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      PROLOGUE

      
      The tendons on Themesius’s neck stood out like stakes as he strained in a silent scream. He was bearing the brunt of the attack.
         Figgis, so fiercely unyielding all of these long years, had finally weakened. The cracks in his mental armour were widening
         rapidly.
      

      
      Pitching their wit and their magics together, the original ten-strong Paladin had held for centuries. Gradually, though, time
         and their prisoner’s inexhaustible power had worn down their unified strength. He worked on them constantly, sometimes as
         a group, mostly on individuals.
      

      
      Kyt Cyrus had fallen initially and would for ever be known as the First. The Second was Cloot of Rork’yel and the Third, Solyana,
         magical beast, succumbed soon after. There was a long wait for the Fourth but fall she did: Juno the Esian. Adongo of the
         Moruks was Fifth, followed by Saxon the Kloek, Sixth. The minstrel, Sallementro, was Seventh, and later Arabella the Priestess
         was Eighth of the Paladin to capitulate.
      

      
      Only Figgis the Rock Dweller and Themesius of the Giants still held, although Figgis knew his time had almost come. Somehow these two pushed back against the god’s relentless whisperings, the wave after wave of astounding power
         which crowded their minds and battered at their resolve.
      

      
      Themesius roared as he fought the monster.

      
      Orlac laughed. ‘Such spirit, Themesius. I must work harder on you.’ He turned to Figgis. ‘You had better rest now, my short
         friend, for soon we shall lock our minds again and then, I fear, I may see your end.’
      

      
      Nanak, Keeper of the Paladin, watched in bitter silence as his brave warriors rested, their tortured expressions slowly relaxing.
         He could see the toll this ancient battle was taking. It would not be long now: Figgis would fall, but bravely. Nanak’s only
         comfort was an ever-increasing belief in Merkhud’s assurance that these courageous friends would re-emerge to fight again.
         Merhkud had told him that their spirits fled to the Heartwood where they were restored amongst the living to prepare to fight
         the next battle. Themesius, bedrock of the Paladin, would succumb last and bear the final humiliation of Orlac’s victory;
         of this Nanak was certain. If only the Giant could maintain his strength long enough to give them the time they desperately
         needed.
      

      
      Hold, my brave Paladin, he gently passed through their minds. The Trinity will come. You are its torchbearers. Buy us the time we need.

      
      But both were too lost in their despair to respond. Nanak understood. He too yearned for the moment of release, when the Custodian
         would relieve him of this formidable task.
      

      
      The silence was shattered by Orlac’s manic giggle. The god was staring at him now. Those strange, piercing violet eyes penetrated his own ancient and bewitched soul. Nanak shivered and closed his eyes, shutting out the vision of Orlac
         whilst he awaited the next attack. He must trust Lys. She would guide them through this and bring about Orlac’s destruction.
      

      
      There were brief moments when Nanak felt a flash of sorrow for Orlac. Prince of the gods, revered son of the Host, stolen
         from his birthright and forced to live a mortal life. A tragic character. Nevertheless, Nanak hated him. He lived for the
         time when retribution would be visited on Orlac on behalf of the suffering souls of the Paladin.
      

      
      Lys had promised salvation. She was the Custodian. He would obey her.

      
      He sensed Themesius and Figgis stiffen and the barriers were thrown up in their minds again in a blink. Orlac was on his feet,
         dancing madly, rejuvenated. The fight to the death had begun again and Orlac was enjoying himself.
      

      
      He was not alone.

      
      Watching silently was the god Dorgryl. Excommunicated from the Host and thrown into the Bleak to ponder his sin for eternity,
         he had watched this battle for centuries, invisible to all, and had celebrated every one of Orlac’s victories.
      

      
      If he had arms, he would have hugged himself on this day. He could sense Orlac’s coming release. A release which the mighty
         god Dorgryl would turn into his own personal triumph.
      

      




      
      
      1

      
      A New Beginning

      
      ‘The anointing syringe!’ bellowed the midwife. ‘We should save the soul of the stubborn wretch before we leave them both to
         die.’
      

      
      Alyssa Qyn stepped back in disbelief as one of the assistants hurried to hand the imperious midwife the strange contraption.
         She looked towards the grey-faced woman slumped on the birthing stool. Sweat dribbled through her lank hair and her expression
         was a combination of exhaustion and untold sorrow. She was too spent even to understand the heartless decision being made
         for her. Midwives only called for the anointing syringe when they believed the child would perish; it was a means of symbolically
         cleansing the babe prior to its death.
      

      
      Alyssa felt an old grief grip her; she was still vulnerable to those hurts coming back to haunt her.

      
      Jayn Elkin was a decent woman; wife to one of the courtiers, kind to everyone, gentle of voice and with an equally soft smile
         for all who passed before her eyes. She did not deserve to die like this, with her child ready to be born and she herself
         too weak to bear it.
      

      
      
      Snatching the contraption, the midwife pushed one end into the now still mother. Depressing the plunger at the other end,
         she squirted water onto the head of the child.
      

      
      Except it is not the head, Alyssa wanted to scream. Even her unpractised eye could tell as much. The midwife carelessly offered
         some rote words of blessing before withdrawing the syringe, throwing Jayn Elkin’s skirts down and standing to stretch her
         own back.
      

      
      ‘Clean her up,’ she said to Alyssa. ‘She’s going to her gods now.’ Her task apparently complete, the woman swept importantly
         out of the chamber with her wide-eyed assistant trailing behind.
      

      
      It was a cruel scene but it was not out of the ordinary.

      
      Alyssa recalled her own labour. It was a blurred memory; she had been robbed of the actual birth. Perhaps the pain had bludgeoned
         her into a stupor? She had never understood how it had happened; how could she have been unconscious and still deliver a child?
      

      
      And yet during that period of unconsciousness, her son had been delivered by Arabella the priestess and had died in his father’s
         arms in the Heartwood barely moments later. He had cried his first and last breath without a mother to soothe him and been
         buried in a shallow grave of forest foliage with no ceremony. Cruel, indeed.
      

      
      Harrowing though that picture was in Alyssa’s mind, it was the father’s memory she dreaded most whenever the haunting came.
         Torkyn Gynt’s handsome face, smashed and bleeding from the execution stones. His beautiful blue eyes no longer bright, but
         dull; unseeing. His bloodied corpse hanging limp from the cross. Many had gathered to touch his feet, to pay their final respects
         to a man whom the city of Tal had loved.
      

      
      
      When Alyssa was sure Tor was dead, she had deliberately turned to look upon his murderer: King Lorys. She had sworn then that
         she would always look upon that sad, haunted face with hate. And that would never change, for as much as she loved his Queen,
         she despised the sovereign. He could have averted the execution with a simple command. But he had chosen not to and she had
         never understood why. Tor, after all, had been a cherished friend to the royals as well as being their healer.
      

      
      That winter, four years ago, had been a traumatic time. Except for Saxon, all those she had known and loved had disappeared,
         including Cloot, Tor’s loyal guardian. Where had the falcon gone after Tor’s death? And what had happened to Royal Physic
         Merkhud? She had seen him momentarily in the stairwell as she was being escorted back to the holding chamber after Tor’s execution.
         The old man had acted so very strangely that even the guards had commented on his behaviour. She knew Merkhud had taken Tor’s
         body to its final resting place but no one had ever told her where that was. She had wished so many times since that she had
         asked the physic of its location. And now he too was gone. His few awkwardly spoken words had told her to watch out for Sallementro;
         that he was a friend. How could the old man have known this?
      

      
      Sallementro had come into her life a few weeks later but he claimed never to have known Merkhud. And Merkhud had followed his words by blowing
         her a kiss. What had it meant? There had never been any love lost between the two of them. She had despised him and he knew
         it. She had always blamed him for stealing Tor from her in the first place. What could the old man have been thinking of to show such a public act of affection?
      

      
      Alyssa heard a whimper from behind her. It was only then that she remembered Jayn Elkin’s serving girl was trembling in the
         shadows.
      

      
      ‘Elsa?’

      
      ‘Is she going to die?’ The girl’s voice sounded shaky.

      
      Alyssa expected no less but she tried to sound confident. ‘Not if we can help it. Make her comfortable, then go and fetch
         Sallementro as fast as you can.’
      

      
      Whilst Elsa laid moist folded linens on Jayn Elkin’s brow, Alyssa scrubbed her own hands clean. It was something she noticed
         none of the midwives did. She had learned this from Sorrel. ‘Clean hands do not carry disease,’ she had often told Alyssa.
      

      
      She pushed thoughts of Sorrel away. She had never heard from the old girl again. They had shared and overcome such harrowing
         events together and it was just another blade in Alyssa’s heart that her great friend had deserted her in the Heartwood after
         the death of her son. Perhaps she too was dead.
      

      
      Jayn Elkin’s eyes flew open as the pain of a vicious contraction gripped her. She screamed weakly. Alyssa heard the door bang
         as the girl fled to find Sallementro. She took a deep breath and lifted the woman’s skirts once more. What she was about to
         attempt scared her. She was going to test Sorrel’s suggestion that a trapped baby simply needed to be turned gently.
      

      
      Alyssa was perspiring, nervous at what she was about to try. She whispered comforting words to Jayn, pushed her own sleeves
         up and, after oiling her hand, began an examination.
      

      
      Some time later, when Elsa burst through the door with news of Sallementro’s arrival, Alyssa was alarmed the minstrel may follow the girl in.
      

      
      ‘Not in here!’ she admonished. She walked to the door. ‘Sallementro, please play for Lady Elkin outside the window. She loves
         your music almost as much as I do. It will help her.’
      

