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      With official introductions over, the crowd began to mill about, murmuring amongst themselves about these hitherto unknown woodfolk members of the royal family. The rest of the evening passed in a whirl of colour and faces for the woodfolk. People crowded in to meet these strange new people whenever they had the chance. Sparrow made sure she stood close to Midnight at all times so that she could interpret for him.

      Well before the end of the evening, the woodfolk were feeling overwhelmed by the myriad unfamiliar sights of women dressed in sumptuous ballgowns and men dressed in elaborate leggings and surcoats in reds, oranges, greens, blues, yellows and purples. All were far brighter and more embellished than anything they had ever seen. Gold and silver jewellery, studded with green, purple, red and blue gems, adorned necks, ears and fingers. Coming from a culture which prided itself on its ability to blend in and hide, the woodfolk were dazzled by the flamboyance of the people around them.

      Midnight, even more than the others, was exhausted. It took added effort to lip-read and to try to predict which speaker to look at. He was also carrying the added burden of trying to live up to Prince Tarkyn’s expectations of him as a fellow forest guardian.

      At the sight of the dark circles under Midnight’s glazed eyes, Prince Tarkyn, High Lord of Eskuzor, and Harkell, General of the South, corralled him, accompanying him out of the Great Hall and up the staircase into a corridor soothingly bereft of all but a few footmen. Tarkyn directed him into one of the more modest bedrooms, knowing Midnight would still find it too ornate and too large for one person.

      “Are you happy to stay here for the night?” asked Tarkyn.

      Midnight was so tired he merely shrugged, gazing around the room with a dazed expression on his face. Tarkyn and Harkell shepherded him to the bed and pushed gently from behind. Without demur, Midnight toppled forward onto the plush covers of the four-poster bed and barely had the energy to give them a feeble wave of thanks before succumbing to sleep.

      Harkell pulled the woodman’s boots off and straightened his torso on the bed. Then he folded the other half of the covers over Midnight and stepped back.

      He smiled wryly at Tarkyn. “I think our brave young woodman has reached the end of his tether. We had better rescue the rest of them soon.”

      Tarkyn nodded. “I can’t begin to imagine how bright and loud and confusing it must seem to them after the peace of the forest. I’ll check with the housekeeper that rooms have been prepared for them.”

      But when he returned to the ballroom, Lapping Water came to greet him. “Tarkyn, we have had enough. It has been amazing, literally amazing, but we need to go. Is it all right if we just leave?”

      “We have rooms prepared for you,” he said, suddenly knowing that they weren’t planning to stay to use them.

      Lapping Water shook her head. “No. We have to go. We will stay in the woods at the back of the palace. We could rejoin you tomorrow if you’d like, but now we have to go.”

      Tarkyn bent down and kissed her briefly on the lips. Several people nearby stared in shock at such a display in public, but Tarkyn was beyond caring. “I understand. You have all surpassed my wildest dreams. Come this way and I will show you out the back doors into the kitchen garden,” he said to her, knowing she would mindmessage his instructions to Waterstone and the others. “From there you can walk or flick into the woodlands beyond.”

      He waited while the woodfolk extricated themselves from their various conversations, then ushered them out a door which opened behind the thrones at the front of the ballroom. When they reached the kitchen garden, he hugged them each in turn: Waterstone, Autumn Leaves, Rainstorm, Sparrow, Lapping Water, Gurgling Brook and finally Blackbird.

      Tarkyn smiled wryly. “I know you don’t need me to tell you how well you did tonight and how much you have done for the woodfolk by appearing here. But I can’t help myself. I am lost in admiration.” He took a breath. “Tomorrow, if you can stand the thought, please join us for lunch at noon. We will be under the oak tree in the back garden, just over there,” he said, indicating the place he meant. “Not hundreds of people as there were tonight. We will pool our knowledge and plan our next steps. Will you join us?”

      Waterstone drew a deep breath. “It has been a night we will never forget, but it is good to be out in the fresh air, surrounded by greenery again.” He gave Tarkyn his calm, strong smile. “Yes, we will come.” Then he gave a cheeky grin and chortled, “Thank you for asking.”

      And they all knew he really meant, ‘instead of ordering us.’ If he could laugh about it, he had definitely drunk a great deal.

      Tarkyn, their liege, grinned back. “You’re welcome. Off you go. See you tomorrow.”
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      The sun streaming in the window finally woke Midnight many hours after his normal rising time. Little did he know it, but at Tarkyn’s request, a servant had crept in just before dawn and opened the curtains to let the light in to waken the woodman gradually.

      Midnight lay on the huge bed, gazing up at the carved wooden underside of the four-poster’s canopy and remembering where he was. He was determined, throughout this excursion, to show no fear. He took a breath for strength and let his gaze rove around the room, taking in the basin of water and the large fluffy towel beside it. A tray with fruit juice, a small warm loaf of bread, a pat of butter and thin slices of cheese had been placed on a side table beside his bed.

      He suspected it was the smell of freshly baked bread that had awoken him.

      He sat up suddenly, alarm shooting through him. Someone had entered the room while he was sleeping, and he had been completely unaware of it. The implications shot through him. Anyone could have come in and harmed him in his sleep. He took a steadying breath. Obviously, whoever had entered had not had ill intentions, but still…

      He strode to the door and peered out. A guard stood outside his door. When Midnight met his eyes, the guard gave him a friendly salute. Midnight nodded in return and retreated.

      Huh. Not so at risk after all.

      Taking the presence of breakfast as a sign that he should be getting up, he crossed to the basin and splashed his face with the water, which turned out to be surprisingly warm. He wiped his face with the luxurious towel, enjoying the soft feel of the towelling against his skin. Then he pulled on his boots and set about consuming the food that had been delivered to him.

      Half an hour later, the door swung open to reveal Tarkyn standing in the doorway, a broad smile on his face. “I can’t tell you how proud I am of you. You have amazed us all.” He waved a hand to encompass the building and grounds. “I grew up here, you know. Would you like me to show you around?”

      Midnight nodded and smiled in return, determined not to be intimidated by his surroundings, so pleased that he had impressed Tarkyn. As they left his bedroom, Midnight smiled his thanks at the guard.

      Tarkyn raised his eyebrows. “Not discomforted by having someone stay awake and stand here for hours to keep you safe?”

      Midnight chuckled. “Woodfolk would do that without a second thought. We do it for each other all the time. But it is odd that a stranger would do that for me and, of course, the concept of servants does not sit well with me.”

      “He’s a soldier, not a servant,” protested Tarkyn as they rounded the corner and headed down the stairs into the now nearly deserted Great Hall. A few servants still scurried back and forth, tidying up the last of the previous evening’s festivities.

      Midnight shrugged. “Same thing. Still doing someone else’s bidding.” Tarkyn frowned but knew that arguing would be long-winded at best and more likely to be pointless, so he just listened as Midnight continued. “But to be honest, I was relieved to find that I was being protected in such a large, alien place. I would like to do something to show him my gratitude.” They walked through onto the battlements, where Tarkyn could point out various landmarks in the grounds of the castle. As they leaned on the parapets and looked down far below to the curving driveway and the lawns spread out among mature oaks and beeches, Midnight glanced cheekily at Tarkyn and said, “I’m not Waterstone, you know. He was brought up in a purely woodfolk egalitarian society and is outraged by hierarchies. I have had you around since I was seven, so I have grown up with you having authority over the rest of us. So I’m not as… rigid.”

      Tarkyn winced. He had tried hard to minimise the effect of his father having placed the woodfolk under oath to him, but in the end, Midnight was right. Forcing a liege upon them had changed the fundamental egalitarian structure of woodfolk society. Not by much, since everyone but he had remained equal, but enough to soften Midnight’s attitude to the concept of hierarchies outside the forest.

      Midnight didn’t hear the little sigh that Tarkyn gave, but he saw his guardian’s chest move and knew what it meant. He stopped and put his hand on Tarkyn’s arm. “Don’t take it badly. I know you try to be unobtrusive in wielding your authority.” He gave a little grin. “I think you’re doing a very good job, overall.”

      Tarkyn gave a surprised snort of laughter at his ward’s temerity.

      “Thank you,” he said, very drily.

      He pointed at a pond that could just be seen between the trees. “That’s where Danton and I used to go fishing when we were young. I think the gamekeeper kept it stocked with fish especially for us.” At Midnight’s querying glance, he added, “Trout mostly. Some eels, but they might have been there anyway.” He pointed off to the left to a large house situated near the main gates, surrounded by its own garden and walls. “That is the Dower House, where my mother, Queen Rimalla, lives. I may take you to meet her.” His signing was so indistinct at this point that it transmitted his lack of enthusiasm for this idea. Ignoring Midnight’s questioning look, Tarkyn moved their attention further to the right, where the topiary trees and cultivated gardens verged on wild woodlands. “And that is where I grew the woodlands right into the castle grounds so woodfolk could come close and keep in contact with Navira, Danton and me while we were engaged in public duties…” He smiled fondly at his ward. “Just after you saved my life by siphoning off the excess power of the forest.”

