrown their way. Daisy pulled her cloak tighter around her and hurried on. At the interchange seven roads met in a chaotic squall of traffic and activity. Selliar street was two of them, running either side of a peculiar wedge shaped building that was flying the flag of one of the smaller Paravelian states and seemed to be either a very cheap hotel or a moderately priced brothel. Daisy averted her gaze just in case and took the left fork, reasonably certain that was what the guard had advised.

      Dakarn Pringle chucked the bottle into the alley way and belched. The acrid taste of cheap liquor on an empty stomach filled his mouth and he grimaced. Judging by the fading light, it was approaching evening. He should really get changed and go to the guild. Hopefully a contract would turn up and he could earn himself some guilders before he was forced to sell his boots.

      He crossed the street, slipped into a gap between two buildings and headed north. With a bit of luck, Mrs Gamp would be serving dinner as he arrived. He was three weeks behind with his rent, four now he’d finished the bottle, but Mrs Gamp had a soft spot for him. Down on his luck, she reckoned, sounded like a toff even if he didn’t dress like one. He’d make good someday, she said, and then he’d remember old Mrs Gamp. Whenever she said it she always sounded so certain, as though she had total faith in him and thought he was more than just a hopeless drunk.

      ‘Stupid old bag,’ he thought as he popped out onto Whittling Lane and headed up the cobbled hill. He could feel the contents of his stomach bubbling and somersaulting as though they were actually burning a hole in his gut. Groping clumsily in his pouch, he found the small paper parcel from the apothecary, the one that Mr Arne had actually weighed out and charged him for whilst he was helping himself to the packets of Valerian powders and the poppy seeds from the baskets in front of the counter. Hiccoughing and burping again, he popped a small, foul smelling brown lozenge into his mouth and sucked. It took a moment for the taste of the herbal mixture to fade and be replaced by the familiar flavour of burnt treacle. Noisily, he rolled the little tablet around his mouth as he turned the corner into Dimple End and stopped. It would be a matter of minutes before his tummy was calmed.

      Gamp’s boarding house for single gentlemen was an imposing, half-timbered building that leaned worrying into the road like a clumsy drunk about to fall over. It was by far and away the largest building in the small cul de sac, it hung over the smaller houses and drew the eye. Today, it was even more noticeable than usual because where Pringle should have been looking at a brightly painted green front door he was in fact looking at a bright green militia clock. The officer wearing it was engaged in an emphatic debate with Mrs Gamp herself. She had drawn herself up to her full height and in her broad Carthanian twang was explaining with great care that whoever it was they were looking for wasn’t in and no they weren’t coming in to wait as it was dinner time, and if they were even thinking about searching they could come back with the bailiff and the proper authority. To emphasize the point, she was waving the empty skillet she was holding at the poor man’s face. Pringle didn’t pause to listen to any more of the officer’s protestations nor Mrs Gamp’s choice rebukes, he just turned on his heels and with exactly the same gait he had climbed Whittling Lane began to make his way back down. It seemed he would not be getting changed before attending the guild after all. At the bottom of Whittling Lane he dropped into the bustle on Bridge Street, turned left and headed for the Guild District.

      Daisy realised her mistake long before she could see the square. She could hear the monotonous litany of a temple’s evening devotion, so loud it had drifted through the magnificent clerestory windows and the grimy pauper-slots below. The cadence that bore a striking resemblance to Blessed Be the Lady without the poetry or beauty, rose up into the evening air between the sonorous clangs of the Law Temple bell as it rang out the evening six-hour. As the third peel rang out she paused, looked down at the cobbled street and was suddenly overwhelmed by distance and how far she felt from home. She felt the beginnings of tears wet her eyelashes, but she didn’t actually cry them. She could hear Mother Tranquillity, her strong quiet voice scolding the indulgence of Daisy’s self-pity.

      As the chanting washed over her and the fourth peel sounded, Daisy gathered herself together and made her way into Temple Square. Hemmed in on all sides by the towering, majestic façades of the different temples, it was a strangely large place to find claustrophobic. Daisy gawked up at the gargantuan visage of the Kesoth Temple, like a child in a rather grotesque sweet shop. She had heard of Kesoth only in hushed tones punctuated with dark looks, but here in the city, people saw evil in a different light.

      Turning from the arched doorway into this temple of iniquity, Daisy cast about for the Life Temple. She had meant to go to the guild first and establish whether they offered accommodation before she made her way to the temple. She had hoped to avoid having to refuse temple hospitality. The thought of sleeping and living in the Aberddu Life Temple was not appealing, particularly as she had been sent here to escape temple life, but it was certainly better than sleeping on the city streets.

      It was not difficult to distinguish the Temple of The Lady’s Mercy. The four marble statues showing the faces of Life were said to have been hewn by the hand of the Goddess herself. The beautiful maiden; representing light, hope, birth and renewal, smiled beatifically with soft eyes as she cradled her cornucopia and filled everyone in her gaze with light and energy. Next, the mother cradling a baby, brought comfort and warmth. The warrior, crossed swords on her back and a shield in hand, brought courage and clarity to those at her feet. However, the last one was the most compelling. Wrapped in a cloak, her lined face shaded by a hood, she held empty hands held out in front of her; the Crone. Only the strongest dared to present themselves to her, for she would find the truth in your very depths. Kneel before the Crone and you would have your soul laid bare before you. These faces of the goddess were supposed to be the ultimate in spiritual grace, but Daisy found them simply unnerving.

      The temple itself was closed against the night, the gates barred in the last moments of the six-hour. It would remain this way until the following noontide to shield the Sisters of the Chalice from the concerns of the outside world. Other temple devotees could come and go through small doors set into the gate, and outsiders could be admitted if they attracted attention by use of a bell-pull.

      Among religious practices it was neither unusual nor extreme. Daisy knew, as a ward of the Chalice, she would be welcomed warmly if she pulled the heavy rope and summoned the Sister-hosteller. She would be taken in, fed and sheltered. She would have no choice but to stay the night and attend the offices of devotion or explain to the Mother Rosetta why not. She would simply have transferred her old life from one temple to another. The seed of yearning for the ease of familiarity tugged at her, but the rest of her fought against it. With a sense of pending regret, Daisy turned on her heels, readjusted her pack on her shoulders and made to walk away from the temple.

      “For Gods’ sake Elor, will you give us a straight answer?” bellowed Teign, slamming his sheathed sword down on the table making it shake.

      “If I could, Teign I would,” replied the mage with infuriating control. “I’ve told you everything I know at this moment. Would you have preferred for me to wait until I knew more details? Like names, dates, weights and eye-colours?” This facetious retort left Teign with no sensible recourse, so the burly Law cleric glowered and turned away.

      “It is a bit much to swallow, Elor,” said Erin, trying to sound placatory and instead managing to patronise him. “A war amongst the Gods?”

      “I appreciate it’s not what you’d want to hear,” continued Elor, ignoring the tone. “I’m not keen on the idea myself. I didn’t come down here just to cause a fuss, I’m trying to keep you all informed. You did tell me, if you remember, that it was my duty to keep you all informed.” It was Erin’s turn to look sour. Elor did not feel the need to apologise, in fact a small rebellious part of him was quite enjoying treating these arrogant warriors in the way they had treated him for so long. Erin huffed.

      “I thought Salamander was our greatest enemy. Isn’t that what you were saying not three weeks ago?” she said with exasperation. “And the Inquisition. And now, you expect us to drop all that and get involved in some kind of holy war when half of us don’t even worship a God.”

      “I don’t expect you to do anything. That’s actually not what I was saying. I just said that there was something rising and that it looked as though it was going to be a divine war. I’m afraid I can’t help the timing. Unlike a Bards Guild epic, sometimes in life there are two evils, or in this case three and one has to choose one’s side carefully.”

      “Oh very profound,” snapped Teign with a look of contempt growing on his handsome face.

      “I’m not making it up,” continued Elor, needled and defensive as those surrounding him started to mutter.

      “Gul has seen it also.”

      At the mention of Gul’s name Teign grunted unkindly, Elor ignored him, “and there have been numerous rumours of unsettling activity from the East. There are reports of a terrible army massing on the Galivara Plains. It is said they are waiting for a holy war.”

      Teign snorted again, “Why should we care about their heathen armies? Which God do they claim to represent?”

      Elor fought to hold back his smirk as he looked Teign directly in the eye and in a perfectly controlled, scholarly tone said,

      “They are, I believe, the Armies of Law.”

      Scowling and burnt, Teign snatched up his sword and stomped away to the other side of the guildhouse, cursing the wizard under his breath. Erin turned to admonish Elor for upsetting Teign but found she was not able to, as Elor had neither done nor said anything that was actually objectionable.

      Jason De Vere leaned in uncomfortably close to Elor. He was a tall, sinewy, mean-looking scout who stunk of tanning fluid and sweat. Speaking for the first time in this discussion, his distinctive voice cut through the general hubbub.

      “Tell me this Elor, if this is a war among Gods, if this truly is their fight, why should I care? If this is a divine war or whatever you want to call it, why is it any business of ours?” Elor listened politely to the question, then carefully shuffled back in his seat. Looking up at the face glaring down upon him, he lowered his voice to little more than a whisper and said,

      “Only a fool would need that explaining to them, and as you are not a fool Jason, I am not going to explain.” Jason was just too gob-smacked to respond, he just continued to stare at the wizard, who said calmly,

      “If you would all excuse me, I really must go now.” Then, with great poise, Elor stood up, picked up his staff and walked sedately towards the door.

      Just as he reached out his hand to the door, it slammed open with an impressive crunch and Pringle barged in, barely missing him. The impatient cleric did not stop to apologise to the wizard and Elor, who was already forcefully refusing to lose his temper, chose to ignore the ill-manners and left, closing the door quietly behind him.

      Dakarn Pringle strode into the centre of the room and stopped dead. Most people would have paused by the door to consider who was around, instead of making himself conspicuous in the middle of the hall but that was not his style. He looked around the room, interested in who was there. In one corner, a group of shamans were having the kind of self-satisfied, self-righteous conversation that made him want to scream. A group of Paravelian types were having a chat in which he would not be welcome because he was not wearing a frilly shirt or his own body weight in magical jewellery and couldn’t remember who his father’s father was. To one side, a crowd of older guild members was slowly dispersing, mumbling derisively under their breath. He was seriously considering sitting with the greenskin contingent, who were passing around a flagon and taking bets on some toads they were racing up the middle of a very long table, when his eyes fell on a soft silvery face that was glowering back at him.

      “Evening sunshine,” he said with an exuberant wink and made a bee-line for the solemn-looking woman. She did not dignify his mocking with a smile or comment, she just nodded in acknowledgement of his greeting which was the least her manners would allow. “How’s tricks?” he asked, carrying on in spite of his obviously cool reception.