      
      ‘I shall sing “My Lady, My Love”,’ he said, ‘for both of you.’

      
      Alyssa touched his arm in thanks and closed the door on him swiftly.

      
      ‘How is she?’ Elsa asked, tiptoeing over.

      
      ‘She is between contractions. They have begun again properly.’ Alyssa could not keep the excitement from her own voice.

      
      The baby had been turned almost effortlessly and she was sure now that the child was lying in the birthing position. Perhaps
         she could allow herself to hope.
      

      
      Many a babe, she had heard, had been pulled feet first into the world by aggressive midwives. She had seen the evidence of
         this harsh treatment in the deformed limbs of children around the city. None in the midwives’ guild would admit to such a
         thing, of course, but then being born with contorted limbs was probably preferable to being murdered, she decided. It was
         whispered that a baby which simply would not come, and threatened the life of someone more important than a mere courtier’s
         wife, would be killed to save the mother. Alyssa had heard terrible tales of midwives attempting surgical procedures to retrieve
         a dead child or, worse, killing it in the mother’s belly and dragging it out, piece by gruesome piece. Luckily Jayn Elkin
         was not important enough to warrant such trouble.
      

      
      
      Sallementro’s lovely voice filtered through the open window. He had chosen Alyssa’s favourite ballad. It was the song he had
         written for her when he first laid eyes on her as she stood on that balcony preparing to watch her lover die.
      

      
      No one present at the execution, save Saxon and Cloot, had known that she and Tor were husband and wife. And Alyssa had never
         cared to enlighten her captors. What did it matter now anyway? Tor was dead. Her son was dead. There was nothing to do but
         kill herself or accept this new life amongst the palace servants. The problem was, when she asked herself the hard question
         of why she forced herself to struggle through each day, she could never come up with an answer.
      

      
      Saxon and Sallementro insisted they would never give up hope. Alyssa had been surprised to learn that Sallementro was of the
         Paladin, but the knowledge had been blurred by Tor’s death. Without Tor, surely there could be no Trinity? Even though none
         of them knew what form the elusive Trinity might take, it seemed obvious that Tor was the critical figure.
      

      
      If only she had kept her books, the Writings of Nanak. Alyssa had never got the chance to read the second book but felt sure
         it would have provided the most important revelations in the story of Orlac. Lys had told Tor that the vengeful god would
         return to Tallinor to finish what he had begun.
      

      
      Sitting here now, listening to Sallementro singing and seeing Jayn Elkin grimace with another contraction, it seemed just
         that – a story. But when Alyssa had read Nanak’s words, they had chilled her and she knew she had been reading the truth.
         Now those books were as lost to her as Tor, Sorrel and her friends from the Heartwood.
      

      
      As for Lys, she too had disappeared from their lives. Not that she had ever visited Alyssa. Which was strange, was it not?
         Lys had appeared to everyone else connected to this strange quest.
      

      
      She shook her head clear of thoughts which had troubled her for so long. The search for the Trinity was over. Without Tor,
         what was the point?
      

      
      Jayn’s contractions were becoming harder, faster; the woman had begun to bear down.

      
      ‘Fetch the midwife, Elsa,’ Alyssa commanded. ‘She’s probably filling her ugly mouth in the kitchens. We don’t know what we’re
         doing and your mistress is about to give birth.’
      

      
      Thankfully it was not long before the midwife blustered back into the room and was pushing Alyssa aside. It was almost as
         though the woman had to see it for herself to believe it. Alyssa felt sure she was not back in this room out of compassion,
         merely inquisitiveness – or was it for mercenary reasons?
      

      
      She cautiously offered what she knew. ‘She is ready to push, ma’am, but she is weak.’

      
      The woman’s mouth twitched a grim smile. ‘I had this one down for cooling already in her chambers. Oh well, the fee for a
         live birth pays me more handsomely. Let’s set to.’
      

      
      As Jayn Elkin pushed her wailing infant into the world, the sight of a gleeful Chief Inquisitor Goth kicking at the forest
         debris which covered her own dead son flashed into Alyssa’s mind.
      

      
      She felt Elsa tugging at her shoulder, dragging her back to the present once again, her own tears flowing freely. Alyssa glanced at the tiny bundle being passed to Jayn Elkin.
      

      
      ‘A son,’ Elsa said. ‘My lord must be told. He will be the happiest man in the castle tonight.’ She turned so that no one else
         could hear. ‘Because of you.’
      

      
      ‘Hurry and do your duty,’ Alyssa said. She needed no one to know of her interference.

      
      Whilst Alyssa Qyn was turning a trapped child in its mother’s womb, the King and Queen were preparing for their early morning
         ride.
      

      
      As her stableman checked her stirrups, Nyria straightened her back and breathed in the crisp autumn morning. Ah, how she loved
         this season. She imagined galloping across the frosty turf of the open moors behind Tal, calling a challenge to Lorys that
         he would never catch her on Freycin. He always gave chase, roaring his response to her bait, but then she knew he also always
         let her win … and she loved him for it.
      

      
      Nyria’s thoughts were pierced by a shrill cry. She looked over towards the palace gates and noticed a scrawny child being
         led by one of the guards. The little boy was struggling as the man pulled him along.
      

      
      She asked a nearby guard what the commotion was about.

      
      He bowed. ‘Your highness, the child was tied to the palace gates during the night. We discovered him only during the change
         an hour ago.’
      

      
      ‘But he must be frozen,’ said the Queen, staring back at the child and his large companion.

      
      ‘We gave him a warm ale and some gruel. Prime Herek has ordered him be returned.’

      
      
      ‘To whom?’ she demanded.

      
      The man shrugged, then checked himself and quickly turned his gesture into words. ‘Prime Herek told Orgo,’ he pointed to the
         retreating guard, ‘to take the lad into the city and ask around.’
      

      
      Nyria pulled her right leg from its stirrup. She had always impressed the King’s Guard by how she rode like a man.

      
      ‘Oh, that’s ridiculous. Stop him immediately!’ she commanded.

      
      King Lorys, who had been consulting with the two riders accompanying them, looked over, confused to see Nyria dismounting.

      
      ‘Now what?’ he said and guided his horse to where his wife stood, purse-lipped, her riding crop slapping at her thigh.

      
      She shook her head. ‘I’m sorry, Lorys. Go on without me.’

      
      ‘What’s happened?’

      
      She explained quickly. The King sighed. ‘Why must you take in every waif, Nyria? Every child in Tal is not your responsibility.
         What will you do with him?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know, Lorys, but you can’t just hawk a child around the city until you find someone who may know him. It could take
         days.’
      

      
      The King stared into her pale eyes. He knew he could not win this one. When it came to children, Nyria was as soft as butter.
         Not having one of her own meant she lavished her affection on every child she came into contact with. He pulled gently on
         the reins to head his dark stallion out of the courtyard.
      

      
      ‘I might ride out a bit further then.’

      
      
      ‘Thank you, Lorys.’

      
      She meant it and showed it by squeezing his gloved hand as they heard Orgo and the child returning. The King departed.

      
      Orgo bowed stiffly. He was not used to such close proximity with the Queen. He cuffed the child on the head to do the same.
         Nyria kept her polite smile fixed, though she would have liked to tell Orgo what she thought of his gruffness. She was glad
         to see Prime Herek striding towards them. She liked Herek. He lacked the previous Prime’s charm and dash, but then the boots
         of Kyt Cyrus would be hard for any man to fill. She often wondered about his curious disappearance.
      

      
      Herek was bowing. ‘Queen Nyria, may I help?’

      
      ‘Yes, thank you, Herek. I’m told this child was tied to the palace gates last night and I wish to know more.’

      
      Before Herek or Orgo could speak, the tall Queen had bent low and was eye-to-eye with the tear-stained face of the boy. ‘Don’t
         be afraid,’ she said, loosing his elbow from Orgo’s grip.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Orgo.’ It was a dismissal. Orgo looked uncertainly at the Prime, who nodded for him to leave.

      
      The Queen had not taken her eyes from the boy’s face. There was a familiarity about him which she could not place.

      
      ‘My name is Nyria. What’s yours?’

      
      ‘I’m Gyl. I’m almost twelve,’ he said and bowed politely which impressed her. ‘Are you really a Queen?’

      
      ‘I am the Queen,’ she said, emphasising her importance by arching her eyebrows and making him giggle. ‘Am I the first Queen you’ve
         ever taken breakfast with?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve had breakfast, your majesty,’ he answered.

      
      
      ‘Well, I have not. Perhaps you’d care to sit with me?’ Nyria took his hand, stood upright again and said to the soldier, ‘We’ll
         be fine.’
      

      
      ‘My lady, perhaps I should—’

      
      Her look stopped him saying any more. ‘Thank you, Herek.’ Another dismissal.

      
      ‘Yes, thank you, Herek,’ Gyl offered. His cheeky grin was not lost on the Prime or the Queen.

      
      Alyssa’s emotions were still churned up from the morning’s activity. Jayn Elkin’s son, runty though he looked, was already
         suckling and that augured well for mother and child. As she crossed the main courtyard, a page called to her. She stopped
         whilst he ran towards her.
      

      
      ‘Her majesty wishes to speak with you, Alyssa.’

      
      ‘Right now?’

      
      He nodded. ‘I’m to bring you.’

      
      They made their way to the Queen’s chambers on the northern side of the castle. Alyssa desperately hoped Lorys was not anywhere
         close by.
      

      
      ‘Is the King present?’ she asked casually.

      
      ‘No,’ the page replied. ‘He went for his morning ride but is not returned yet.’