      Midnight sighed. “Which is when everyone realised I must be a forest guardian too.”

      “It’s not so bad, is it?”

      “Yes and no. The powers are good. It is great to be able to communicate with animals, to heal and grow things.” He glanced up at his mentor. “But the expectations are…” He shrugged. “A forest guardian is supposed to appear among the woodfolk at a time of great need. Well, I did. Maybe I’ve already fulfilled the need just by saving you so that you could go on to save the forests, as you did.”

      “Maybe,” said Tarkyn noncommittally. “Or maybe you’ve just saved the woodfolk’s reputation by being the one whose courage led the way for the others to follow into that appearance in court last night.”

      Midnight’s mouth quirked. “I doubt it. They’d have done what needed to be done anyway.”

      Tarkyn shook his head. “You underestimate yourself. You’re probably right that they would have made an appearance eventually. But you were the one who suggested it and the first to follow through.” He decided to drop the subject and pointed to a long table being set up under the huge, spreading oak close to the rear of the castle. “That’s where we’ll be having lunch. Navira thought you might feel more comfortable outside.”

      Midnight tilted his head to study the white clouds scudding across a blue sky. “She’s right, and luckily the rain won’t hit until late afternoon.”

      Tarkyn squinted up at the same view. “What rain?” to which Midnight just smiled knowingly.

      They spent the next hour wandering through long corridors, inspecting the library, the three dining rooms, the drawing room, a few of the studies, and the kitchens. Everywhere they went, servants bowed or curtsied as they passed. Each time, Midnight gave a courteous nod of acknowledgement, sometimes accompanied by a smile. He had decided it was much the same as people greeting each other, even though their greeting was different from his.

      After a while, Midnight’s sense of wonder was completely saturated. He marvelled at the hundreds of hours of artistry exhibited by paintings, statues, tapestries and carved details on pillars, balustrades and cornices until his mind ran out of capacity for marvelling. But gradually he became used to so many straight lines and right angles everywhere, and the closed-in, solid spaces of rooms.
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      As they exited the back door for a tour of the kitchen garden, Waterstone flicked into sight in front of them.

      “Hello you two,” said Waterstone. “You can show all of us around the outside if you like.” He grinned as Rainstorm, Lapping Water, Sparrow Autumn Leaves and Tarkyn’s daughters joined him. “We’ve been waiting for you to appear.”

      Tarkyn rolled his eyes. “I didn’t realise that. I could have given you the inside tour with Midnight.”

      “Quite all right,” said Waterstone magnanimously. “I think we’ve had enough of inside for now.”

      Tarkyn laughed. “I thought when you disappeared so suddenly last night that you’d had enough, and I didn’t know when you’d return.”

      “Sorry. We should have told you,” said Lapping Water, linking her arm through his. “I tried once to send you a mind image, but you were busy with Midnight at the time and then I forgot. We were too overwhelmed to think of more than getting out into the woodlands and getting to bed.”

      “I think you did amazingly well to last as long as you did,” said Tarkyn. He looked around the little group and tears sprang to his eyes. “I was so proud of you and Midnight last night and am so proud of myself that you all thought enough of me to make me an honorary woodman.”

      Lapping Water squeezed his arm. “It’s been a strain for you, hasn’t it, belonging to two worlds?”

      Tarkyn managed a wry smile. “A bit, sometimes.”

      Waterstone smiled his strong smile up at him. “You have every right to be proud of yourself. You’ve spanned a chasm so wide that the sorcerers on one side hadn’t even seen us on the other side, and we woodfolk had believed it could never be crossed.”

      “Thanks.”

      With that, all eight woodfolk crowded around him and hugged him, in full view of four gardeners working in the gardens, a young stable boy leading a horse to be shod, a maid who had come into the kitchen garden to gather herbs and two laundry maids on their way to the outhouse with basketfuls of sheets.

      Tarkyn, knowing this would be all over the palace in minutes, chuckled to himself as he allowed his woodfolk kin to submerge him in their warmth. It was too late to stop them and even if he could, he supposed that this was just part of also belonging to the very different woodfolk culture.

      Once they had drawn apart, Autumn Leaves wandered over to the kitchen garden and studied a beautifully kept garden bed full of sage, rosemary, parsley, chives, marjoram and other herbs. “Tell us about this herb garden. Someone knows what they’re doing.”

      Tarkyn looked at him quizzically and said, “Not me,” before signalling to a gardener to join them. He saw that the gardener was grinning and when he glanced around the grounds, he realised that other staff members were still standing watching him, their faces plastered with grins. He gave the faintest smile and a raised eyebrow, which sent them all scurrying back to work.

      A scrawny old man with a weathered face and sparkling blue eyes tried manfully to keep a straight face as he walked over and bowed to Tarkyn.

      “As you may have gathered,” said Tarkyn dryly, “these are my close friends. I would be pleased if you could show Autumn Leaves your lovely garden. He is something of an expert on herbs himself, although more of a gatherer than a gardener.”

      The gardener’s face lit up when he heard the prince’s request. Autumn Leaves introduced himself and made it clear that the gardener, whose name was Harris, was not to call him sir and instead to use his name.

      “Funny name that, sir — er, Autumn Leaves. Now let me show you where we’ve planted the pumpkins,” Harris said as he enthusiastically ushered the woodman off to show him the variety of plants in this and other beds in the kitchen garden and talk to him about their care.

      Autumn Leaves waved his hand distractedly at Tarkyn. “You lot go on. I’m happy here.”

      Harris glanced at the prince to gauge his reaction to such a casual dismissal and saw a spark of dry amusement in his eyes. However, he did not make the mistake of assuming that such tolerance would extend to palace staff.

      Before they set off, Tarkyn called the kitchen maid over to him and told her to let the chef know that the woodfolk would be joining them for luncheon.

      “Are we?” asked Rainstorm, tacitly pointing out that Tarkyn hadn’t actually asked them.

      Tarkyn smiled at him, unruffled. “Yes. I know Navira and Danton would love to chat to you more informally and I know you would like to catch up with them too. True?”

      “Yes, true,” conceded the woodman.

      Tarkyn reviewed his plan to show the woodfolk everything at once and decided to target each woodman’s particular interests, knowing they would all eventually see everything now that they were free to visit the palace.

      With this in mind, he led them to the palace workshops where carpenters and cabinet-makers worked on creating and repairing picture frames, furniture, balustrades, farm equipment and any other requested items. The carpentry workshop was situated next door to a small blacksmith’s forge.

      As he expected, the eyes of the two forestals, Lapping Water and Rainstorm, lit up.

      “Oh, this is marvellous,” breathed Rainstorm, totally entranced. “I might stay and watch for a while.” He addressed the nearest worker. “Would you mind if I did?”

      The woodworker straightened and put his hand to his cap. “Not at all, sir. I would feel privileged to show you our craft.”

      “I, too, would love to study your work,” said Lapping Water, “but perhaps later,” she added wistfully, responding to a mental request from Tarkyn to stay with Midnight and him.

      Tarkyn smiled at Rainstorm. “I thought you’d like this. I am about to take Sparrow and Waterstone to see the knights practising. I know you’ll be interested in that too.” He pointed to a high wall which he knew overlooked the training ground. “When you’re ready to join them, they’ll be up there.”

      As they walked towards the training ground, Waterstone said acerbically, “I see you made my decision for me.”

      Tarkyn chuckled. “Was I wrong? I thought you two would like to watch them training.” He shrugged. “You are welcome to come to the Dower House with us, but I thought you’d had enough of being inside buildings.”

      Waterstone narrowed his eyes. “What’s in the Dower House?”

      “My mother.”

      “After what she did to Navira and after how little she supported you, I’m surprised you would want anything to do with her.”

      “Since Lapping Water and the girls were introduced to the world in general yesterday, but my mother was not in attendance, it is necessary for me to introduce them to my mother today.”

      “Why?”

      “Because the Tamadil line must present a united front to the public.”

      “But we are in the private grounds of the palace here,” objected Waterstone.

      “Perhaps so, but my mother has staff and two ladies-in-waiting who will be shocked if I do not present my wife and children to her.”

      Waterstone raised his eyebrows. “My goodness. Do I hear you being concerned about your staff’s feelings?”

