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      PROLOGUE

      
      It felt like an eternity to Fynch.

      
      There was brightness; unbearably sharp, and combined with a hammering pain. He squeezed his lids tightly shut but the dazzling
         gold light hurt his eyes all the same as he helplessly relinquished control of his small body to the vast agony exploding
         through it. He believed himself to be flopping around like a fish caught on a hook, but that was purely his imagination. In
         truth he was rigidly still; his teeth bared in a grimace as the force of magic gifted from Elysius radiated painfully into
         him.
      

      
      At one point he thought he glimpsed the sorcerer passing through him to his death, like a distant memory he could not quite
         bring into focus. Elysius appeared whole again and he was smiling. The sense of him offering thanks was vaguely present but
         Fynch was unable to lock onto it as the pain claimed all of his attention.
      

      
      The sickening throb of power began to pulse through his body in time with his escalating heartbeat; each push harder, each
         more breathless in its intensity until he lost all sense of himself. He no longer knew his name or where he lay. He was a flimsy craft being tossed about on a stormy sea of sensation, unable to navigate or steer. Fynch simply
         had to let go into the excruciating pain and ride the ocean of distress until, finally, he glimpsed its end. How long his
         journey had lasted he could not tell; could not even guess. The agony ebbed gradually but steadily, until he realised he was
         bearing it. He had survived. His pulse was fast but his heart no longer felt as though it might explode through his chest.
         The blinding light had dimmed to flashes of gold, as if he had been staring at the sun too long, and his breath was no longer
         panicked and shallow but came in deep, rhythmic draughts.
      

      
      His wits returned. Fynch remembered who he was and what he was doing here.

      
      Trembling from a chill which now gripped him, Fynch opened his eyes to slits. He registered a new layer of pain and closed
         them again; this time it was a headache which prompted instant nausea. He felt like crying. But where other youngsters might
         have the comfort of a mother’s voice nearby and her love to cling to, there was no such consolation for Fynch. He had no family
         – nor even friends any longer. Wyl had gone. He hated the way they had parted. He knew Wyl had wanted him to leave the Wild
         immediately and had watched his friend battle his inclination to say as much. Poor Wyl had been forced to inhabit his sister’s
         body, and Ylena’s face was too expressive to mask what her brother was thinking. And yet Wyl had said nothing; had permitted
         Fynch to make his own decision, which was to remain a little longer. Fynch felt a profound sadness for his friend who had
         suffered so much loss already and would suffer more yet, he sensed. He wished he knew of a way to spare Wyl more pain, or at least to share some of it with him.
      

      
      He sighed. The nausea had passed. His eyes were still closed and the pain had dimmed considerably he realised. But the loneliness
         remained. There would not even be Elysius to offer solace. No. The boy suspected he was alone in the Wild, save for the strange
         four-legged beast he considered his companion.
      

      
      Full consciousness sifted through his shattered nerves and Fynch became aware of a pressing warmth at his side. The source
         moved, having sensed he was alert again. A low growl confirmed it was the dog.
      

      
      ‘Knave?’ Fynch croaked through a parched throat.

      
      Never far, a voice replied in his head. It made him flinch.
      

      
      The boy turned towards the great black dog. ‘Did you speak to me?’ he said, tears welling. ‘Can I finally hear you?’

      
      Depthless eyes regarded him and he heard Knave’s reply in his mind. I did. You can.
      

      
      So there was a friendly voice – one he had never thought to hear. Fynch managed to command his reluctant arms to obey him.
         Slowly, painfully, he wrapped them around the big animal’s neck and wept deeply and without shame.
      

      
      Elysius? Fynch asked after a long time, testing his newly acquired power. It was a startling sensation.
      

      
      The dog’s response was instant. Dead. It was quick. And he was glad to go.
      

      
      Where is his body?

      
      Everywhere. He became dust. The massive transfer of his power to you disintegrated his physical being and then dispersed him.

      
      Did he say anything before . . . before he passed on?

      
      
      That you are the bravest of souls. He agonised that he might be wrong to force this burden upon you, the dog admitted. He regretted the pain you would experience and the journey ahead, but he believes there is no one else who can walk this path
            but you. The dog leaned closer and spoke very gently. In this I know he is right.
      

      
      Fynch pulled away from his friend, eyes still wet. There was so much yet to learn. Knave, I don’t know how to use this power. I have no—
      

      
      Hush, the dog soothed. That is why I am here.
      

      
      The boy took the beast’s huge head between his tiny hands. Who are you?

      
      I am your guide. You must trust me.

      
      I do.

      
      The dog said no more but Fynch sensed that it was glad. Perhaps there was even relief there, he thought.

      
      But there is something I must know, he went on, his tone almost begging.
      

      
      Ask it. Knave’s voice was so deep that Fynch suspected that if the dog could speak aloud he would feel the sound rumble through
         his own tiny chest.
      

      
      Who is your true master? Where do you belong?

      
      If a dog could smile, Fynch felt convinced Knave was doing so now. I have no master as such. But I do belong.
      

      
      Where? Please tell me.

      
      I am of the Thicket.

      
      Ah. Fynch’s tensed muscles relaxed as understanding flooded through him. The neatness of the dog’s answer pleased him. Are there others like you?

      
      I am unique. But there are other enchantments within the Thicket, Knave answered somewhat cryptically.
      

      
      So Elysius didn’t send you to Myrren?

      
      
      Elysius did not know me until we both came here, although he knew of me. And Myrren was not the person I sought.

      
      This was a revelation. Fynch pressed his hands against his eyes in an attempt to ease their soreness and to clear his swirling
         thoughts. Then why didn’t you just search out Wyl?

      
      Because Wyl is not the one I sought either.

      
      Fynch looked up sharply. Who then? Who must we now search for?

      
      The search is over. It was always you, Fynch.

      
      What? The dog’s unerring gaze told Fynch it would never lie. But why?

      
      You are the Progeny and I am the guide.

      
      I thought I was the Wielder, Fynch wondered, confused.
      

      
      That, and so much more, Knave said reverently. You are many things and it is you we seek.
      

      
      The Thicket sent you to find me?

      
      Yes, but it did not know who would be the next Gate Wielder.

      
      But it must have known Elysius was dying in order to send you in search of his replacement?

      
      Yes.

      
      So your role has never been about Wyl or Myrren . . or protecting Valentyna? Fynch sent wonderingly.
      

      
      Knave’s response was measured. My task is to protect you. When the magic of the Quickening entered Wyl, the Thicket believed he was the next Wielder. Elysius
            wondered the same.
      

      
      Are you saying that it was pure coincidence you came into Myrren’s life? Fynch asked, desperately trying to piece the puzzle together.
      

      
      Not exactly. She was Elysius’s daughter. Magic was part of her even though it was not strong in her. It was she whom the Thicket
            decided to keep watch over, and it chose correctly. When
       Myrren made such a strong connection with Wyl, we thought he might be the one. It was only when I met you that I realised
            it was you we searched for.

      
      But how can you tell?

      
      There is an aura about you, Fynch. Unmistakable, and invisible to all but those of the Thicket.

      
      Fynch sighed as if he had suspected as much. So I was born with this aura?

      
      Yes. Your destiny was set.

      
      Elysius never mentioned it.

      
      Elysius didn’t know. The Thicket told him who you are.

      
      It talks!

      
      Communicates, the dog corrected.
      

      
      Fynch held his head and groaned. These revelations were causing fresh gusts of pain through his already aching mind. It hurts, Knave. Will it always be so?

      
      You must control the pain. Don’t allow yourself to become its slave. Master it, Fynch.

      
      Is this how it will kill me?

      
      The dog held a difficult silence between them.

      
      I would know the truth, Fynch insisted. If you are my friend – my Guide, as you say – then tell me honestly.
      

      
      He sensed the dog’s discomfort as it began to explain. This is the beginning. You must use your powers sparingly. Talk to me aloud whenever you can. Hearing my response in your
            mind will cause you no distress or repercussions. The pain and other weakenings will only occur if you send the magic yourself.

      
      How long have I got, Knave?

      
      The dog raised its head to look Fynch directly in the eye. I don’t know. It depends how strong you are; how sparingly you use this power.
      

      
      If Knave expected despair it did not come. Fynch wiped his eyes and, using his companion as support, raised himself wearily on unsteady legs. I must rest, the little boy said gravely.
      

      
      And then we must go to the Thicket, Knave said, equally sombre. It awaits you.
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER 1

      
      
      The vineyard sprawled before them, the land suddenly sloping away in the distance down to a small shingle beach and the channel
         of sea. The tang of salt in the air was invigorating and the bright day with its cloudless sky and sharp light reminded Aremys
         of his love of the north and how much he had secretly missed it all these years. He inhaled the air now and smiled. It felt
         good to be alive despite the new and sudden complexities in his life.
      

      
      With his memory now blessedly returned Aremys felt much better equipped to accept the King’s invitation to ‘walk the rows’
         of vines at Racklaryon. The mercenary learned that it was one of Cailech’s great pleasures to see his vineyard bursting with
         new life in spring, showing the spectacular results of the savage pruning his vignerons insisted upon each year.
      

      
      They looked out now across the neat rows and Aremys could almost taste the wine this field would produce at summer’s end.
         Bright green leaves, like the protective wings of a mother hen, shaded their yet-to-mature babies: bunches of fruit that hung
         like tiny green jewels, fattening and ripening daily as the plants sent out fresh tendrils to weave and curl their way along the special lines that supported
         the vines. The Mountain People had pioneered this method of support. In the south, the vines were left to themselves, to grow
         tall at first before stooping over. It made for a ragged, untidy vineyard but, in truth, did not affect the quality of the
         fruit. In the north, however, the vine support lines had been developed to air the fruit, as some months were humid and damp.
         It also looked spectacular.
      

      
      Cailech’s people took pride in the ordered appearance of their vineyards. Not only were the rows straight but each vine was
         sung to as it was planted – a small prayer to Haldor for each new beginning that it might yield life of its own. At each row’s
         end, the Mountain People planted a flower called a trineal. It was beautiful but fragile, very susceptible to lack of water
         or other natural attacks. Cailech’s vignerons maintained that if the trineal foundered, then they would have a few weeks to
         find the solution to prevent the vines following suit. It was an ancient tradition but one still faithfully adhered to. The
         bright rainbow colours of the trineal bushes were an attractive feature in this, Cailech’s favourite vineyard, and they stood
         proud, colourful and healthy at the heads of the rows. It would be a bountiful harvest, the men muttered.
      

      
      The King was rarely alone; today he was flanked by Myrt and Byl. Aremys had come to know these particular fellows well since
         his curious arrival in the Razors. He felt comfortable in their presence and over the past days he had started to view them
         as companions as much as his captors. Nevertheless, he had chosen not to reveal that his memory was fully restored. It suited him that these Mountain Dwellers knew only as much as he was prepared to share,
         until he could learn more of their intentions for him.
      

      
      The small company had ridden to the vineyard beyond the lake and Aremys was sorry to see that the King had not chosen to bring
         the intriguing black horse which had caused him such fright on their previous ride. He mentioned his disappointment to Cailech.
      

      
      ‘Ah yes, Galapek,’ the King replied softly, and Aremys felt the weight of that green gaze upon him. ‘I had the impression
         that he disturbed you somehow the last time we rode together.’
      

      
      It was said without accusation but still Aremys felt the scrutiny couched within. Wyl Thirsk’s warning burned in his mind:
         that only a fool took any comment by Cailech at face value. Everything he says has a purpose, Wyl had impressed upon Aremys during their journey together from Felrawthy. He misses nothing.
      