      
      Alyssa was led into an antechamber and asked to wait. It was not long before a lady-in-waiting asked her to enter, then left
         her alone in the Queen’s private sitting room. Nyria stepped in from an adjoining room a moment later.
      

      
      ‘Alyssa. Thank you for coming. Here, please sit with me. I have ordered some lemon tea.’

      
      ‘Forgive me, your majesty. I have come directly from Lady Elkin.’

      
      Alyssa felt flustered. The Queen looked elegant as always. Tall and slim, she sat straight-backed so the fine garments, simple but sophisticated, hung gorgeously from her frame.
         Alyssa felt dowdy by comparison. She wiped her hands on her skirt, more out of embarrassment than need.
      

      
      ‘A fine boy for the Elkins, I’m told.’

      
      Alyssa nodded, glad to see the tea arriving with the same lady-in-waiting. They paused whilst the tray was set down. She hoped
         it would distract the Queen from talk of the morning’s birth.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Aileen,’ the Queen said. ‘Can I pour you some, Alyssa?’

      
      Alyssa nodded again.

      
      Nyria handed her a beautiful porcelain cup. ‘I’m also told,’ she said, continuing precisely where she had left off, ‘that
         you did something rather extraordinary today which probably saved both mother and child.’
      

      
      Damn you, Elsa, Alyssa thought, reddening. ‘Oh, I don’t think I—’

      
      ‘No false modesty, please, my child. I’ve lived too long; seen too much cruelty. All of us are in your debt for saving two
         lives today. Now!’ She clapped her hands as though about to share some great jest. ‘I have been following your progress these
         past years, Alyssa, and I’ve decided it’s high time we made use of your real skills.’
      

      
      ‘Oh?’ Alyssa really did not know what else to say, so she sipped her tea and waited.

      
      ‘Indeed. I am in dire need of a new secretary. I would like you to take up that role and work alongside me.’

      
      Alyssa put her cup down. She could not believe what was being offered.

      
      Nyria held up her manicured hand. ‘There’s more. You will do this work for half the day. For the rest of the time I wish you to start a small school in the palace. I am determined
         that all the children who live here learn the rudiments of reading and writing. You are more than capable of running my school,
         so make no feeble protest.’
      

      
      Alyssa swallowed. This was more than she had ever dared dream. ‘It would be an honour, your majesty.’ She was glad her voice
         remained steady.
      

      
      Nyria rang a small bell next to the tray. She looked delighted with herself.

      
      ‘And I have your first student,’ she said, standing to greet the child being led into the room. ‘I want you to meet Gyl. Gyl,
         this is the lady we spoke of.’
      

      
      Alyssa, who was not very tall, found herself looking directly into the lad’s greyish eyes. He seemed strangely familiar but
         she could not put her finger on the resemblance. He held his hand out politely and she took it. She looked at the beaming
         Queen and back at the child.
      

      
      ‘I hear we are starting a school together, Gyl. Will you help me?’

      
      ‘I would like that,’ he replied.

   



      
      
      2

      
      A Messenger Hastens

      
      The man was sitting in a straight-backed chair he had made himself. His hand rested loosely around the half-empty mug on the
         rickety side table, also of his own design.
      

      
      ‘I have a secret,’ he said quietly, as he regarded the apparition which floated in front of him.

      
      ‘Tell me,’ it whispered, like a sigh on the wind.

      
      ‘It’s a terrible secret, Yargo.’ The man paused; his impossibly blue eyes held hers intently. ‘But I need to share it with
         you.’
      

      
      He dropped his gaze to stare at the earthen floor. The translucent creature, faintly tinged with green, hovered in silence.
         She knew when to stay quiet with the man and moments passed whilst her robes billowed around her. They were forever moving
         and it was hard to tell where they began and her long, silky hair ended.
      

      
      In almost four summers, she had neither discovered the reason for him being here nor found out anything about his past. It
         was clear he was educated and his manner suggested courtly training, but he was more closed about his early life than any
         of the dusty books in this cottage.
      

      
      
      He had intrigued Yargo from the moment she had been given the task of watching over him and had drifted gently into his life.
         She had become much more than an observer, however, which was a clear breach of the rules laid down by the Custodian, Lys,
         who had sent her to stay close to this mysterious fellow. Yargo, a young and popular member of the Host, had beseeched Lys
         to find a task for her when her disgraced husband, a god, had fallen seriously foul of his King. Yargo was determined to make
         up for her husband’s shame and so Lys had contrived a special role for her in watching over this precious man.
      

      
      Yargo had fallen in love with him from the second he had turned those clear, sad eyes upon her. It would come to nothing,
         of course; she was a spiritual creature only in his world, unable to enjoy physical contact. But the fascination she felt
         for him was as physical as it was mental.
      

      
      He was strangely tall – too tall, it seemed to Yargo, for most men of this world – and he possessed the broadest of shoulders.
         His frame had filled out with the manual work he imposed on himself daily. He told her that the physical exertion calmed his
         mind and prepared it for the equally rigorous study he carried out each day.
      

      
      Yargo had learned from Lys that the old master sentient, Merkhud, had harnessed this man’s massive power to wrench his spirit
         free from its body and deposit it into his own frail form, at the same moment throwing his own spirit into the younger man’s
         body in order to undergo execution by crucifixion and stoning in his stead. It was Merkhud’s choice to take the younger man’s
         punishment; to save him from death.
      

      
      Yargo had been given scant additional information. She knew that the spirit of the man in front of her had travelled awkwardly in Merkhud’s body between Tal and the Heartwood, where Arabella the priestess watched over the joining of his spirit
         with his own broken shell of a body. When spirit and flesh were reunited, Darmud Coril, god of the forest, called down the
         powers of the Host and together they channelled life back into this man. It was a mighty healing and he was made whole.
      

      
      It had taken two summers just to get him to talk again. During that time Yargo had watched his damaged emotions mend more
         slowly than his body. She knew nothing of why his suffering had occurred but instinctively understood that here was a man
         who had lost everything. He had no reason to live but live he did within a cocoon of silence. It was how he wanted it.
      

      
      She travelled with him on his long walks, floating swiftly and mostly invisibly alongside while his glorious falcon flew high
         above. The day he first spoke to her was the happiest she could recall. His voice, scratchy from lack of use, was nonetheless
         of a gentle pitch and she easily became absorbed in listening to his quiet conversation.
      

      
      Yargo loved to provoke his smile and thrilled herself if she could cause him to tilt back his head with an infectious and
         all too rare laugh. He was, quite simply, the most beautiful man she had ever known and she longed with every inch of her
         insubstantial body to touch him.
      

      
      She knew she would give her soul to smooth that straight long hair he usually kept neatly tied, or to feel the roughness of
         the dark beard he trimmed so closely. Beyond this, and far more powerful, was the intense curiosity he stirred in her about
         the dark past he kept so deeply buried. That intoxicating mysteriousness, combined with a long-held notion that his life may
         have taken this course because of a woman, constantly fired Yargo’s imagination.
      

      
      As she mused on this, he spoke in his soft manner again. ‘I need you to be a messenger, dear Yargo.’

      
      He swallowed another mouthful of the sweet berry wine which he kept chilled in the nearby stream.

      
      ‘I am listening, Tor.’

      
      Her dreamy tone was soothing and did not betray her anticipation of the secret she had chased all these summers.

      
      ‘You must hear my story and then you must go and find some people for me. It may take you a long time. I need you to watch
         over them and when you sense the sign, as you will, bring them back to Tallinor. You must warn them.’
      

      
      She drifted across the room. ‘And what must I warn them about?’

      
      ‘I’ll come to that,’ he said, running his fingers through his hair.

      
      She noticed he looked tired; too much study perhaps. Or did he look nervous? She could not tell. She floated after him as
         he moved with his unique economy of motion to the window. His lean frame was silhouetted against the lowering sun and in the
         silence whilst he gathered his thoughts, she wondered at the beauty of that body which had been delivered to the Heartwood
         dead and broken.
      

      
      Yargo had been summoned by Lys when Torkyn Gynt’s life was restored. She recalled exactly what Lys had said to her when she
         was chosen as his Companion.
      

      
      ‘It will take a long time for his body to recover. It will take even longer for his emotional state to heal. He will demand
         to be alone but I want you to become his friend. This man is the most precious thing we have in our care. He alone will deliver Orlac. Take it slowly. Between you and the falcon, encourage his conversation, laughter,
         memories. Together you will heal his mind.’
      

      
      And it had taken four years.

      
      Tor had ignored her at first. Yargo knew he spoke across a link with the falcon, Cloot. He needed no other company, yet she
         had persevered. Darmud Coril and the Heartwood had mended the broken body beautifully. Arabella the priestess, Tor’s second-bonded
         Paladin, had watched over him for many weeks whilst the powerful magics of the Heartwood restored his health.
      

      
      And when he had finally awoken, the Heartwood and its creatures had rejoiced. As soon as he was strong enough to walk, he
         had left its sanctuary with no direction in mind. Yargo, following, knew the forest guided him; but Tor seemed not to care.
         He simply walked, with Cloot ever nearby. Then one day, at the edge of a small copse where a tiny stream ran by, he chose
         his spot and painstakingly built this humble dwelling. He hunted and foraged for his own food and even made his own wine.
         They had not seen another person these past four summers, save visits from Arabella.
      

      
      Yargo could tell that Tor carried great grief within his heart. She had wished so many times that she could unlock it and
         somehow help him. Perhaps now was that time. Staring out of the window as the sun began to sink behind the trees, he began
         to talk. His normally soft, smooth voice sounded brittle.
      

      
      ‘It is painful for me to remember what has gone before.’