      Tarkyn glanced sideways at him before giving a sheepish grin. “Not really. No, I’m afraid not. I am concerned that either my mother or they will gossip, causing our disregard for our mother to be spread far and wide.”

      “I see.” The woodman gave a quiet chuckle. “I love your honesty.” Then he thought back to times when it had been inconvenient and added with a grunt, “… at least, usually.” They walked in silence for a few minutes before Waterstone said, “Since I am your bloodbrother and Sparrow your niece, I think it only fitting that we meet your mother. After all, she is family. We can watch the knights practising afterwards.”

      Tarkyn smiled. He suspected that Waterstone had offered to accompany him more to support him than from any sense of family, even though care for family was strong among woodfolk.

      “Both,” said Waterstone, grinning.

      Tarkyn laughed, knowing his bloodbrother had guessed his thoughts.

      Half an hour later, Tarkyn, his wife Lapping Water and their children Gurgling Brook and Blackbird, accompanied by Midnight, Waterstone and Sparrow, were admitted to the large, two-storey whitewashed building that stood in the grounds of the palace.

      Tarkyn had sent word of their impending arrival, but the butler still had to seek refuge in his poker face to hide his surprise at the plain brown attire of the people who accompanied Prince Tarkyn. They were not dressed for a visit with the dowager queen, in his opinion, and had they not been accompanied by the prince, he would have refused them entry.

      Worse still, they smiled at him in a friendly way as though they had known him all their lives.

      “How do you do?” said Waterstone cheerily. “Lovely morning. I am Waterstone.”

      “Indeed, sir?” the butler replied in what he hoped was a quelling tone.

      Tarkyn sent him a hard smile. “Yes indeed, Evans. You are addressing Her Majesty’s and my family. Waterstone is my bloodbrother. He and all my family offer kindness and friendship wherever they go and, I hope, can expect the same in return.”

      The butler flinched back as though he had been struck. For a moment he stood unmoving, clearly struggling with this concept of his own and others’ behaviour. He was faced with the conflict between the expectations of Prince Tarkyn, who, as High Lord, was the highest authority in the land, and the expectations of Queen Rimalla, whom he had served faithfully for decades.

      Seeing his quandary, Tarkyn said more gently, “We are all treading new ground here, Evans. I think my mother would like her new family welcomed in a way that makes them feel comfortable.”

      Lapping Water, Waterstone and Sparrow glanced at each other as Tarkyn stood up for their approach to interacting with sorcerers. When they had first entered a noble house a few weeks ago, he had been surprised and a little embarrassed by their behaviour with servants. He had mistakenly thought that because the woodfolk understood the concept of sorcerer hierarchy, they would accept it, but one had not predicated the other. Woodfolk continued to follow their own tenet that everyone was equal and should be treated as such. Easy to accommodate in a village, trickier in the higher echelons of society.

      Evans bowed. “Certainly, Your Highness.” He turned to Waterstone and managed a small smile. “My apologies, sir. You caught me off guard. My name is Evans. I am here to assist you where I can.”

      This latter statement actually represented a complete overhaul of his job description, but only Tarkyn realised it.

      Waterstone clapped him on the shoulder, a gesture Evans received with only the slightest dilation of his eyes. “Don’t worry, Evans. This is hard for both of us. So if you could just fill us in on anything we might need to know, we would be very grateful.” He then proceeded to introduce the rest of their party, waiting patiently as Evans inclined his head to each of them.

      When they had finished, Evans asked, “Could I take your cloaks for you, sir?” realising they would not hand them over unprompted.

      Waterstone’s eyes narrowed as he considered. “We are happy to put them somewhere out of the way ourselves, but I suppose it will be quicker if you do it. Thanks.”

      “Exactly.” The butler clicked his fingers, and a footman stepped forward to take the bundle of cloaks he was now holding. He saw the expectant look on the woodman’s face and glanced to Tarkyn for guidance. Tarkyn’s eyes were sparkling with good humour, and he gave a slight nod.

      In response, Evans gave a little cough and said to the footman, “Just a moment. Uh, this is His Highness’s woodfolk family. I won’t introduce them all individually at the moment since Her Majesty is waiting, but,” he indicated the footman, “this is Calpon.”

      The woodfolk all greeted him and thanked him for taking their cloaks before following Evans up the stairs to a drawing room where the dowager queen waited for them. As they entered, the old queen stood and curtseyed to her son before coming forward to greet him.

      The woodfolk stared in wide-eyed wonder. They thought they had figured out the curtseying and bowing, but to see a mother curtsey to her own son shocked them. Queen Rimalla looked at them, waiting for them to show obeisance to her, but they just stood there, waiting to be introduced.

      Even Midnight, who had carefully bowed appropriately since arriving at the palace, did not bow. As a forest guardian and half sorcerer, he had tried to follow sorcerers’ ways while in their society. But he did not feel right about making himself stand out by bowing when it would highlight his companions’ lack of manners as expected by the dowager queen. His eyes went to Tarkyn in an appeal for help.

      And Tarkyn responded. He stepped forward and smiled, drawing his mother’s attention. “Mother, let me introduce my family. They are not being discourteous. They simply do not follow the same traditions that we do.”

      The dowager queen thawed gradually as the introductions were made and each of them greeted her with a friendly smile.

      Blackbird further lightened the mood by sashaying up to Rimalla and stroking the material of her white satin gown. She looked up at her grandmother and said earnestly, “This feels so soft. I thought it would. It looks so smooth.”

      Lapping Water leaned forward and pulled Blackbird towards her, rolling her eyes, her cheeks flaming with embarrassment at her daughter’s over-familiarity. “Honestly, Blackbird. You don’t go around feeling other people’s clothes.”

      “Oh, but she’s not other people,” explained Blackbird. “She’s my grandma.” She sent a melting smile in Rimalla’s direction. “Aren’t you?”

      And Rimalla, despite the fact that Blackbird shared the black and amber colouring that she mistrusted in Tarkyn and Navira, fell prey to the charms of a guileless five-year-old and smiled back.
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      The luncheon had been intended to be an informal gathering around the outdoor dining table, but there were still sixteen of them. Queen Navira, Prince Consort Danton, Prince Rudolfus of Asthania, Prince Tarkyn, and the eight woodfolk were the core family members. However, young Lord Jayhan, Lord Torsten, Breanna and the two wizards, Caroman and Stormaway, had also been included since they had all spent so much time with Tarkyn, Danton and Rudolfus over the last fortnight.

      By the time Tarkyn and the woodfolk had returned from their visit to Rimalla, servants were waiting to serve pre-dinner drinks and to offer bowls of nuts and dried fruit or plates of small savoury confections. Midnight smiled at each one as he interacted with them, but any effort that he might have made to be overly friendly was hampered by his lack of oral speech. So, to the servants, his demeanour was little different from the other nobles around the table.

      The other woodfolk, however, smiled and chatted to the servants in a way that made Rudolfus raise his eyebrows and Navira smile indulgently. The servants must have been prepped by Navira or Danton because they all responded in a friendly, open manner, far warmer than their usual demeanour around the palace. It was noticeably more relaxing than their luncheon at Lord Rodale’s had been, especially for Midnight, since everyone but Rudolfus, Breanna and Torsten could sign.

      Navira commented on Midnight’s skill with using cutlery. “I’m impressed. You must have been practising.”

      Tarkyn frowned quizzically. “I’m impressed too. How did you become so practised? And where did you get that fine set of clothes you’re wearing?”

      Midnight grinned and signed for everyone at the table, “Jayhan and I went on several visits to see Melisand when Tarkyn was off doing other things. She organised my clothes and gave us all lessons on table manners. We became friends when she and I worked together defending Woodland Nearing.” He laughed. “I’m glad you’re impressed. It takes tremendous concentration when you haven’t done it all your life. And the bowing and protocol, of course. That’s hard too.”

      “Now, Melisand… she’s Lord Rodale’s wife, correct?” A faint crease had appeared on Navira’s brow.

      Midnight nodded. “And Jayhan coached me and helped me with the design of my clothes.”

      “I once dressed in a frothy white dress,” said Jayhan, in an effort to deflect the praise, “to make Sasha feel better when she first had to start wearing dresses.”

      There was a clatter as Midnight dropped his fork on his plate. They turned to find him picking it up and wiping it on his napkin. When he saw them looking at him, he signed, “Sorry, lost my grip manoeuvring it around this chicken haunch.”

      “So you didn’t drop your fork because you were shocked about a man dressing as a woman?” asked Rudolfus.