      
      The mercenary thought back to the moment of disturbance the King spoke of. It had occurred only a few days ago. Aremys had
         admired the King’s mount but, on casually touching the horse, had felt a blast of magic rippling through his hands where they
         rested on its strong neck. It had been an intense shock for Aremys – not only that the creature was alive with magic, but
         that he could sense it. Far worse, it was a dark, tainted magic and its touch had caused him to stumble in distress. He had
         been unable to regain his composure and was forced to excuse himself from the party of riders. That action had been embarrassing,
         but no doubt had also appeared suspicious at a time when he was striving to convince his keepers that he was not a Morgravian spy or any other kind of threat to the Mountain Dwellers.
      

      
      The only positive outcome was that the shock seemed to have caused his amnesia to dissipate and he was able to piece together
         what he was doing in the Razors. He remembered following Wyl Thirsk, who now walked in the guise of his sister, Ylena, courtesy
         of the powerful gift, the Quickening. Together they had entered the mysterious region in the far north-east known as the Thicket.
         Aremys recalled Wyl asking him to whistle so they would not lose one another amongst the tangle of this dense landmark. He
         had obliged, could even remember the tune he had chosen, but then all had gone black and he had woken, disoriented, on the
         frozen rocks of the northern mountain range and lacking a memory. Cailech’s men had discovered him there and somehow he had
         managed to muddle his way through those early and dangerous stages, not helped by his own confusion. Living by his wits, he
         felt convinced now that he had carefully won not only their trust but that of their King too. Wyl had warned Aremys that the
         Mountain King was changeable, capricious even, and had recounted the terrible night of the feast when Cailech had threatened
         to roast alive the Morgravian prisoners his men had captured and feed them to his people. This was definitely not a man to
         second-guess and so Aremys had been as honest as he could with the Mountain King, even disclosing his identity when it finally
         returned to him.
      

      
      His only major secret from Cailech right now was the fact that he was linked to Wyl Thirsk, the former General of Morgravia,
         and that Wyl was possessed by a magic which had already taken the life of three people – one of them Romen Koreldy, in whom Cailech had shown a keen interest. And if the Mountain Kingdom held its own secrets, then he
         would learn them and at least be useful in some small way to Wyl, who had promised to return to the Razors some day in search
         of his friends Gueryn and Lothryn, both of whom had offered their lives to save his.
      

      
      It had taken Aremys hours of musing to accept that the Thicket must have somehow repelled him. It was a difficult notion for
         him to get his mind around. Until recently he had neither particularly believed nor disbelieved in magic, but growing up in
         the far north, on the Isles of Grenadyn, meant he held a loose acceptance that such a power might exist, and was not necessarily
         something to fear.
      

      
      The discovery that magic certainly did exist, however – having met Wyl and shared the sorrow of his plight – was a whole new
         matter. Suddenly the legend of the Thicket was a real phenomenon and took on a sinister character. To acknowledge that this
         enchanted place had purposely separated him from the person he had sworn to protect was disturbing enough; but accepting that
         the Thicket had also affected him in such a way that he now possessed the ability to sense magic was terrifying.
      

      
      The horse itself couched a darker mystery. Just touching the animal had made him feel ill. This was not a whole beast. It
         reeked of evil – and yet also of despair. He needed to see the horse again, reach towards it once more. Perhaps his captors
         had no idea of the darkness in Galapek? But how could Cailech know the horse had been the cause of Aremys’s disturbance .
         . . unless, of course, he knew the creature was tainted.
      

      
      
      Aremys realised that Cailech was still watching him carefully. The mercenary, practised at subterfuge, stretched a lazy smile
         across his generous mouth. ‘It was nothing to do with the beast, my lord. I felt very off-colour that morning and I slept
         for many hours after that event.’
      

      
      ‘Probably out of discomfort at almost spewing on the King’s boots!’ Myrt added, safe in the knowledge that Cailech encouraged
         a more casual atmosphere when he was away from the fortress and the formalities of being their ruler.
      

      
      Myrt’s jest gave Aremys the opportunity he needed to remove himself from the King’s scrutiny. It suddenly occurred to him
         that Cailech knew more than he was giving away. His instincts had rarely yet let him down, so he listened to them now.
      

      
      ‘It reminded me of the time,’ he said, seizing the opening, ‘when a very aged and strict aunt came to visit the family.’ His
         companions, sensing a tale in the making, came closer. ‘She was a cantankerous woman who despised social gatherings, yet insisted
         on everyone celebrating her nameday each spring. Oh, how we hated that day and her arrival with all of its pomp and ceremony.
         But our family was obliged to her, for this rich crone had gifted much money to the town and I would be lying if I said we
         too had not benefited from her gold.’
      

      
      Aremys saw with relief the loose, expectant grin on the King’s face as he bent to inspect the juvenile grapes on a vine. He
         continued with his tale: a dare by his brothers that went horribly wrong and culminated in him tossing the contents of a chamber
         pot over the head of the town’s special guest.
      

      
      The men roared with laughter. Aremys noted that Cailech was less responsive but he was nonetheless amused; a wry smile crinkled the weathered face and sparkled in his eyes.
         ‘I would never repeat such a tale if that had been me,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘Nor will I again,’ Aremys admitted, rather impressed by his story which was wholly fabricated. His dear, sweet old Aunt Jassamy
         was much loved and her nameday celebrations had been the town’s idea, not hers, and well deserved for the money she had invested
         in its livelihood. ‘But I am trying to impress upon you, my lord, the level of my dismay,’ Aremys went on, grinning. ‘This
         sorry tale has now been relegated to the second most embarrassing moment of my life. I hope you can guess the first.’
      

      
      ‘You are forgiven, Farrow, and it’s forgotten,’ the King said, as the other two men moved off through the rows.

      
      Aremys did not believe him. ‘Thank you, sire.’

      
      ‘Perhaps you would like to ride Galapek?’

      
      Aremys had not expected this and his hesitation was telling, he felt. The King was testing him and both of them knew it. What
         did Cailech know? The mercenary quickly gathered his wits. ‘It would be a privilege, my lord.’
      

      
      ‘Good,’ the King replied, his steady gaze unfathomable. ‘I will arrange it.’

      
      He looked beyond the mercenary. ‘Ah, here comes Baryn. He is head of the vineyard.’ The previous topic seemingly forgotten,
         he strode towards his man, calling back over his shoulder, ‘Don’t you love the Thaw, Aremys? Spring unfurling her fronds,
         pushing through her shoots, warming the ground and melting the ice?’ Cailech pointed as Aremys caught up. ‘Just look at these
         vines, fairly bursting with joy as tiny green buds and tendrils begin their life journey.’
      

      
      
      ‘You should write poetry, sire.’

      
      The King smiled at the compliment. ‘I have a proposition to put to you, Farrow.’

      
      Cailech’s sudden twist took Aremys by surprise. He would have to be careful; Wyl had warned him of this. ‘Sire?’

      
      ‘I have been thinking on our conversation.’

      
      ‘Oh?’ Aremys was not sure which particular discussion the King referred to.

      
      Cailech must have sensed this. ‘Regarding Celimus.’

      
      Aremys nodded. ‘I recall suggesting a parley.’

      
      ‘There is wisdom in what you advise and I have decided to act upon it.’

      
      Aremys wished he was able to keep the surprise from his face and his voice. ‘Really?’

      
      Cailech nodded. ‘Yes. I am going to Morgravia, and not under cover of disguise or stealth. Actually, let me correct that.
         We are going to Morgravia.’
      

      
      ‘You and your chosen men, sire?’

      
      ‘Me and you, Farrow.’
      

      
      Aremys searched the King’s face for any sign of guile, then realised he would not be able to tell if Cailech was bluffing,
         for the man was a master at hiding behind a granite expression. Although on this occasion Aremys thought he detected the barest
         hint of amusement.
      

      
      ‘Then I am honoured, King Cailech.’ Aremys took the chance that this was the response the Mountain King expected.

      
      Cailech simply nodded. ‘You will set up the meeting, as you know Celimus. You will be my emissary.’

      
      The King strode away, leaving the newly appointed envoy for the Mountain Kingdom open-mouthed.

      
      
      ‘Close it, friend,’ Myrt said, returning to captor duty.

      
      ‘He can’t be serious,’ Aremys murmured, watching as the King’s broad figure joined the vineyard manager amongst an ocean of
         green leaves.
      

      
      ‘He never jests about such things. Take it as a compliment, Farrow. He must trust you.’

      
      ‘When do we leave?’

      
      ‘As soon as the streams run with the Thaw, he told me.’

      
      ‘But that’s now!’ Aremys said, turning to look at Myrt.

      
      The man grinned. ‘True. Come on, we’d better head back – apparently you are to ride his prize stallion this afternoon.’

      
      Aremys’s stomach clenched when he caught sight of the magnificent horse being led out of its stall by Maegryn, the stablemaster.
         The stallion flicked its tail constantly, as though angry. A weak sensation of nausea rippled through the mercenary. He forced
         himself to relax, for he had been holding his breath as well and was ashamed at himself for allowing this animal to have such
         a dramatic effect on him. Perhaps he would be able to bear it this time.
      

      
      It’s only a horse, damn it! But he berated himself to no avail; the sinister feeling intensified.
      

      
      ‘He’s a beauty, this one,’ Myrt commented by his side.

      
      Aremys fought the swirling dizziness. Did no one else feel it? ‘Is Cailech not joining us?’ he asked through clenched teeth.

      
      ‘No. Rashlyn will be riding out though.’

      
      ‘Who is he?’ Aremys asked as innocently as he could. He recalled Wyl’s description of the man who seemed to have an unnatural influence over the Mountain King.
      

      
      ‘The King’s barshi – a detestable creature,’ Myrt told him. ‘But if you ever claim I said that, I’ll deny it first and kill
         you later.’
      

      
      Aremys grinned. ‘A man of magic then?’ he said, watching as Maegryn saddled Galapek.

      
      His companion nodded and Aremys felt his stomach twist again. ‘Can he sense other empowered people?’ He hoped Myrt could not
         hear the anxiety in his voice.
      

      
      ‘I have no idea. Why do you ask?’

      
      Aremys forced a shrug. ‘Oh, no reason. I’ve always been rather intrigued by those with the power, that’s all.’

      
      ‘To be honest I wish he’d leave the mountains. His influence upon our King is too strong. There are times . . .’ Myrt did
         not finish.
      

      
      Aremys glanced towards his captor. ‘Go on.’

      
      The Mountain man shook his head. ‘No, I speak out of turn.’

      
      Aremys could see it would not be wise to push Myrt further right now, although it pleased him that Myrt felt safe enough around
         him to be candid. It was a good sign.
      

      
      It looked as though Maegryn was satisfied with Galapek. He was barking orders now for the other horses to be led out.

      
      ‘Where did Cailech find this magnificent horse anyway?’ Aremys asked brightly. He seemed to be growing more accustomed to
         the magic nearby.
      

      
      ‘It’s the strangest thing,’ Myrt replied, clearly relieved to have been let off the hook on his previous comment. ‘I really
         don’t know.’
      

      
      ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘Well, the very best horses come from Grenadyn – as you would know – but this animal just seemed to turn up one day. He certainly isn’t from our stock.’
      

      
      ‘You mean it just appeared from nowhere?’ Aremys asked, astounded, wondering if the stallion might also have been cast here
         by the Thicket.
      

      
      Myrt laughed. ‘No, I didn’t mean that. But Maegryn knows all the foals born here. And if we bring horses over from Grenadyn
         then it’s quite a big event because they have to be shipped in. I don’t recall this animal being brought across the channel
         – it would have surely caused a stir if he had.’
      

      
      Aremys was intrigued. It was not his imagination then. There was something mysterious about the King’s horse. ‘What does his handler say?’
      

      
      ‘Maegryn’s very tight-lipped on the subject. I get the impression that Rashlyn might have gifted the horse to Cailech, though
         I couldn’t guess at where he would find such a beast. Perhaps the King has asked both men to keep it quiet. Cailech can be
         quite unpredictable on occasion – in case you hadn’t noticed.’ Myrt grinned.
      

      
      ‘I have,’ Aremys said wryly.