      
      She said nothing.

      
      Shaking his head, he rallied himself. He returned to his chair and settled back with long legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles. Refilling his cup, Tor began the story. It was the first time he had allowed himself to recall
         the chain of events leading up to his death, and the only reason he would permit himself to speak of the past now was because
         of the powerful shift he felt from the Heartwood.
      

      
      Another Paladin had succumbed.

      
      Recalling his earlier years would be painful; he knew this and it helped immeasurably that he was, for the second time in
         his life, getting resoundingly drunk as he began his tale. He spoke for hours; sometimes haltingly, at other moments with
         words spilling over one another. Yargo kept her peace, incredulous at his story.
      

      
      His quietly spoken words rang in her ears and the scene of his execution played in her mind. Tor told her that at the end
         he had felt nothing. From behind the eyes of Merkhud, he had been forced to watch his own body spill its lifeblood, knowing
         that the spirit of Merkhud had died within it.
      

      
      ‘After all his deceits and manipulations, he gave his life for me,’ he said sadly.

      
      She wanted to weep when he admitted it was also his final betrayal of his beloved Alyssa. He had betrayed her the first time
         by agreeing to leave for Tal as the Royal Physic’s apprentice. The second time he had betrayed her loyalty by leaving her
         in the forest, and her love and trust by telling her that the son she had birthed had died. He had not said a word to her
         about the second child.
      

      
      ‘But this was the worst betrayal of all, Yargo. She watched me die. She watched my head split like ripe fruit from the stone
         of the executioner whilst I hung from the cross. She poured her love towards me and wept tears of despair. And later, stumbling around in Merkhud’s body, I stood close to her and had my chance to give her a sign … anything
         … but I didn’t. I just allowed myself to betray her once again.’
      

      
      ‘You must not blame yourself.’ The words rang hollow as she spoke them but Yargo was fearful that all the years of effort
         to get him well again might be wasted if he allowed this maudlin mood to overwhelm him. She switched tack. ‘Perhaps you should
         tell me what you wish of me?’
      

      
      He did not hesitate. ‘You must find them. Find Sorrel and with her my son and daughter. Bring them back to me, Yargo.’

      
      ‘How do you know it is time?’ she asked.

      
      ‘There was a shift in the Land’s force this morning. Did you not feel it?’

      
      ‘I heard the Heartwood creaking,’ she replied.

      
      ‘Well, I felt the Heartwood groan with despair. It means another of the Paladin has died. I felt Orlac’s glee. I wonder whether
         my children felt it too. We are all connected to the Heartwood – perhaps, wherever they are, they also reacted.’
      

      
      Yargo did not understand his words, but she knew what he asked of her. She floated until she hovered next to him. ‘And so
         I must go?’
      

      
      ‘Yes. Track them down. Lys can travel the portals, she will give you passage. Search. Find my children. Look for the Stones
         of Ordolt: they will call to you. I gave Sorrel these three orbs before she fled with the children.’ He shrugged. ‘I still
         don’t know what their significance is, but my father gave them to me, told me they were important.’
      

      
      
      ‘And what do I tell these people should I find them?’

      
      ‘When you find them,’ he would allow her no room for failure, ‘tell Sorrel that I require her and my children to return to Tallinor.
         You must go now.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps I should consult Lys first.’

      
      ‘I already have. She has given her permission for you to do this for me.’

      
      Yargo floated silently in shimmering fluorescence. She was upset and Tor knew it, but he needed her help now. Time worked
         against them.
      

      
      Her voice was sad when she finally spoke. ‘I shall leave you then.’

      
      ‘I am indebted to you, Yargo,’ he said and watched his Companion’s brightness dull until she was no longer with him.

      
      Tor absentmindedly drummed his fingers on the books as he thought about their contents. When he was packing the cart which
         carried Tor’s corpse to the Heartwood, Merkhud had taken great care to include his own most precious books. Since his return
         to life and settling into his hermit’s existence, Tor had devoured their contents.
      

      
      All except these two.

      
      Merkhud had not known about these books. Alyssa had discovered them beneath the old catacombs of Caremboche and carried them
         with her to the Heartwood when she escaped the clutches of Chief Inquisitor Goth.
      

      
      When Tor and Alyssa were captured by the King’s Guard and a triumphant Goth, it was Kythay the donkey who had rescued Alyssa’s
         precious books, casually strolling away from the scene with them strapped into the basket on his back.
      

      
      
      Tor had no idea how the books had come into his possession but he had found them by his side when he awoke from the ministrations
         of the Heartwood which returned him to health. Whilst Merkhud’s tomes were devoted to the wielding of strange magics, which
         certainly fascinated and occasionally inspired him, Alyssa’s books – the Writings of Nanak – were infinitely more disturbing.
         He had not opened them since his awakening from death. They reminded him too powerfully of Alyssa and it was hard living with
         the guilt of being alive when she thought him dead. Tor wanted to put the Trinity out of his mind for ever. His old disquiet
         over Lys had returned. He knew she was leading them all somewhere and even though he relied on her help and guidance, he hated
         the manipulation. The books were part of the complex plot, he was sure of it.
      

      
      Read the wretched books, Cloot said from his nearby perch. He had been hunting again and was cleaning his fierce beak of some poor animal’s entrails,
         an occupation that never failed to make his friend wince.
      

      
      Tor touched the pale thin scar which streaked across his own forehead, a legacy of the stones and a constant reminder of his
         grief. It reinforced all that they had come through to get this far. He had nowhere else to go but forward. As he opened the
         first book, a faint scent of lavender and violets wafted briefly into his senses, lingering just long enough for him to smell
         Alyssa. She was the last person to have fingered these pages. He tried desperately to catch the fragrance again but it was
         lost for ever.
      

      
      He stared at the first page for an hour or more, seeing nothing but her face. Finally, he began to read.
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      Forgiveness

      
      Alyssa was the happiest she could remember since those early days in the Heartwood after her marriage to Tor. At last she
         felt as though her life had a purpose again. Working directly with Queen Nyria was challenging and always busy but she thrived
         in the political environment and she loved the Queen. Despite the difference in their ages, they shared a similar sense of
         humour and an irreverence for protocol, though Nyria was always careful never to abuse her royal status. She knew how to have
         fun and the pair would share great private jokes and, more often than not, if the Queen was not dining with the King, she
         enjoyed taking a late supper with Alyssa.
      

      
      Nyria found her new assistant to be hardworking, intelligent and perceptive, as well as a wonderful mimic of the obsequious
         courtiers around them. She learned a great deal about the girl during their evening meals. There were only two subjects they
         never discussed: Torkyn Gynt and King Lorys, though the Queen intended to address the latter.
      

      
      Alyssa was closed on the topic of her lover and would not be drawn, but Nyria noticed that the girl listened with shining eyes and a fascination reserved just for these moments
         when she told her stories of Tor during his apprenticeship. It was sad to think that this lovely woman had missed out on so
         much of her love’s life and was forced to learn of his past from others.
      

      
      Alyssa’s hostility towards the King was obvious, even though Nyria could never accuse her of any direct criticism. No, it
         was more the cool contempt she displayed which troubled Nyria. In truth, the Queen was tired of the tension that arose whenever
         her two favourite people were in the same hall, let alone a smaller chamber. Lorys pretended he did not notice but she knew
         he found it difficult too.
      

      
      Alyssa’s work in her small school was testimony to the Queen’s faith in the young woman. The palace children adored her and
         clamoured to attend her afternoon lessons, keen to please their teacher. It was a joy for Nyria to hear the children singing
         or reading aloud and she had even been invited to view some of their drawings and writings. Primitive though much of their
         work was, it thrilled Nyria nonetheless.
      

      
      Alyssa’s greatest success, though, was with the boy, Gyl. The child now displayed the full breadth of his bright personality
         and wit, which had been dulled by the shock of losing his mother at such a young age. There was no question in Nyria’s mind:
         the boy was a born leader. He already knew how to read and write and so Alyssa’s work with him was one of enrichment. They
         would spend long evenings together reading poetry or creating their own stories.
      

      
      Gyl flourished in his new life and his growing relationship with Alyssa. Nyria realised that Alyssa’s dashed hopes of motherhood had been rekindled. She had slipped immediately and with ease into the role of big sister to Gyl,
         but recently the Queen had noticed a more maternal attitude from Alyssa towards the lad, who was now fourteen summers.
      

      
      They had certainly been two lost and damaged souls who had healed each other. Yes, the Queen was pleased with her achievements
         and if she could just sort out this business between Alyssa and Lorys she would be very happy indeed. Secretly she wondered
         if Lorys admired Alyssa for more than her able skills as a secretary. The young woman was in the prime of her life. At twenty-four
         summers, she was by far the most gorgeous creature who roamed the palace corridors; she turned heads wherever she went and
         was able to twist the pages and young squires around her finger for any little jobs she needed done. The lovely part was that
         she was not a vain woman. If she knew she was delicious to the eyes, then she hid the knowledge well. Petite and slim with
         honey-coloured hair and pale green eyes, Alyssa was surely irresistible to any red-blooded man … including her husband?
      

      
      Nyria pushed the notion away. Lorys had never given her cause to doubt his fidelity and after so many years of marriage they
         still enjoyed their lovemaking. No, she must not doubt him, particularly now, as her plan was to encourage Lorys to take on
         Alyssa as his own private assistant. Nyria did not really want to relinquish Alyssa’s companionship or her unrivalled clerical
         skills, but the King’s faithful old secretary had died suddenly and it seemed there was no one else in Tal capable of stepping
         into the man’s shoes with speed or competence.
      