      Midnight looked surprised. “Why would I be? I’m more surprised that anyone, male or female, wants to dress as women do here. So inconvenient. But if men want to dress as the women do, well, that’s pretty normal where I come from. We all dress alike.” He smiled. “These dresses are quite fascinating though, especially some of those wide, billowing skirts we saw at the ball last night. And lovely colours. But imagine trying to walk down a narrow track through the forest in them,” he chortled, “not to mention climbing trees.”

      Sparrow spoke the words for the benefit of the Asthanian contingent as he signed.

      Tarkyn gave his head a slight shake in fond exasperation. “You can take the woodman out of the forest but …”

      “You can’t take the forest out of a woodman,” Danton finished for him with a smile.

      Eventually the conversation turned to their thwarted hunt for Farwalker Starseeker, the renegade wizard generally referred to as Fargo.

      “So,” said Stormaway at his didactic best, “let me reiterate. Fargo befriended Prince Rudolfus in Asthania, then embroiled him with cardsharps, in an attempt to inveigle a meeting with his father, King Constantine, or his brother, Crown Prince Skandia. However, fortunately, Rudolfus had sufficient funds to extricate himself.”

      Rudolfus looked fixedly at the tablecloth, a flush rising to his cheeks.

      “Don’t worry,” said Danton and Torsten in unison. They looked at each other and grinned.

      By unspoken, mutual agreement, Danton took over. “Torsten will now assume the role in Asthania that I have played for Navira and Tarkyn here in Eskuzor. Lord Torsten is canny and more detached than you, Rudolfus, and so can keep an eye out for tricksters and conmen for you.”

      Rudolfus glanced sideways at Torsten, then straightened and met his eyes squarely, smiling warmly. Danton’s announcement meant that Torsten had passed Danton’s vetting and could be relied on to be loyal and to screen those who tried to gain favour with the prince. “That is good to know.”

      Across the table, Tarkyn chuckled. “I think gullibility must be a trait on our mother’s side. It sounds like you are as hopeless as I am in discerning subterfuge, Rudolfus.”

      “I am not gullible,” protested Navira.

      “No, I suppose you’re not, sister mine. It’s just that you didn’t grow up at court,” agreed Tarkyn, “so you need Danton to keep you informed about the alliances and machinations which take place among the nobles and within the society away from your view.”

      Once Stormaway was sure this little aside had been completed, he continued, “Fargo then reappeared in Carrador, mounting an incendiary attack on Batian House, Jayhan’s home, in the mistaken belief that Jayhan’s father was the leader of a rival smuggler gang. When he discovered that Lord Sheldrake was, in fact, the head of the Carrador Secret Service, he fled to Eskuzor.”

      Navira raised her eyebrows. “He is not the sharpest tool in the shed, is he, and yet he manages to wreak havoc wherever he goes.”

      “A bit of an evil non-genius,” quipped fifteen-year-old Jayhan, taking another sip of wine. Unnoticed by him, Stormaway, who was keeping a kindly eye on him, gave a casual wave of his hand, magically removing the alcohol but not the liquid from the boy’s glass.

      “Indeed,” said Caroman dryly. “Very trying. And now, here in Eskuzor, Fargo has wreaked even greater havoc by orchestrating bandit raids on villages and hostelries while spreading rumours that the raids were mounted by woodfolk.”

      Autumn Leaves looked up from where he was encouraging five-year-old Blackbird to try a delicate piece of prawn wrapped in bacon. Her face was scrunched up in distaste. She had no idea what a prawn was and had no interest in finding out. The solid woodman grimaced at Caroman’s last statement. “I think that is the worst of his crimes, that he imperilled the reputation of our whole woodfolk nation on a whim.”

      “And just when we woodfolk have chosen to let our presence be known,” said Lapping Water, handing her friend a piece of bread and honey to give Blackbird instead, since the little girl was beginning to look mutinous. They didn’t want a scene at the luncheon table.

      Waterstone sighed. “It couldn’t be worse timing.”

      “Yes, it could,” said Tarkyn firmly. “Had it been sooner, you would not have been at the point of moving among sorcerer society. So we would not have had your help in fighting off the bandits and identifying Fargo. But more than that, you would not have been in a position to counteract the rumours.”

      Navira smiled reassuringly. “But now you are making yourselves known to the outsider public both at court and throughout the villages. And the Crown will do everything it can to stop the rumours.”

      “Thank you,” said Lapping Water. She handed a thin piece of ham wrapped around some sort of orange-fleshed stone fruit to her eight-year-old daughter, Gurgling Brook, making sure that just because she was behaving well, she didn’t miss out. “At least we have captured most of the bandits now and, with any luck, the bandit raids are at an end.” She gave a wistful smile. “But I suspect the rumours will linger far beyond any evidence we present to refute them.”

      Stormaway leaned over and patted her shoulder. “You are right, of course. Rumours are intangible, ever-changing weaves of fact and fiction. And sometimes refuting them just strengthens them in people’s minds. We will all do our best to quash them, but I’m afraid a taint may linger.”

      “And what’s worse,” fumed Caroman, “that bloody wizard got clean away. He set up that last raid and left long before its execution. The only clue we have to his whereabouts is the sighting of him at the Border Inn. So he may be on his way back to Carrador.”

      “Or not,” said Stormaway dampeningly.

      “Yes, all right. Or not,” grumped Caroman. “He might still be at one of the three vineyards owned by his birth family.”

      Danton watched the two wizards sniping at each other and decided he had better enter the conversation. “I doubt it. He must know by now that we are watching them. We have closed down Emerald Fields Winery after it harboured the most recent group of raiders. The barns of Woodstock Grove apple orchard were clearly used as a base for the raid at Wooding Deep, but apparently without the knowledge of Fielding the vintner, who thought they were just itinerant workers and is now struggling to find new pickers to harvest his grapes.”

      “And the most southerly property, Parmesk Vineyard,” concluded Caroman, having regained his equilibrium, “is an internationally renowned concern run by a fearsome matriarch. It is riddled with tunnels to store the wine, which, on the face of it, is suspicious, but public tours are conducted through them regularly.”

      “So, what do we do now?” asked Tarkyn. “We can’t just let this maniac run wild.”

      Caroman and Stormaway looked at each other. Clearly, they had already discussed this.

      Stormaway spoke for the two of them. “We have come up with no clear plan. We have informed agencies in Carrador, Asthania and Kimora that he has probably left Eskuzor and to keep an eye out for him.”

      “But even if we corner him, he can just translocate away. He will be very hard to catch…” Tarkyn grimaced. “And when I think that we actually had him in custody, and I decided to let him go and have him followed…” He ran his hands through his hair and huffed in annoyance at himself.

      Rainstorm chuckled, but with kindred spirit, not derision. “How could you have known, Tarkyn? We all just thought he was a small-time bandit at that stage. None of us knew he was a wizard. It was just lucky that I recognised him from the previous raid and was able to knock him out before he was aware that we were watching him.” He smiled cheerily. “If we’ve caught him before, we can do it again. We just have to find him and catch him before he knows we’re there.”

      Tarkyn grunted. “Easier said than done.”
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      The gloomy silence that greeted this pronouncement was lightened by the entry of a wide variety of desserts. The woodfolk’s eyes lit with interest as cakes, jellies, colourful platters of fruit, little tartlets and bowls of whipped cream were placed before them along the length of the table.

      “Oh, thank goodness,” said Navira under her breath to Danton. “Now quickly, while everyone is occupied with choosing their desserts, think of a cheerful topic. I’ve had enough of this pesky Fargo. This is supposed to be a celebration for having our woodfolk family with us.”

      Danton gave a tiny nod and pointed to a tray of chocolate wafers. “Rudolfus, have you tried these? Breanna. Would you like one… or even two or three if they take your fancy?”

      Breanna coloured at being addressed personally by the prince consort but managed to smile and bob her head in response. She had dined with Rudolfus and Danton in taverns in their roles as musicians, but it was not the same as a luncheon with the queen. And, unlike the woodfolk, who cared nothing for rank and already knew Danton and Navira, she was finding the luncheon very intimidating. “Yes, please. Those little white cakes with the tiny chocolate horses on them look wonderful.”

      “Oh, I can assure you they are,” said Danton with a grin. With his social dexterity in full swing, he asked as he offered her the plate of white cakes, “Are you looking forward to the full ascension of your Queen Sasharia to her throne on her eighteenth birthday later this year? I expect Kimora will celebrate in style.”

      Breanna’s face lit up as she selected a cake and placed it on her plate. “Thank you. Yes, I am. The recovery of Sasharia as the true High Shaman lightened the hearts and lives of all Kimorans.”

      “And Jon has been a great regent, hasn’t he?” came in Jayhan from the side. “I knew he would be.”