      
      ‘As much as he likes or trusts you, be wary. He is a great man but he can be contrary at times,’ Myrt warned, before adding
         softly, ‘I know that worried Lothryn.’
      

      
      Aremys forced himself not to overreact at the name of Wyl’s friend. ‘Lothryn – who is he?’ he commented absently.

      
      ‘A friend. Formerly second in command to our King. A man I would follow without question into any situation. A man who broke
         our hearts with his betrayal.’
      

      
      Maegryn was leading the stallion towards them now and Aremys felt the sickening pull of the magic again.

      
      
      ‘So where is he now?’

      
      ‘Gone,’ Myrt said, ending the conversation. ‘Your mount is ready – and here comes Rashlyn. Be warned – he is a strange man.’

      
      The barshi was already mounted on a chestnut mare. He stopped just steps from the mercenary and gazed down upon the tall foreigner.
         ‘You must be Aremys,’ he said in his strangely hesitant manner. ‘Cailech suggested we meet. I hope you don’t mind if I join
         you?’
      

      
      ‘Not at all,’ Aremys lied, instantly taking a dislike to the wild-looking man with the dead eyes and unwilling smile. He raised
         his hand in salutation, having decided he should avoid all physical contact with the barshi. If Aremys himself sensed the
         horse’s magic through touch, perhaps Rashlyn could do the same with him and then life would become even more dangerous. He
         was beginning to wonder whether Cailech had specifically asked Rashlyn to watch how he reacted to the horse today.
      

      
      Which means they are definitely up to something – and worse, suspicious of me, he thought. The stench of Galapek’s magic buffeted
         his senses as the handler halted the stallion alongside the mare.
      

      
      ‘Master Aremys, you’ll be riding Galapek this afternoon,’ Maegryn said. ‘Be firm with him, sir. But also give him his head
         on the flat. He likes to gallop. Could use a good run today.’
      

      
      It was all Aremys could manage to nod agreeably and take the reins from Maegryn. He wished he had been more careful and not
         backed himself into this situation. Nausea threatened to overwhelm him, but he fought it and deliberately turned his back
         against Rashlyn as he mounted. He could not allow the barshi to read his fear.
      

      
      
      Waves of revulsion pulsated through him as he took his seat in the saddle. It required all of his courage not to leap from
         the horse and flee. ‘You lead,’ he said tightly to Rashlyn, hoping to get the magic man ahead of him.
      

      
      Unfortunately, Rashlyn had his measure. ‘Myrt, you know the best paths,’ he said. ‘You lead.’

      
      The party of three set off with Aremys now fully convinced that he was under observation by the King’s sorcerer.

   



      
      
      CHAPTER 2

      
      
      Myrt suggested a path via the lowlands surrounding the lake. Aremys grunted his agreement, still struggling to dampen his
         revulsion for the horse beneath him. Myrt did not linger for a comment from the barshi and set the direction. Once the horses
         were moving at a steady canter Aremys felt better, and when they set them at a gallop with the wind in his face the exhilaration
         seemed to alleviate the sickening taint permeating his body from below.
      

      
      For the first half of the ride the men said nothing and Aremys was happy about this, lost in his thoughts and the pure pleasure
         of being out in this breathtaking valley. The lake was mirror calm today and he marvelled at how it reflected the lower rises
         of the Razors. The cacophony of the waterbirds drowned any potential for conversation, which suited him perfectly. Although
         the sun was high overhead now, there was no real fire in it yet, but still the riders were glad to feel its gentle spring
         warmth upon their shoulders, loosening winter’s firm grip on the land.
      

      
      Aremys felt he was able to control his reaction to the stallion now that their bodies had been touching for some time. Whatever initially caused him to gag wretchedly in front of the King had diminished to a constant queasiness, which
         he was mastering. His revulsion had given way to an intense sorrow for this animal. He wondered what was provoking such empathy.
         The beast moved beneath him with superb grace, all muscle and power, eager to respond to his rider’s urgings, but Aremys sensed
         something beyond the physical; something he would almost equate with human emotion.
      

      
      ‘We can stop over there and rest the horses.’ Myrt butted into his thoughts, pointing towards a cluster of rocky outcrops
         which formed a loose semi-circle and a natural suntrap.
      

      
      Aremys nodded unhappily. He would have preferred to keep going but had no doubt this was all being carefully orchestrated.

      
      They settled themselves against the boulders while the horses grazed contentedly on some tender grass shoots. They were far
         enough away that Aremys could converse without the magical stench threatening to upset him. Nevertheless, Galapek called to
         him. Not in words, not even a true sound as such, but an insatiable pull. The more confident Aremys became in his resistance
         against the revulsion, the more strongly the horse pleaded to his senses.
      

      
      He looked away from Galapek to the stream gurgling nearby, bringing sweet, fresh water from the highlands. Aremys saw the
         silvery flash of a fish jumping courageously against the current and immediately likened the creature’s struggle to his own
         as a prisoner of Cailech, but also to his odd relationship with Galapek. The horse’s call to him was so intense and strong,
         a current constantly pounding against him as he bravely pushed against it to stop it dragging him down and under. What did it want him to do? What was this creature that it could generate such loathing as well as sympathy? A new thought struck Aremys: not what was this animal but who? The notion was so striking that it washed away his fear. Who was this animal? Who was calling to him using the magic of the Thicket? Could the beast be under an enchantment, like
            Wyl – a man trapped in another guise? The thought revolted him.
      

      
      As he shook his head clear of such a shocking notion, the barshi embarked upon the expected interrogation.

      
      ‘The King tells me you have lost your memory,’ Rashlyn said, without any preamble.

      
      ‘I have,’ Aremys answered Rashlyn. ‘It is a terrible feeling to not know anything about oneself.’

      
      ‘I gather it is returning gradually?’ the man replied, reaching to unwrap the hunk of cheese and hard biscuit which Myrt had
         packed.
      

      
      Aremys noted the man’s grubby fingers and looked away. The Mountain men were tough and capable of living rough, but he knew
         they bathed regularly. The King led by example: he was always scrupulously clean. As it had struck Elspyth not so long ago,
         Aremys had also realised that the people of the Razors were a sophisticated race with great artistic and creative skills as
         well as a love of the land and a deep respect for each other. Since Cailech had stopped the tribal fighting and had drawn
         their people together, that respect had extended beyond simple courtesies to living alongside one another in a manner that
         promoted cleanliness and protected them from disease. Aremys had noted with surprise the special ablution blocks built around
         the fortress, proof of how highly Cailech rated the importance of proper sanitation. The King was convinced of a link between human waste and disease, and
         so it was rare to see any Mountain Dweller squatting in the fields or in a corner of the fortress to relieve themselves. Instead,
         carts rolled away daily from the many ablution blocks to deliver the waste into pits dug deep into the ground, far from the
         main living areas, where it would harmlessly break down and return to the earth. It was part of the modern thinking – along
         with regular bathing, education, and the maintenance of the old languages – which Cailech insisted upon amongst his people.
         But this man, Rashlyn, with his dirty hands, his unkempt appearance and offensive manner, did not fit the Mountain folks’
         mould. How did they tolerate him?
      

      
      Rashlyn was staring at him. ‘Yes, slowly,’ Aremys answered, finally. ‘I know my name, at least, and where I hail from.’

      
      ‘Would you like me to check your skull for any damage? I am a healer,’ Rashlyn offered, along with some of the cheese.

      
      Aremys was not taking chances. He could not risk that this sorcerer, or whatever he was, might sense through his touch the
         Thicket’s trace of magic. And Shar alone knew where those filthy fingers had last been. ‘Thank you, no,’ he replied. ‘I am
         not hungry and my head is fine.’
      

      
      The man frowned. ‘It must have been a firm blow to knock your senses so. You really should let me examine you.’

      
      ‘No need,’ Aremys replied briskly, glancing towards his quiet companion and hoping to be rescued. ‘Myrt here has already looked
         me over. There is no sign of any damage.’
      

      
      
      Myrt did not deny Aremys’s claim but did not support it either. It seemed to Aremys that he too was fighting a battle of loyalty.
         It was fairly obvious from his body language alone that Myrt despised Rashlyn.
      

      
      ‘This business of your lost memory is odd then,’ Rashlyn said. He spoke through his food and bits of the cheese crumbled and
         fell from his mouth into his tangle of beard. Again Aremys looked away, disgusted. ‘How could you lose your wits if not from
         a blow?’
      

      
      ‘I have no idea,’ Aremys said, and then shrugged. ‘I don’t remember.’ He found the barshi’s probing stare most unsettling;
         there was madness lurking there, he was sure of it. He stood and said politely, ‘Excuse me whilst I take a drink,’ and glanced
         again at Myrt, this time for permission to sip from the stream.
      

      
      Myrt nodded and Aremys walked as casually as he could to the stream’s edge and bent down. He splashed freezing water over
         his face and swallowed some of it, enjoying the refreshing trickle of droplets that found a way into the front of his shirt
         and slid down his chest. As he straightened, flicking water in all directions, he sensed someone directly behind him. He turned
         abruptly, expecting to see Rashlyn reaching towards him. The thrill of fear that passed through him nearly unbalanced him
         into the stream. He felt stupid. He was definitely becoming paranoid, he berated himself silently and angrily.
      

      
      Yes, Rashlyn was standing behind him, but instead of reaching out for the mercenary he was digging in his pocket to retrieve
         a tiny jar.
      

      
      ‘Apologies, I didn’t mean to startle you,’ the man said, a little slyly, Aremys thought. ‘Here – this will ease the headaches
         I believe you have been suffering.’
      

      
      
      ‘What is it?’

      
      ‘A soothing blend of herbs with a dash of laudanum. It won’t harm you, or dull anything but the pain, I promise. Sip it every
         hour as you need it.’
      

      
      Aremys was trapped. Rashlyn’s filthy hand was extended with the small bottle in its palm. He had to take it, or risk throwing
         yet more doubt into the mind of Cailech. It was certain that Rashlyn would be required to report back to his monarch precisely
         how the afternoon had unfolded. If the King was waiting to hear that Aremys had vomited again or had refused to ride his stallion
         then he would be disappointed, but this moment might yet be his undoing. Aremys saw the healer’s eyes narrow at his reluctance
         but still he hesitated.
      

      
      ‘I can easily make up some more; you’re not denying anyone by taking it,’ Rashlyn assured, the softness in his voice almost
         threatening. Aremys was sure the man was daring him to refuse.
      

      
      He took a moment to shake his head free of the water droplets, then paused to wipe a sleeve across his face. ‘Thank you,’
         he replied, reaching out slowly, hoping Rashlyn would simply drop the phial into his hand.
      

      
      Before that could happen, Galapek alarmed all three men by rearing up behind them, screaming loudly as though in pain. Myrt
         reacted first, running towards the horse. Aremys took his chance, moving swiftly away from the healer. ‘Let me help!’ he called.
      

      
      The horse clearly wanted Myrt nowhere near him, rearing and screaming even more wildly as the warrior approached. To Myrt’s
         surprise, however, the stallion calmed a little at the sound of the big mercenary’s voice and allowed Aremys to sidle up to
         him.
      

      
      
      Aremys reached for the reins and called again to the big horse. ‘Galapek, there boy. There now. Settle, big fellow,’ he whispered.
         The horse stood still now, trembling and angry.
      

      
      ‘Poor Galapek, I shall save you. Whatever has happened to you, I shall rescue you, I promise,’ he said, stroking the animal’s
         broad, magnificent muzzle. ‘Be calm now, boy.’ He buried his face in Galapek’s beautiful mane and, for the first time, the
         stench of the magic did not attack him. Whatever this curse upon the stallion was, it was somehow communicating with him,
         flowing through him and around him, begging him to keep his promise.
      

      
      And then came a word in his head. It was faint and desperately called, but he was not imagining it. Elspyth, he heard, just once, and then it was gone, like a sigh given to the wind and borne away.
      