      
      *     *     *

      
      
      Alyssa did not hide her shock well enough. ‘Work as the King’s private secretary?’

      
      Nyria took a steadying breath. ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Am I not pleasing you, your majesty?’

      
      ‘Alyssa, don’t. You know how highly I consider your help … but the King needs you more.’ Nyria touched Alyssa’s hand across
         the table. ‘In helping him, you help me far more than you can imagine.’
      

      
      Now Nyria could see the initial alarm snapping into petulance – or was it defiance – as Alyssa’s full lips thinned slightly.
         She rushed on. ‘And my plan is that you will continue with the school, perhaps look at taking on and training an assistant
         teacher.’
      

      
      ‘To take my place?’

      
      Nyria spoke calmly. ‘No. To help.’

      
      There was an uncomfortable silence, which Alyssa filled by nibbling nervously on her bread.

      
      ‘And you’ve discussed this with his majesty?’ she asked finally.

      
      ‘I have and he admits he would be fortunate to have your service. It will throw you into all sorts of situations, Alyssa,
         that you will thrive in. I know how you enjoy even the small amount of political intrigue which knocks at my door. At his
         side you will be amongst it all. And you would have the King’s ear; Lorys would be turning to you constantly for support.’
      

      
      Alyssa knew the Queen was genuine. She felt torn. She would be lying if she did not admit that being privy to such elevated
         matters as the running of the Kingdom excited her. However, the idea of working alongside a man she despised second only to
         the former Chief Inquisitor, Goth, made her stomach turn.
      

      
      
      At least Goth was dead now. How many times had she thought about killing the King in those early days? Too many. Saxon had
         sensed her rage and cautioned her. There was nothing to be gained by it, he had said. Why become like him, a murderer? It
         would not bring Tor back. And there was an even worse end than crucifixion and stoning for those who would commit such treachery.
      

      
      Alyssa imagined herself being hung upside down, her belly split open and her entrails pulled out to lie steaming on the dusty
         earth whilst the scavenger dogs and crows feasted on them. She shivered.
      

      
      ‘Take this chance, my dear, with both hands and clasp it tight. You will soon become a force in the Kingdom.’

      
      The Queen held her breath. She had played her trump card.

      
      ‘Nyria …’ Alyssa had never addressed the Queen so intimately before, ‘if someone killed your husband—’

      
      ‘But he was not your husband, child,’ the Queen interjected.

      
      Alyssa bit back the obvious retort. She would keep that secret. ‘Nevertheless … what would you want to do if someone killed
         Lorys?’
      

      
      ‘I should immediately wish the person killed in return,’ the Queen replied flatly. ‘But then I might think about it. I would
         measure the situation. If it was an eye for an eye, that would be retribution. But in Tor’s case it was not so. He was convicted
         of a very serious crime against the Kingdom. He knew what he was doing; I gather he was well counselled prior to his departure.
         And Tor was ever the one for the ladies, Alyssa – I’m sure you already know this. He left a scattered trail of broken hearts
         across the capital, which made it all the more important for him to understand and abide by the ancient laws of Caremboche. Precautions were taken.’
      

      
      Alyssa nodded sadly. ‘Your majesty … he saved my life.’

      
      ‘He saved my life too and I will admit it has never sat comfortably with me that we took his life from him.’

      
      Alyssa was shocked to hear this. ‘Why didn’t you stop him, your majesty? A word from you would—’

      
      ‘I did try, my child. I begged him. It was to no avail. Lorys has faithfully followed in the footsteps of his forebears.
         He is a good King, and a good man. I believe he thought it was the right thing to do, even though I imagine he has not slept
         comfortably since he executed a person he admired very much. He lost his best friend through it, too. Merkhud left Tal moments
         after Tor’s death and there has been a mighty hole in Lory’s life since then. I’ll say this only for your ears, child. I believe
         that if Lorys could have that moment again, he might choose differently.’
      

      
      Nyria looked at Alyssa hard. She took her hand and squeezed it for emphasis. ‘I want you to forgive him … as Tor forgave
         his King before he died.’
      

      
      It all came back to Alyssa in a rush: that terrible moment when she heard Tor’s lovely voice offer his forgiveness. She began
         to cry. ‘I don’t know how to forgive him,’ she whispered.
      

      
      The Queen took Alyssa into her arms and soothed her. ‘You will learn how when you start to give him a chance. See him for
         the good man he is, and for the excellent King he is to his people. He has compassion, Alyssa. Trust me, just give him a chance.
         This is all I ask of you. Nay, child, I beg it of you. He needs you and I need you to find the strength to try.’
      

      
      
      Alyssa sniffed. ‘I’m frightened by my feelings towards him, your majesty.’

      
      Nyria snorted. ‘Don’t be. Use that emotion. Lorys will benefit from having a female perspective in the throne hall. I’m not
         suggesting that you will be able to behave differently immediately. I’m just asking you to try. Take on this position. Embrace
         the opportunity, use it wisely and perhaps somewhere along the way, you might start to allow that old wound to heal.’
      

      
      She watched Alyssa struggle with the decision and decided to press her point one last time. ‘Tor broke our most sacred rule
         and was punished to the full letter of our law. He’s dead, Alyssa, and you continuing to hate the King will not bring him
         back. So turn it around. Make something of yourself that would make Tor proud. Become someone the sovereign can lean on. You
         will have everything you’ve ever wanted for yourself and for Gyl.’
      

      
      They both smiled at the mention of Gyl.

      
      ‘He’s wonderful, isn’t he?’ Alyssa said shyly.

      
      ‘He’s magnificent. I’ve seen him sparring with the guards and I’ll be damned if I didn’t see him learning how to balance on
         Saxon’s shoulders and walk blindfolded along a rope stretched above the ground.’
      

      
      Alyssa laughed. ‘Saxon says it will make him the most balanced swordsman in the land.’

      
      Nyria shared the moment of mirth. ‘You should have plans for Gyl. He is Prime material if ever I’ve seen it.’

      
      ‘Do you think so?’

      
      ‘The Light strike you, girl! Don’t you?’ ‘

      
      I dare not wish too much for him. We are both so indebted to your majesty for her generosity.’

      
      ‘Oh, really? Then repay it!’

      
      
      Alyssa looked sharply at the Queen and then relaxed; she knew exactly what the other woman meant.

      
      ‘Will you repay me?’ Nyria asked, softly this time.
      

      
      The Queen’s heart leapt at the single word she heard in response. It was everything she had hoped Alyssa would say.

      
      Tor had spent the past several moons stewing over the contents of Nanak’s books. Everything had been quiet in the Great Forest.
         No further disruptions to the life force of the Land. The Heartwood was in harmony once again. But Tor’s emotions were not.
      

      
      It had been a chilling reminder to read the story of Orlac. Cloot recognised this and, finally, had begun encouraging Tor
         to talk about all that he knew of the tale from Lys. They had never discussed it during their reclusive years since the execution,
         for Cloot had devoted himself to helping his companion remain optimistic and had deliberately avoided talk of Orlac and the
         Trinity or the hard times which may lie ahead. For himself, Tor had focused on the peace and solitude of the Heartwood and
         was glad to avoid all discussion of the Trinity. And Cloot was patient; he was of the Rork’yel, after all, and that heritage
         ran strongly through his blood, despite his transformation from man to falcon. But now the time to talk was upon them.
      

      
      So the Paladin were selected by the Custodian of the portals, he prompted.
      

      
      Yes. Lys is the only member of the Host who can safely roam between worlds.

      
      Go on, Cloot urged.
      

      
      On rare occasion worlds can touch, and at such times passage between them is possible via a phenomenon known as The Glade. That’s how Orlac was stolen from the Host.

      
      Tor put the books carefully back into the sack.

      
      Tell me what you’re thinking, said the falcon, swooping down to the forest floor to glare with one beady yellow eye at his friend, who was sitting leaning
         against a tree.
      

      
      All right. What we suspected about Merkhud and Sorrel being Orlac’s mortal parents is confirmed in Nanak’s writings. After
            Orlac wreaked havoc at Goldstone, now known as Caremboche, he was Quelled by the mighty power of the Host, wielded through
            Merkhud. Nanak, one of the Masters still alive, was nominated as Keeper of the Paladin, who were chosen from the ten major
            races alive in the Five Kingdoms at the time. They were empowered by the gods with magical talents which might stand them
            in good stead for their undertaking.

      
      Cloot clicked his approval in bird-speak.

      
      Tor continued. We know the Host transported Orlac to a secret place, which is not named and, I presume, not of this Land. He has remained
            there ever since, guarded by the complex and combined magical strength of the ten Paladin, whom he has gradually overwhelmed
            one by one over the centuries.

      
      How do you imagine the books came back into Tallinor? Cloot asked, switching thoughts as his mind raced.
      

      
      Tor was used to this habit. Yes, that’s a mystery. Perhaps via Lys, though I have no idea whether she can physically enter into Tallinor. Companions,
            like Yargo, are not of the flesh so they could not carry objects between worlds. I don’t know. He shrugged.
      

      
      So that’s all the ancient history. Right now, we know the Paladin are re-emerging.

      
      Yes, Tor replied. So far we have yourself, Solyana, Arabella, Saxon, Cyrus and Sallementro accounted for. Nanak names the other four … people … creatures – I’m not sure – Juno, Themesius, Figgis, Adongo.

      
      Cloot hopped closer. Tor could almost hear him thinking across the link. I see that Arabella and myself belong to you, whilst Saxon and, I imagine, this songster Sallementro stay close to Alyssa.
            What of Solyana and Cyrus – the ones we know of? And these others yet to reveal themselves?

