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The Crowded Shadows

In the shadows, Wari rolled to his side, clutching his shoulder as blood flowed out between his fingers. He was white-faced with pain. At his feet, Razi lay pinned to the ground, a huge warhound standing over him, its jaws clamped around his throat. Razi, his hands knotted in the dog’s fur, gagged, and Wynter saw the flesh of his neck dimple under the pressure of the hound’s teeth.

Across the fire, metal clinked softly against stone as Christopher allowed his knife to drop from his hand. A second warhound stood over him, its teeth locked on his straining neck. Wynter lurched to her knees, not knowing which way to turn, and Christopher rolled terrified grey eyes to her, and held out his hand. Do nothing! Do nothing! Slowly he lowered his shaking hands to the ground, and he allowed his body to relax under the arch of the big dog’s legs. To Wynter’s relief, she saw the powerful jaws ease up slightly on Christopher’s throat.

Razi gagged again, and a line of blood flowed around the taut curve of his neck as the hound’s teeth punctured his skin.

“Brother,” cried Wynter, “do not struggle.” Razi stilled and Wynter saw him force himself to relax. His hands drifted to the ground. The warhound instantly eased its grip, and Wynter’s eyes fluttered shut in momentary relief.

Ashkr edged forward, his sword up, his eyes on Wynter. He glanced at Wari as he passed him by, and asked something in Merron. Wari, still clutching his wounded shoulder, forced a reply through gritted teeth. Ashkr came around to kick Razi’s sword into the bushes, and then stood looking down at him, his navy eyes cold.

He flicked a glance at Wynter. “Throw your weapon into bush,” he said. Wynter blinked at him. He lifted his chin and the tip of his sword swung purposely to point at Razi’s head. Wynter flung her travel-belt into the bushes.
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For Mam and Dad, I love you.  
For Noel, Emmet and Grace, always and with all my heart.  
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Let’s never stop lighting camp-fires and setting up tents.
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Wynter sank closer to Ozkar’s neck and slowly dipped her head so that the dark brim of her hat hid her eyes. The horse side-stepped nervously under her and tried to back out of their hiding place. He could sense her fear and it was making him anxious. Wynter murmured to him and stroked his shoulder, but he shook his head, snorted and loudly stamped his foot.

The men moving in the trees ahead of her were getting close. Wynter tracked their progress by the noise of their horses, and she shrank further back into cover as the sounds grew louder. She could not believe how easily these men had escaped her attention. The trees here were so thick and dark that Wynter might never have noticed them, only that they had been foolish enough to light a pipe, and its rich tobacco scent had alerted her to their presence. It filled her with fear to realise that they may have been travelling parallel to each other for days and not known it, the sounds of the men’s horses cancelling out the noises made by Ozkar and vice versa.

Wynter was just raising her head to peer though the  trees, hoping for a glimpse of them, when a low whistling signal from the road sent her ducking again, her heart racing. There was a moment of silence from the men, then they whistled a melodic reply, and to Wynter’s horror, began pushing their horses through the brush towards her.

They came frighteningly close and she was filled with an almost irresistible desire to lift her head and look. But it would take just one careless movement and they would spot her, so she kept her eyes shut and her head down and the men passed slowly by.

They urged their horses down a steeply sloping bank and out of sight. Wynter side-stepped Ozkar so that she could observe their descent to the road.

She found herself looking down on the tops of their heads as they passed from the shade into brutal sunshine, and they came to a halt in the road, looking expectantly into the trees on the opposite side. Wynter followed their gaze, and ducked lower at the sight of four horsemen descending the far slope. As these newcomers reached the road, the original two men shook back their dark hats and uncovered their faces. They were Combermen, their rosined hair and beards glistening in the sun. They squinted warily at the newcomers and one of them called out in stilted Southlandast, the language of Jonathon’s kingdom, “So far?”

The newcomers called back, “And not yet there?”

There was a general easing of tension in the men, and Wynter committed these passwords, and the whistles that had preceded them, to memory.

As the newcomers pulled to a halt, the shorter Comberman asked, “I take it we face the same direction?” 

“Anything is possible,” said one of the newcomers noncommittally. They threw back their headgear, and Wynter felt a thrill of fear. They were Haunardii! Warriors, if their abundance of gleaming weaponry was anything to go by. She leant forward in her saddle, trying to get a better view. She had never personally met any Haunardii but they were notoriously savage and wily. Their narrow, slanting eyes were black as night and they regarded the Combermen scornfully, their flat, honey-coloured faces filled with laughing contempt.