      “Fine, thank you,” she said with icy politeness. “Yourself?”

      Pringle wallowed in formal exchanges of pleasantry with this sharp woman who he knew only as Mori. She had two appealing qualities to him. First of all, she was stunning - a dark elf of just above average height and beautifully proportioned, with silvery skin had a strange iridescent quality that made her sparkle in moonlight, her eyes and hair were both as dark as the mouth of a cave and just as inviting and on the one occasion he had seen her smile, her whole countenance had transformed. If that wasn’t enough, there was the other very important thing: she didn’t find him funny in the slightest. In fact, if he had had to guess, he would have said that she found his presence to be somewhere between inexplicably itchy feet and unsneezable sneeze but she never ever let on. Her manners were impeccable. He was smitten, there was nothing he could do.

      Half an hour later, when the door creaked open again, Mori looked up hopefully to see who it was. She had been hoping for one of the other Death followers or a priest of any stripe, someone she could excuse herself to talk to. New to the guild, she had made only a handful of acquaintances apart from the odious Trickster cleric who felt the need to entertain her every time he appeared. As it was, she could hardly walk away from him to sit on her own somewhere.

      She did not recognise the dwarven woman in the doorway. Wrapped tightly in a woollen cloak that was clearly soaked through, she was shivering and pale. On her back was a pack that appeared almost heavy enough to cause her to over-balance. She had stopped on the doormat and was now gazing around the room with a wide- eyed timorous expression, desperately hoping someone would come over to her before she was forced to attract anyone’s attention. Mori was just about to get up and greet the trembling dwarf when one of the greenskins spotted her and bellowed,

      “Hey, boss, dere’s a wet dwarf in da doorway,” attracting the Guildmistress’ attention. Deflated, Mori turned her attention back to the prayer book she had been reading in order to try to discourage Pringle from continuing to talk. It wasn’t working but it was better than nothing. She was not really interested in the exchange that was now taking place between the newly arrived dwarf and the Guildmistress, so when a moment later Erin called her over, she was quite shocked.“Mori, this is Daisy.” said Erin, her jolting formality, putting all three on edge. “She’s a new guild member, could you take her out to the pantry and get her some dry clothes and introduce her Madame Du Mare so she can have a room allocated.”

      Obediently, the dark elf nodded and held out her hand to the quivering dwarf who nervously shook it.

      “Nice to meet you,” she said, her face still neutral, “Do come this way.” Without speaking the dwarf followed her through the hall to a door at the far end.

      As they trotted down a dark stone corridor, towards the inviting smell of onions and fresh bread, Daisy became aware how hungry she was. Suddenly they were in a long, narrow and well-lit room. It was clearly utilitarian, not a single item on show that was not entirely functional. A large table with more than a dozen and a half chairs running down each side, taking up most of the space. A sprawling fire place filled the best part of the back wall. Around this table, against each of the other three walls were benches, cupboards and shelves and on which Daisy could see storage containers, cooking pots and piles of woefully mismatched crockery. In the corner closest to the door was a water pump over a stone sluice built into the floor tiles. No doubt the waste water travelled down some short pipe and poured straight out into an unfortunate flower bed in the guild grounds. Beside that were three wooden buckets each with a scraggly mop poking up out of it, two rusty shovels and an almost bald yard broom. An urgent looking note on the wall read, ‘hall floor only!!!’ and was underlined three times. This was the first thing Daisy had found shocking, as the rest of the room had resembled the chapter- house refectory. She stared at it for a moment before she realised that her guide was looking at her with an expression of polite curiosity.

      “Sorry,” she said, turning her attention back to the elf.

      “This is the pantry,” explained Mori, deciding against mentioning the buckets. “Adventurers are allowed in here, and may eat anything that is left unmarked. She pointed to a row of jars, cloches and cloth covered baskets. “There’s usually bread, cheese, apples, salt fish, dripping and a few other bits and pieces. Sometimes cooked meat, and stew or gruel,” she pointed to a large cast iron pan hanging over a smouldering fire in the enormous hearth. “It depends what they’ve got left over. Guild members can have four hot meals a week here, but the staff cook most days.” Daisy nodded furiously to show that she was paying attention. “The kitchen is through there,” Mori pointed at a door in the far wall, “Adventurers aren’t allowed in there, Madame Du Mare is very particular about that. If you really must, you may knock on the door.”

      “Madame Du Mare?” asked Daisy, trying to pretend she was not completely overwhelmed by all of this.

      “The housekeeper. She runs the kitchen, allocates the rooms, organises the orderlies and things like that,” continued Mori, regurgitating almost to the word the information she had been given when she had first arrived two months previously. “Apparently she gets pretty cross if guild members interfere with ‘arrangements’.” That sounded familiar to Daisy who having been raised in the chapter-house had fallen foul of Sr. Agnatha, the order’s truculent cook, more than once. “Let’s sort out your cloak before we bother her.”

      Soaking wet, Daisy had naturally migrated towards the glowing embers in the fire place and had already swung her pack on to the floor. “So what’s the food like?” she asked as she started to unbutton her cloak.

      “I don’t know,” replied Mori, taking a seat at the table, “I usually eat in the shrine.”

      “Shrine?”

      “I’m a priestess of Ankhere,” Mori explained,

      “A Death Follower?” clarified Daisy as she took of her cloak, her back still to the other woman.

      “Yes,” confirmed Mori, “of sorts.”

      “Oh,” said Daisy morosely, as she turned around to display the golden chalice on her chest, “That’s a shame.” Mori looked at her with confusion.

      “Why is that a shame?” she asked artlessly, at least given the appearance that she was somehow bemused. “What’s wrong with my being a priestess of Ankhere?”“Oh,” said Daisy somewhat taken aback by this response. “I just assumed that you wouldn’t want to speak to a follower of The Goddess of Life.”

      “Why not?” asked Mori with an almost believable innocence, a twinkle in her dark eyes that the nervous dwarf completely missed.

      “Erm, well, er, I just didn’t think it was done,” she stuttered.

      “Well, you’re not a devout are you?” continued Mori and Daisy shook her head. She most definitely was not a ‘devout’; a devoted Sister of the Chalice of Mercy to give them their full title. “Because you weren’t introduced as Sister and you’re wearing a tabard not a habit and scapular, so I don’t think I need worry.”

      “Oh, okay,” mumbled the now shamefaced Daisy, who had totally failed to understand the subtle humour of her companion. She just stood, bedraggled and sullen, in front of the fire, softly steaming and wishing she had never spoken.
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      “You have a destiny Krieg,” whispered Tian almost pleading, and Krieg looked away from her melancholy eyes. “You have a path to travel, one day you will be our Chieftain.” The depth of sadness in her eyes was beyond the tears she was too proud to cry. “You must accept that.”

      “See?” roared Trell, leaning forward, his crooked nose less than an inch from his brother’s. “See?” Krieg dropped back and shot his brother a warning look. He was not afraid of this coming to blows again. He would fight his brother as many times as he had to until he understood. “You are the oldest,” said Krieg, for what must have been the tenth time. “You have the Sword. You will be chieftain, not me.” A smaller hand grabbed his arm, and Tian tugged him to face her again. “I have seen it,” she cried, “Do you think the bones lie?” Krieg cleared his throat and looked her in the eyes.

      “Not intentionally,” he said quietly, “but perhaps they are mistaken.” Tian glowered and looked away. He carried on, his voice steady, determined, “I am not destined. I am not needed here.”

      “Everyone is needed,” growled Trell, “Salamander’s army is growing daily. Every warrior is needed to protect the Dragon. If we do not stand together we will fall.” Krieg snorted and looked down at the floor. He had heard this before as well, this ridiculous notion that without him the clan would fall to Salamander. He did not look up as he said,

      “Trell, I am just one man, the fate of the Dragon does not depend on me. I wield only a knife, it is you who carries the Sword.”

      Trell let out a sound like thunder rolling across the plains, then white with fury he undid his sword belt and thrust it out towards his brother, just holding back his impulse to throw it at Krieg’s feet.

      “If the Dragon Sword means so much to you,” he hollered, “take it.” Krieg simply looked at the sheathed sabre in his brother’s hand.

      “It doesn’t work like that,” he said calmly. “You know that as well as I do.” He had never wanted the Dragon Sword and he didn’t reach out for it now. It had come to his brother and that was close enough, but his brother did not seem to understand that. It was his brother’s destiny to lead the mighty Dragon army, not his. He was just a man with itchy feet that longed to follow the road out of Tartaria. He wanted to love Tartaria in the way his brother did, in the way one could love a country when one has at last returned home to it. With his eyes opened by the sight of other places, he would then be able to see his homeland in a different light. He wanted the freedom his brother had had, he needed it and he was prepared to fight for it.

      “If you won’t listen to me,” snarled Trell, strapping his sword belt back around his waist, “You’ll listen to the council.”

      “Fine,” conceded Krieg his eyes still fixed on his feet. “Whatever.”

      The council hall was a large round room at one end of the settlement. It had a low ceiling and narrow horizontal slits for ventilation and light. There was a large fire pit in the centre, which when lit sent its smoke billowing up to an opening in the roof, leaving the space below hot and hazy. Around the fire was a ring of wooden chairs, stools and animal skins on which the council and their guests sat whilst meeting. There was little distinction of rank made in the seating when the gathering was informal and the chieftain fancied, he would sit on the floor, sharing the furs with anyone who would sit with him.

      Today, however, he sat on the largest of the carved chairs, his feet raised on a small stool.

      Krieg had often wondered if the choice of seating was a power-play by the Chieftain. He selected the floor when he wanted to be seen as approachable, reasonable and kindly, and took the chair when he wanted to appear impressive and dominant, like a king on a throne. For as much as there were no spoken distinctions, the unspoken visual perceptions were unmistakable.

      Why he had chosen to enthrone himself like this today Krieg could not fathom. A meeting for such trivial internal business did not need the full realisation of chieftain’s power brought to it. Having said that, he was in no way confused by his brother’s choice of seat. As the senior war-leader, Trell had taken up the seat on his left hand which would be his customary position during councils of war, important strategic debates and parley with envoys of enemies and potential allies alike. He could have joined Krieg on the floor and been his brother, but he had clearly decided to confer upon himself as much authority as he could manage. As he sat facing Krieg, between the chieftain and Banyan, the surly but fair Clan Elder, he would not meet his brother’s gaze. As they waited in uncomfortable silence for the shaman to arrive, Krieg felt small and alone, like a slave cowering at the feet of his masters. He had tried to persuade Tian to come and support him, but she had refused. Burned that her remonstrations had fallen on deaf ears, she was now hardly speaking to him. It was little inducement to stay thought Krieg as he shuffled, trying to get comfortable.