      
      I don’t know. Lys did say that Cyrus is Paladin and has his own important role to play, but whatever she knows, she is not
            telling me yet.

      
      Why does Arabella not travel with us if she is bonded to you?

      
      Yes, I puzzled over that too. Lys told me that each of the Paladin have their own special magic and role to play and when
            I spoke to Arabella about this it did not surprise her. She believes her major role had been fulfilled.

      
      And that is?

      
      Marrying Alyssa and myself … watching over me as my spirit crossed back into my body after the execution and then helping
            to restore my health as well as she did. There may be more though, I’m not sure. If she knows, she is not saying.

      
      Cloot voiced what Tor had often suspected. I sense that Arabella is strongly attached to the Heartwood. I’m not sure she would be comfortable to leave it … perhaps
            she can’t? The falcon noted Tor’s nod of agreement and moved on to his next thought. You know, I’ve never understood why, if we are all so strongly linked, we don’t feel one another or recognise one another? he puzzled.
      

      
      I think you will in time. There must be a connection … maybe a place or an event … something which will realign you
            all, Tor said. When I swapped bodies with Merkhud, we exchanged minds and experiences briefly. Just for a moment, I glimpsed his thoughts and possibly he did the same with mine.

      
      You’re never mentioned this before, Cloot said, sounding indignant. What did you perceive?

      
      It was fleeting. I sensed he knew that only Figgis and Themesius remained to fall. The way the Heartwood groaned recently
            though, I fear there is now only one left.

      
      And after the last Paladin falls?

      
      Orlac will be free. Lys told me that he will destroy Tallinor and all surrounding Kingdoms in his fury. He will raze the Heartwood,
            Cloot. He will sense its magic; that it is a special place of the gods. It will be his revenge against the Land which claimed
            his life; his vengeance against the man who bought him as a child and made him live as a mortal. Perhaps it is also his chance
            to point a finger at the Host, to show the gods his strength and make clear that the havoc he wreaks on them is in revenge
            for their failure to protect their prince.

      
      Cloot hopped onto Tor’s shoulder. But Merkhud is gone, Tor. Who will Orlac hunt down to vent his anger?

      
      Silence hung heavy between them momentarily. Across the link Tor’s voice sounded small. Me.
      

      
      You? But why?

      
      Because I am linked to Merkhud. Lys has warned that Orlac will not be satisfied to learn of Merkhud’s death. He will fasten
            onto those whom Merkhud loved.

      
      Can we hide you? Or can you not become the hunter instead?

	  To what end, my friend? No. Orlac will come. Of this we are sure.
            All we can do is prepare for that time. I am the prey and we must use the quarry to trap the hunter. Lys has brought us all
            together for a reason and we must try to work out what she wants us to do with our combined powers and knowledge.

      
      Has it ever occurred to anyone just to ask her? Cloot said, unable to hide his sarcasm.
      

      
      
      That is not her way. She wants us to figure this out. If we ask the right questions, we will get the right answers.

      
      All right, the falcon said, stretching his wings and swooping into the centre of the clearing to face his friend. I gather you are well enough now, and in sending Yargo to find Sorrel and the children, you have obviously made a decision
            that it is time to move on. So what do we do first?

      
      Well, Lys once said something cryptic to me, which has only recently surfaced again in my mind. She told me to look to those
            who would be easily corrupted by power and promises of revenge. She impressed upon me, in her strange, vague way, to think
            on those who would most enjoy seeing me and those I care for hurt.

      
      Tor, you would make a superb tooth doctor with your fine ability to extract maximum agony. And so?

      
      It’s so obvious, you mad bird. Goth! Xantia! That charming couple with nothing to lose any more and everything to gain.

      
      You’re right. Goth is evil and Xantia is his pawn.

      
      Oh no, Cloot, she’s more than that. Xantia is a master of the Dark Arts. If Orlac reaches them and releases her from the archalyt
            barrier on her forehead, we might as well burn down Tal ourselves and save them the trouble.

      
      So your plan is … ? Cloot prompted, hoping there was one.
      

      
      We go after Goth. Better we stay close to our enemies.

      
      How?

      
      I’m thinking on it, Tor said quietly.
      

      
      No, I’m not sure I caught that, Tor. I thought you said we were going to fly.

      
      Tor knew very well that Cloot’s hearing was almost as acute as his own.

      
      I did say that.

      
      
      Ah, said the falcon from the overhanging branch. He began to sharpen his beak, as was his habit whenever he felt uncomfortable
         or needed time to think. And how will we accomplish such a feat? he said carefully, emphasising the ‘we’.
      

      
      Well, I have no magic that will sprout me wings, old friend.

      
      So I presume I shall be doing the flying?

      
      Correct. And I shall be doing the accompanying.

      
      I see. So you plan to ride me like a horse then?

      
      Tor did not respond to the sarcasm. From within my body. It was not a question this time.
      

      
      Cloot was incredulous. You will use the Spiriting magic again?

      
      It will be no different to when I inhabited Merkhud’s body, Tor replied, his voice very quiet.
      

      
      Cloot stopped his cleaning. Nothing had prepared him for this.

      
      Tor, when you walked in Merkhud’s boots, you knew his spirit had already died within your body which was hanging off that
            cross.

      
      Tor pushed away from the tree he had been leaning against and stood.

      
      Cloot, come to me.

      
      The falcon landed on his outstretched arm. Tor stroked the majestic bird and poured his complete loyalty and love for his
         strange friend across the link. He waited until he felt Cloot relax, mind and body, before he spoke again.
      

      
      But you will not be dying. I have given this much thought and in Nanak’s books I read of a notion held centuries ago that
            two could share one host for a short time. I accept it may only have been a notion and never attempted, but I believe it will
            work.

      
      
      Tor, my beloved friend, it is not my life I fear for. I am Paladin. I have already died once for you and I will surely face
            death again to save you. You are everything we have strived for. All of this – this strange life, these terrible ordeals –
            have been to preserve your life and ensure you meet your destiny. No, Tor. Never think that I care a whit about my life compared
            with yours. It is you I fear for. I am shocked that you would risk your life with such a dangerous idea.

      
      Tor lifted Cloot close to his face so he could look at him directly. The bird cocked his head to one side and eyed him back.

      
      Don’t do this, Tor.

      
      Trust me.

      
      Let’s wait for Lys, at least. She set you on this course of thinking; she may have some suggestions, Cloot offered hopefully.
      

      
      No. Alyssa’s life may be in danger from Goth. Lys has conveyed as much to me. I must know Goth’s whereabouts. I will feel
            safer knowing where the enemy is.

      
      Cloot hopped back onto his friend’s shoulder. Goth is not the enemy. You must not lose sight of who your real foe is and where the real danger lies. Orlac!

      
      Tor sighed. Well, until that particular enemy shows himself, I must content myself with the one I do know about. Cloot, I’m not saying
            I’m going to do anything. I just want to know where he is.
      

      
      All right. Let’s pretend I agree to this folly – no, this lunacy. What do we do with your body … your cooling, dying body?

      
      This was a great step forward. Tor wasted no time.

      
      The Heartwood will keep my body safe for a time.

      
      He moved on quickly to outline his thoughts. He did not want Cloot dwelling on possible death; he had already spooked himself enough over the frightening thought of leaving his body once again.
      

      
      The way I see it, when Goth escaped from the palace prison, he would probably have been ghoulish enough to hang around amongst
            the mob for my execution. Then he would have used the cover of the crowds to get himself as far away from the capital as possible.

      
      Agreed, Cloot said.
      

      
      The King’s wrath aside, he would have grasped that Herek’s pride alone would demand that the Shield track him down, whatever
            it took, however long it required.

      
      Go on.

      
      Well, I’ve been thinking on where I would go if I wanted to get as far away from the reach of the palace as possible.

      
      North, of course, Cloot said.
      

      
      Yes, north. But more than that. It would have to be a quiet backwater, somewhere the threat of the Inquisitors was unlikely
            to have reached. Goth is too readily recognisable to risk a city or town.

      
      Cloot picked up this thread. Or a place where criminals can move freely … somewhere with an underworld where secrets are kept and officialdom is unwelcome.
      

      
      Tor felt the idea slide into place. You’re right! Goth could not survive in a village. His appetites are too large.
      

      
      Cloot was silent. He was thinking. Tor knew this because the falcon had a tendency to stand on one leg when deep in thought.
         It amused him and he smiled warmly for the first time in many weeks.
      

      
      Well, my friend, he said finally, the north is your country. Where do you think he hides – Rork’yel?

      
      Cloot returned to stand on both legs. Rork’yel is closed to all but my own people. Without a guide who is of the Rork’yel, Goth would get lost amongst the rocks. But I agree with you. His appetites are such that he would need the trappings of a
            town. However, he could not risk going back to Ildagarth or anywhere nearby.
      

      
      How long do we have to search? he suddenly asked Tor.
      

      
      You mean before my physical body dies? I would say two days, possibly less. Darmud Coril might tell us. We should summon Solyana
            and beg an audience.

      
      Cloot swooped up to one of his favourite branches. He will not like it.
      

      
      He wants the Heartwood to survive, Cloot. He will help us. Then, if you are set on this course, my best guess would be Caradoon.

      
      I’ve never heard of it. Tor was intrigued.
      

      
      And that’s how its inhabitants prefer it. It is a trading post. You’ve heard of Kyrakavia, of course? He saw Tor nod. Well, that’s the shipping hub for all regular trade from the northern Kingdoms into Tallinor. Caradoon is a thriving town
            on the very outreaches of the city of Kyrakavia where all the … shall we say … irregular trade is done.