“These men humbly suggest that you are not too sharp at keeping yourself hid,” sneered the youngest. “What sort of fool needs a pipe of weed that much?”

The Combermen glanced at each other. The taller one bit his pipe firmly between his teeth and began to drift back to the trees. “Stick to thy side of the road and my smoke won’t bother thee,” he said with finality.

The Haunardii looked amused. They smirked at each other and began backing their horses away. It was obvious to Wynter that - like herself - all these men were travelling in secret, eschewing the relative ease of the road for the cover of the thick forest, and it appeared that the Haun’s sole purpose in calling the others had been to mock them for their carelessness. As they retreated, the youngest laughingly said, “We pray that it is not your stealth you are offering at the table of the Rebel Prince!”


The Rebel Prince? thought Wynter. Alberon! She stared down at the men below. So you are gathering allies to your table. But, good Christ, Alberon! First Combermen, and now Haunardii? Have you lost your mind?


Down on the road, the young Haunardii was still  needling the Combermen, his mocking voice drifting up through the heat. “We humbly suggest you may as well dance down the centre of the road yodelling, for all the sly you have exhibited up in the trees.”

“Yes, well,” growled the shorter Comberman, “thy skills in diplomacy will be a great asset to the future king, I dare say. Sleep well these next twelve nights, Haun, and have no doubt, we’ll see thee in camp.”

The Combermen were ascending the slope even as they spoke and Wynter eased Ozkar back into the deeper shadows, listening as they snarled their goodbyes. The Combermen angled off through the trees, trailing pipe smoke and muttering as they went. The Haunardii must have climbed the opposite slope and melted into the forest there.

Wynter stayed where she was, deep in thought, and Ozkar returned to snoozing beneath her.

Was it possible, she wondered, that the King had been right? Did Alberon actually intend to overthrow the crown? The thought of Alberon in alliance with either the Haunardii or the Combermen made Wynter’s blood run cold. Did he really stand against his father now, with greedy expansionists on one hand and bigoted zealots on the other? What would become of the kingdom if this were the case, and what kind of reception could Wynter expect from her old friend if he had truly set his face against the King?

She looked out into the forest and thought about the Haun and the Combermen, and all they symbolised. If it came down to it, and she had to weigh them on one hand, and King Jonathon on the other - Alberon or no Alberon - Wynter had no doubt who she would choose. She shook  her head and looked around her helplessly. She did not want to think about the kind of choices she may now have to make. Despair threatened suddenly, out of nowhere, and Wynter sat up straight, forcing it down.


That is enough, she told herself firmly. There is no point fretting until I have found Alberon and discovered the truth. Then we shall see, all this will be easily resolved. Grimly, she set her jaw. She had sacrificed her father for this quest, she was risking her own life for it, and she was not about to fail.

The forest was now tranquil and seemingly empty of human traffic, so Wynter gave up her cautious vigil and slid from Ozkar’s back. Wearily, she leant against his neck for a moment and let her head settle. They’d been travelling since just before dawn, and it was time for them both to rest. It would be safest to rest further up the hill, but first Wynter had to replenish her water supply. She decided to risk using the stream by the road to fill the waterskins. God only knew when she’d get another chance to restock.

As she undid the ties, Ozkar snuffled at her and lipped her tunic, looking for food. Wynter pushed his head away in exhausted irritation. He was rationed to one loaf of horse-bread morning and night, and it was more than enough for him, even at this hard pace. Mind you, as far as Wynter was concerned, he could have it, all of it. After five days’ travel she was heartily sick of horse-bread, cheese and dried sausage. Even when soaked, the coarse bean bread was a trial to the teeth, and a torment to the bowels.


What I would not pay for a plate of liver and onions, she thought as she slung the waterskins over both arms and dropped to her hands and knees. Or, oh God bless us, a strawberry cordial . . . or apple pie and clotted cream. She  began to slither cautiously down the hill on her belly. Her ears and eyes focused on her surroundings, her heart and stomach dreaming of food.

She reached the edge of the undergrowth and peered down at the shallow little stream bubbling its way along the bottom of the ditch. Wynter knew that with her face covered she was just another dark patch in the shifting shadows. Still, she kept her body carefully motionless as she stretched her arm down to the stream and submerged the first waterskin. It began to fill slowly and Wynter laid her cheek on the bank and scanned the road while she waited.

The first waterskin full, she was just about to submerge the second one when the sound of hooves came pounding up through the turf. She jerked back her hand and pressed into the shadows as a horse galloped past.