      Breanna frowned slightly at his informal use of the regent’s name. “Her brother, Jondarian, has been a true and faithful regent for her in the six years since she overthrew her usurper aunt, and he has diligently prepared her to rule in her own right.”

      “Of course he has,” said Jayhan, undeterred by her minatory tone. “He is the kindest person you would ever want to meet. He rescued Sasha from certain death, you know, when he was only twelve, and rode across Kimora with her as a babe in arms. Amazing!”

      “Yes, I did know, as a matter of fact. His heroism is widely lauded in Kimora.”

      “Hmph.” This had suddenly become a competition in Jayhan’s mind. “So did you also know that he kept her alive by using goats along the way to suckle her?”

      Breanna’s eyes widened. “Nooo. He didn’t, did he?”

      “Yep,” said Jayhan triumphantly. “He said they were really hard to catch.”

      Breanna laughed. “I’m so glad he managed it then. Queen Sasharia was really worth saving.”

      Jayhan grinned. “I think so, too.”

      Rudolfus, who had been listening in to this, leaned over and asked, “Breanna, you sound very enthused by your monarch. Were you hoping to attend her coronation and take part in the celebrations?”

      Breanna glanced at him, then dropped her eyes. It was only a few weeks since he had found her ferreting about in his bedchamber and, instead of punishing her as a Kimoran spy, had installed her as his liaison officer. But she was still not clear on how much freedom she really had. “I do not rank highly enough to be asked to attend the coronation, but I would have stood in the streets and cheered as she rode by, and I would certainly have joined in the celebrations. Nearly every family and village in the realm will have a party planned.”

      “I see,” said Rudolfus. Danton watched and waited while the Asthanian prince sat back and thought. No one else was listening to the four of them. The others around the table were engaged in their own conversations. Even Torsten had enough faith in Danton to leave Rudolfus in his capable hands and was busy talking to Lapping Water. A few moments passed before the mercurial prince bounced upright and asked, “When is Queen Sasharia’s birthday?”

      “In six months’ time,” replied Danton promptly.

      Rudolfus grinned. “Right. An auspicious occasion like this cannot be missed. Kimora sounds like the place to be next spring.” He smiled at Breanna. “Torsten, Breanna and I will travel to Kimora.” Danton noticed he did not even consult Torsten before making this pronouncement. “The Asthanian royal family will need a representative at the event, and I hereby nominate myself. I will return to Asthania for my mother’s birthday, as promised, then, in a few months’ time, travel to Manissa.”

      Danton smiled at him but couldn’t help asking, “How can you be sure your family will be happy to nominate you as their representative? From what I hear, you don’t often see eye to eye with your family.”

      Rudolfus’s face tightened as the joy slipped from his smile. “I will go anyway,” he said with a stubbornness born from bitterness. “But I suspect they will be pleased to avoid losing all that time which my father needs to govern, and which my brother needs to learn to govern. I am the expendable one, you see.”

      “I am sorry I mentioned it,” said Danton. After a slight hesitation, he asked, “But how would you manage if they were both struck down with a plague or an attack?”

      Rudolfus stared at him, making Danton feel he had overstepped the mark this time. But then the prince gave his head a little shake and said, “Let’s hope it never comes to that. Because I have no idea how I or the nation would cope.” He shrugged and gave a self-deprecating smile. “Anyway, they shut me out at every turn. I have blotted my copybook so often that it doesn’t occur to them that I might perhaps change a little as I grow older.”

      “And have you?” asked Danton.

      Rudolfus gave a whimsical smile. “Maybe a little, but I haven’t finished growing older. Still, nothing will be there for me if I do change, so,” he shrugged, “what’s the point?”

      “For yourself,” said Breanna unexpectedly. “But only if it will make you happier.” After a little breath, she added, “I like you how you are now; kind, impetuous, unpredictable, and fun to be around.”

      “Hardly the qualities of a ruler,” Rudolfus pointed out dryly.

      “I suspect you would be less impetuous if the welfare of many was riding on your decisions,” said Navira, concerned for her cousin’s clear self-dislike. “Besides, your recent impetuous decisions may have been a little radical, but they have also been constructive.” She smiled. “And your decision to go to Kimora may pander to the party animal in you, but it has arisen out of kindness to Breanna.”

      Rudolfus was clearly unused to being praised. He hastened to protest, “But my impulsiveness has definitely led to disasters in the past. There was the time I crashed Father’s favourite curricle, and then there was the time I let all the chickens out as a dare and…”

      “Well, you must have done quite a bit to earn the name Rudolfus the Reckless,” piped up Jayhan. He found himself surrounded by glaring eyes and added weakly, “But I was going to say, you don’t have to keep earning it.”

      Among the glaring eyes, one pair of grey eyes widened with shocked hurt.

      “You didn’t know, did you?” said Danton quietly.

      Rudolfus pulled himself together enough to manage the travesty of a smile. “Uh, no. Not the sort of thing one says to someone’s face, really, is it? Although I’m surprised Skandia didn’t throw it at me at some juncture.” His eyes wandered over the cakes, and he exclaimed jauntily, “Oh, look at these lovely little cat-shaped cakes. Did you try one of these, Gurgling Brook?”

      Gurgling Brook looked over at him from where she sat with Blackbird behind plates stacked with little cakes. She nodded solemnly, having no idea that she was rescuing him. “They are delicious, possibly the best. Look!” She held up one of them covered in tabby striping. “Autumn Leaves says this one has sugar and cinnamon on it. Really good.”

      “Indeed? Then I must try one.”

      And with that, the subject of Rudolfus’ strengths and shortcomings was shut with a snap.

      Once the luncheon was over, Rudolfus declined all offers of entertainment. He knew several people were watching him with concern, but he wanted nothing more than to retire to his room and lick his wounds, so to speak. He finally managed to break away, but when he rounded the corner into the corridor which led to his room, he came face to face with Jayhan, who had clearly been lying in wait for him.

      “Hello.” Jayhan held up his hand. “Look. I know you don’t want to talk to me or anyone else at the moment,” he said, showing a frankness that Rudolfus was aware of, but a perceptiveness that surprised him. “But may I just say two things, then I’ll go away and leave you in peace.” When Rudolfus nodded reluctantly, he continued, “Firstly, I’m really sorry I was the bearer of bad news. That was very tactless of me. It never occurred to me you wouldn’t know.”

      Rudolfus gave a vague wave of his hand which indicated both not to worry and to let the topic be.

      Jayhan nodded and responded as though he had spoken. “Right. And the second thing is, I was wondering whether I could meet up with you at Bridgetown, on the border of Kimora and Carrador, and travel with you down to Manissa when you go to the coronation.”

      “I didn’t realise you would be going to the coronation too.” Rudolfus’s voice lacked its usual brightness.

      “I was there when Sasha vanquished Toriana,” Jayhan smiled. “In fact, I helped her do it. She was eleven and I was nine. And I have travelled to see her every year since, although,” he gave a little shrug, “I’m not sure how long I’ll keep it up. But of course, I’ll be going this year. So will my parents.”

      “You don’t need my company then?”

      “No, but I’d like it, that’s all.”

      Rudolfus nodded and made to move past him. “I’ll think about it.”

      Jayhan couldn’t help himself. He gave a cheeky grin and said, “Don’t become all measured on my account. I don’t mind snap decisions.”

      He chortled and headed off before Rudolfus could reply.
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      On the following day, Jayhan began the long ride back to his home in Carrador, in the company of General Harkell and his troops as far as Montreya in the south of Eskuzor. Midnight had been too engrossed in learning about palace life, while Tarkyn and the other woodfolk were still too busy trying to repair the woodfolk’s reputation throughout Eskuzor to accompany him.

      From Montreya, Jayhan insisted that he could complete the journey on his own, although unbeknownst to him, the woodfolk along the route had been asked to look out for him. So, every second day, one or more would appear at the side of the road and invite him to lunch.

      A little over a week later, Jayhan pulled up outside the front gates of Batian House and dismounted, murmuring a few words and waving his hand over the gates to disable the magical ward. Even as he led Bosco through the gate, Leon, his father’s henchman and general factotum, appeared from behind the stable, alerted by the magical ward shutting down. Jayhan took a moment to reinstate the ward before turning with a big smile. He was promptly enveloped in a relieved hug.

      “So glad to see you, Master Jayhan. I was a bit worried when I heard you were doing the last leg on your own.” The big man took him by the shoulders and pushed him away so that he could study him. “Hmm. More tanned, a little more muscle. Yes, definitely looking older and wiser.”

      Jayhan laughed and pushed his hands off. “Yes. So are you.”

      “Scallywag. Come on. I’ll get Bosco unsaddled and settled in her stall. You’ll be pleased to know that Slinky’s recovered. Stefan told us about that flood. Nasty business. How’s your ankle?”