      
      Aremys was so shocked he stood rigid against the horse’s neck, trying to recapture the word, aching to reach for it, but it
         was lost. Elspyth. Surely that was the name he had heard? The urgent voice of Myrt broke through his haze of confusion.
      

      
      ‘Farrow! For Haldor’s sake, man!’

      
      Aremys turned from the horse, surprised by the anger being levelled at him. Then he saw Myrt’s expression – not angry as he’d
         thought, but distraught – and followed where his friend’s hand pointed. By the water’s edge, where he had left him, Rashlyn
         writhed on the ground, shouting gibberish as spittle foamed and flew from his mouth. His arms and legs flailed wildly.
      

      
      ‘Check the horses are secure,’ Aremys called over his shoulder as he ran to the prone figure which had suddenly fallen still.
         He wished Rashlyn might be dead but luck was not with him. He lifted the small man’s chin to ensure a clear breathing passage, but stopped short of breathing any
         life-giving air into that mouth. ‘He has a pulse, I’m sorry to say,’ he risked to Myrt who had come up behind them.
      

      
      Myrt did not smile but something akin to a twitch of amusement flitted across his face. ‘What’s happened, I wonder?’ the Mountain
         man queried.
      

      
      ‘Is he prone to fits?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. I’ve not heard of any occurring before.’

      
      ‘Could it be the cheese?’ Aremys wondered aloud.

      
      ‘Fresh. Nothing wrong with it.’

      
      ‘Something else then. It seemed to occur at the same time as Galapek took fright.’

      
      ‘What are you saying?’ Myrt squatted, saw the indecision in his companion’s face. ‘Speak freely – I have protected you before.’

      
      Rashlyn lay rigidly still at their feet. Aremys lifted back the man’s lids. The dark, madness-filled eyes had rolled back
         into his head. The man was unconscious; he was hearing nothing.
      

      
      ‘I’m not sure I should air my views. You’re a loyal Mountain warrior, after all.’

      
      ‘Not to him!’ Myrt spat disdainfully on the ground. ‘Like you, I wish he was dead. He’s a danger to all of us.’

      
      ‘Because of his magic?’

      
      Myrt nodded reluctantly. ‘He uses it for evil, I’m sure of it.’

      
      ‘I think it’s his magic that has prompted this episode.’

      
      ‘I don’t understand. Be clear.’

      
      ‘I can’t. I don’t understand it either.’ Aremys sighed and decided to take a chance on Myrt. He hoped his instincts would serve him truly. ‘Were you given any instructions about me and this afternoon’s ride?’
      

      
      Myrt frowned. ‘Nothing special. I was briefed to give you a chance to enjoy Galapek because you had expressed such interest
         in the horse.’
      

      
      ‘The King didn’t tell you to keep a special eye on me?’

      
      ‘My job is to keep an eye on you, Farrow. You’re our . . .’ he hesitated, ‘our guest, after all.’

      
      Aremys grinned ruefully. ‘Myrt, you are more friend to me than most people I have met over the past decade. But let’s be honest
         here: I’m a prisoner – I have to accept that. However,’ he went on, scratching his head, ‘your King is entrusting me with
         a very serious task, which means he has faith in me. Sadly, I can’t be quite as honest with him as I can with you.’
      

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      ‘Because he is in the thrall of this man. You’ve told me that much yourself, and spending just an afternoon with Rashlyn has
         convinced me he’s not someone to trust.’
      

      
      Myrt said nothing, merely frowned again.

      
      Aremys pushed on. He glanced towards the horse. ‘I could be aiming completely off target here, but I think there’s something
         very odd about Galapek. No, not odd. Enchanted.’
      

      
      Myrt rocked back on his heels as if slapped. ‘Magic?’

      
      Aremys nodded. ‘Worked by Rashlyn, I’m guessing. And known of by your King.’ There, it was said. He had admitted his fears.

      
      Myrt stood and began pacing. He said nothing for a while and Aremys kept the silence, watching Rashlyn for any signs of consciousness.

      
      
      ‘I don’t believe this,’ the warrior hissed eventually, pointing at Aremys.

      
      ‘You don’t have to,’ he replied calmly, having anticipated the anger. ‘I’m just offering my own thoughts. I’m not suggesting
         that your King – whom I like and respect – is in complete agreement with Rashlyn.’
      

      
      ‘Then what do you mean, mercenary?’ Myrt said brusquely.
      

      
      Aremys felt sorry that he had pushed his friend so far. It was obvious from his anger that Myrt had suspected something not
         so far from what Aremys had suggested. But the truth sometimes hurt, and the blood between the Mountain People ran thick with
         loyalty. Wyl had warned him as much and he should not have toyed with the idea that friendship might override that loyalty
         – although, of course, it did in the case of the man Lothryn, who had chosen love and friendship over his monarch.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry if I’ve given insult, Myrt. It was not intended, especially not to you. What I meant is, I think Cailech – under
         the spell of Rashlyn, as you have pointed out – has permitted something to be wrought upon this horse. And no doubt other
         enchantments too.’
      

      
      ‘And how for the love of Haldor’s arse would you know, Grenadyne? Are you a practitioner now to know when magic is being wielded?’

      
      The harsh words bit at Aremys, as intended, but how could he ignore the truth? Could he risk divulging it to Myrt and still
         keep his life?
      

      
      ‘Myrt, do you trust me?’

      
      The man passed a weary hand over his eyes. ‘I’m not sure.’

      
      ‘What does your gut tell you?’

      
      
      ‘That you are reliable.’

	  ‘Good. We have to get Rashlyn back to the fortress. Come, help me lay him across his horse and I
         will tell you everything I know as we travel.’
      

      
      They took the same route home but slowly. Aremys had tethered Rashlyn’s horse on a lead some distance behind them, so if the
         healer regained consciousness he could not hear their conversation. He would have to alert them by calling out. ‘An old mercenary
         trick,’ Aremys had said and winked.
      

      
      On the return journey, Aremys began to share with his friend all the information he was prepared to risk bringing into the
         open. He cast a silent prayer to Shar that he had this man’s measure, that he could trust him not to betray him. He said nothing
         of Wyl, of course, simply explaining that he had been in the employ of the Morgravian sovereign. Myrt accepted that the mercenary
         would not explain what specific task he was employed to do for Celimus, merely nodding when Aremys assured him that it was
         nothing connected with the people of the Razors.
      

      
      ‘Let me simply say that I was tracking someone of interest to the Crown,’ Aremys offered.

      
      ‘And that’s what brought you so far north?’

      
      ‘Yes. I’ve remembered that I came to a place called Timpkenny in the far north-east of Briavel,’ the mercenary lied. ‘I believed
         this person I was following had passed through there.’
      

      
      ‘And these people who set upon you – just common bandits, you think?’

      
      ‘Mmm,’ Aremys nodded. ‘Added a little something to my ale to make me feel sick so I would stagger outside the inn late at night. I’m guessing now – all of this is a little hazy, thanks to the drug – but they must have thrown me
         over a horse to remove me from prying eyes. They led me to the fringe of a region called the Thicket. Have you heard of this
         place?’ Aremys held his breath.
      

      
      Myrt was staring at him intently. He nodded. ‘They say it has powerful magic.’

      
      ‘It does, my friend, or at least I think it does. They left me there after robbing me. Something must have frightened them,
         because I expected to be beaten at the very least.’ Aremys steered himself towards the truth. ‘The last thing I remember is
         a strange noise coming from the Thicket itself.’
      

      
      Myrt’s eyes were huge. ‘A creature?’

      
      ‘No creature I know makes that sound. No, I can still hear it – it was a sort of humming sound – and then the air became thick
         and oppressive,’ Aremys replied.
      

      
      ‘Then what?’

      
      Aremys made a gesture of apology. ‘Then nothing. I woke up to the sound of your men’s voices and no memory of what had occurred
         or even who I was. You know the rest. My memory came back gradually over the next couple of days, and it’s still returning
         slowly.’ He shrugged, then added for effect, ‘I can even remember the faces of my family now.’
      

      
      Myrt was stunned; he kept shaking his head. Finally he spoke. ‘I believe you, Aremys. No one could make up such a tale, and
         we know of the Thicket’s legend. I just find it difficult to hear its magical reputation confirmed.’
      

      
      ‘Myrt, I don’t know what happened, that’s the truth. I can only presume that the Thicket, or something inside it, had something
         to do with me appearing in the Razors at a location that it would take days to reach by normal means. You checked the area: there were no signs of other people
         or animals, so I couldn’t have been kept drugged and led in by horse – and why do that anyway? Why go to the bother of leading
         me anywhere if money was all they were after? I doubt I would have recognised any of them again – the drug was too powerful.’
      

      
      ‘I believe you,’ the big warrior impressed, his hands raised in defence.

      
      ‘Well, I don’t want to put any strange ideas in your head, but my only explanation is that this place called the Thicket is
         enchanted – I too have heard the old tales – and it did not like me being there, let me tell you. I felt its animosity. I
         think it got rid of me.’
      

      
      ‘That’s impossible, man!’ Myrt said, desperate for something rational he could cling to.

      
      ‘I agree, but there’s no other explanation. Obviously I couldn’t tell this tale to the King. He would have laughed and probably
         had my throat slit a moment later. You understand now why I had to keep this part of my story to myself? As to how the Thicket
         rid itself of me – it repelled me. I can’t think of any other way to describe it. It would be great to believe a nice family
         of tinkers found me, picked me up and carried me with them on their journey through the Razors but I think we’d be making
         up an explanation to help ourselves feel better about a notion we don’t want to accept or understand. Plus, there would be
         signs of the tinkers. No, Myrt, I am convinced that magic has been wielded upon me. I have other reasons to suspect as much.’
      

      
      Here it was, the very core of his tale. Myrt would either give himself over entirely to Aremys now or brand him a madman and go running to Cailech. He took a deep breath and waited for Myrt’s inevitable question. He risked a glance behind.
         Rashlyn lay draped over his horse, still unconscious.
      

      
      ‘What do you mean by that?’

      
      The fortress was all but upon them now. Aremys could see the people working the orchards, others driving carts and still more
         going about their chores. He shivered, noticing for the first time that a chill had descended into the valley and a slight
         breeze had picked up, causing ripples across the surface of the formerly mirror-like lake. The disturbance matched his own
         mood.
      

      
      ‘Tell me,’ his companion implored.

      
      Aremys reined Galapek to a halt and the other horses followed suit. He knew Myrt could tell this was difficult for him and
         was giving him time to find the right words. There were no right words so he just told it how he saw it.
      

      
      ‘I think I’ve been touched by the magic of the Thicket. It temporarily knocked out my memory with the force of its power,
         but it gave me something in return.’
      

      
      Aremys could not imagine Myrt’s eyes getting any rounder. He hurried on. ‘It left me with the ability to sense magic.’ He
         held up his hand. ‘Before you jump in – no, I can’t wield it, I just sense it. And magic is with us now.’
      

      
      ‘Where?’ his companion said in a whisper.

      
      ‘Right here, beneath me.’

      
      Myrt predictably looked towards the ground.

      
      ‘Galapek,’ Aremys said. ‘The horse is not natural, Myrt. He is riddled with magic, bad magic. It’s tainted – it smells evil
         and repulses me as effectively as the Thicket transported me all those leagues. This horse reeks of enchantment and I think Rashlyn is responsible for it. That’s why he
         is so suspicious of me.’
      

      
      ‘And why you were so keen to avoid his touch,’ Myrt finished, tying together the threads of all he had noticed but had not
         been able to understand.
      

      
      ‘That’s right. That’s why I disgraced myself on our first ride together when Cailech rode Galapek. The magic assaulted me
         and I had no control over my reaction to it. I didn’t even know why I was behaving so strangely. It took me a while to work
         it out, but I know I’m right.’
      

      
      ‘And now?’

      
      ‘The magic still revolts me but I have it under control now. I have mastered my reaction to it.’

      
      The warrior whistled through his teeth. ‘So that’s why you seemed nervous riding out this afternoon.’