      They smelt the Shaman before they saw her. A thick, sickly waft floated through the doorway heralding the tiny woman. Adorned with beads, bones and feathers, anointed with the paste of a hundred herbs and animal parts, her limed hair pulled into four distinct tails, Indya was a mythic sight as she hobbled into the council hall, the rolling gait of age supported by a gnarled staff that was nearly twice her own height. It was strange to think when you laid eyes on this peculiar little figure that she was one of the most respected and revered Shamans in the whole of Tartaria, or she had been before the second rise of Salamander. Now few would recognise her. She bowed her head to the Chieftain in greeting and took a seat on a low stool halfway between Krieg and the others, placing her staff on the floor at her feet.

      “Indya, you have read the signs?” asked the Chieftain and the Shaman nodded, looking uncharacteristically grave.

      “I have seen times to come,” she croaked, her voice still husky from the smoke of the foretelling herbs, “and I have seen dark times for Dragon, as for all Tartaria.” This was hardly portentous thought Krieg rebelliously. Salamander was no secret, but he listened with silent respect in any case as she continued. “We will all but fall and then I have seen, like a phoenix, a warrior will stand and lead us from the flames.” The Chieftain and Trell nodded sagely. Banyan merely grunted. “A warrior who bears the sword of Dragon. It is clear to me that you have a path, Krieg Clan Dragon, a destiny. That fate will watch your steps and you will be proud and mighty.”

      Krieg, his bile starting to rise, glared at her with his mouth open. “How is that my destiny?” he demanded, almost yelling. “I do not hold the Dragon Sword, that’s him.” He stabbed an aggressive, pointing finger in the direction of his brother. “He’s the warrior, he’s the one.” His nostrils flared as he said the words, he did not seem to be able to convey that he was not jealous of this. Indya let out a low moan and said, “And you are his brother, and you have a hand in his fate. You will rise alongside him, the Dragon need you. You should not question the signs.” Resentment was rising in Krieg’s young heart. He could no long keep his tongue civil.

      “Oh for pity’s sake,” he yelled. “What a load of crap. It’s his hand on the sword hilt, not mine. I’m just his brother and if I am ever to be anything else, I need to leave.” He had said it out loud at last and he felt a certain pressure lift from his shoulders. The four council members in front of him were all silent. Indya’s eyes were slit-like and piercing, she was not impressed at his slight on her reading, but it was not the Shaman’s wrath that worried Krieg. He felt his brother’s eyes burning into the top of his head but he didn't have the will left to force himself to look up and meet his gaze.

      The uncomfortable silence wasn't long lived. Banyan was first to speak. When he dared to raise his eyes again, Krieg found himself directly in the eyeline of the Clan Elder who had fixed him with a look of genuine understanding.

      “Strong trees don’t grow in shade,” he said simply. “I don’t know about the signs of destiny, but I do know that the road does not have a gate. If a man truly wants to leave the Dragon our say-so alone will not stop him, and neither should it.” He heard the Shaman draw breath to speak and before she had a chance, he continued. “We can only provide guidance.” Then, turning to the others on the council he added, “I also know that the road goes two ways. He may not be with the Dragon, but wherever he goes, the Dragon will be with him.” The chieftain looked at Banyan and nodded.

      “You’re right,” he said, and then turning to Krieg said, “We will miss you, don’t forget us.” Then he stood up, patted Krieg on the shoulder and left the hall. Banyan, taking the hint that council was over stood up, straightened his belt and loped after him without any further comment to anyone. Angry that she had been overruled, Indya narrowed her eyes and let out a low, menacing hiss. Then, she picked up her staff and performed a series of hand gestures that Krieg hoped were blessings. Heaving herself to standing, she hobbled away leaving the two brothers alone.

      Krieg braced himself for retribution, expecting an angry barrage from Trell, but when he finally looked up he found Trell sitting perfectly still, his dark eyes fixed on him.

      “If you leave now,” he said faintly, “you won’t make the border lands before sundown. Better stay till the morning, leave at sun-up, you’ll gain enough ground to have you safely in Alendria and away. You might be able to pick up a caravan or something heading west. They leave about now for the Fayre of the Forest, unless you were planning to hop a cutter in Hasselt and go across that way. I wouldn’t recommend that with a horse though.”

      “A horse?” croaked Krieg, thrown off by this uncharacteristic display of brotherly concern. “You’re going to let me take a horse?” From the moment the Chieftain had spoken, Krieg had known his brother would have to let him go without too much aggravation, but he hadn’t for one moment expected him to offer help, never mind about this.

      “You’ll need a good horse, you can’t go by foot. If Salamander’s forces find you, you’ll be toast unless you’re on horseback. Take Anouk.”

      “Anouk?” Krieg spluttered, unable to countenance that Trell had offered him one of his favourite horses.

      “She’s the best over distance,” he said, without changing his tone, “She’ll see you okay. Don’t sell her unless you have to.”

      “Anouk?” Krieg repeated stupidly.

      “Yes, and we’ll sort out a couple of spare swords, rations and what have you. Come on, we’ve got a fair bit to do.”

      As the new sun started to push back the dark blue of the Tartarian night Krieg saddled Anouk, a glorious eighteen hand Tartarian Bay, and heaved the panniers into place. Taking the thick hemp rope, he strapped his leather pack to the hooks on the back of the travelling saddle and knotted them haphazardly. Looking around, he could see the village was starting to come to life. He wanted to get away before too many of them had roused, not keen on explanations or goodbyes. If he was going to get away without a fuss, he had about five minutes to leave. With a last hopeful look at the doorway of Tian’s family home, Krieg flung himself onto his mount and gently eased Anouk into a trot. He could see Trell in the distance, already on his beautiful black stallion Jackal, waiting on the edge of the village to ride with him to the Eagle-eye Pass. “Come on,” yelled Trell, his voice echoing in the silence of the early morning, “Time’s a-wasting.”

      The two brothers cantered side by side on the wide, dusty track that lead from the main Dragon settlement to the Eagle-eye Pass at the foot of Nganda Rock.

      As they rode the sun climbed, filling the planes with pure white light and warming the air. The wild grassland stretched out before them, so that they could see the majestic orange-brown rocks nearly fifty miles away. They did not stop. For more than two hours they gave themselves over to the pure joy of the ride. Concentrating only on being at one with his horse, Krieg felt as though he was making his peace with his brother.

      As they approached the pass they slowed to a trot and began to pay more attention to their surroundings. Nganda Rock was the edge of Dragon lands, and therefore there was an increased likelihood of hostilities. Nervous, Krieg drew a sword from his back, his eyes darting across the crags and crevices.

      Just inside the pass they stopped. Trell reached out a hand and Krieg took it.

      “This road goes two ways,” said Trell in a shaky imitation of Banyan. “Don’t you forget it.” Krieg grinned and said nothing. Trell let go of his hand and Krieg was just about to say his final goodbye when his brother let out a squawk and snatched a small brown object from his pocket. “Hang on,” he said, pushing it into Krieg’s hand. “Tian said to give you this and to tell you to stay safe and to come back a hero or else and that she would have told you herself but she’s still not speaking to you.” Both brothers chuckled, that was so typical of Tian. Krieg put the object into his pocket without looking and grabbed his brother's arm up to the elbow.

      “Thanks,” he said, “I’ll see you.”

      “Yeah,” said Trell, “I’ll see you.” Then Trell turned his horse, gave it a sharp jab with his heals and galloped away. As he watched his brother shrinking into the horizon, he pulled the gift from Tian out of his pocket. Opening his hand, he saw it was a small wood carving and on closer examination he decided it was probably a dragon. Turning it around in his hand, he found a small notch that was probably supposed to be for a leather thong so that he could hang it from somewhere, if he figured out where. For now it would have to live in his pocket. Sliding it back, he nudged Anouk into a trot and started to pick his way along the pass.
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      “No, it’s okay,” said Mori, “I don’t usually go to the temple here. I prefer the shrine.” Daisy nodded.

      “Fair enough, I just didn’t want to keep you from anything important,” she said. She had to admit she was still quite unsure of herself around her new friend. Mori’s tendency towards still, taciturn expressions left her with the continual feeling that she had spoken out of turn. She was slowly learning that this generally wasn’t the case and that more than anything else her new friend was just extremely reserved. They had spent quite a lot of time together after their initial meeting in the guildhouse and on some days, like today, communication between them seemed to run in one long infuriating spiral of nervousness.

      “Did you want to go to devotions?” asked Mori hurriedly, sounding a touch embarrassed. “I’m not keeping you from anything important am I?”

      “No, no,” reassured Daisy, “I’m not a devout, as you very astutely pointed out when we first met.” They both smiled politely at this reference and shuffled their feet uncomfortably as they dug about for things to say or do.

      The Temple District around them was brimming with activity. Gongs and bells were sounding out, the intricate peals clashing in the air into a scrambled cacophony. People hurried towards nearly every temple on the square for evening prayers, rituals and sacrifices. In the short time she had been in Aberddu, Daisy had learnt that evening devotions were by far the most popular amongst a hard working population who could spare no other time. As the bells called them, they flooded from every direction.

      Sitting on the edge of the fountain in the centre of the square, Daisy and Mori were away from it all. From their perch they could see the Temple of Our Lady’s Mercy and The Gracious House of the Goddess, better known as the Life and Death Temples respectively, resting peacefully side by side as they were. So many had flocked to the Life Temple that the feet of the famous statues were hidden, the Death Temple however was somewhat quieter.

      “Why do you think so many people are trying to get into the Life Temple?” pondered Daisy, hoping that Mori would not consider this an accusatory remark.

      “They don’t,” she said stoically against all evidence. “They just want to get into a temple of any kind. You should come down here after a disaster or something. When that ship sank last year, there were so many people trying to get into the Death Temple that the High Priest had to conduct the Dusk Blessing on the temple steps.” Daisy nodded and Mori continued. “Life and Death are all they understand. Life for the good times, Death for the bad. What do they care for Law or Amroth or Knowledge. Those are churches for the believers, Life and Death, they are temples for everybody.”

      They sat in pensive silence digesting this observation for a few more minutes and once the activity in the square had ebbed to a background bustle, they began to gather themselves together to leave.

      “Where would we end up if we took that road?” asked Daisy pointing at a broad thoroughfare heading west between the Knowledge Temple and the towering facade of the Law Temple.

      “The Docks,” said Mori shortly.

      “What? Like ships and things?” said Daisy excitedly, having never seen the sea. “That sounds fascinating.”

      “It is,” replied Mori bluntly, “if you like being mugged.”

      “Oh okay, what about that way?” asked Daisy trying to remain enthused, pointing at a somewhat rougher looking road between the Chaos and Amroth Temples, heading north east.

      “The Poor Quarter, the Turn Gate and Tartar Town,” said Mori without even looking. To Daisy, who had been cosseted nearly all of her life in a nunnery, that sounded even more intriguing than the Docklands. To the ever-practical Mori it did not.