      “I’m glad Slinky’s better. My ankle was repaired by Midnight, who’s a forest guardian. So, it couldn’t be better. Where is everyone?”

      “In the parlour, having afternoon tea. We have guests. So, in you go,” Leon stopped as he had a thought, “or do you want to wash up first?”

      Jayhan looked himself up and down and decided he would make do with how he was. A bit rumpled and dusty but not too bad. “I’ll just run my hands under the stable tap, then head in,” he decided.

      He managed not to be held up on his way in by dodging Clive the butler and his wife, Beth, the head groom, both of whom would be anxious to talk to him about his trip. He could regale them later when he had more time.

      Many times in the past he had been admonished for barging in unannounced, so he tapped on the parlour door and only opened it when he heard his father’s voice bidding him enter.

      “Jayhan!” Sheldrake bounced out of his chair, uncharacteristically effusive, and flung his arms around his son. “I am so pleased to see you.”

      Jayhan felt his mother’s arms around him too. Part of him worried that he should be more of a man than to enjoy this, but most of him melted into their embrace. His mother did exactly the same as Leon had, pushing him away but still holding his shoulders so she could study him, while his father stood beside her.

      “Pleased to see you too,” said Jayhan, once he could get his breath. He frowned and leaned in to murmur, “But don’t we have guests?”

      Maud chuckled. “Yes, we do, but they know you, apparently.”

      She pulled away so he could see Stefan, his green woodfolk eyes glowing with excitement, grinning like a maniac and seated near Felicity and Henry. Felicity’s red hair had been firmly tamed into an intricate coiffure and her brother’s black hair was swept to the side in the latest fashion. Both were dressed formally and were sitting stiffly, clearly not yet feeling easy in the company of Lord Sheldrake and Lady Maud, who were both older and closer to the king than they were.

      “Perfect timing,” said Stefan, hopping up and hugging him too. “No floods or runaway carriages on the way home then?”

      “No, just the occasional invitation from woodfolk along the way to join them for a drink or a meal.” He stepped past Stefan and gave a small bow. “Lady Felicity, Lord Henry, welcome to my home. Sorry I wasn’t here to greet you. As you may have gathered, I have just returned this instant.”

      With the formalities over, his face split into a grin and they exchanged reminiscences about their shared trip to Eskuzor. Then each told the other about their respective return journeys, while Sheldrake and Maud listened in, learning more about their son’s adventures this way than they would have from direct questioning. Occasionally Felicity glanced anxiously at Maud, worried that her hosts were being ignored, but Maud merely smiled and nodded, giving her permission to continue her conversation with her fellow travellers.

      Felicity unbent as she described their trips into the forest to get to know, and then support, the local woodfolk in venturing forth among outsiders. “Stefan’s aunty, Silverwood, is a force to be reckoned with and yet she is still uncertain among too many outsiders.” She gave a little laugh. “She takes refuge in becoming even more aloof and oracle-like in her pronouncements.”

      “She doesn’t sound like an oracle,” objected Stefan.

      “Yes, she does. She has a silken voice and is the keeper of the lore, so she knows the legends and expectations of woodfolk society and draws on them in her conversations more than the others.”

      Stefan cocked his head as he thought back to conversations he had had with her. “Huh. You may be right.”

      Jayhan glanced from one to the other and sensed a relaxed camaraderie between them. He put that thought to one side for the moment and instead told them how he had coached Midnight in preparation for his court appearance and how he had toured with Breanna, Lord Torsten and two musically inept princes in an effort to gain information about upcoming bandit raids.

      “And I gather you succeeded in intercepting the bandits and preventing further raids,” said Sheldrake, who had been kept informed by Stormaway, “but you did not capture that miscreant who attacked our house.”

      Jayhan shook his head regretfully. “No. Although we now know who he is.” He knew his father would already be aware of this, but for the benefit of Felicity, Henry and Stefan, he said, “He goes by the name of Fargo, but his full name is Farwalker Starseeker, and he is actually from Kimora, not Eskuzor, as we first thought. Even though he was married to Lady Lorentaya, Sasha’s second cousin, Fargo felt thwarted by the limitations of men’s roles in Kimora’s matriarchal society. So he left his wife and sought his fortune first in Asthania, then on the borders of Carrador and Kimora, then in Eskuzor.” He shrugged. “And now we have lost track of him.”

      “So I understand from Stormaway. But we have not lost hope of finding him,” said Sheldrake. “In a week’s time, when you have had time to recover and prepare, Jayhan, I want you to work undercover searching for him.”

      Jayhan’s eyes lit up. “Really? On my own?”

      Sheldrake nodded, suppressing a smile at his son’s excitement. “Yes, although you will be able to contact other agents should the need arise. I have already sent out four other agents to work on finding Fargo, but each of them will be working independently. We need to spread our net as widely as possible. I want you to travel through the southern villages, listening in to gossip in village stores and pubs for any incidents of banditry, smuggling, cattle rustling and home invasions that might be linked to this Fargo character.”

      “Wow! Thanks, Dad.”

      Sheldrake gave a wry smile and shook his head. “That is not the usual laconic response I get from my agents when I give assignments.”

      Jayhan chortled and shrugged. “Maybe when I’m older, I’ll be more jaded.”

      “Maybe.” Sheldrake shook a finger sternly at him as he added, “Now, I don’t want you to approach Fargo. Don’t try to kill or capture him. He is too clever and too dangerous. I simply want a report of his possible whereabouts so that experienced agents can work together to bring him down. Is that clear?”

      Jayhan thought back to the attack on Batian House and the beating Fargo had given Tormic, an experienced agent. Then he also remembered hurling acidfire at Fargo, burning him and stopping the attack. “But Dad, last time I nearly got him.”

      “Last time was pure luck and Fargo translocated away. Since then, he has orchestrated the bandit attacks across Eskuzor and will have become more wary and more experienced. No.”

      Jayhan almost flounced in frustration but remembered just in time that they were speaking in front of visitors. “Very well, sir,” he said, clearly in a miff.

      Sheldrake grinned and tousled his hair, which Jayhan thought was no more dignified in front of visitors than flouncing. “Good lad.” Using the age-old tactic of a diversion to pull a child out of bad humour, he added, “Oh, by the way, a letter arrived for you by pigeon, urgent delivery. It reached us several days ago.”

      Sure enough, Jayhan’s eyes lit up with excitement.

      Sheldrake rang the bell, summoning Clive, who entered, sending Jayhan an injured look for having dodged him. Before his father could make his request, Jayhan smiled and said, “Hello, Clive. I’m sorry I missed you. I was just dying to get in here and see Mum and Dad. I promise I will come and visit you and Beth this evening and tell you all about my adventures.”

      A small, dignified smile curved the ends of their butler’s mouth. “Quite all right, sir. We will look forward to seeing you later.” He turned to Sheldrake, who understood his staff and was waiting patiently to make his request.

      Clive returned a short time later and presented a minute scroll on a silver salver. Jayhan nodded his thanks. As soon as his hand touched the scroll, it expanded to full size. Neither of them was surprised, being used to Stormaway’s minimisation spell, but Felicity and Henry gaped in wonder.

      Jayhan smiled faintly, but he was preoccupied with studying the red wax seal. He looked up. “This is from Prince Rudolfus, not from Stormaway. Stormaway must have minimised it for him or shown him the spell. Not sure how magical Rudolfus is. We never discussed it. Please excuse me. I would really like to read this straight away.”

      Naturally, the visitors nodded their agreement, so he unrolled the scroll and began to read:

      
        
        Dear Jayhan,

        Pardon my churlishness. I should have responded to your request straight away, but as you know, I was not in the best of spirits at that moment.

        I would be delighted to travel with you and your family from Bridgetown to Manissa.

        I will meet you at the Prancing Pony Inn in the spring, three weeks before the coronation.

        Your fellow musician,

        Rudolfus.

      

      

      Jayhan looked up and beamed at them. “Prince Rudolfus has agreed to accompany us to Sasha’s coronation. He will meet us in Bridgetown so we can travel through Kimora together.”

      Maud raised her eyebrows. “And how did this come about? Surely you did not have the temerity to ask a prince from a foreign country to accompany you?”

      “Um, well, you see, it wasn’t like that,” stammered Jayhan, turning pink. “We’d just played in a musical group together for a couple of weeks and I was just thinking of him as a person who was a bit sad and needed cheering up.”

      “Why was he sad?” asked Felicity.

      Without hesitation, Jayhan replied, “His business, not ours, but I felt cheering him up could be my business.”