      
      Like what?

      
      Spices, herbs, gold … even wine.

      
      That sounds fairly regular.

      
      Cloot continued as though Tor had not spoken. Children, slaves, the forbidden stracca.
      

      
      Tor had never seen stracca but had heard of the secret dens where the leaf was smoked or the sap swallowed. He stood. His
         jaw was set in a fashion that told Cloot his mind was also set.
      

      
      Let’s find Solyana and you can tell me more about this Caradoon on the way.

   



      
      
      4

      
      Flight

      
      Saxon gave a shrill war cry and tossed the orange. Gyl spun. The kerchief blocked his vision but over these past few months
         he had been learning to rely on his other senses. He judged, struck with the sword and heard a satisfying squelch as his blade
         sliced through the fruit.
      

      
      ‘Bravo!’ Saxon called. ‘Another!’ He moved hard to his right, giving the lad no time, yelled again and threw a lemon.

      
      Gyl was not fast enough. The lemon hit him on the chest.

      
      ‘Woeful!’

      
      Gyl pulled off the blindfold, laughing. ‘I won’t be blindfolded in battle, Sax.’

      
      ‘Let’s hope you never have to face battle, boy. But should you, I want you to be able to cut a man down when you have time
         only to hear the whoosh of his sword coming towards your head.’
      

      
      ‘I know. I almost had it though,’ Gyl said, picking up the lemon and tossing it back.

      
      Saxon spat. It was a curious Kloekish habit. ‘Almost is not good enough.’

      
      
      ‘Oh, Saxon, I remember you punishing me like this,’ admonished Alyssa, who had arrived quietly.

      
      The older man grunted. Alyssa smiled at Gyl. He had grown tall and his boyish features were hardening into the handsome man
         he would become. She wondered at how any mother could have abandoned this beautiful child. He reminded her so strongly of
         someone, but that person had always eluded her. Perhaps it was the distinctive walk. Gyl walked with purpose, with a jaunty,
         almost arrogant swagger. It was as though he knew he was a fine specimen of manhood – or even born to greatness.
      

      
      She shook her head at such fanciful thoughts. Saxon shouted at him again.

      
      ‘Saxon, enough!’

      
      ‘Don’t namby-pamby the boy, Alyssa. He’s learning sword skills.’

      
      ‘And what makes you think he’s ever going to square up against someone on a battlefield who just happens to be blindfolded
         or balancing on a tightrope?’ Her hands had settled on her hips; a dangerous sign.
      

      
      Gyl laughed. ‘Touché, Lyssa!’

      
      Saxon scowled. ‘Oh, go on with you both then. We’ll leave you knitting for the children, Gyl, whilst the rest of us worry
         about the security of the Kingdom.’
      

      
      Gyl rarely took offence. He worshipped Saxon. Instead he clapped the older man on the back good-naturedly. At fourteen summers
         he was almost as tall as the Kloek. ‘I already know how to knit, Sax! I’ll be back for more this evening with the company,
         if that’s all right with you?’
      

      
      ‘It’s all right with me if your mother there hasn’t got plans to plait your hair.’

      
      
      Alyssa did not give Saxon the courtesy of a response. Her dark look was sufficient, though she could not help but feel a quiet
         thrill at the word ‘mother’. It was the first time anyone had recognised her as Gyl’s mother, including herself.
      

      
      Saxon raised a hand in the air, feigning defeat. ‘I’m going, I’m going,’ he said. ‘Alyssa, my love,’ more sweetly this time.
         It was the voice she adored. ‘A quiet word tonight. Meet me later?’
      

      
      She nodded, wondering what the secrecy was about. Saxon was recently back from a scouting mission with Herek and company.
         Although he was not a fully fledged soldier of the Shield, he lived on its fringe and was arguably its most popular member.
         Perhaps he had some juicy gossip for her, she decided.
      

      
      ‘Supper?’

      
      Saxon nodded. ‘I’ll be late though.’ He headed out of the courtyard.

      
      Gyl dragged her attention back. ‘Did you want me?’

      
      ‘Yes, Gyl. There are some books in our rooms which I’ve been working on. I hoped you might carry them up to the King’s private
         chambers for me?’
      

      
      ‘Of course. Now?’

      
      ‘Please.’ He was already taller than her and she had to look up at him when he stood this close. ‘You know, Saxon really did
         curse and yell at me like that when I was young.’
      

      
      Gyl linked her arm with his. ‘Surely he wasn’t teaching you swordplay?’

      
      ‘No. He taught me how to fly.’ She enjoyed watching his puzzled expression.

      
      ‘I’ve never really told you about Saxon and myself in the early days, have I?’

      
      
      He shook his head. ‘I’ve never dared to ask. It always seemed to be some great secret between the two of you.’

      
      She was amused by his caution. ‘Well, remind me to reveal that great secret to you. But come now, the King awaits.’

      
      It was a balmy night and the scent of early summer flowers hung sweetly in the air around them. Alyssa inhaled it and sighed.
         She felt intensely happy and peaceful. Life had taken an unexpected and lovely turn. Her work with the children enriched her
         life, whilst nurturing Gyl fulfilled it. She realised she had not thought of Tor in many months, where before she had counted
         such times in minutes. She felt safe with Sallementro and Saxon close by, her loyal companions. But the sweetest surprise
         of all, one she barely allowed herself to admit, was daily life alongside Lorys. It was already early summer and she had joined
         him at the beginning of spring. Three moons ago.
      

      
      The King had welcomed her warmly to his staff. Although Alyssa had tried hard to maintain her cool approach, the man possessed
         the most infectious good humour. Try though she might to avoid it, she found herself falling into his smile. Against her consent,
         it dragged her in and made her smile back … shyly. She had always considered Lorys to be dull and arrogant; however, he
         was anything but.
      

      
      The King’s humility towards his own people was astonishing. That he adored his subjects and his Kingdom was obvious to his
         new secretary and she felt moments of great shame about her attitude towards him in years gone. He was a man of peace, clearly,
         though she sensed enormous strength in him and felt he would not shirk battle if it was the only solution.
      

      
      Lorys treated her with utmost respect and often took her breath away during meetings with his advisers – all men – when he
         would turn to where she sat quietly in the shadows recording the details and ask her opinion. This obviously made the group
         of nobles most uncomfortable and initially Alyssa had shied away from such attention. Now, however, she offered her views
         when asked.
      

      
      Nyria had begged her to put Tor’s death behind her and give Lorys a chance. It had seemed a far simpler thing to suggest than
         to do and yet, somehow, the man she had once vowed to stab in the heart should she ever get the chance had plunged a blade
         into hers … except his was one infinitely more subtle.
      

      
      The first realisation came when she felt gooseflesh as Lorys accidentally brushed against her arm.

      
      She had only felt such a sensation with Tor.

      
      Lorys had reached across to take some papers and their arms had touched. His tanned skin was warm and the soft black hairs
         tickled for that instant. Alyssa did not think she could have reacted more loudly inside if she had been struck by lightning.
         Outwardly, she blushed, apologised and pulled her arm back. He hardly noticed her discomfort yet her heart had begun to hammer
         in her chest, like it was hammering now recalling the incident.
      

      
      It was as if Saxon read her thoughts. They were sitting back to back against each other on a small hillock behind the palace.

      
      ‘How goes it with Lorys, Alyssa?’

      
      
      She gulped her wine, trying to mask her embarrassment. Surely it did not show? It must not show. Lorys already had a Queen; one she loved dearly.
      

      
      Saxon did not sense her anxiety. Good job he had his back to her, she thought. He continued speaking. ‘I mean, I know how
         you’ve felt about him all these years so I’m very proud of you for working alongside him so harmoniously. I’m sure it takes
         great courage. But how do you truly feel about this relationship?’
      

      
      ‘Saxon, I have changed a lot over these years, you know. Since Gyl. The school. Working with their majesties. It’s been a
         time of growing up for me. I have new responsibilities, ones I care passionately about. There is a reason to live again.’
         She hugged her arms about her before adding, ‘There is so much to look forward to and I want to put the past behind me.’
      

      
      Saxon turned to face her and pulled her against his chest. He hesitated momentarily before speaking. ‘Well said, brave Alyssa.’

      
      She leaned back comfortably against the broad chest of this man she loved enormously; he was like a father to her … more
         so than her own father had been.
      

      
      ‘I am happy, Saxon. Truly. Torkyn Gynt is behind me. I am definitely looking forward.’

      
      She felt him tense slightly.

      
      ‘That’s good, my girl. I need you to feel secure because I have to go away briefly. And I have some news which I will not
         keep from you a moment longer.’
      

      
      His voice sounded strange all of a sudden. She swung around. He was looking at the grass.

      
      ‘Look at me, Saxon!’

      
      He did so and she saw pain in his eyes.

      
      
      ‘Tell me. Nothing you say could be worse than what I’ve already faced in years gone.’

      
      Saxon could not think of an easy way to say it so he chose the one word which he knew would sum it all up. ‘Goth,’ he whispered.

      
      ‘What?’ Alyssa grabbed his face so she could stare into his eyes and search for the truth. He felt hairs rip from his beard
         with the force of her grip but he did not flinch. Instead he sighed.
      

      
      ‘Goth is dead,’ she said flatly, already disbelieving her own words because of what she could see in his troubled gaze.

      
      ‘Maybe not,’ Saxon replied carefully, taking her hands from his face and wrapping them in his own. He pulled her close again.
         Alyssa began to tremble. The joy of moments earlier had fled, to be replaced with horror.
      