      “We’ll only go that way if you really like being mugged,” was her terse reply and Daisy was forced to concede this as a defeat, although she had to admit that to visit Tartar Town she might have risked it.

      “Back to the Guild then,” she said quietly and started to trudge the familiar route home.

      They were about a hundred yards clear of the Temple Square when a deep voice came from shadows.

      “You ladies look as though you could use a body guard,” it said in a tone that was just too confident for a genuine sales pitch.

      “Oh do we?” replied Mori, retracting her right hand inside her dark cloak. “And why is that of interest to you?”

      “Because if you didn’t then I wouldn’t be able to do this,” replied the man pulling a sword from his cloak and raising it. Daisy squealed, flinched and closed her eyes. No blow struck her and when she opened her eyes she found a very peculiar sight before her. The would-be robber had stepped into the evening sunlight, his weather-beaten face brown with grime, his breath shallow and his bulging eyes flicking between the point of Mori’s knife held to his throat and the bony vice- like hand that was clamped around his sword wielding wrist. Daisy could see that Mori was glaring at something above her head and she guessed it was probably the owner of the vice-like hand.

      “I was about to say that you two ladies clearly do need a bodyguard,” said the stranger behind Daisy, “but I can see now that you at least do not.”

      “Well, quite,” replied Mori, “Now if you would mind letting go of this thug I think he may have changed his opinion about the contents of my scrip.”

      “Of course,” said the voice in an accent that Daisy couldn’t quite place, and the hand disappeared. “Is your friend all right?”

      “I don’t know,” snapped Mori, now obviously irritated as she lowered her dagger. “Why don’t you ask her?”

      Daisy, who was essentially hemmed in on three sides by Mori, the mugger and the stranger was starting to feel a little claustrophobic.

      “Excuse me,” she mumbled, “Can I come out please.”

      “I beg your pardon Sister,” said the stranger, as a firm hand found her elbow and guided her backwards. Then Mori lowered her dagger and dispatched the luckless mugger with a swift kick. The stranger watched as he jogged off, darting down a side alley and then turned back to Daisy. “Are you okay?” he asked solemnly as Daisy laid eyes on him and Mori said flatly,

      “She’s not a Sister.”

      To a dwarf from a small, peace-loving temple, the sight of a fully grown tartar warrior was quite a spectacle to behold. More than six foot, rippling with sinew and dressed in piecemeal fur armour he seemed to Daisy like a figure from a Bards Guild Mystery Play, like the embodiment of a heathen god of old. To the somewhat more cosmopolitan Mori, he just seemed to be a nuisance.

      “I do beg your pardon again, I saw the cloak and assumed” said the man, clearly concentrating on his city manners. Then he offered his hand and said,

      “Krieg, Clan Dragon.”

      “Mori Sil’erbanis,” offered Mori reticently looking at his out stretched hand.

      “Daisy,” said Daisy heartily, taking the hand and shaking it. “and thank you.”

      “No problem,” said Krieg with a half smile. “Can I escort you ladies anywhere?”

      “No,” said Mori at the same time as Daisy said,“Yes please.” She was desperate for her first encounter with a tartar to last longer than a few apologetic pleasantries.

      “Fine,” grunted Mori, setting off at pace, leaving Daisy to walk with the tartar.
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      “Don’t kill it, don’t kill it,” yelled Elor, trying make his point above the bedlam. Jason De Vere, his armour splattered with blood, splinters flying from his shield, ignored the wizard’s cry and seeing his moment, sunk the blade of his sword deep into the tartar’s side. The tartar dropped to his knees, blood dripping down his chin, still wildly flailing his weapons. Then as though the air had been suddenly let out of him, he crumpled to the floor, his wide yellow eyes glazed and staring.

      “Get back, get back,” shrieked Elor trying to chivvy fighters away from the body with his staff, “they explode.” The majority of the crowd dispersed to tackle other invaders. Jason De Vere, elated from the kill, continued to ignore the wizard and stayed within a foot or so of the body, gurning as he wiped blood from his face. Elor couldn’t be bothered to argue, he just left the man to his momentary fate. He was barely clear of the blast himself when, a few seconds later, his diligence was rewarded. The felled tartar detonated, fragmenting into a blast of blood and bone shrapnel. Jason caught the full effect in the face and dropped like a stone into a pool of viscera. Elor looked at the unpleasant display for a moment, before deciding with slight smug satisfaction, that he was probably needed elsewhere.

      Racing to the other end of the room, Elor located the Guildmistress shooing a bunch of neophyte adventurers back from another freshly slaughtered body. “Erin,” he called above the hubbub, “Erin. We need one alive okay?” The elven Guildmistress looked at Elor for a moment her face brimming with questions she did not have time to ask and nodded reluctantly. Whatever he might be, she could not argue that Elor tended to know what was going on. If he wanted a live one, then there would be a very good reason, a long and almost certainly unintelligible reason but a good one none the less. She turned to the new adventurer who’s name she could not yet recall and barked,

      “Take the next one alive.”

      Krieg acknowledged the order with a curt nod and cast about for another to fight. Within moments one had appeared in front of him as though he had heeded Krieg’s silent search. Having moved with Krieg into an empty space, Mori and Daisy were also confronted with the berserking figure. Daisy let out a shrill squeal of shock and ducked behind Krieg.

      “Get under there,” Krieg bellowed pointing to a nearby table with his hatchet, before turning back to the melee. Daisy did as she was told, burrowing behind the table cloth like a giant green mole. Mori glanced over, saw her feet disappearing and tutted. After three months, the dwarf was still a flaming coward. Stoically, she swung her sword and caught the attacking tartar on the upper arm. He didn’t seem to notice, he just continued to slash and chop at Krieg’s shield, taking chunks out of the wood. A few adventurers sprinted over and joined the conflict as he continued to hack at Krieg.

      A bulky fighter in heavy armour and a maroon surcoat shoved Mori aside, and left her looking sour-faced but silent at his back. The armour-clad warrior dived at the tartar, taking his attention from Krieg, pounding him with his hammer. Nothing he did appeared to make any difference, the tartar seemed invulnerable, landing blow after blow on the massive adventurer. Mori stood and watched the pummelling, her arms folded, her lips thin. With one mighty blow, the tartar brought the pommel of his axe down on the adventurer’s helmet with a sickening metallic crunch and a streak of blood flew out of the gap in the helmet’s visor. The large man crumpled into an undignified heap and the tartar kicked the heap once or twice before turning his attention back to Krieg. With a massive swing, the tartar found a gap in Krieg’s defences and sank the axe into his side. Krieg let out a low moan and staggered sideways. Gasping for breath he tried to lift his hatchet again but could not raise his arm. Grunting with rage and determination, Krieg managed to lash out with a poorly aimed blow that glanced from the tartar’s fur armour and caused the tartar to hit him again, this time in the solar plexus. Krieg folded, spluttering ‘don’t kill him’ as he fell. One of the other adventurers who had been attending to the bulky armoured lump now scuttled to Krieg and set about trying find bandages for his wounds.

      Finally, a clear path to the tartar opened up and Mori stepped into the breach without hesitation. With a half-smile she pointed a hand at the tartar and muttered a cruel sounding incantation under her breath. Instantly, the tartar let out a shriek of surprised agony as blood fountained out of his chest and he folded forward clutching at the apparently massive wound. Then, nimbly and with complete control, Mori slapped him across the eyes with the flat of her sword and before he could regain orientation from this discombobulation she brought the pommel of her sword down hard on to the crown of his bowed head. The tartar tumbled forward unconscious and Mori stepped back, her smile a little fuller. Then, turning to Krieg and his erstwhile healer who was still rummaging for dressings, she leaned over touched Krieg’s chest and whispered another invocation. Choking slightly on the blood in his mouth, Krieg opened his eyes and spat. Mori, stood over him with twinkle in her dark eyes and a satisfied smirk on her face, said calmly,

      “Have you got any rope? We’ve got a live one.”

      Elor licked his lips nervously and looked again. The gem under his hand wasn’t quite what he had expected. His efforts to read the magical signature of the stone had left him nauseated and dizzy, with little reward. The small blood red stone set into the top of the tartar’s sternum was almost blisteringly hot to the touch and pulsed, Elor assumed, in time with the tartar’s heart. The residual magical charge that Elor had attempted to decipher was so strong and obscure that it could have been Divine power. The only overtone that had come through was the faint tingling buzz of elemental fire magic. He pondered on this for a moment, rubbing his fingers together like a farmer testing the soil quality.

      A sickening realisation was opening up to him, the half-formed thought needling him in the stomach over and over again as it grew. A brief jolt of realisation sent a shot of adrenaline racing around his body and he turned to the Guildmistress who was growing impatient behind him, and said as calmly as he could,

      “How were they getting in?”

      “They kept appearing by the large fire place.”

      “By it?” asked Elor, his voice a little rude with urgency.

      “Yeah, I guess that’s where the portal or whatever was,” replied Erin ignoring both the mage’s rudeness and his questioning inflection.

      “By it or in it?” repeated Elor. “It’s important.” Erin was shocked to hear a wisp of panic creeping in to the wizard’s normally assured voice.

      “Er,” she said, unable to answer under the pressure she felt from Elor’s urgent glance. “I’m not sure.”

      “We need to find out,” replied Elor almost yelling as he scuttled out of the back room and into the main guild hall leaving Erin and a handful of others staring at the unconscious tartar bound to the wall.

      Elor strode across the guild room, the skirt of his robes flowing in his wake.

      “Put the fire out,” he barked, hurrying like an old woman shooing pigs. “Put it out,” The crowd of adventurers sitting around it just looked at him incredulously. None of them moved. “Don’t just sit there. Get a bucket of water from the kitchen,” he shouted at a startled neophyte, “In fact get two, quickly!” Then, he leapt into the hearth and started kicking logs apart. To a casual observer, it must have looked as though he was participating in some kind of hybrid between a Tartarian war dance and a polka. “Help me, you fools,” he cried as two of the larger warriors tried to lift him from the fireplace amid a muddle of objecting cries.

      “He’s finally gone doolally, round the twist,” said a soft spoken shaman pityingly. “It’s all that indoor work.”

      “No, no,” shrieked, Elor as he tried to struggle free of his restrainers, “The fire, it’s how they’re getting in, the tartars.” At this point the shaman was ferreting through her bag looking for a calming draught. “Let me go,” shouted Elor, his face flushing with anger.

      At this point, the confused neophyte returned with two slopping buckets of water. Yanking his arm free of the grasp, he snatched a bucket and flung the water in the direction of the glowing embers. The hearth filled with steam and one of the warriors let out a yelp as he was scalded. A volley of abuse hit Elor as he held out his hand for the second bucket, waded into the steam and emptied directly over the heart of the fire. Then, disregarding both the steam and the swearing, said calmly,

      “That’s better.”