      On the return journey, Jayhan had had plenty of time to think and he had decided that he would do everything he could to repair Rudolfus’s reputation, assuming Rudolfus himself made an effort, which was by no means certain. There was probably little Jayhan could do, but he would begin by not broadcasting Eskuzor’s nickname of Rudolfus the Reckless nor waxing lyrical about the faults in the prince’s behaviour.

      “I see,” said Felicity coolly, clearly feeling snubbed.

      “Sorry,” said Jayhan. “I suppose that sounded too abrupt. I’m not very good at being discreet. Doesn’t come naturally.”

      This disarmed Felicity and she laughed.

      “And what about Lord Stormaway?” cut in Henry. “Do you think he really meant it when he asked me to be his assistant?”

      “I didn’t know he had,” said Jayhan. He thought back to the last time he had seen Henry and Stormaway together. “Did he ask you that when he pulled you aside just before we parted?”

      When Henry nodded, Sheldrake reassured him. “Stormaway would not say something like that in jest.”

      “Just a minute,” said Jayhan, jumping up. “Now you mention it, he gave me a scroll to give you. I’ll just get it out of my saddlebag.” He disappeared for a few minutes and returned holding a scroll, which he held out to Henry. He nodded. “Go on. Read it now, if you like.”

      Despite Jayhan’s words, Henry glanced at Sheldrake for permission and only unfurled the scroll after a small nod from him. He quickly scanned the contents before looking up with a goofy grin on his face. “He still wants me.”

      “Oh, I’m so glad, Henry.” Felicity smiled warmly. To Jayhan she said, “He was getting so worried when he hadn’t heard anything.”

      “We’ve been pretty busy with tracking down bandits, trying to catch Fargo and helping the woodfolk make themselves known.” Jayhan chuckled. “Not to mention trying to instil a sense of rhythm into two overzealous princes.”

      “He has asked me to travel to Eskuzor to begin work with him as soon as I have my affairs in order here.”

      Jayhan grinned. “You’ll love working with him. I expect he and Caroman will go to Sasha’s coronation. So, with any luck, we’ll see you at the Prancing Pony too. I hope so.”

      “It sounds like Bridgetown may be crowded in the lead-up to the coronation,” said Maud. “I think perhaps we will book rooms at the Star and Garter now. We have been going there for years, and they know us well there.” She put up a hand as Jayhan went to protest. “I’m sure we can all dine together, even if we are staying in different hostelries, and we will, after all, be in each other’s company for the journey to Manissa.” She turned to Felicity. “Would you like to join us, Lady Felicity? You could then spend time with your brother in his new post, assuming that Stormaway comes, and I would enjoy your company.”

      Felicity’s face turned pink with pleasure. An invitation from Lady Maud, leader of court fashion and adviser to the king, was no small honour. “I would be delighted to, Lady Maud.”

      Maud, at her managing best, then turned to Stefan. “I assume you will be joining us both to represent the Carradorian woodfolk and since you also knew Sasha when she lived here.”

      Stefan nodded. “I had thought I would. Although it is still six months away, I will book the rooms for us at the Star and Garter. Old Juney has been running it for years and she is a close friend of our family—my innkeeping outsider family, that is, not my woodfolk family,” he added for Felicity and Henry’s benefit.

      “Excellent.” Maud gave a self-satisfied smile which made her son suspect that she was up to tricks. “Talk to me later before you book.”

      Some time later, when Felicity and Henry had departed, Jayhan sidled up to his mother and asked, “So what did you think of Felicity?”

      His mother arched her brows. “Do you mean, do I think she would make a good wife for our king?”

      Jayhan gave a little grin and nodded. He had written to her of all their adventures and had told her about Felicity confessing to the woodfolk that she was enamoured of King Gavin, albeit from a distance. Maud was one of the few people who met regularly with Gavin away from public forums and so was one of the few to be in a position to at least suggest a suit for him or introduce him to eligible prospects.

      Maud chuckled. “I like her. She is twenty-nine years old, not a simpering young thing in her teens. That, in itself, is a good beginning. After all, Gavin will be thirty-two this year. She has life experience of a marriage, managing a household and then coping with the loss of her husband and position. She is not a foreign princess, which would be ideal from a political point of view, but Kashmet of Asthania is dedicated to commanding the country’s military forces, I understand, and Sasharia of Kimora is his first cousin and will be a reigning monarch, which brings too many complications.”

      “Oh good,” said Jayhan. “So now you just have to tell Gavin.”

      Maud rolled her eyes. “No, Jayhan. You have all the subtlety of a brick. Of course I don’t just tell Gavin. First, I have to manoeuvre events so they can get to know each other. From what she apparently told the woodfolk, Felicity knows it is difficult, verging on impossible, to spend time close to the king.” She gave a private little smile. “But I will see what I can do.”
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      Tarkyn camped in the forest close to the palace with Lapping Water, his daughters and the other woodfolk for the next two nights after their luncheon on the back lawn. Despite their intention of becoming more familiar with outsiders, the woodfolk felt edgy staying so close to the palace. Besides, they were anxious to resume their campaign to counter Fargo’s rumours and make the true nature of woodfolk known throughout the realm.

      Midnight also felt uncomfortable among outsiders, but having broken through the barrier of fear that had kept him and all woodfolk from the palace, he wanted to get used to the outsiders’ environment before leaving. Then, he reasoned, when he needed to return, he would not find it so difficult. So, when the rest of the woodfolk left on the third day, Midnight stayed behind, planning to use his presence, with Navira’s help, to dispel Fargo’s rumours by meeting a range of merchants and nobles who visited on state business.

      Danton and Navira liked having him there, as did Stormaway, who had been his teacher as he learnt both sign language and wizardry. Midnight continued to use the palace bedchamber that Tarkyn and Harkell had given him. He was becoming more adept at navigating the daily routines of etiquette, eating, bathing in a bath as opposed to a stream, dressing and meeting what seemed to be a continuous stream of people he didn’t know.

      Rudolfus, Breana and Torsten planned to remain for another week before returning home. They were intrigued by his use of sign language and did their best, aided by Danton, Navira and Stormaway, to master it. This was not always successful and led to high hilarity when Rudolfus mistook Midnight’s sign for a pig with the sign for eating messily, making him think in some bemusement that Midnight wanted him to watch him eat, when he was actually trying to invite him to see the pigsties.

      It was a relief to see Rudolfus laughing. Ever since the day Jayhan had let slip the nickname of Rudolfus the Reckless, the sparkle had disappeared from the prince’s eyes.

      The laughter, however, only broke through the ice temporarily. Rudolfus was unfailingly polite, but he was no longer cheerily spontaneous. Instead, Midnight, who did a lot of watching himself, could see the prince watching everyone else, not joining in unthinkingly as he had done before.

      Was this a good thing? Midnight wondered.

      Clearly, the label of Rudolfus the Reckless had hurt the prince. It had suddenly reconceived the joyful frivolity of his life as ill-judged and irresponsible. And yet, Rudolfus would be the first to tell you that he had no responsibilities and would never be given any. But on the other hand, he had seemed dissatisfied that his family had written him off so completely.

      Midnight wanted to talk to him, but he didn’t want to share any conversation he had with a third person whom he would need to interpret for him. In a moment of inspiration, he decided to write the prince a letter. This was followed by hours of non-inspiration, where he had no idea what to write.

      Finally, when everyone else was asleep, he drew a piece of parchment close to himself on the polished desk in his bedchamber and began to write,

      
        
        Dear Rudolfus,

        I am sad to see you lose your spontaneity. I have enjoyed your cheerfulness and unexpectedness.

        I would have to admit that I am rarely spontaneous myself. I have to watch so carefully to see who is speaking and what their expressions mean if I miss their words. In fact, as Tarkyn will attest, the only times I am truly spontaneous are when I am angry, upset or afraid, at which times my natural instinct is to flee.

        I know the label of Reckless has upset you, but only you can decide who you are.

        I have often been labelled as a fool, especially when I was younger or by people who don’t know me. They have mistaken deafness for stupidity. Whenever I fear their judgement, I remind myself that I am actually strong in mind, body and magical power.

        What I am trying to say is, don’t let other people decide who you are. You seem unsure about what you want from the future. If you choose to continue your light-hearted way of life, you will delight many people around you. But I worry that you are trying to show the world you don’t care when you really do.

        I am not used to writing letters. If I sound self-conscious, it’s because I am. I hope I do not offend you by taking an interest in you.

        Whatever you decide, I look forward to building on the friendship that we have begun,

        Midnight.

      

      

      With some trepidation, Midnight rolled his parchment into a neat scroll, addressed it and sealed it with red wax, pressing a leafy twig into it that he had plucked from the flower arrangement in the bowl on his desk. He knew it wasn’t right and that he should have his own seal, but at the moment he didn’t, so it would have to do.