      
      Aremys nodded. ‘I was terrified. I had no idea how I’d handle it, but I knew that Rashlyn had been sent to watch my reaction
         and so I had to be very careful.’
      

      
      ‘So you’re saying the King sent him?’

      
      ‘Of course. Cailech’s too smart to allow my episode on that first ride to go unnoticed. He’s testing me.’

      
      ‘He speaks well of you, Aremys, you should know that,’ Myrt defended.

      
      ‘Thank you. I’ve grasped as much, and yet I know I baffle him – understandably so, because if he’s got something to hide with
         this enchantment then anything which threatens it is a danger.’
      

      
      ‘You’re risking much by telling me this.’

      
      Aremys nodded gravely. ‘My life is in your hands, Myrt. I trust you, and Shar knows, I had to tell someone or go mad.’

      
      
      ‘What do you want me to do?’

      
      ‘Nothing. Just keep my secret for now and I will not leave you in the dark regarding anything I discover.’

      
      ‘I cannot be a party to anything disloyal to Cailech,’ the man said carefully.

      
      ‘I wouldn’t ask it of you. I just want to learn more about the horse – and Rashlyn, whom I wouldn’t trust if he was the last
         man alive in this land.’
      

      
      ‘None of us would, except the King,’ Myrt replied, disgust lacing his tone. ‘And you think the horse’s rearing and shrieking
         and Rashlyn’s collapse are connected?’
      

      
      ‘Yes. Something has tampered with their magic or disturbed the link between the two. I’ll admit to something else . . .’

      
      ‘Yes?’

      
      ‘I felt it too, but only lightly. As Rashlyn was holding that medicine out to me, I came over light-headed, slightly dizzy.
         I thought it was the fear of him touching me, but I think I know better now. The magic of the Thicket was resonating within
         me again . . . perhaps warning me, or maybe something has happened – connected with the Thicket – which has disturbed the horse.
         I don’t understand how. Who knows, it might be that the Thicket can disrupt the actual enchantment on Galapek, or why would
         Rashlyn also react? I know they’re connected now.’
      

      
      ‘But you don’t know what?’

      
      ‘No, it’s frustrating!’ Aremys frowned. ‘But I intend to learn more. Will you keep my secret?’

      
      Myrt nodded unhappily. ‘I will.’

      
      ‘Thank you. I won’t betray you or your people – you have my word.’ He banged his fist on his chest in an oath only another
         northerner would understand.
      

      
      
      Myrt mirrored the movement and then the two men banged fists together. The bond was made and it was no small promise. If broken,
         the betrayer would forfeit his life.
      

      
      After they had ridden on some time in silence, Aremys decided to push his luck with the Mountain man. ‘Now that you know my
         secret, perhaps you would share with me whatever it was that you held back earlier about your great friend, Lothryn?’
      

      
      Myrt looked taken aback. ‘It was nothing of importance.’ But his reaction said otherwise.

      
      Aremys shrugged. ‘It seemed to me that you were troubled by the mention of his name. I thought you might want to share your
         burden with someone who would not judge you for it – an outsider you can trust.’
      

      
      Myrt glanced back at the barshi’s unconscious figure, then looked around surreptitiously, his expression showing the new battle
         going on in his mind. Come on, tell me, Aremys urged silently. He knew if ever there was a moment to learn about Wyl’s saviour it was now. Myrt would never again
         be in such a fragile state of mind or more obliged to him.
      

      
      ‘Lothryn . . .’ Myrt spoke the name as if in veneration. ‘Brave Lothryn was brought back to the fortress after the Morgravians
         escaped – all but one, of course.’
      

      
      Aremys desperately wanted to jump on that detail, but bit back the question that was in danger of exploding from his throat,
         intent on not disturbing the man’s flow of speech now that he had begun to reveal what he needed to learn.
      

      
      ‘Koreldy and the woman, Elspyth, managed to escape because of Lothryn’s aid and the fact that we were facing several ekons at the same time. Lothryn and I fought back to back together on Haldor’s Pass, a dangerous escarpment. We killed
         three ekons that day and lost several men. When the battle was over my great friend turned to me and held his wrists out to
         be bound. He didn’t ask for mercy or even a quick death – both of which I had expected, and might even have given, for I loved
         him enough to give my own life for him. I knew Cailech would execute me if I showed such mercy. But Lothryn knew Cailech would
         have instructed me to bring him back to face his ruler. And he allowed me to keep my faith with my King.’
      

      
      It was Aremys’s turn to whisper. ‘What happened?’

      
      Myrt’s expression became distraught. Aremys knew there was some nuance here he was not picking up, but now was not the time
         to pursue it. His voice shaking with tightly held-back tears, Myrt continued: ‘I delivered him to Cailech. It was a private
         meeting and I was not permitted to be present. I have no idea what passed between them. Later, all the King would tell me
         was that Lothryn was undergoing a special punishment and we would not see him again. I asked whether he was to be killed;
         I’ll never forget the King’s reply. He said, “He probably wishes I would kill him”, and then he looked at me strangely. I
         saw a mixture of pain and regret in his face, Aremys, for the King loved Lothryn like a brother. He could have saved him,
         but Lothryn’s betrayal cut deeper than any other wound ever could.’
      

      
      Aremys sighed. ‘And there’s been no sign of Lothryn since?’

      
      Myrt shook his head, deeply upset. ‘We’ve tried. Rashlyn knows something but he’s as mad as a pit full of burning snakes. He makes little sense at the best of times.’
      

      
      As if on cue, they heard a sound behind them, a weak cry from the man slung across the trailing horse.

      
      ‘He’s stirring. We’ve tarried long enough. We shall speak again when we next get a chance alone,’ Aremys said, and he clicked
         Galapek on towards the great stone arch that would swallow them into the fortress.
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER 3

      
      
      Wyl’s progress along the Darkstream was slow as he travelled against the current back towards the Thicket. His emotions were
         still in turmoil at the loss of his sister, Ylena, whose body he now inhabited, but this sorrow was deepened by the disappearance
         of Aremys. This was someone he had called a friend and there were precious few of those in his life now. To lose him so soon
         was devastating. Further, his mind felt burdened rather than lightened by his meeting with Elysius and his heart was especially
         heavy at leaving Fynch.
      

      
      Fynch, Wyl mused, was the only constant in his life just at present. As he inched his way towards the Thicket, he realised
         how important the youngster had become to him. Whilst others such as Elspyth and even Aremys had accepted the strangeness
         of his life, it was Fynch who had always believed in him. Fynch who had guessed his secret from the start and had protected
         him. Little Fynch, so humble and yet so wise, who had saved not only Wyl’s life but that of a sovereign with his ingenuity.
         And it did not stop there. Fynch, following his own path, had left the safety of Werryl to track down Romen’s killer, and then had felt the pull of the Wild. There was definitely more to Fynch
         than hero worship of Wyl Thirsk. It had occurred to Wyl that Fynch’s involvement was not coincidence; the boy was deeply enmeshed
         in this whole business of Myrren’s gift, or at least in the curious life that Wyl was now leading. It was this realisation
         of Fynch’s importance that caused Wyl’s anger at himself for not insisting that Fynch should leave Elysius and travel with
         him.
      

      
      The truth of it was, he suddenly felt he needed Fynch. Their lives, strange though they both were, were entwined. He loved
         Fynch too and would not forgive himself should anything happen to the little fellow.
      

      
      Wyl’s thoughts raged in so many confusing directions that his only firm plan at this minute was to return to Timpkenny. He
         would overnight there before making a decision on his next move. His journey up the Darkstream was curiously and happily uneventful,
         and Samm was nowhere to be seen when he alighted, relieved, from the small craft where he had moored it by the overhanging
         willows. His intention had been to avoid the boatman and so it suited him that his cottage appeared deserted.
      

      
      Wyl did not relish the notion of again passing through the mysterious Thicket, but he knew he could not wait too long to find
         the courage. Evening seemed to fall heavily and fast in this place, and he did not want to risk Samm coming across him.
      

      
      He walked more briskly towards the dark line of yews that marked the border of the Thicket. Wyl was convinced that he could
         hear a dim buzz emanating from the enchanted forest; it frightened him, but as he had been allowed to pass through once before, he was counting on similar generosity again.
      

      
      Wyl took a deep breath, closed his eyes reflexively and pushed into the tangle. The Thicket’s cool atmosphere chilled him
         instantly. The silence was disturbing. The forest knew he was here, and the thought that this place could sense, think and
         make decisions for itself was the most disconcerting notion of all.
      

      
      Oddly, this time there were no snagging branches and no confusing pathways. The previous time Knave had led him through Wyl
         felt sure that alone he would have lost himself amongst the yews for good. This time paths seemed to open themselves up to
         him. He shook his head with wonder. The Thicket was guiding him swiftly through its depths. It wanted him gone. Was as glad
         to be rid of him as he was to have his back to it.
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ he whispered in genuine relief, feeling compelled to communicate with this living phenomenon which both fascinated
         and terrified him. Whether or not the Thicket heard he could not know, but he felt better for offering his gratitude.
      

      
      It was Wyl’s continuing fear that Aremys might still be blundering around in the Thicket, trying to escape. If it could guide
         him out, Wyl reasoned, it was just as able to keep Aremys in and never relinquish him, if it so chose.
      

      
      He overcame his intense fear, took the chance and began to call to his friend. The somewhat desperate edge to his voice carried
         loudly through the dense overgrowth but did little more than scatter small animals he could not see. Within this tension he
         had created for himself, Ylena’s fear of enclosed spaces began to threaten again; he felt it first as a tightening in her chest. He recalled the identical tautness of emotion which had occurred just before he lost
         control of himself on his first journey on the Darkstream and nearly drowned.
      

      
      The familiar shallowness of breath hit him and he stopped moving. Was the Thicket’s magic acute enough to sense this change
         in him? Instinctively, he began breathing into his cupped hands. Wyl could not imagine how he remembered this trick but it
         was something his father had taught Ylena when she was an infant. Panic, he recalled, often overcame his young sister, prompted
         by the suggestion of the game hide-and-come-seek, or looking into the dark depths of the well, or playing under Wyl’s bed.
         Anything connected with being enclosed or hidden seemed to provoke an irrational fear in her. To his knowledge, Ylena had
         not experienced this terror since she was a child, but obviously its ability to strike had travelled with her into adulthood.
         Wyl was grateful now for his memory of Fergys Thirsk’s trick to calm his daughter; he quickly noticed a marked change in what
         had been steadily rising panic levels.
      

      
      Whether or not the Thicket was aware of his discomfort, Wyl was fairly sure it deliberately steered him towards what might,
         at a stretch, be described as a clearing. His relief – or, more to the point, Ylena’s – at the space was evident by the way
         he flopped to the ground and took deep breaths. It remained cool beneath the yews but the oppressive atmosphere was not so
         marked, and if he could only get his breathing under control he knew he would feel less anxious. He put Ylena’s pretty head
         between her knees and forced her lungs to breathe slowly and deeply as foot soldiers, suddenly overcome by fear of battle, were taught to do before the command to charge. He held this position for several minutes and was relieved to feel
         the anxiety lessening.
      

      
      A soft sound above prompted him to raise his head and he was confronted by the largest owl he had ever seen. Strikingly marked,
         the majestic tawny creature blinked slowly and deliberately, in the way owls do. Wyl watched it as intently as it was regarding
         him, wondering which of them would capitulate first, if that indeed was what was expected.
      

      
      He lost the staring contest.

      
      ‘And you are?’ he said, feeling ridiculous but comforting himself that he had spoken to Knave without embarrassment. Why not
         this curious owl with such intelligence lurking in its large yellow eyes? This was a magical place after all. He was rewarded
         for his faith.
      

      
      I am Rasmus, the owl said into his mind, startling him.
      

      
      ‘I hear you,’ Wyl replied, in awe of the splendid creature.

      
      That was my intention, it said, somewhat disdainfully, then rotated its head in a disconcerting manner.
      