      “Elor,” called an authoritative voice across the hall, “Would you mind explaining exactly what’s going on?”

      “Ah, Guildmistress,” said Elor, trying to maintain his dignity in spite of the fact that his robes were sodden and his long, golden brown hair was plastered to his face. “Yes, of course.”

      “Well?” said Erin a little impatiently, herself ignoring the complaints of the adventurers now trying to reset the fire.

      “It’s possible,” said Elor, determined to keep it brief but shocking, “that Salamander has regained the power of Fire.” This statement had the desired effect. Erin fixed Elor with an ‘oh really, well where’s your proof,’ glare and the previously cussing adventurers around the fireside fell immediately silent.

      “They’ve been travelling through the flames of the fire, that’s why they were all appearing beside the fire place,”

      “If that’s the case,” retorted Erin without adding smarty pants out loud, “then why have none of them appeared in the brazier in the warming room or the fire place in the pantry?”

      “The fire in the pantry isn’t lit,” offered the bucket-fetcher and as if Elor had cued it himself, there was a scream from the direction of the warming room, the door flew open and a massive blood splattered tartar stepped over the prone corpse of an unfortunate adventurer.
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      Syrne stirred. He could have sworn he heard something on the wind. A dream perhaps? He rolled over and pulled the blanket over his shoulder. The summer night was unusually cold and he shuddered as the breeze crossed his back again.

      ‘Go back to sleep,’ he ordered himself, ‘long day tomorrow.’ Tomorrow he was due to ride out with war band for the first time on a quick sortie to reconnoitre. Salamander’s army was on its way and the Stallion would not be caught napping. He covered his eyes with his arm to block out the soft grey of the moonlight. He heard the noise again, like a muffled axe blow on wood and then the faintest sound of a footfall. With incredible control, Syrne rolled himself off his pallet, silently lifted his sword belt and crept out of the hut into the village square. Keeping tight to the building, he took a few anxious steps until he had a clear view across the main thoroughfare of the village, including three the many stables. Syrne’s inner clock told him that this was the very trough of the night and that dawn was a while off. It was not the time for saddling up, so any movement in the stables opposite was somewhat suspicious. He saw a glint and recognised moonlight on a blade. Narrowing his eyes, he tried to get a better idea of what he was looking at. Not long ago, he would have assumed these were Stonesnake reivers stealing the renowned Stallion bloodstock to boost their own inferior nags - but those days whilst near memory were well out of reach. Stonesnake were now Salamander and some said gladly. Stonesnake were therefore kill on sight.

      Syrne moved slightly, holding his breath in case he disturbed the air. He could clearly see a tall tartar in amongst the beasts in the stable. He didn't recognise the silhouette cast by the plentiful moonlight; the man was almost certainly an interloper. His heart pounded in his chest so loud he was worried it might be heard, he tried to fathom what he could do. There was almost no chance of this intruder being alone. If he raced to the council hall to raise the alarm by ringing the bell he would most likely never make it. He could sneak back to his hut and wake his parents and let them decide, or he could try to wake Talia and see if she had any better suggestions. He was, by now, closer to Talia’s hut than his own. His moment of hesitation made the decision for him, as with another muffled thwack and a muted thud, the main tether in the stable fell to the ground, setting loose the ten or so horses it held.

      The horses, who until now had been at best restive, became quite agitated at the presence of an unwelcome guest. The air filled with the sounds of bucking and braying objections, disturbing the sleeping village. It was the familiar sound of a rustle and several of the horse-breeders were shod, armed and out into the streets within seconds of the noise. Syrne paused, he couldn’t help thinking that this familiar sound was a very clever gambit.

      In an instant his suspicions were confirmed, as a shower of arrows fell down on to the first few in the streets, toppling several of them. Then, as though someone had opened a floodgate, chaos broke loose. Tartars streamed out of huts, terrified horses from all over the village bolted into an anarchic stampede. Clan Stallion were dodging amongst their panicking horses, drawing arms and trying to calm their beasts as they searched frantically for the intruders. Figures started to emerge from the shadows. They were tartars, but they seemed somehow larger than the Stallion. Their eyes and teeth glowed ferociously in the moonlight as they sought out their targets. The air was filled with screaming, orders were barked and the clash of metal on metal took over.

      Syrne ducked into Talia’s hut. She was alone, strapping her back scabbard across her shoulder with barely concealed fury. Her brothers and parents had already rushed out, having insisted she assist them with their armour and weaponry. They always did that to her and it angered her beyond belief, particularly as they would happily own that she was easily the equal of any of them in combat. It was simply because she was the youngest.

      “Stonesnake?” she spat, as she adjusted her waist belt, making her sabres clang together.

      “No,” said Syrne quietly.

      “Timberwolf then?” she hissed, picking up her tomahawks.

      “No,” said Syrne even more quietly, “Salamander.” Talia didn’t speak she just stared at him.

      They had discussed this moment at length, they had even planned what they would do when it arrived. However, they had not expected it to come like this - so swift and so soon. When they had talked, it was a pitched battle, on an open plain far away, where they had chosen to stand. Faced with a midnight invasion those plans seemed pointless and childish; the future was inglorious and uncertain. They should really sprint out into the hubbub, rally on the war-leaders and await instruction, but they were both rooted to the spot just inside the doorway.

      It was not cowardice that held their feet. They did not fear what might become of them, but they did fear for the fate of the clan. When they had talked of Salamander, they had each voiced their concerns that the clan council did not take the threat seriously enough. They seemed to think that they could stand against Salamander’s slowly burgeoning army and hold them back. Neither Syrne nor Talia were fooled. They knew too well the stories of old. General Salamander would stop at nothing to consume them all.

      For a few seconds, they were both frozen in thought, then Talia broke the spell.

      “Round up the children,” she yelled suddenly making Syrne jump. “We have to get them out of here. They’ll be taken as bait - they’ve done it before.” Syrne didn’t reply except with a look, he knew she was right. He turned and led the way out into the night.
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      Elor cleared his throat before he spoke. He hated addressing the open forum of the Mages Guild, but he also had to admit that he had run out of ideas. He had tried to discuss it with the more academic adventurers before the Guild had all but disbanded for the summer, but he had found himself becoming increasingly frustrated by their argumentative feigned ignorance. Then, once the Guild summer sabbatical had begun, he had had no one to discuss the matter with at all, apart from his bemused apprentices, who had a tendency to agree with him even when he was contradicting himself. It had all become too much and he had put the poor lambs on study leave. For more than a month now he had been neglecting his students and his own research in favour of this, predominantly because he couldn’t concentrate on anything else. He steeped himself in Tartarian history. Of course, he knew the legends of Salamander, but he didn’t, until recently know the particulars of the ritual that had bound the General’s powers. He had been amazed to learn who had been responsible for the act that had saved the world from Salamander and how simply it had been conducted. He was also quite overcome by the implications of what he had seen and heard in recent months. He wondered, although he dare not articulate the wondering, whether this fear had been what paralysed his thinking.

      After laying out the evidence he had collected, the spells he had seen, the attacks and all his research, Elor sat down and waited. There was a momentary silence, as the best minds in the Mages Guild absorbed the details and processed them. He had to admit that he had never heard them stay quiet for so long, which in itself was both amusing and troubling. He tried to control his growing nervousness by squeezing his hands together, until he realised he had actually drawn blood with his nails. He was just licking the crimson beads from the back of his hand when a short, rotund man with an abundant black beard who was draped in a voluminous emerald green robe, stood up and let out a gruff groan that was presumably a prequel to speech. Elor knew him as Augustus Cuthbert Theopolitan Bobang, the self-styled 'Adjunct Professor of Portalmancy and Extra-Planar Transport' or as a great big windbag, depending on how tolerant he was feeling at the time. He could almost guarantee that whatever Professor Bobang was about to say was going to be a complicated rewording of what Elor had just said. Then he would say it all again from another angle and possibly again for a third time. After that, he might finally make an original point, but there was a significant chance that, by that time, no one would be listening.

      One of Elor’s students had once told him that she had taken a course by Professor Bobang that comprised three times as many lectures as normal and that she had been disappointed to discover that it contained only the same amount of learning as an ordinary series. Elor had tried to appear unamused by this fact, but had not quite succeeded.

      When he finally tuned back in to what the pompous little man was saying, he found himself to be surprised.

      “… would seem that somehow, although by what exact mechanism I do not know, the ritual is slowly unbinding itself and if this continues unchecked, Salamander will regain all his powers.”

      At this point, a tight-lipped scrawny woman in scarlet velvet with her hair scraped back in a bun, stood up and cut across him. She was a senior wizard in the circle of elemental magic. She glanced down her nose, over the steel rim of her pince-nez and in a voice like a rasp on a gate post, she said,

      “Whilst I concur with what our learned colleague says about the unbinding, I think perhaps his extrapolation that the binding will continue to unravel a little unfounded.”

      “Madam, I beg to differ,” interrupted Bobang, before the last words were out of her mouth. “The binding magic used in the eighth century was highly volatile in nature and based almost entirely on the earlier forms of caeliomancy and pattern manipulation and therefore… ”

      Elor tuned out, the rest was just so much hot air. He was unusual among the scholars in the Mages Guild, because as far as he was concerned, academic and important were not necessarily the same thing. He had in his possession a cold, hard and fairly chilling fact. These antediluvian know-it-alls could pontificate and hypothesise until they were blue in the face, but it would not change that one solid fact.

      At this precise moment, instead of contemplating the exact nature of the magical binding that had been used four centuries ago, Elor was kicking himself for not working it out on his own. When Bobang had said it, a loud clanking sound inside his head had heralded a feeling of extreme foolishness. Now he’d made a pillock of himself in front of the whole Open Questions Quorum. He was almost certain that once the academics had debated his and any other questions brought to the floor, they would adjourn to the refectory and debate how he had ever achieved status of Magus Scholar in the first place. He felt like going up to the reference section of the library, getting down the illustrated leather-bound volume of ‘Universal Identification of the Pattern’ by R.M. Danderford, which was nearly two feet high and nine inches thick, opening it to page four hundred and seventeen, the first page of the chapter entitled ‘The Nature of Magical Interactions’ and shutting his head in it. He was still scolding himself when an impatient voice cut through his trance.