      He ducked his head out the door and, with a resolute breath, handed it to the guard stationed outside his door.

      The guard raised his eyebrows and enunciated carefully. “To be delivered now?”

      Midnight’s eyes widened as he realised the panic that would cause. He shook his head and mimed sleeping followed by waking to show he meant in the morning.

      The guard accepted the parchment and nodded, tipping his fingers to his forehead. Midnight retreated. He lay down under the down coverings on the soft feather mattress and tried to get some sleep as he awaited the morning.

      He arose at dawn, heavy-eyed and groggy. He preferred to sleep on hard earth with the scent of trees around him, but he did not blame the soft bed for his poor sleep. His stomach did a little flip as he remembered for the umpteenth time the letter he had written the night before. It crossed his mind that he might be able to retrieve it before it was delivered, but he gave his head a little shake.

      Courage, Midnight, he thought as he washed in the handbasin, dressed and wandered down to the breakfast salon.

      Not surprisingly, no one else was there. He helped himself to a plate of eggs, bacon and mushrooms and a cup of aromatic tea that Navira imported from Firenz. Tarkyn had introduced him to coffee, but he hadn’t liked it at all after a lifetime of drinking tea.

      He sat down at the long, polished table and worked his way doggedly through his breakfast. Once he had finished, he heaved a little anxious sigh, knowing no one but the servants would be up for some time. He drank the last of his tea and headed outside.
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      As he descended the stairs, his eyes fell on the row of oddly shaped trees that lined the driveway at the front of the palace. He frowned. These should be beautiful, tall, spreading yew trees.

      He glanced around and saw no one nearby, so he crossed to the trees and inspected them. Many of their branches had been cut, stunting their growth. As a forest guardian, he had an innate care for plants. He wondered whether there had been a malicious attack on the trees and, without further thought, decided to repair them.

      He stepped up to the nearest one and channelled his healing power, his esse, into it. He felt the connection from him stir the sap, bringing it up to the ends of the damaged branches. Slowly, the blunt ends softened and elongated, reaching up towards the sky. Normally, he could just brush his hands up a plant to rejuvenate it, but this one was so misshapen that it took him nearly twenty minutes of hard concentration to repair it. He had to pour healing into every small twig and branch to coax them to grow. Finally, Midnight released his connection and stood back to admire the tree in its true form.

      Then he took a few deep breaths to recover before moving on to the next one. It took him more than an hour and most of his strength before the four trees stood tall and proud, towering over him. He felt drained, but he was so pleased with his tree rescue that he almost felt ready to face Rudolfus. He gave a beatific smile and turned to go back inside.

      To his horror, he found himself face to face with an apoplectic old gardener who was bearing down on him, brandishing a huge pair of shears and shouting at him. The man was so worked up that Midnight had no idea what he was saying. All he could tell was that the man was beside himself with anger and the shears waving about before him represented a significant threat.

      Grimacing in apology, Midnight waved his hand to evoke the Shturrum spell, freezing the man in his tracks. Not knowing what to do next, he left the man standing like a strange statue and ran up the steps to get help.

      He rushed into the breakfast salon and, with relief, saw Danton and Rudolfus sitting at the table. They stared at him, startled by his rushed entry.

      He began signing frantically.

      Danton put up his hand. “Whoa! Slow down, young one. Start again more slowly.”

      As Midnight tried to explain what had happened, a frown appeared on Danton’s face. “Someone on the palace staff attacked you?”

      “Yes. No. They were going to,” he signed, heaving gasps of panic.

      “Show me.” Danton jumped to his feet and followed the young woodman out of the room, gesturing to the guards on either side of the doorway to fall in behind.

      Danton and Midnight rushed out onto the front steps, with a very interested and preparing-to-be-scandalised Rudolfus in their wake.

      Midnight ran down the steps and stopped in front of the motionless gardener.

      Danton let out a long, breathy “aah” of comprehension. Checking that Midnight was watching him, he said, “You used the Shturrum spell, didn’t you? Clever boy. I can’t do that.” He indicated to the guards to move into position on either side of the gardener before asking the young sorcerer, “Do you think you could release him so we can question him?”

      Midnight stood well out of range of the shears and waved his hand to remove the spell.

      The gardener gasped and lurched forward as he regained his ability to move and promptly turned red, quivering all over as his fury vied with the requirement to show respect to the Prince Consort.

      “What is the meaning of this, Bernard?” demanded Danton. “Did you attack Prince Midnight with these shears?”

      Fury won out over decorum and Bernard waved his shears at the yew trees and blurted out, “Sire. Look! He’s destroyed my topiaries. It’s taken me years to train those yews into shapes and now look! I’ll never get them back.” He threw down the shears and began to wring his hands. Then he waved at each tree as he said, “Look at them. This one was a rooster, the next was a cat, that one was a chicken and the last was a fox. A fox, my pride and joy. A beautiful, brush-tailed fox.” He gulped in a breath. “Now look at them. Big and bushy and shapeless.” A sob escaped the old man, and he put a shaking hand over his mouth. “Sorry, Your Highness. I’m quite overcome.”

      “Oh dear,” said Danton faintly.

      Behind him, Midnight looked completely bewildered. He had no concept of topiary. “What’s wrong?” he signed frantically, panic rising within him. “What’s he talking about? Why isn’t he pleased? I thought you’d all be pleased. I repaired those damaged trees.”

      Navira appeared at the top of the steps, flanked on either side by concerned guards who had obviously told her that something untoward was taking place in the forecourt. She was just in time to see Midnight’s impassioned flurry of signing. Her brilliant amber eyes swept the scene, taking in the livid gardener, the row of flourishing tall trees where yesterday there had been stylised shrubs, and Midnight, pale-faced, wide-eyed and, she suspected, ready to flick into hiding.

      “Oh dear,” she said faintly, unknowingly mimicking her husband. Firstly, calm down our poor misguided forest guardian, she thought. “Well done, Midnight,” she signed, not saying this aloud to avoid distressing her head gardener further. Then she drew a breath and declared in a carrying voice, “Let it be known that this row of… plants heretofore known as Topiary Avenue shall now be called Woodfolk Way in honour of the woodfolk’s emergence from the forests.” Now to settle poor Bernard. He is such a dedicated gardener, and I can see this will break his heart. She beckoned to him as she trod down the stairs. “Bernard, we have valued your beautiful work, and we understand this unexpected change may have upset you. If you have any other project you would like to pursue in the gardens, let us know and it will be financed. I’m afraid that’s the best we can do.”

      Bernard couldn’t help another sob escaping him. He sniffed and managed to say, “Thank you, ma’am. I don’t think I will live long enough to create another such work of art.” He sniffed. “But I will think on it.”

      “Perhaps a floral sundial,” ventured Rupert from the side. “We had one in Asthania, but it fell into disrepair. I always loved it.”

      Bernard gave another sniff, but the idea ignited a small spark. His eyes narrowed in calculation. After a few moments, he sniffed and said, “It would require quite a bit of land, of course, and regular refurbishment of annuals to keep up the colours.” Taking advantage of the situation, he added, “It will take a lot of work to maintain it. I may need another under-gardener.”

      Danton frowned at him and said repressively, “Of course, there is the matter of you threatening Prince Midnight with a huge pair of shears…”

      Bernard turned in consternation to view the diminutive young man in the soft brown leggings and tunic, for the first time noticing the fine quality of the material and the expensive embroidery. The gardener’s face paled. He had had no idea that he had been facing off against a prince. “Oh no,” he breathed, beginning to shake. “I promise you, I was not threatening him, Your Highness. I was coming to put the yews to rights, but then I saw they were too far gone. I was shaking my shears at him in anger.”

      “Still, not the respectful behaviour due to a prince, was it?” asked Danton. “Prince Midnight is the ward of the Queen’s brother, High Lord Tarkyn.”

      Bernard would have liked to say quite a few things about Midnight’s lack of respect for his works of art and to bemoan being paralysed by Midnight’s spell. But this was not a conversation between equals, so he held his tongue and bowed stiffly in Midnight’s direction. “I apologise, Your Highness. I fear my emotions overcame me.”

      To his utter astonishment, Midnight bowed back. When the woodman straightened, he signed, with Danton interpreting for him. “I can see my actions have inadvertently distressed you and so, I apologise.” After a moment’s hesitation, he offered, “If you have any plants within the gardens that are ailing, perhaps I could help you to restore them to health.”

      Bernard bowed again and said stiffly, “Thank you, sire,” but he shot a puzzled look at Danton, who murmured that he would explain later.
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