      
      ‘How is it that we can communicate?’ Wyl persisted. ‘Is it because of Myrren’s gift?’

      
      The owl made a disgusted sound in his head. It is because I allow it, and because you are here.
      

      
      ‘In the Thicket, you mean?’

      
      Where else could I mean?

      
      Wyl felt an apology springing to his lips but resisted it. This creature was either baiting him or simply did not like him.
         He decided to take charge of the conversation. ‘What do you want with me?’ he asked, his tone direct now.
      

      
      
      Again the owl blinked. Wyl felt a temptation to laugh. How would he ever explain this to anyone else? We want you to leave, it said firmly.
      

      
      ‘Well, can’t you just rid yourself of me?’ he replied, determined not to be cowed by this strange creature.

      
      If we choose to.

      
      Wyl sighed. ‘Then choose it, owl, for leaving here is what I want too. Trust me.’ He was irritated by the owl’s superior manner.
         ‘Who is “we” anyway?’
      

      
      If you want to be gone from here, why do you linger? Rasmus asked, his tone suggesting he too was losing patience.
      

      
      ‘I am not lingering,’ Wyl snapped. ‘I was guided to this spot and, if you’re as magical as I suspect, then you can probably
         sense the sorcery that has touched me.’
      

      
      I can.

      
      ‘Then you know that this is not the body I was born with.’

      
      And so?
      

      
      ‘And so this particular body does not care for the density or fearsome atmosphere of your Thicket.’

      
      It is not mine, the bird countered.
      

      
      It was Wyl’s turn to blink – with exasperation. He took a steadying breath; showing his fury would not help here. ‘The person
         whose body I walk in is scared of this place and was having breathing difficulties.’
      

      
      We gathered.

      
      ‘Was this clearing deliberately created for my benefit?’ Wyl was determined to find out whether the Thicket was able to think
         for itself.
      

      
      Yes. Are you ready to leave?

      
      ‘Not until you answer a question.’

      
      I am not beholden to you.

      
      
      Wyl took a gamble. ‘If you trust Knave, then you should trust me, for he and I are friends. I mean you and the creatures of
         the Thicket – or indeed the Thicket itself – no harm. The secret of your magic is safe with me.’
      

      
      There was a pause. Wyl wondered if the owl would communicate with him again. He stood up, frustrated by its stare and its
         silence. ‘You have let me pass through previously. I know you have no intention of killing me.’
      

      
      Ask your question, the owl finally said, irritably.
      

      
      Wyl curbed his enthusiasm and took a moment to consider how best to phrase his question. He sensed the owl would, at worst,
         answer cryptically, or at best literally, so his question must be very clear in order to gain him a precise answer.
      

      
      ‘Where is Aremys living?’ he asked carefully.

      
      There was no hesitation from the owl. He lives in the Razors.
      

      
      Wyl’s relief spilled over. ‘Is he safe?’

      
      I have answered your question, the owl replied, fractious now.
      

      
      ‘Please,’ Wyl beseeched.

      
      Rasmus made a peevish clicking noise. Aremys is safe.
      

      
      Wyl decided there was nothing more to lose other than the owl’s patience, and that was already fast depleting. ‘Rasmus,’ Wyl
         began reasonably, ‘you have shared your name. Mine is Wyl. But then I’m sure you know that. Can we not be friends?’
      

      
      Yet another tiresome question?

      
      Wyl defied the owl and sat. ‘Yes, I have questions. I will not betray the Thicket. I owe it for keeping my friend Aremys safe
         and for helping me so far. I am your friend also.’
      

      
      
      The Thicket has no friends of your kind, save one. You are not he.

      
      Wyl had no idea what the owl was talking about. Perhaps the bird referred to Elysius. ‘Then let me ask what I need to so I
         can help the others you do trust – Knave and . . . Fynch.’
      

      
      He had intended to say Elysius but Fynch came to his mind and slipped out first. He saw the bird react as he spoke his young
         friend’s name, and the shrubs around him seemed to shudder. Was it the boy who interested the Thicket?
      

      
      ‘I will protect Fynch always,’ he risked.

      
      And was rewarded with a testy reply. He does not require your protection. He has the protection of the Thicket.
      

      
      ‘I see,’ Wyl said, not really seeing anything but harking back to his earlier suspicion that Fynch had some special purpose
         in this dangerous game they seemed to be playing. It was, no doubt, why Fynch was reluctant to leave the Wild, Wyl reasoned.
         Then a notion came to him suddenly, like a wasp sting and causing similar pain. ‘He’s not coming to Werryl, is he?’
      

      
      The bird said nothing at first, then sighed. At that soft sound in his head, Wyl felt hollow. He had lost Fynch.

      
      Fynch has his own path to follow now, Rasmus confirmed.
      

      
      It shocked Wyl to hear his fear spoken aloud. It was one thing to suspect something and quite another to have it proven. Fynch
         was clearly on a new path, and a dangerous one, or the owl would not have mentioned protection or sound so sorrowful. Wyl
         also realised there was precious little he could do about it, as he imagined the Thicket would not permit him to return to
         find Fynch. It obviously had its own reasons for helping the boy to follow this new road.
      

      
      ‘Knave will be at his side, of course?’ he ventured.

      
      Always, Rasmus said.
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ said Wyl, and meant it. ‘I shall leave now. I am grateful to you, Rasmus, and the “we” you speak of for allowing
         me this time and for answering my questions.’
      

      
      He stood and bowed to the huge bird with marked respect, then walked away, presuming the Thicket would now guide him quickly
         to its fringe and towards Timp-kenny. He was surprised to hear Rasmus call after him.
      

      
      He turned. ‘Pardon?’

      
      I said, where are you going? the owl repeated.
      

      
      ‘I must make my way south to Werryl as quickly as I can.’

      
      We will send you there.

      
      Wyl looked at the large bird quizzically. ‘Send me?’

      
      Come back to the clearing, it said.
      

      
      ‘I don’t understand.’ Wyl was feeling a little fearful.

      
      You will. Stand before me and close your eyes. Do not open them.

      
      ‘I won’t.’

      
      If you disobey us, we shall never allow you to leave, the owl warned.
      

      
      Too much depended on his safe departure from this place. Wyl did as asked, wondering if this ‘sending’ business which Rasmus
         spoke of was a small show of friendship after all. He was glad now that he had bowed to the owl.
      

      
      Be still, the owl cautioned. It will feel strange but you must trust us. Do not resist. Just let your body float. Remember, do not open your eyes.
      

      
      
      Wyl understood none of it but obeyed as a man used to taking orders.

      
      Farewell, Rasmus said and Wyl felt a vast, chest-crushing pressure against his body. He wanted to open his eyes but fought it, having
         given his word. Breathing was all but impossible but he refused to panic. He had to trust the owl.
      

      
      If he had disobeyed the owl’s strict instructions he would have seen Fynch shimmering before him. Wyl could not see the tears
         on Fynch’s face nor how he mouthed a goodbye to his friend, but he felt the touch of the Gate Wielder as Ylena’s trembling
         body was pushed through a thickened disc of air and disappeared.
      

      
      It is done, Rasmus said. Be at rest, Faith Fynch.
      

      
      ‘Why do they refer to me as Faith?’ Fynch whispered to Knave, who sat tall and imposing beside him in a special sunlit divide.
         Unless he had seen it with his own eyes, Fynch would never have believed such a clearing existed in the Thicket. Curiously,
         the small light-drenched space added no particular cheer to the dense, dark and brooding atmosphere, but Fynch was nonetheless
         glad for the brief respite from the chill.
      

      
      It is how we think of you.

      
      ‘What do you mean?’

      
      We have faith in you.

      
      Fynch wanted to ask more but the words were stilled in his mouth as creatures – many known to him only from folklore – began
         to gather at the fringe of the clearing.
      

      
      ‘These are your friends?’ he asked, his voice filled with wonder.

      
      They are the creatures of the Thicket.

      
      
      Fynch’s attention was caught by a magnificent lion that watched him from the shadows. The animal shook itself and Fynch gasped
         to see wings extending from the proud cat’s shoulders.
      

      
      ‘Knave, that’s the winged lion of legend.’

      
      No legend, as you can see. He exists.

      
      ‘I only know of him from the old tales and the carvings at Stoneheart. He . . . he is Wyl’s mythical animal, who protects
         him.’
      

      
      And yours?

      
      ‘Mine?’ the boy said, awed as he caught sight of the equally legendary great bear. ‘My animal is . . .’ Fynch hesitated as
         another creature invaded his mind, demanding to be named. He felt treacherous and pushed the thought away. ‘My animal is the
         unicorn.’
      

      
      He comes to you now, Knave said.
      

      
      The other creatures fell silent as the beautiful animal emerged into the light. Its coat had a hue of the palest of blues
         but the overall impression was of a pure, dazzling white; even its famed horn was a silvery white. It walked slowly and with
         such grace that Fynch held his breath, utterly captivated.
      

      
      Tall and broad, the unicorn towered over the boy and his companion. Child, it said in a deep, musical voice. It is my privilege to welcome you amongst us.
      

      
      Fynch was so overwhelmed by the fabled creature’s magnificence and the notion that this animal was his protector that he began
         to weep. The unicorn bent its great head, careful not to touch the boy with its lethal horn, and nuzzled Fynch, who put his
         small arms around the creature’s neck in worship. My name is Roark, it added, for his hearing alone.
      

      
      
      ‘The privilege is mine, great Roark,’ Fynch whispered.

      
      Be bright, Faith Fynch, you are our hope, it returned into his mind.
      

      
      Fynch gathered his composure and dried his eyes. He looked about him uncertainly, registering the expectancy which hung in
         the air, and tried not to gape at the amazing troupe of creatures gathered around him.
      

      
      As one they bowed, including Knave and the graceful Roark.

      
      You must acknowledge them, Knave whispered into Fynch’s startled mind. Put aside your awe, son. You are the one to whom we give our loyalty. Assume your birthright.
      

      
      Fynch understood none of this. He was a gong boy. A child of low birth and even lower rank. How could he acknowledge homage
         from these majestic creatures of legend? Who was he to assume such a role?
      

      
      It was as if Roark could hear his thoughts. Fynch, will you accept our loyalty?

      
      Elysius’s words echoed in Fynch’s memory. Perhaps the Thicket needs you for more than simply watching over a Gate. He could not escape his destiny, he knew this. His life was no longer his own, to direct or to decide. Choices had already
         been made and promises given.
      

      
      Fynch steadied himself and found his voice. ‘Creatures of the Thicket,’ he called, ‘I will make myself worthy of your faith.’

      
      He bowed, low and long. When he stood upright again, he felt as if a new strength was pulsing through him, from his toes through
         to the tips of his fingers. He realised that it must be the Thicket communicating with him; sending him nourishing power.
         He felt charged with it and could not help the radiant smile that broke out across his face.
      

      
      
      ‘Tell me what it is I must do,’ he asked the creatures. ‘I am your servant.’

      
      It was Rasmus who spoke on behalf of the creatures and of the Thicket itself.

      
      Be seated, Fynch, he offered from his perch.
      

      
      Knave and Roark remained standing, flanking Fynch on either side.

      
      Child, you already know what it is we ask of you, the owl said.
      

      
      ‘I do?’

      
      Elysius shared the same desire.

      
      ‘Rashlyn,’ Fynch murmured.

      
      The creatures and trees all shuddered their shared hate for the man.

      
      Yes, Rasmus concurred. You must destroy him.
      

      
      ‘What is it that frightens you so about this man?’

      
      He is tainted, and he wants to use his power to corrupt all that is natural about the world. His evil is born of his jealousy
            at being unable to manipulate Nature. More than anything he passionately desires the power to control all creatures. With
            this at his disposal he would rule all realms. Imagine him being able to call upon eagle or ekon alike? Imagine commanding
            them to do evil and the animals powerless to refuse him? You must destroy him!