It was a merchantman, of middling income by the looks of him, leading a fully laden pack-mule. He was travelling much too fast for the animal’s bulky load and he kept glancing behind him in a panic. Wynter regarded him with a heavy heart and wondered what the hell he had expected, travelling alone on this road. He had not even had the sense to disguise his expensive tack or the fine quality of his clothes.

There were two pursuers, galloping fast and riding low to their saddles. They quickly caught up with their quarry, flanking the pack-mule like wolves and closing in on the merchant. As he galloped past, the bandit on his left hauled back with a staff and unhorsed the merchant with a wide swing to his head.

The merchant’s bright hat sailed through the air and rolled into the ditch across from Wynter. The man himself  fell between the horses and was left behind in the dust as the bandits shot forward to corral his goods.

Wynter couldn’t take her eyes from the merchant as he lay on his back in the road. He was utterly dazed, his face covered in dust, a thin stream of blood pooling beneath his head. She heard the bandits capture and turn his horses, and she knew for certain what this poor man’s fate would be. She dipped her chin and clenched her hands as the bandits trotted into view.

One of them, the fellow with the staff, dropped lightly from the saddle and jogged to where the merchant lay. As the bandit approached him, Wynter saw the merchant raise a gloved hand to the sky, his eyes questing. He seemed to have no grasp of his situation. The bandit raised his staff high and Wynter squeezed her eyes shut as he brought it down onto the merchant’s face.

There were not many blows after that and Wynter lay very still and quiet, her face hidden in her hands, while the bandits stripped the body. They chatted amiably as they went about their business, obviously well used to each other and comfortably at ease with their work. There was much talk of the inn, and of Jenny, and of which of them she liked more. There was speculation as to how much they’d get for this haul. They came to the conclusion that they should get quite a bit. Perhaps so much that Jenny might even like them both at once, if they played their cards right. There was a lot of good-natured chuckling, and Wynter pressed her fingers hard into her temples and bit her lips.

Finally, their voices moved back in the direction of the horses and Wynter risked turning her head and looking at the merchant.

The bandits had carried him to the side of the road and laid him neatly at the base of a tree, as though politely disinclined to block traffic. He was curled on his side with his back to her, and once she’d looked at him, Wynter found it impossible to look away. This was somebody’s father maybe, somebody’s son. Until a few moments ago, he had been alive and breathing, full of thoughts and plans. And now he was nothing but meat, cast aside and abandoned, carrion for the badgers and the foxes, with his family never to know what became of him.


That could be me, thought Wynter, snuffed out and gone in the blink of an eye.

Suddenly the bandit with the staff came back into view. He walked to the side of the road, knelt and leant into the ditch across from Wynter, stretching to reach something far in the brambles. He sat back, grinning, and displayed the merchant’s hat for his companion to see.

Wynter should have dipped her head, but she was filled with such hatred for him at that moment that she just watched as the bandit knelt there and whacked the hat off his knee to dislodge the dust.

He was about to get to his feet when he lifted his eyes and spotted her in the shelter of the brambles. Wynter saw him blink under the shade of his hat, saw him frown and her heart froze as he rose slowly to his feet, squinting into the shadows where she lay, his face uncertain.

“What is it?” asked his companion, who was already mounted and ready to go.

The man didn’t answer. Instead, he crossed the road and hunkered down in front of Wynter’s hiding place, gazing  across the dancing brightness of the water and staring straight into her eyes.

Everything Wynter had ever been taught, everything she knew she should do in such a situation, fell out of her head. To her absolute horror and dismay, she just lay there, frozen and helpless, as the man took his time looking her up and down.

His eyes travelled the length of her and she saw him register her curves and hollows, her distinctively womanish shape. When his eyes came back up to meet hers, they were calculating and hot. He bared his teeth, and Wynter felt a shrivelling, horrible fear in her belly at the hunger in his grin.

“Oy! Tosh!” called his companion. “What is it?” He had pulled his horse around and Wynter could hear him starting to drift towards them.

The bandit stood and waved him back. “Nothin’,” he said, strolling casually back to the horses. “Nothin’ but a badger hole! I thought ’twas a person lying there! Sun must a got into my head!”

A wave of nauseating relief washed over her, and Wynter clamped her hand over her mouth, certain that she was going to vomit. As the bandit remounted his horse she heard him say, “Lookit, Peter. Once we settle a price with Silent Murk, you go on ahead and take Jenny to yourself tonight. I got some business of my own to tend to.”

“Business?” cried his friend in disbelief. “Instead of Jenny . . . ? What kind of business?”

“Ach, naught interestin’. Just fancy a bit of huntin’ is all.”