      
      Saxon spoke softly, close to her ear. ‘I have just learned that Goth escaped the night before Tor’s death, but it was hushed
         up. The Shield was confident of tracking him down within hours.’ He sensed a torrent of questions and squeezed her to prevent
         them pouring out. ‘He escaped with the help of an accomplice. Xantia.’
      

      
      This time a shriek escaped her but he continued. ‘The Shield has not relented in its efforts to find him and has kept a constant
         vigil in all parts of the Kingdom for years now, but with no success. I want to help them search, which is why I leave tonight.’
      

      
      Her eyes widened. ‘You’re going to hunt him down?’

      
      ‘Now that I know he lives, I must.’

      
      ‘Where are you going? Why must you leave now?’

      
      ‘No time to waste, Alyssa. I’m heading north, to Caradoon.’

      
      
      ‘Alone?’ She looked disturbed.

      
      ‘Only initially. Herek is headed north as well; the Shield is at Kyrakavia.’

      
      Alyssa shook her head. ‘Why Caradoon? Actually, I don’t think I’ve even heard of it,’ she added.

      
      ‘Good thing, too. It’s inhabited by the dregs of Tallinese society, those who don’t necessarily stick to the laws of the Land.
         It’s just a feeling I have, Alyssa. I tried to work out where I might head if I was a notorious outlaw like Goth and it occurred
         to me that Caradoon is just the sort of place where someone on the run, who also has such a distinctive face to hide, might
         go. People keep themselves to themselves up there – everyone’s secrets are safe.’
      

      
      He had more to say but was annoyed to be disturbed by a page running towards them, calling breathlessly for Alyssa to present
         herself in the royal chambers. Saxon let his irritation show. ‘At this hour?’
      

      
      ‘Hush,’ Alyssa said quietly, ‘it is the King’s summons.’

      
      The page said nothing further; his large eyes darted between them. He had his orders and did not know how to respond when
         questioned about them. He was just a lad.
      

      
      Alyssa stood and pushed her hair back from her solemn face. ‘I’m coming, Edwyd. You go ahead.’

      
      The page ran off and she turned back to Saxon, who was on his feet now and clearing the remnants of their supper into Alyssa’s
         basket.
      

      
      He kissed her quickly. ‘I’ll be back soon. You are safe – don’t worry.’

      
      He left her inside the palace gates, calling back to her, ‘Tell Gyl to practise his sword skills. The Swan, in particular
         – he’s hopeless at it.’
      

      
      *     *     *

      
      
      Tor and Cloot were deep in the Heartwood, surrounded by the Flames of the Firmament. Solyana and Arabella were there too,
         silent in the shadows. They had been summoned to keep vigil over Tor’s body. For now, however, all were listening to Darmud
         Coril.
      

      
      ‘I will keep your body alive, Torkyn Gynt, but mark my words: you have two sunsets to complete your task. Once the sun sinks
         on the second evening, so will your spirit … beyond my reach. You must return to your body by that time or you will be
         lost.’
      

      
      Tor never failed to be fascinated by the hypnotic chiming of the Flames and their dazzling colours but this night he gave
         his full attention to the god of the forest. There was no mistaking the grave warning which had just been delivered.
      

      
      ‘I hear you, Darmud Coril. I will heed you.’

      
      ‘Cloot,’ the god addressed the bird, ‘is this your wish too?’

      
      Cloot leapt to Tor’s shoulder. Tor instinctively touched him.

      
      The god spoke before the falcon could. He needed no answer. That brief gesture between the two had said enough. The barest
         of smiles creased his face and flickered in his soft, gentle eyes.
      

      
      ‘Brave Cloot of the Paladin, our strength will travel with you. You will need it. The Heartwood will speed you on your journey.
         Let it guide you.’
      

      
      There was nothing else to say. Tor linked with the Flames, having memorised their special trace.

      
      Keep me safe, beloved Flames, he whispered to them.
      

      
      He was rewarded by their chiming in unison, a note long and loud.

      
      
      Solyana spoke for the first time. Listen for our call, Tor. Please return to us.
      

      
      Arabella added a final warning. ‘Don’t be reckless, Tor.’

      
      He nodded solemnly and then lay down on the spongy forest floor. The Flames followed, dancing around him. Cloot flew to a
         branch hanging overhead. The cluster of Flames split into two, one group remaining with Tor, the other sweeping to encircle
         the falcon in a similar blaze of fiery tongues.
      

      
      Tor closed his eyes and spoke gently to his friend. Ready?

      
      As I ever will be, the bird replied.
      

      
      The Flames of the Firmament increased in intensity in both colour and sound, surrounding Tor and Cloot with coloured light
         so bright that neither Solyana nor Arabella could see their shapes any longer. Tor summoned his own Colours and allowed their
         purity to roar through him. He let them mingle with those of the Flames and felt such an enormous well of power at his call
         that he suddenly knew the Spiriting itself would be very simple.
      

      
      He imagined where Cloot was perched, pulled all that was himself into a tight ball and lifted from inside. It felt effortless.
         For a moment he floated, but he knew not to linger and within another blink he opened his eyes and saw the black and white
         of Cloot’s world through the bird’s vision. It was an odd sensation, yet familiar. He recalled this awkward discomfort from
         when he had thrown himself into Merkhud’s body all those years ago.
      

      
      Welcome, Tor. Cloot’s voice sounded even deeper and smoother from within.
      

      
      Tor felt Cloot stretch his wings and he stretched with them. It was a marvellous sensation.

      
      
      I am honoured to be here, Tor replied with genuine humility.
      

      
      Make yourself at home, Cloot said as they lifted off gracefully into the night.
      

      
      Tor just had time to look down at his own body. The Flames continued to burn brightly around its form. Solyana and Arabella
         had taken up their vigil and sat one on either side of his body. There they would remain until he returned.
      

      
      They flew higher. Tor was amazed to see through Cloot’s eyes that the Heartwood seemed to be leading them.

      
      Cloot read his thoughts. We must follow that finger.
      

      
      But what happens when we leave the Heartwood?

      
      The Great Forest will guide us. It will show us the fastest way to Caradoon.

      
      Until there is no more forest, Tor thought. But he refused to entertain any pessimistic thoughts. Cloot, this is the most exhilarating experience ever. He whooped loudly into Cloot’s mind.
      

      
      The falcon chuckled with him, enjoying his friend’s pleasure at something he now took for granted. His keen eyes picked out
         the sudden movement below.
      

      
      Hold on. I see dinner.

      
      Before Tor could protest, Cloot had banked up high, turned almost on himself and swooped into a sharp dive which would have
         made Tor close his eyes if only they were his. He felt a momentary nausea, which vanished in the fascination and thrill of
         the hunt. He could see the prey now. A young hare.
      

      
      It had broken cover of the trees and was nibbling on some juicy grasses which were luring it further and further from the
         sanctuary of the forest. Tor shared Cloot’s knowledge and realised it was the young creature’s inexperience showing. No adult hare would be this daring … or stupid, he thought
         sadly.
      

      
      Once again it was as though Cloot was reading his mind. We have to eat, Tor. It will be over quickly, I promise.
      

      
      Their speed was as fast as Cloot would ever go. Shaped like an arrow, the falcon dropped silently from the sky, judging the
         quarry perfectly and giving it no chance to flee. When the hare realised its fatal error, it was already too late. It turned
         and made for the trees but Cloot used his immense speed from the descent to swoop, claws outstretched. Tor could almost smell
         the young buck’s fear as it zigzagged instinctively. They hit the hare with terrible force. The falcon’s sharp claws ripped
         through its fur and sunk in deeply, tearing flesh as the bird continued its momentum. Finally they stopped, just inches from
         the trees. Tor remembered Solyana’s warning: no animal may be killed in the Heartwood. Cloot had been very careful.
      

      
      The dying hare struggled bravely, yet knowing that death was but a breath away. Cloot kept his word. It was over quickly and
         once his razor-sharp beak had ripped into the creature’s neck, Tor had the sensation of tasting blood. It was warm and rich,
         pumping still as the heart of the hare – now in its death throes – slowed.
      

      
      A mixture of fascination and horror claimed Tor’s consciousness. There was something primeval about this feast which he did
         not feel he should share. He was an intruder in Cloot’s body. This was not his business. He tried to shield. He could not.
         They were one right now. And so he did what he could and withdrew, pulling himself as far back into the spirit of Tor as possible.
         Small and silent he waited whilst Cloot fed for both of them.
      

      
      
      Later, Cloot perched on one of the highest branches of the tallest tree and cleaned himself of the hare’s entrails.

      
      That was not fun for you, Tor. It was not a question.
      

      
      Is it for you?

      
      More than I could tell you. I feel invincible, all-powerful, during the chase.

      
      Flying with you is amazing. Feeding with you is not. Thank you for making it quick.

      
      Cloot began sharpening his beak. We’ll be off shortly but I must complete my ablutions.
      

      
      Don’t hurry for me, old friend. My body’s just dying back there.

      
      They shared a laugh together. It felt almost like old times when life had not been quite so complicated.

      
      Do we have a plan, Tor?

      
      Not really. Languishing back in the Heartwood felt wrong. Reading those books seemed to snap me out of a stupor. Goth is dangerous
            and still at large. Orlac is still coming. Alyssa remains in danger and ever apart from me. Nothing has changed.

      
      And we are still none the wiser about the Trinity.

      
      Well, doing something at least feels as though we’re trying.

      
      I agree. So let’s get on with it.

      
      Cloot lifted effortlessly from his perch and suddenly his wings were beating smoothly and strongly in glorious flight again.
         Relax now, he said gently. We shall be flying steadily for a few hours.
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