      
      ‘Am I capable?’ Fynch wondered aloud.

      
      The Thicket and its creatures will help you.

      
      Strengthened by the thrum of power that bristled through him from the ground of the Thicket and emboldened by the love and
         loyalty that surrounded him, Fynch gave them his answer. ‘Then I ask for nothing more than your faith in me.’
      

      
      It was the right thing to say. Knave confirmed as much with a gently uttered Bravo, child into his mind, whilst the creatures showed their trust and delight, some leaping into the air, others rearing to stand on
         two legs, still others squawking or braying.
      

      
      Fynch laughed. He was filled with a joy he had never known before. He suddenly felt he belonged to all of them. He reached
         for Knave and touched the great dog’s head.
      

      
      I don’t believe it, Knave said, his tone humble. Fynch thought he even heard a tremor in it. The King comes.
      

      
      ‘The King?’ Fynch repeated, puzzled. Since they had begun communicating via this special mindlink Fynch had found Knave’s
         manner to be mostly serious, like himself. The dog was not one for jests or shallow thoughts. He spoke only when there was
         something to say and during most of their conversations it had been his role to counsel Fynch. The boy knew of Knave’s graveness,
         and the dignity that emanated from his solid, dependable presence, but never had he seen the dog show humility. And this was
         no small humility: Knave sounded filled with reverence for whatever it was that was arriving. ‘Knave—’
      

      
      Hush, said the dog and a powerful beating sound made Fynch raise his head and squint into the light above. Something plunged towards
         them – a suggestion of a shadow at first, that darkened until it cut out the light entirely and Fynch no longer squinted but
         was wide-eyed with both fear and awe.
      

      
      ‘The warrior dragon,’ he breathed.

      
      Our King, Roark said softly, veneration in his voice as the mighty creature alighted in the clearing.
      

      
      The creatures bent low to exalt the hallowed creature that stood before them, its famed, darkly shimmering colours gloriously
         filling the silence.
      

      
      
      Fynch needed no prompting. He fell to his knees immediately, then prostrated himself. He closed his eyes and cast a prayer
         to Shar in thanks for the blessing of this day and what it had brought him.
      

      
      Fynch, said a voice as rich and mellow as treacle.
      

      
      ‘Your majesty,’ Fynch replied, not daring to raise his head.

      
      Come stand before me, the voice commanded.
      

      
      Fynch summoned his courage. With Knave and Roark’s whispered firm encouragement, he opened his eyes and looked upon the King
         of all the beasts. There was no doubting that royalty stood before him; no wondering if this glorious creature was worthy
         of such exaltation. Fynch held his breath as every fibre of his being suddenly felt newly alive, restored somehow in the presence
         of such grandeur.
      

      
      Fynch, like everyone else who looked upon the dragon pillar in Pearlis Cathedral with awe, had believed it was just legend.
         Associated with the Morgravian sovereign, it was the most impressive of all the mythical creatures but no more real than the
         winged lion. But now the King of Kings stood in all his glory before him, as real as Fynch himself.
      

      
      Faith Fynch, the King said. Be welcome.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, your majesty,’ he stammered, bowing. ‘I am proud to serve you.’

      
      And we are indebted for that service, child, which is given so bravely by one so young.

      
      Fynch said nothing. What could one say to such generous praise?

      
      The warrior dragon continued: And still we ask more of you.
      

      
      
      ‘I will give my life if it is so required.’

      
      The King regarded him through dark, wise eyes. We shall do everything in our power to prevent you relinquishing something so precious.
      

      
      ‘Please tell me, my King,’ – my true King, Fynch thought to himself – ‘what it is that you ask of me.’
      

      
      The beast wasted no further time. The King of Morgravia brings shame to his kind. He is of the warrior clan – of my blood, you could say – but he disgusts me.
      

      
      ‘Celimus is indeed shameful,’ Fynch agreed quietly.

      
      That said, there have been Kings before who have disappointed and we have ignored them. The Thicket and its creatures do not
            meddle in the affairs of men, child. We have watched you kill each other for centuries and we have not involved ourselves.
            But on this occasion we have been drawn into the struggles of Morgravia and Briavel because of the misuse of magic.

      
      ‘You speak of Myrren’s gift, your majesty?’

      
      The King hesitated briefly. That included, yes. It was wrong of Elysius to channel his power through his daughter to such a vengeful end. His power, once
            we granted him access to the Wild, was to be used only for the good of the natural world.
      

      
      Fynch felt compelled to defend Elysius. ‘I don’t think he fully realised what the repercussions could be, your majesty.’

      
      Magic is always dangerous, Fynch, even when used with the best of intentions. There are always repercussions; sometimes we
            are unable to see what they are until it is too late. This is why the Thicket and its magic has been deliberately shielded
            from men. Myrren’s gift has already claimed four lives. Wyl Thirsk should have died; instead he is abroad and carrying a deadly
            enchantment. None of us knows where it could end.

      
      
      ‘Wyl didn’t ask for it, your majesty,’ Fynch mumbled, not meaning to sound petulant.

      
      I know, my son, the King replied gently. I feel great sorrow for Wyl, who is one of the best amongst men – as was his father. It is the magic itself that troubles
            me and how it will continue to reverberate through the world of men. I mean to end it here.
      

      
      ‘Destroy Wyl?’ Fynch exclaimed.

      
      In a way he is already dead, the creature answered.
      

      
      Fynch did not like the resignation in the Dragon King’s voice. He grasped for placation, desperate to prevent this powerful
         being from hurting Wyl. ‘The Thicket and its creatures have asked me to kill Rashlyn, your majesty, and with their help I
         will endeavour to rid the land of the destroyer. Both brothers will be no more. The magic will end.’
      

      
      Not really, child, for now you possess it. Rashlyn wishes to control the natural world. He is a corrupter of natural things.
            He wants power over the beasts. But Celimus is just as dangerous. He too wants power but of a different kind. I fear that
            if we do not destroy Rashlyn these two ambitious men might join together. I know how the minds of greedy men work, and should
            they claim the Razors and Briavel as their own, they will almost certainly turn their attention towards the Wild. With Celimus’s
            help, Rashlyn will try to destroy the Thicket. The King sighed. We do not wish to engage in such a confrontation.
      

      
      ‘What can I do to help, your majesty?’ Fynch asked, desperation seeping into his voice.

      
      I grant you permission to use the magic of the Thicket to aid Wyl Thirsk in his bid to rid Morgravia of its King, for without
            Celimus I do not believe Rashlyn’s madness can be fully unleashed.
      

      
      Fynch nodded thoughtfully, relief flooding his small body that the Warrior King did not mean to attack Wyl directly. He recognised that the dragon warrior had not offered his own mighty strength or powers, only that of the Thicket.
         Fynch also knew that the creatures of the Thicket would insist on keeping their secrets. He already felt a part of this mysterious
         community and was convinced he would do everything in his power to protect them and their magic.
      

      
      ‘Celimus has no heir,’ Fynch cautioned, even though he presumed the royal creature knew as much.

      
      Morgravia will survive. Do what you must. Knave is your Guide – use his wisdom well, child, and your own powers sparingly.
            I presume Elysius explained the price you may be required to pay?

      
      Fynch nodded. ‘He did.’

      
      The King waited, wondering whether the child would expand on his brief answer. A plea for mercy perhaps; a musing as to whether
         his life could somehow be spared despite the rule of the use of this magic. But no further words came. The King beat his wings
         in appreciation of the humility of this boy who was prepared to give everything of himself on behalf of those he loved and
         who asked for nothing in return.
      

      
      The warrior dragon’s gaze penetrated deep into Fynch’s heart and he was surprised to see there a startling and precious secret
         regarding this boy. He had not expected it but the discovery warmed him. Should he share it? The child’s life was already
         forfeit; what could be gained from adding more confusion? The King felt sorrow well up that they would use this boy so. But
         there was no other way. Fynch was the sacrifice, though it cut him deeply to send his own to die.
      

      
      Then we remain in your debt, Fynch. The Thicket and its creatures will always hold you in their hearts. We bless you and hold our faith in you with reverence.

      
      There was too much emotion swirling through Fynch for him to risk another word to this mightiest of beasts. Instead he bowed
         to show his complete acceptance. The royal creature acknowledged it with another powerful flapping of its wings, driving Fynch
         to the ground as it lifted effortlessly into the air and disappeared.
      

      
      Roark and Knave were at the boy’s side again.

      
      He has not appeared to us in an age, Knave said, the awe still evident in his voice. He came to pay homage only to you, child.
      

      
      Fynch was unable to respond, overwhelmed by this fateful meeting with the King of the Beasts.

      
      Knave understood and nuzzled his friend’s small hand. Come, Faith Fynch, we have a journey to begin.
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER 4

      
      
      Lost in bleak thoughts, Queen Valentyna leaned on her elbows against the cool whitestone of the walkway that linked two of
         the palace towers. It was her private place, one which she rarely shared. The last person she had permitted to spend time
         with her here was Koreldy, and before him, Fynch. She could not help but think of those two friends now; both lost to her,
         both so keenly missed it felt like an open wound. With her face cupped in her hands she stared out across the Briavellian
         moors she loved so much and marvelled at a hawk hovering far ahead in the distance, watching patiently as it waited for its
         prey. Suddenly it plunged, arrowlike, towards the ground, making the Queen feel breathless for the small creature about to
         lose its life.
      

      
      That was how she felt. Vulnerable, and now suddenly exposed and helpless. Celimus of Morgravia was the hawk and she the creature
         giving up her life to him. Valentyna straightened, shook her head clear of her dark musings and tried to focus on happier
         times. During her childhood she had nicknamed this corridor the ‘bridge’ and had taunted her nursemaids by hiding from them on its narrow height. Her father had delighted in her fearlessness, even while admonishing
         her for disobeying her carers.
      

      
      Despite her best attempts, the happy memories were no match for the present-day threat from Celimus. He reentered her thoughts
         to quench the brightness like a stormcloud blocking out the sun. Rumblings of war were filtering back via Briavellian spies
         in Morgravia. By all reports, the Legion was preparing for battle and Valentyna did not have to ponder too hard to guess at
         their enemy. Was it a ruse? Just an empty threat? Her instincts told her so, but still she would need to tread with the greatest
         of care. Valentyna’s good sense warned her that her relationship with Celimus teetered on a knife edge and all that stood
         between peace for her subjects and almost certain slaughter was her written consent to marriage with the Morgravian King.
      

      
      For that tenuous security she owed thanks to Chancellor Krell who had forced her hand and made her send the letter. And yet
         Valentyna could only hold her head in despair at the damage done by Chancellor Krell’s subsequent well-meaning but short-sighted
         interference in writing to his counterpart in Morgravia, Chancellor Jessom, to advise of recent developments in Briavel. Now
         Celimus was aware that Felrawthy not only still had a duke but one with sympathies for Briavel. Oh, she could scream just
         thinking on it. In fact, she was still so angry at the old man’s actions it had taken all her willpower to maintain her composure
         at Krell’s funeral. He had been quietly buried in the palace cemetery. No family had come for him; he went into the ground
         as lonely as he went to his god, believing he was despised.
      

      
      
      Krell had diligently and tirelessly worked for the Briavellian royal family for nigh on two score years. He was like a piece
         of old furniture: comfy, reliable, always there in the same place. Valentyna had grown up knowing that her father relied on
         him, and had come to appreciate his loyalty and advice herself. Despite her anger that he had invited such ruin with an ill-considered
         move, Valentyna could not help but feel a keen sorrow that this good man would be remembered for that one poor decision amongst
         a host of wise ones during a solid and devoted career serving the Crown.
      

      
      Right now, in a quiet moment of reflection and private recrimination, she regretted her harsh words to him. She had no doubt
         that she had prompted his suicide and it was something she knew she would have to live with. Valentyna had shed tears for
         him in private and she would be lying if she did not admit to herself that she missed his steadfast counsel. But she had also
         spoken the truth when she told him she could never forgive him for his terrible error. He had overstepped his authority and
         in doing so had risked the lives of all Briavellians.
      