      “Mister Nybass, Mister Nybass.” The way the voice said Mister somehow conferred a polite derision on this title that was not of scholarly significance. “Elor, are you with us?” This was then followed by a dry, affected little laugh and Elor looked up from his thoughts into the red shiny face of the Master of Questions, who was giving him a look of irked incredulity, his quill poised to mark the question answered. “Yes,” said Elor firmly, determined not to appear as though he had been daydreaming. “Yes, that answer will do nicely, I think. Now, if you would excuse me.” Then, watched by the entire quorum he stood up and gathered himself neatly together. Turning to the Master, he said in his best Paravelian manner, “I must now depart for the reference section.” With impeccable dignity and poise, he crossed the debating well and headed for the stairs to the gallery. He had every intention of finding page four hundred and seventeen in Universal Identification of Pattern, reading it thoroughly twice, taking extensive notes as he had done when a student and then carefully shutting his head in it.
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      Daisy shivered. She probably shouldn’t have sat on the steps, they were clearly damp and her cloak wasn’t as thick as she thought it was. The grey morning was chilly, the first real sign that winter was ambling its way towards the city with a kind of gentle inevitability. Daisy, born and raised in remote parts of the Dwarven Realms, had never experienced a city winter and part of her was quite excited about the prospect. Right now, however, she was too cold to be excited.

      She had left the Guild before the cook was up and last night’s dinner was now a long time ago. She was annoyed with herself because she had missed the Gate last night, scurrying across the Temple Square only minutes after the bar had been lowered. The mass exodus of Guild members on the summer furlough had left her almost completely alone and to fill in the time she had taken up a commitment with the lay-sisters that worked in the Life Temple orphanage.

      She had been living in the temple on and off to avoid returning to the strangely abandoned guildhouse but now most of the adventurers had returned she had been spending more time there. That had been how she had made herself late for duty, and how she had been forced to return to the Guild for the night to sleep in an admittedly much more comfortable bed.

      She hadn’t slept well. Lying awake, fractious and flushed with guilt she had decided that she should return early to the temple, long before the Gate was due to open, as penance for her lateness. She should have been on the early morning duty which started at sun up, probably about an hour ago and if the Supervising Sister so chose she could open the step-door in the side gate and go out to collect milk as it arrived at the city gates.

      Leonora, today’s Supervising Sister, was a kindly woman but she did expect complete dedication. Daisy winced now as she thought of the doleful disappointment in Leonora's eyes as she opened the door to make the milk run and found her sitting, hunched under her cloak, on the damp steps. The Sister would probably not punish Daisy any further for neglecting the Goddess’ work, well aware that the guilt she was experiencing was a far more effective spiritual punishment than any unpleasant task she might find. Daisy hated displeasing Sr. Leonora, the guilt would go on for days but she had to admit that this was at least better than Sr. Imelti. Sr. Imelti was a humourless old woman with a bitter smile who seemed to enjoy meting out sanctions to unsatisfactory novices and lay-sisters. Had she been supervising today, Daisy would most likely have been birched or even worse relegated her to the orphanage wash house to do the nappies.

      The dawn penance had seemed like a heroic gesture when she had decided to do it last night, but it had been nearly an hour and it was starting to feel like pointless discomfort. Only those with true faith could offer up that much irritation up to the Goddess. Daisy did not have that kind of facility, instead she tried to distract herself from the growing damp, itchy patch on her rear by watching the activity in Temple Square.

      She was curious to see how different religions greeted the day. A glorious dawn praise rang out from the Temple of the Aesthetics saluting the beauty of the rising sun even though it was concealed by the sickly grey clouds of the city. At the Death Temple, a clutch of subdued and pale supplicants from a night vigil stepped blinking into the light and scattered to the four corners. They scuttled off without a back glance, each to the individual business of their day, threadbare black robes trailing in the mud. The Temple of the Celestial Flame received a delivery of coals which was offloaded by a gang of unwashed faithful, dishevelled in scorched sacking and caked in cinders.

      One of the Morning Brethren from her own temple had once told Daisy that these were dedicants of the Flame that had wronged and sought to make amends. He had told her that some people spent years in this penance because it was better than the alternative. When Daisy had asked, naively, what the alternative was he had leaned in close so that she could smell the liquor on his breath and whispered dramatically ‘purification’. She had not asked any further questions.

      She scanned the scene, taking in the Knowledge Temple with its high walls and portcullis. Everyone said there was very little inside the compound apart from a library and a small monastery that housed the original chapter of the Brothers of Erudition. If you looked long enough, sometimes you would see a Brother hastily raise the dwarven-made grill and duck underneath. She liked to watch the Brothers of Erudition when they ventured out into the world. Every one of them was extremely bony and thin-haired, they wore brown woollen robes with hoods and peered out at the world over wire-rimmed glasses. They were usually carrying a tome or two that appeared so heavy that it was a miracle their scrawny arms didn’t snap. They scuttled about, approaching the world in a way that made Daisy think of overgrown mice on the constant look out for a cat. Daisy had stopped one of them once, and after he had recovered from his initial shock at being spoken to, she had asked him what the portcullis guarded. His eyebrows flew so far up they disappeared into his thinning hair line and in a voice like a squeaky door that was clearly rarely used he had simply said ‘Knowledge’. After that she had taken to admiring the temple from afar.

      This morning however, wasn't a usual daybreak. In addition to the normal to and fro of life in the Temple Square, there was something highly fascinating going on at the Law Temple. The heavy oak doors were wide open so that Daisy could see directly into the atrium. She’d never seen it before, the doors were normally shut against the world. Now though, she could see the dark interior with its majestic marble columns and low benches. It was difficult to see too much more detail than that because there were literally hundreds of people swarming around inside. There was the hectic metallic sound of people armouring up. It was activity the like of which Daisy had never seen before. In amongst the scrabbling rabble she could see a number of particularly impressive looking figures bedecked in glorious, gleaming armour and elaborate shoulder mounted cloaks emblazoned with temple insignia. Although Daisy knew it was physically impossible, they seemed to be more than head and shoulders taller than any other people present, their intricate metal helms clearly visible amongst the sea of bodies. Daisy had learnt enough since arriving in the city to know that these were Paladins; holy warriors who held positions of almost untouchable esteem within the temple. The Life Temple had them too, although she had to admit the most of the Paladins of the Lady were far less visually impressive in their armour that those of Law.

      One of these Paladins turned and looked out of the temple door, directly at her. Too far away to actually be the focus of his attention, she looked into the foreground for what had actually drawn his gaze. There, striding across Temple Square with a commanding gait was a face she recognised well. It was Teign, although Daisy had never seen him dressed in this way before - armoured in a similar manner to the Paladins, his black and green cloak billowing out behind him in the morning breeze. Under one arm was wedged a sparkling helmet, the other rested casually on the hilt of the sword that hung from his belt. His normally stern face was alight with excitement as he neared the other man, who had come out to meet him. The unknown man offered Teign an unarmoured hand to shake, Teign took it and pulled his companion into a tight bear hug, their armour clanging as it collided. They parted laughing and made their way towards the temple. Daisy was now utterly fascinated. Obviously, Teign would know what was happening. Spurred on by impulsive curiosity, Daisy scurried across to the Law Temple.

      “Hey, Teign,” she called at the top of voice, “Teign.” Teign stopped mid-stride and turned to look at her. She saw a look of mild irritation cross his face before he arranged his features into a look of polite tolerance. Obviously, he thought it important to appear beneficent and gracious in front of his companion. In the Guild, if he had been irritated by her presence, he would more likely have used some colourful and worldly phraseology that Daisy now understood meant ‘go away’. Taking advantage of this, Daisy smiled and said,

      “So, who’s your friend?” Teign scowled, turning his head so that only Daisy could see but the other man, who had taken his helmet off and tucked it under his arm. More tolerant than Teign, he grinned back and offered her a hand to shake,

      “Josef de Clariar, Brother of the Knights of Justice and Duty. I’m one of Teign’s compatriots.”

      “Daisy,” she said, her cheeks prickling with embarrassed excitement at meeting a real life Knight. “I’m an adventurer.”

      “And a Life follower I see,” observed Josef cordially.

      “Yes, I’m just a lay-sister at the orphanage,” she said slightly shamed by her meagre devotion.

      “How fascinating,” said Josef, sounding genuinely interested. Teign cleared his throat.

      “Excuse me Josef,” he said with an edge of annoyance in his tone, “Could you spare me a moment? I expect this is important guild business. Could you ascertain from the master of arms how long he thinks they will be until we are ready to leave and ask Judge Hornebold to come down with the prepared blessings? We can’t wait too long or we’ll miss the tide at the causeway and be held up a full twelve hours.” Josef nodded curtly as one would to a commander and strode off towards the temple, his helmet still under his arm. His audience departed, Teign returned to his more familiar dismissive rudeness.

      “What do you want?” he demanded of Daisy, with a poorly concealed derisive sneer. “Where are you going?” she asked timidly, regretting her impulse now.

      “Away,” he said tersely, “For a long time.”

      “A crusade?” she asked, her voice trembling slightly as she spoke. “If you want to call it that,” he said, his voice no longer concealing how irksome he found this conversation.

      “But why?” she said, realising too late to stop herself that she sounded like a whining child.

      “I don’t really think that’s any of your business,” snapped Teign.

      “I’m sorry,” spluttered Daisy, panic rising in her. “I just meant, why are you leaving when the Guild, why are you abandoning the Guild when it needs you?”

      “The Guild?” he said, snorting in such a way that Daisy realised he had actually been concealing some derision. “The Guild? The Guild doesn’t need me”

      “But what about Salamander?” blurted Daisy.

      “Salamander?” he spat, “A Tartarian General? Why should I bother about a Tartarian General. If he’s got the gumption to unite his people, then good on him I say. It’s not any of our business, we are not tartars.” “But,” stammered Daisy, desperately fighting for words now, and fretting that she would say the wrong thing. “But, he’s got his fire powers back, like before. He’s going to try and take over everything, he’s going to get more power and then he’s going to invade the City and destroy us.” Instead of the contemplative silence she had hoped for, her words were met with cruel contemptuous laughter.

      “Don’t be so ridiculous, girl,” said Teign when he had stopped emitting the vile mirthless laugh that Daisy would hear in her dreams for months to come, “You’ve been talking to that fool Elor haven’t you?”

      “He’s not a fool,” she snapped, instantly regretting the petulance of her tone, she might as well have just stamped her foot. “It’s happened before,” she added quietly trying to claw back some credibility. Teign just looked at her, his eyes almost but not quite pitying.

      “Do yourself a favour,” he said softly, after a moment, “stop listening to that pompous little wizard and look around you. Whilst he’s peddling a four hundred year old tale of horror and overwhelming power that may or may not be replayed in a country a thousand miles away, the world is changing.”

      “Changing?” repeated Daisy stupidly, “How?”

      “The Gods are rising, there’s going to be a war and I will not stand blithely by. Take up arms, sayeth the Law,” Daisy took a step back as he began to quote, his passion palpable as he declaimed, lost in the words. “Fight against the dark and chaotic, fight against those who would corrupt and defile you, those who would stand in your path. Fight for the innocent and the helpless, for those who can not wield a sword, fight for Justice and Duty. Fight in my name, and you shall be redeemed.” Daisy looked up at the glowing eyes of the man in front of her and she barely recognised him as the sullen warrior she knew in the Guild. She couldn’t pretend she was not a little frightened by his fervour. After a few seconds, he seemed to regain his composure, and made eye contact with her. He looked slightly deflated at what he saw.