“Huntin’?” echoed the other man, clearly baffled. “Instead of Jenny? Tosh, I ain’t complainin’, God knows! But are you mad?”

The bandit chuckled. They began to trot away, but before they got out of earshot, Wynter heard his good-natured reply.

“I ain’t mad,” he said amiably. “I just find myself with a sudden craving for fresh meat. That’s all.” And he laughed again, a warm laugh that made Wynter tremble and her throat close over with fear.




Travelling Alone

 



 



 




After a while Ozkar began to stumble, but still Wynter drove him mercilessly on and on. She had lost all sense of stealth or caution, and simply shoved forward through the heat and dust, hardly paying heed to her direction, only striving to get away.

Her father had taught her well about travelling alone, and up until this moment Wynter had conscientiously followed all the advice he’d ever given. She had been disciplined, she had been careful and she had been totally in control. Now, panicked beyond reason, Wynter fled through the sweltering heat of midday with nothing on her mind but that man’s hot eyes and the fear that he might someday look at her again.

All the things Lorcan had ever taught her about self-defence swam incoherently through her mind. Your thumbs hard into his eyes. Your knee or your fist to his balls, the heel of your boot to the tops of his feet. All of his detailed instructions, should a man ever try and assault her, repeated endlessly in her head. Do not turn your back unless he’s incapacitated. If he is incapacitated, then run like hell to the  nearest population. If you are alone and with no hope of company, kill him where he lies. Stamp on his head. Gouge out his eyes. Slit his groin or his throat. Wynter had heard this so many times - Lorcan’s unflinching list of ways to keep her alive and her enemies powerless or dead. And most important of all, the one thing he had told her over and over. Fear will paralyse you, baby-girl. Fear will kill you. You must not let fear win. If it wins, you’ve lost the fight.

Well, there was no doubt but that she had lost the fight down by the stream. When that man had looked at her across the glittering light of the water, Wynter had quailed like a cornered rabbit and she had been filled with nothing but fear. Fear had won. That man had won. Had he chosen that time to strike, Wynter would have been useless against him. He and his companion would have taken her as easy as picking berries from a bush.

Ozkar stumbled and Wynter kicked him on, her teeth bared. She would keep going for ever, she would never stop moving. The thought of stopping now, anywhere near that man, and the possibility that he might be able to find her, filled Wynter with terror.

The memory of Christopher rose up suddenly, sharp and clear and unexpected; his quick smiling eyes and his grin, his reckless bravery. Christopher! she thought, with genuine grief, Christopher! How could she miss him so much when she hardly knew him? But she did. She missed him and she admired him, both for his bravery and for his laughter in the face of all that had been taken from him.  Not like you! she thought bitterly. Nothing was even taken from you! Nothing done to you but a look cast your way. And you are destroyed by it! You snivelling coward. You big baby!


Wynter pulled back with a silent, self-loathing grimace and hauled on the reins. Ozkar came to a relieved halt and stood panting, his head down. The heat pressed around them, and Wynter, crouched in her saddle, listened for sounds of pursuit. Apart from the incessant singing of insects, the forest was silent and still.

Breathing deeply, Wynter straightened and pressed her hand to her chest, urging her heart to calm itself. Razi’s note whispered against her palm. Her guild pendant settled against her breast. The forest slumbered placidly around her. She laughed. All right then, she thought shakily. All right. That’s over.

Without wasting any more time, Wynter turned Ozkar and urged him up the hill. She let him carry her far into the high trees, and there she quickly chose a site, slipped from the saddle, and set up camp.

Within half an hour Ozkar was fed and watered, rubbed down and tethered, contentedly snoozing against a tree. Tiredly, Wynter crawled under her bivouac. She lay with her head on her saddle, looking up into the light spattered canvas, and she tried to empty her mind of everything but the calm buzz of the forest. She said a prayer for Lorcan, a prayer for Razi and a heartfelt prayer for Christopher, wherever he might be. Sleep claimed her suddenly, a dark abyss opening soundless and vast, and sucked her under without warning.

 



Thunder cracked in the sky above the trees and Wynter startled at the sound, trying to get her bearings. She was lying on her back beneath the shelter. It was almost dark. She must have been sleeping for hours. The air was heavy  with storm heat, the small space under the canvas steamy and too close, and she was glad that she had made an open-sided shelter. Blinking, she turned her head to stare out into the clearing, waiting for her eyes to adjust.

Lorcan was standing in the forest by her camp, anxiously scanning the dark trees. “Listen,” he said.

Wynter swallowed at the sight of him glimmering there in the twilight. “Dad,” she whispered. “I’m scared.”