      
      Morgravia’s King was vain, avaricious and cruel but he was not a dullard. Due to Krell’s poor judgement, Celimus would now
         know about Alyd Donal’s remains being smuggled into Briavel, and that the Queen he thought he had well and truly cornered
         had serious misgivings and was consorting with his enemies.
      

      
      A man cleared his throat quietly at one end of the walkway to interrupt her musings. She looked towards him, knowing who it
         would be – one of the few she allowed to come to her here if duty called. All other servants were banned from tracking her
         down to the bridge.
      

      
      
      ‘Liryk. Please join me,’ she said. He bowed in respect and walked to the centre of the bridge.

      
      ‘It’s beautiful, isn’t it?’ Valentyna said wistfully, indicating the view before them.

      
      ‘More than that, your highness,’ her army’s commander admitted. ‘It feeds the soul.’

      
      ‘Liryk,’ she said, unable to help herself, ‘you’re a poet.’

      
      It was good to hear her playful. That tone had all but disappeared these past weeks. ‘No, your majesty. I just never get tired
         of these moors. Always happy to see them when I return to Werryl after being away.’
      

      
      ‘And so how are you and I going to give this up?’

      
      ‘My Queen?’

      
      ‘This,’ she said, moving her hand in a sweeping arc. ‘We will be giving all this to Morgravia.’ There was a note of anger
         in her voice now. ‘It will no longer be ours.’
      

      
      ‘Not giving, your highness,’ Liryk proposed gently. ‘I’d prefer to think of it as sharing.’

      
      ‘Celimus is forcing us to give up Briavel to him,’ she said coldly. ‘He is blackmailing me, Commander, and there’s not a thing
         I can do about it. If I want our young men to live, I have to give up the realm.’
      

      
      ‘Pardon me, your highness, but I – and I think I can speak for all of your loyal subjects in this – do not view it that way.
         We applaud this move.’
      

      
      The Queen sighed. ‘And I am grateful for that,’ she said. ‘But will you thank me when King Celimus starts to stamp his own
         brutal form of authority across Briavel?’
      

      
      Liryk had no answer for this and the Queen did not expect one.

      
      ‘What news, anyway, Commander Liryk?’

      
      ‘The Legion is certainly gearing for movement east now, your highness. If we are going to placate our neighbouring King, we need to do it soon.’
      

      
      Valentyna closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She cast one more fond glance towards the moors and then gave her orders
         briskly.
      

      
      ‘Have Crys Donal summoned, please. I will meet with you both in my study. Elspyth too.’

      
      ‘At once, your highness.’

      
      Valentyna watched him leave, hating what she was about to do.

      
      The Queen dismissed the servant and poured the two men a glass of wine herself.

      
      ‘Where is Elspyth?’ she enquired of Liryk as he took the goblet from her.

      
      ‘Your highness, she is nowhere to be found,’ he answered, silently happy for the woman’s disappearance. He had agreed with
         Krell that Elspyth’s influence on the Queen was dangerous. The Morgravian woman had fired their Queen’s spirit; made her feel
         strong and capable of determining her own destiny by defying Celimus.
      

      
      Valentyna glanced at Crys who shrugged. ‘I haven’t seen her for a couple of days if truth be known. I thought she was with
         you, your majesty.’
      

      
      ‘Strange,’ Valentyna murmured. ‘Your search has been thorough?’ she asked her commander.

      
      ‘I’ve sent several runners to comb the palace, your highness. She’s certainly not in any of the usual places.’

      
      ‘Has anyone checked her chambers?’ Crys asked. ‘You lent her some garments, your highness,’ he added. ‘Are they still there?’

      
      ‘You think she’s fled?’ the Queen exclaimed.

      
      
      ‘Did she tell you about a man called Lothryn?’ Crys replied, calmly sipping his wine. He suspected that they would not find
         Elspyth. She had mentioned several times to him that she was no longer needed here. He also suspected his own stay had worn
         thin, and who could blame the Briavellians with the Legion gathering in force across the border.
      

      
      The Queen nodded slowly. ‘Only vaguely.’

      
      ‘There’s a story attached to him,’ he explained. ‘It involves Koreldy.’ Once again it pained him to see the Queen react to
         the man’s name. Wyl had given firm instructions that Valentyna was not to learn the truth about Koreldy, but it seemed unkind
         to Crys not to enlighten her that the person she obviously loved was not dead as she suspected but roaming the land in a new
         guise. The thought disturbed him, but Crys had personally witnessed the transference of Wyl’s soul from one body to the next.
         There was no escaping the truth: Wyl Thirsk lived. Through the curse upon him, he had claimed first Koreldy, then Faryl, and,
         more recently and chillingly, his own sister, Ylena. Crys felt a lurch of despair as he remembered that terrible night at
         Felrawthy. The next day had been worse, but he knew he must not think on that now. Bury your hurts, his mother used to say. Bring them out only when you are alone and strong enough to look at them. And so he had somehow buried the despair of losing his family so cruelly and tried not to dwell on their deaths.
      

      
      ‘Crys?’

      
      He was embarrassed to realise both the Queen and Liryk were watching him.

      
      ‘I – I’m sorry. Lost myself there,’ he said, not wanting to say more.

      
      
      ‘You were telling us about Elspyth and Lothryn,’ Valentyna prompted, deliberately avoiding mentioning her former lover’s name.

      
      ‘That’s right,’ Crys continued. ‘The Mountain Dweller, Lothryn, saved the lives of Elspyth and Koreldy in the Razors. No one
         knows if he survived Cailech’s wrath at helping the prisoners to escape. Elspyth is determined to learn his fate.’
      

      
      Neither of them referred to the fact that they knew Elspyth was in love with Lothryn. ‘And you think she’s gone back?’ Valentyna
         suggested.
      

      
      ‘I think she’s capable of doing something that bull-headed, yes,’ he said and smiled gently to reassure the Queen that he
         admired Elspyth for her courage.
      

      
      ‘Into the Razors?’ Liryk queried. ‘Alone?’

      
      ‘I don’t know, sir. She’s a passionate girl. I don’t think fear stops her doing anything. If not for Elspyth I would be dead
         with the rest of my family.’
      

      
      The new Duke of Felrawthy could refer to his loved ones now without threat of anger or tears. His brief time in Werryl, offering
         a distance from all things familiar, and the new title by which everyone was determined to address him had made the difference
         between him collapsing into inconsolable anguish or rising to the challenge of what he was born and bred to do. It was what
         his fine parents would have expected of him.
      

      
      A knock came at the door. Liryk put his glass down. ‘Shall I see to it, your highness? It may be the messengers.’

      
      ‘Please,’ the Queen said, distracted as she pondered the business of Elspyth’s disappearance. ‘I miss Krell,’ she muttered.

      
      
      Crys held his tongue. No one had heard the exchange between the Queen and her Chancellor, which had preceded his death, but
         Valentyna had openly admitted that she had driven him to anguish with her harsh criticism. Crys had to admire the Queen for
         her forthright manner; she refused to shrink from blame but accepted and dealt with it as best she could. Krell’s death had
         been a shock for everyone, most of all Liryk, but the doughty soldier had kept his feelings to himself and remained stoic
         throughout the funeral and the ensuing mourning that had gripped the palace.
      

      
      Crys sipped his wine quietly, wondering why he had been summoned to what appeared to be a formal meeting and imagining how
         Morgravia could only benefit from having this woman sitting upon its throne, even though it meant she shared it with the hated
         Celimus. It would be better for her, he was sure, if he was to leave Briavel. Perhaps he should offer and save her the trial
         of asking him to do just that.
      

      
      Liryk returned to disturb his thoughts. ‘Your majesty, we found this note in Elspyth’s chamber.’

      
      ‘Anything else?’ Valentyna asked, as she broke the wax seal. ‘Clothes?’

      
      ‘Nothing, your highness,’ he replied, watching her frown as she quickly read the note’s contents.

      
      Valentyna looked up and sighed. ‘Your hunch is correct, Crys. She believes she has done what she came here to do and has taken
         her leave.’
      

      
      ‘Gone to the Razors?’ Crys enquired.

      
      ‘It doesn’t say but I suspect you’re right. I know how fond she was of this man Lothryn. If I were her, I too would want to
         know the truth of his fate.’
      

      
      
      There was another knock at the door. Valentyna could not disguise her frustrated expression at being interrupted again. She
         stuffed the note into her pocket and stood. ‘Gentlemen, I’m going for a ride. We shall continue this meeting this evening,
         please, when we can talk without disturbance. There are many things to discuss and I need to think. Liryk, would you see to
         that?’ She nodded towards the door. ‘I’ll leave by the back way.’
      

      
      The two men stood and watched her go.

      
      The highest point of the moors was the furthest Valentyna could get from her subjects – or so she liked to believe – and the
         ideal place to vent her fears or frustrations. However, the ever-present soldiers, of course, were not far enough away, so
         the blood-curdling shriek she longed to let rip was not a good idea. She gave a deep groan instead. Too many of those she
         had loved or trusted had been taken from her or had left her of their own accord. She stared back towards the palace and counted
         them off softly to herself.
      

      
      Her father: murdered. Wyl Thirsk: murdered. Romen Koreldy: murdered. Fynch, her little rock of strength: disappeared, and
         with him the strange yet somehow reassuring presence of Knave. Now Elspyth, her new friend and confidante, had disappeared
         as well, almost certainly advancing towards her own death as she ventured into the Mountain Kingdom to discover the fate of
         her beloved Lothryn.
      

      
      Valentyna paused in her account of her personal sorrows to think on those of Crys Donal. An entire family slaughtered in one
         evening. So much death. And now, in order to protect Briavel, she would have to banish her latest friend too. That was what she needed to discuss with the new Duke of Felrawthy, but this afternoon had proved impossible
         with all of its interruptions.
      

      
      The Queen of Briavel shook her head with despair. Almost all of this destruction swirling about her was the work of one man.
         One cruel, scheming, greedy man. The man she would have to marry if she wanted to prevent further deaths.
      

      
      She cast a disconsolate glance towards the soldiers shuffling in the shade of the copse in the distance. Three were now being
         sent to shadow her every move. She hated it, but put up with it. Liryk’s caution was well-founded but she missed her freedom.
         She waved to them to ensure they understood that she was fine and was just taking some time alone. She inhaled the sweet air
         of the moors and felt even more despondent. Everyone seemed to be worrying about her at the moment. She sensed her advisers
         observing her; could feel their concern tightening around her like a bandage, constricting her free will. Valentyna knew what
         they feared – and they were right to fear it, for if she could find a way to avoid this marriage, she would renege in a blink.
         Except her good sense told her it was impossible. No one was going to save her. The nobles had told her to find Ylena Thirsk,
         but that was pointless. How could it make any difference? Ylena’s word might convince them that Celimus was a cold-blooded
         murderer, but in all truth she knew it would not make them change their minds about the marriage.
      

      
      She thought about Ylena Thirsk and the terrible things the young woman had experienced. Crys had explained to Valentyna what
         Ylena had been through just to get herself to Felrawthy. It had made the Queen shudder to imagine how Wyl’s sister had coped with yet more terror after what she had already suffered at Stoneheart. Ylena was younger
         than her and had shown such courage. She would have to find similar courage now and face her destiny. Her father had fought
         to keep Briavel safe. She must do the same, just in a different manner. She would buy its peace with her body. Give herself
         over to this hateful man and let him parade her before his minions and use her for his pleasures. But he would not have her
         love – ever. That belonged to one man alone, and he was now dead. So she would give herself to Celimus in the hope that some
         bright, sparkling, untainted good might come of it. They might produce a child. And into that child she would pour all of
         her love; everything she denied Celimus and had hoped to give to Romen Koreldy. She would raise a proud sovereign to take
         the throne of Briavel one day.
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