      “Do you understand?” he said, gentle for the first time, “That to those of us with faith, there are more important things that warmongering Tartarian Generals and four hundred year old cradle-tales.” He looked at her again hopefully, but Daisy didn’t understand.

      “I’m not going and I have faith,” she said feebly.

      “Yes, but how much?” shot Teign, his anger rising again. Daisy stared at him blankly.

      “You have enough faith to wear the chalice, you do your duty in the orphanage, fine. You have enough faith to offer a simple prayer I’m sure but how much faith is that? Is it enough faith to bless this sword or these people, to ward off evil or feed the starving? Do you have enough to sacrifice an hour a day to your devotions? How about three hours or four? To break your sleep with supplication? How about giving every waking moment in joyful servitude? No? So you have faith but only a little. A little faith is fine, it’s respectable and commendable but it is not enough. Until your soul burns and your eyes shine and your every thought, your every step, your every breath is devoted to the glory of your Goddess, do not talk to me about what I should do.”

      Teign’s dark, blazing eyes were burning into Daisy’s shamed, blushing cheeks. Her gentle eyes filled with tears and she turned away unable to speak. The cleric’s ferocious words had struck her deep in the heart and they carried more truth than she was comfortable with. She may have lived in the chapter house of our Lady’s mercy since before she could remember and prayed with the Sisters and done holy works but she had never really been moved. She had a small amount of power granted by the Lady, but she had never questioned why it did not grow because she knew the answer. Teign looked away.

      “If that’s all,” he said tersely, “I’ve got a crusade to lead.” Then, he turned and strode off towards the Law Temple doors leaving Daisy standing alone in the middle of Temple Square. It took a minute or so for Daisy to collect herself together. Then, with what was left of her dignity, she turned back to the Life Temple just in time to see the step-door close behind the tall thin figure of Sr. Imelti. Completely deflated, Daisy turned away from the temple and began to head back towards the Adventurers Guild. With a bit of luck, she might be able to lay her hands on a bit of cold porridge.

      An hour or so later, the Army of Justice and Duty were mustered in seven tight ranks in Temple Square. On the temple steps Teign, Josef and one of the other Paladins looked out over the troops. His eyes still sparkling with zeal, Teign cleared his throat and began to speak. He repeated the same holy words that he had declaimed to Daisy and this was followed by a complex peel from the temple bells that all but obliterated the sounds of the morning worship from the neighbouring temples.

      From the main door of Kesoth Temple, where worship was not often a collective or demonstrative effort, Jamar looked at the gathering and huffed. He was loathed to admit that it was an awe-inspiring sight and he was racked with jealousy. Whatever else he had found in his new life in the Kesoth Temple, he had to admit that when it came to the carnival elements of faith, they were somehow lacking. These grandiose displays of righteous fury were almost entirely the preserve of the lighter religions, for many reasons. There were so very few things that were common to all Kesoth followers, that the thought of them crusading under a common banner was almost laughable. A rich, rounded voice came from behind him,

      “You’re jealous of them aren’t you Jamar?” said the man Jamar knew as Callow, although he doubted that was really his name. Jamar liked Callow, he was less creepy than a lot of the other more senior followers at the temple. Dressed in the familiar black coat , which he wore regardless of the weather and a grubby grey bandanna. He came and went without much word on his activities outside the temple, and this time he had been gone for over a fortnight. Jamar, who had seldom left the temple in the three years since he had arrived in this wet, chilly city enjoyed Callow’s visits as a way of connecting with the outside world and would grudgingly have admitted to missing him these last two weeks. Callow did, however, have a disconcerting habit of being able to read Jamar’s thoughts that Jamar had never enjoyed.

      “Yes,” he said, aware that it was useless to deny things with Callow.

      “Crusading is,” he paused casting about for the exact word, “exhilarating, innervating. It’s life-affirming.”

      “It’s bloody stupid,” interrupted Callow flatly. Jamar just gaped at him. “It is a bloody stupid pantomime and its inefficient.

      “You’ve never crusaded,” said Jamar by way of a gentle rebuke.

      “True,” conceded Callow, “But then, I’m quite attached to my life. Think about it Jamar. When you fight, what works better – striding up to your enemy, shouting about what you’re doing, waving your sword about and making ridiculous noises or walking up behind your target and, without a sound, sticking a knife in his kidneys?”

      Callow looked at Jamar quizzically for a moment, but didn’t give him time to think or answer, “Crusading is the upscaled equivalent of waving your sword around making stupid noises. That’s not how we do things in this temple. I hear that they are seeking a divine relic, some kind of magical gauntlet or something that they believe will be key to the rising war. Well they may be right, but the way they are going, it would serve them right someone else takes it before they arrive. They’ve alerted every temple in this square to the war and these,” he paused to lick his thin purplish, lips and then said, “artefacts.”

      “Artefacts?” asked Jamar, wondering how a yearning for the wild freedom of the crusade had led to this. “What kind of artefacts?”

      “Relics. Actual ones, not chicken bones and old wooden cups. Made by the Gods themselves, so they say. Powerful items. The kind of things that stay hidden in the world until they are needed. Last year, they found a shield they believe had once belonged to Heimdala herself. The Iceni at Meridian have it.” he added this last bit as though he was giving provenance for fish in the marketplace. “Since then, all sorts of objects have come up, genuine and fake alike and now temples are racing to get possession of them.” Jamar was now listening intently.

      “So,” he said when it was clear that Callow had finished, his eyes glowing. “There will be a crusade. To find our artefact?” Callow let out a soft chortle, and patted him on the back.

      “Jamar, don’t you listen?” he said, his voice still dancing with mirth, “Why in the world would we bother with a crusade? All that noise and expense for half the temple to die. Better to just go and get it don’t you think?” Jamar stood bolt upright, suddenly half a foot taller.

      “Really? You’re going to get our artefact aren’t you?” he whispered excitedly. “Can I come with you? Please?” Callow chortled once more, his face splitting with a wide grin.

      “Oh Jamar,” he said, in a old-brotherly tone, “I’m afraid you’re far too late.” Then, with his back firmly to the Temple Square, he opened the flap of his coat and Jamar saw it. A shining, thin bladed knife was strapped to Callow’s chest under his arm. Even without a proper view of it, Jamar could see that the dagger was potent and very very old. He recoiled from it with an involuntary twitch, which did not escape Callow. “Probably just as well you missed it,” he said patting Jamar on the shoulder and walking passed him towards the temple door. “If you really want some excitement, Jamar, join the Adventurers guild. They’re always recruiting from what I hear.”
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      “Oh that poor little mite,” cooed the tailor’s wife. “She must be frozen solid in that thin little dress in this weather.”

      “She’s almost as thin as that dress,” fussed the baker’s wife, “I wonder when she’s last had a decent feed.”

      “Oh Gods love her,” whispered the preacher’s wife, “it’s no life.”

      The three women were clutched together in a huddle in the village square waiting for the carter with lists and baskets of goods to trade. The small girl in the pink shift with the moth-eaten woollen shawl was across the muddy grass, kicking the heels of her holey boots against the wall of the Inn. She looked so forlorn beneath her bush of untidy hair with her pale, bony limbs. She seemed tall for her age they thought and quite unfortunate in the face but that didn’t stop them being compassionate. There was a sharp gust of wind pushing an unpleasant splatter of rain out of the menacing grey clouds. The girl sneezed and clutched her head, the three women let out low sighs of pity and scurried for the shelter of the large sycamore.

      Ten minutes later, when the squall had passed and the women had emerged from the protection of the tree shaking water from their cloaks, they hurried over to the poor little mite who was now shivering, her sodden dress clinging to her gaunt frame. The cleric’s wife took off her own cloak and wrapped the child in it. The baker’s wife pressed a plaited bread roll from the trade basket into her ice cold hand. It was still warm from the bake oven, and the Baker’s wife hoped it would warm her before she ate it. The girl smiled wistfully in thanks, her soulful eyes speaking volumes to the kind hearts of the three women.

      They were still fussing over her when her bearded monstrosity of a father swanned out of the Inn five minutes later, dry as a bone in a heavy canvas coat. With pointed looks, they nodded their greetings to him and departed muttering under their breath, the cleric’s wife taking her cloak as she went. Grabbing the girl savagely by the hand, the bearded man dragged her away around the side of the Inn and out of the women’s sight. They were left, lips pursed, shaking their heads. “What the hell do you think you were doing?” growled the man, through the rough fur of his beard.

      “Nothing,” replied the girl sulkily, through a mouthful of bread. “They felt sorry for me, that’s all. I didn’t do nothing.”

      “Bloody marvellous,” grumbled the man, “give us some of that.” He held out a calloused hand expectantly.

      “Sod off,” hissed the girl, her voice taking on a strangely masculine tone, “I’m frozen and you promised you were going to delouse this wig and patch this dress and you lied.”

      “Oh poor baby,” snarled the man, scratching his chin vigorously. “At least you haven’t got half a badger’s backside glued to your chin.”

      “Come on, let’s get back to the wagon,” muttered Sylas, taking another bite out of the bread roll and chewing thoroughly. He probably didn’t have enough spit left to swallow it quickly. “You have no idea how cold this wind is when there’s nothing between you and the air.” Parked up on the patch of scrubby grass beside the brook stood a covered wagon. A lick of bright green paint did it’s best to conceal the years of poor treatment and even poorer repair jobs. On the fabric of the cover in large shaky letters, was the legend ‘Doctor Tolliver: Travelling Wonder Worker, Medicine Man and Rain-maker’. The man with the badger-bottom beard, the eponymous Doctor Tolliver, scrambled into the wagon and went straight for a cloth covered box at the far end. As he pathologically inspected the money-chest, Sylas his companion hoisted himself onto the back of the cart and struggled to standing.

      Being a very diminutive man, Sylas was able to stand up in the back of the wagon much to Tollie’s annoyance. Ignoring Tollie, he pulled the damp blond wig from his head, flung it on to his hammock and started to struggle with the dress. Sodden cotton was harder to remove than he would have expected due to its tendency to stick to clammy skin, and having already ripped the dress two or three times this summer, he couldn’t really afford any more tears.

      “Is it all still there?” he remarked snidely as Tollie finished his compulsive round of checks.

      “Mock if you like Sylas,” he retorted, “But if it had gone you’d be far less amused.” Sylas had to agree that Tollie did have a point, so kept his mouth shut as he pulled on a dry tunic and hose.

      “Where to next?” he asked, when he was at last fully clothed and slightly warmer. Tollie was now sitting on a cushion on the floor of the wagon examining a map by the glow of a tiny candle lantern.

      “We need to get off the Lillehiem Turnpike,” he said without looking up, “head South away from the city. If we’re clever we can get across the river at Durodamme and get on to the Old Curien Road. There’s a network of valleys up there that basically have only four family names and too many toes per capita. It’s lucrative wheat and pottery country but the caravans will have gone by now heading to the Cities for winter. They’ll be desperate for some entertainment, and they’ll have just been paid.”

      “Genius,” murmured Sylas dropping down next to Tollie. “What routine we going to give them? It’s too late in the year for rain-making.”

      “Doc Tolliver’s World Famous Cure-All.”

      “It’s good for what ails you,” Sylas supplied smiling.

      “Yep, and we’ve got nearly two hundred bottles left under my bunk and it’s starting to reek.”

      “What’s in it anyway?” asked Sylas removing the cork from the demonstration bottle and wishing he hadn’t. “It looks revolting.”

      “That’s because it’s a famous greenskin recipe: rat’s piss and river water” Sylas who had just dipped a finger into the bottle neck withdrew it hastily, wiped it on his tunic and re-corked the bottle. There were a few seconds pause and then his face fell into anger.

      “You rub that on me? During the show, you rub that on me?” he yelled hotly, waving the bottle at Tollie.

      “Will you relax,” said Tollie with infuriating nonchalance, taking the bottle from his hands. “This one’s just river water. The rat’s piss just adds a certain je ne sais quoi to the smell that makes it that little bit more believable.” Sylas scowled at him.

      “But still,” he continued progressing from a shout to a whine, “You’ve been rubbing river water into my open sores.

      “Yes,” said Tollie, ignoring Sylas’ tone, he’d groan used to his whining, “I admit it. I’ve been rubbing river water into your magically created open sores, before cleverly dispelling them five minutes later. I do apologise. I hope you don’t get any illusionary parasites from it.” Sylas stuck his tongue out, it was the only thing he could do. “Get the horse,” ordered Tollie, and without any grace at all, Sylas got up and clambered out of the wagon.

      … A week and a half later, in a village on the Old Curien Road

      “Roll up, roll up ladies and gentleman for Doctor Tolliver’s World Famous Cure-all. It’s good for what ails you! Just one drop cures just about anything. That’s right madam, step right up, come and see for yourself, Doc Tolliver’s instant cure, it’s just like magic!”

      A reasonable crowd had gathered around the wagon in the village square. The coffers were fuller than expected already from yesterday’s show in the village along and Tollie had high hopes for this place. For one thing it was bigger than the two-sheep backwater they had just left, and for another thing a company of soldiers were in town, barracked in a higgledy-piggledy canvas city that had been set up in the long fields. The buxom wench in the Tavern had said they had been there since Sunday and weren’t planning on leaving till Tuesday or was it Tuesday week? Either way, they were welcome but only as long as their coin lasted. They hadn’t made too much of a nuisance of themselves, even though they seemed to have a large number of priests with them. Tollie had smiled knowingly and nodded as she topped up his pint. He had been charm personified and his sweet little daughter in the pink shift and woolly shawl was a joy, but best not get too close. The wench had bustled out for the show and was standing in the front row making eyes at the Doc. It was funny how people felt inclined to believe a lonely widower, never wondering why if he really had made a miracle cure-all his wife had still managed to die and his daughter was still wandering about covered in weeping sores.

      Sylas hopped down from the back of the wagon, pulled his skirt down and trudged around to the front of the van. The oozing, flaking cankers all over his face and arms might have been a clever illusion but every time he looked at them he really felt them itch. It didn’t help that Tollie still hadn’t deloused the wig. Luckily for Sylas, his expression of sullen resignation was perfect for the performance. He glowered at Tollie as he climbed onto the temporary dais in front of the wagon. Tollie was looking unusually smug and Sylas suspected that was because they had drawn quite a crowd. All eyes were suddenly on him.

      Tollie took Sylas gently by the hand and pulled him centre stage, the chattering crowd fell silent.

      “Ladies, Gentleman, boys and girls, let me introduce you to my dearest daughter Marielle. Please note her horrifying but completely non-contagious skin complaint. Don’t be distressed ladies, she’ll be fixed in a jiffy.” With a tug on his wrist, Marielle-Sylas was paraded up and down the stage for the horrified village wives to examine and gasp over. “Doc Tolliver’s World Famous Cure-all will soon sort her out.” Tollie reached into the chest beside him and pulled out two bottles of yellowy-brown liquid with hand written labels, lettered in the same unsteady hand that had painted the legend on the side of wagon cover. Dramatically, Tollie uncorked the first bottle and handed it to the buxom barmaid. She took a sniff from the top of the bottle and reeled back in revulsion. Then, faithful to the genial widower who had poured his heart out to her, nodded approvingly. “Quite potent wouldn’t you say madam?” asked Tollie rhetorically, “Pass it around, pass it around.” He opened the second bottle and sent that going in the opposite direction through the crowd. Then, with even more theatricality he dipped into the trunk to retrieve the demonstration bottle.

      When he looked back at the crowd he was gratified to note that several of the soldiers from the travelling army had joined the back of the mob including a tall dark man who, judging by the quality of his armour, was one of the commanders. He had hold of the bottle and was giving it a very thorough examination. Doctor Tolliver was not worried about this level of inspection of his product and blithely continued his patter as he poured some on to Marielle’s oozing ulcerations. Behind the kindly, jovial eyes and coarse badger beard however, Tollie was panicking. As he dabbed a cloth over Marielle’s illusionary sores he watched nervously as the commander type re-stoppered the bottle, wrinkled his nose and whispered something in the ear of his sergeant. The sergeant nodded curtly in response and marched away with great purpose. Tollie’s attention was focused on this exchange when Doc Tolliver should have been coming to the pinnacle of his performance.

      As Marielle’s sores began to fade and the usual incredulous mumble of amazement began to ripple through the crowd, Doc Tolliver’s eyes met the cold, humourless eyes of the commander. When he should have been extolling the virtues of the lotion and parading the now completely healed Marielle amongst the women directly in front of him, he was in fact trying to work out how fast he could recouple his horse. He did not hear the gasps and adulation of the crowd as Marielle displayed her own arms and tried to carry on as normal. He did not hear them because he was busy coming to an unspoken understanding with the commander.

      It went something like this. Sweating profusely, Tolliver had tried to placate him with a feeble smile and raised eyebrows. Clearly unimpressed, the commander had uncorked the bottle and poured the whole content out on to the floor. Tolliver had half shrugged and tried to look as he wasn’t really responsible for it and in any case it was all an innocent joke. This also did not cut any ice with the commander whose gaze had turned even more stony. Then, he made a very clear and distinct signal that Tollie could not misinterpret: he drew his finger fast across his throat in a gesture that often indicated the intention to execute. Tollie gulped and noticed for the first time that his badger bottom beard was clumped with sweat and starting to detach.

      Speaking faster than he had ever needed to in his long career as a con artist, Doc Tolliver said,

      “Thank you Ladies and Gentleman for you kind interest in Doctor Tolliver’s World Famous Cure-All, I’m afraid that it seems this batch is not yet ready for public consumption, so I’ll have to ask you to wait before you press your hard earned cash on me as I’d hate to sell you anything that might cause you harm or hair loss. Good day to you all.” With that, he jumped directly from the front of the dais, and hurried through the crowd towards the commander, leaving Marielle in the clutches of the women folk who were still inspecting her arms.

      “Doctor Tolliver,” said the Commander, his inflection giving Tollie reason to believe that he suspected that his medical credentials might not be legitimate. “A word please.”

      “Of course commander,” oozed Tollie, trying the charm approach. “It’s not commander,” said the man, “It’s Brother. Brother Teign of the Army of Justice and Duty. I am a Paladin of Law. From Aberddu.” He did not extend his hand, nor did he smile. Too late Tollie realised that the intricate pattern on the man’s gleaming breast plate was an ornamental impression of the Scales of Law. He gulped, suddenly his whole windpipe was as dry as a bone. He was well aware that this man had the power to cut him down where he stood for the crimes he had committed in his life time and he was well aware that this man was also well aware of this fact. The Law man continued to speak in a controlled whisper. “I know rat’s piss and river water when I smell it and I can recognise a basic illusion when I see one. Your trickery may fool these simple valley folks but it doesn’t fool me. Now, I’m going to give you one hour to get yourself and your daughter, if indeed that is your, or anyone’s, daughter, on to your wagon and out of this village and if I see a single bottle of this poisonous muck hanging around, I will come after you and bring you the justice you deserve. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Of course, Brother,” replied Tolliver, his charm slicked with oil as he tried unsuccessfully to maintain his calm ingratiating exterior. “We’ll be going now.” He turned, pushed himself back through the bewildered crowd, grabbed the even more puzzled Marielle by the wrist and hauled her from the stage. “Get the horse ready,” he hissed through his teeth, “We’re going.” Sylas-Marielle didn’t question he just nodded, his wig slipping slightly as he jogged off to fetch the nag. Tollie then turned back to the stage, fixed his ingratiating smile for the last time, bowed low to the buxom barmaid and heaved the chest of lotion bottles into his arms before she or anyone else could say anything. Within minutes, they were heading up the side of the valley, the wagon rattling over the stony road a little faster than would have been comfortable. Still Tollie had not told Sylas what had occurred. Fighting against the jolting motions of the cart, he struggled out of the dress and back into his tunic and hose. He had learnt when to question Tollie in these past few months, and the best time was generally when a swift exit had been soundly executed and they were well on their way to a new destination.

      Slipping himself deftly on to the driver’s bench next to his friend he sat in expectant silence for a minute or so. Tollie was concentrating on the road, sweat still beading on his brow and in his badger-bottom beard. When, after another minute or so he said nothing, Sylas cleared his throat theatrically and said,

      “So, Doc, what was that all about?” Tollie fixed him with a look for his sarcastic use of the title ‘doc’ and Sylas noted with amusement that the moustache of his beard was starting to slip from his lip.

      “That gentleman is a Paladin of the Brotherhood of Justice and Duty in Aberddu.” he said, and when Sylas met him with a blank stare added, “He’s a Law cleric. A high ranking one.”

      “Oh,” mouthed Sylas, suddenly very aware of the situation and that they were lucky to have escaped with their hides.

      “Yep,” said Tollie, tugging on the reins to corner the wagon, “It’s almost enough to make me believe in a god. There’s clearly something religious and big going down. Did you see the size of that army? They don’t field a force like that for nothing you know. I bet the Law Temple in Aberddu is practically empty. Some thing’s afoot and I intend to find out what.”

      “Okay,” said Sylas, realising slowly that Tollie’s vacant stare wasn’t the gape of a man who had just escaped with his life but the slowly dawning mania of a man with a plan. “So, in that case where are we going?” Tollie turned to him, his whole face now glowing with sweat and said with wild eyes,

      “Aberddu. Where else?”
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