Lorcan tutted and shook his head. “I’ve done all I can about that,” he said firmly. “You’re on your own now, baby-girl.” He glowered out into the darkness. “There are Wolves out there,” he said. “They’re coming.”

“Dad,” she pleaded, but Lorcan had drifted away already, his white shirt a pale shape in the lowering gloom. He looked back at her, his features indistinct, and put his finger to his lips.

Wynter cried out as lightning imprinted the trees against the canvas of her tent, and she came fully awake to the sound of thunder booming directly overhead. Ozkar whickered unhappily, and she heard him stamp his foot and shift in fear, pulling against his tether. She turned her head sharply as something moved in the not-quite-dark of the woods.

The bandit was standing just within the circle of trees, hardly fifteen feet from where she lay. He stood sideways on to her, a thick staff balanced in his hand, watching her through the open side of her shelter. He must have seen her eyes gleaming in the dusk because he settled his grip on the staff and grinned at her, his teeth flashing in the shadows.

“Don’t worry,” he said softly. “It’s just me . . . you left me a lovely trail. Very considerate.”

Wynter lay still as a mouse and watched as he sidled across the clearing, the staff held out from his side. Lightning flickered briefly again, and Wynter clearly saw a knife in his other hand. There was a moment of blindness after the flash, then Wynter’s night vision cleared and the man was standing beside the shelter, looking down at her. His grin had disappeared and his face was wary.

“Now,” he said. “I won’t hurt you. Understand?” He sank to his knees, his staff held up, the knife held lightly in his other hand. His eyes were locked on Wynter’s and his head was tilted back slightly. His voice was low, as if talking to a snarling dog. “You give me what I want, and I won’t hurt you. All right?”

Wynter said nothing and did not move.

He knelt there for a moment, assessing her intentions. Then he let his eyes slip down her body, lingering on her breasts, dropping between her legs, running back up to her breasts again. Wynter saw his face become heavy, and his lips parted. He looked her in the eyes again and let her see the knife.

Then he stooped in under the tent.

Wynter waited until he lifted his leg, meaning to straddle her, then she punched hard between his legs. The air left him in a soundless wheeze and, as he doubled over, Wynter threw her head forward and butted him between the eyes. Blood gushed from his smashed nose and Wynter drew up her feet and kicked him in the chest, sending him rolling out from under the canvas.

She dived after him, scrabbling for her knife, hoping to kill him while he was still incapacitated. But he must have had the constitution of an ox because he instantly rolled to  his feet, his knife raised, his free hand pressed to his groin. Wynter met his eyes, and they told her everything she needed to know about her fate should she allow this man get the better of her. Behind them, Ozkar lunged and heaved and kicked, struggling to free himself from his tether. Lightning seared the sky and thunder roared.

Slowly Wynter rose to face the bandit. His attention dropped to the knife in her hand, and he grinned through the blood that drenched his mouth.

“You drop that potato peeler now, girl, or I’ll lose my temper.”

Wynter brought the knife up. She crouched in readiness. “Leave now,” she said, “and I’ll allow you keep your manhood.”

The bandit’s face darkened with cruel amusement. Knife or no knife, he knew Wynter had little hope against him. He was heavier, taller, stronger than she, and probably well accustomed to fighting men of his own size.

“Come on now,” he crooned. “Let’s be friends.”

Wynter held her ground, and the bandit laughed. Lightning flickered silently again, and Ozkar stamped and threw his head against his tether, backing up as the rope stretched to its limit. The bandit lunged, and Wynter flung herself forward, her knife low and ready to strike.

They collided. The bandit caught her knife hand and mercilessly twisted her wrist. Wynter turned with the pressure, saving herself from a broken arm, but her fingers went instantly numb and her knife tumbled to the leaves. Still, she wouldn’t submit, and the bandit had to struggle to keep a hold on her as she thrashed and kicked and bit. Cursing, he shifted his grip. He grabbed her hair, yanking  her head back in a flash of blinding pain. Wynter saw his fist raised against the sky. This blow would knock her senseless.  I am lost! she thought.

A huge shape emerged from the dark and Wynter was jerked from the man’s grip. She fell, slamming into the leaves, the breath knocked from her as the great thing loomed above them. The bandit spun, looking up into living darkness, lifting his arms. Then he was catapulted through the air, to land with a loud thud on the other side of the clearing.

Wynter scrambled for her lost knife, ready to defend herself against this new threat. Then the warm smell of horse filled her nose and she realised that it was Ozkar who was looming above her, stamping and pawing in the dark. Wynter fell back onto the cold ground, overcome with relief as the horse stood by, his great, strong body a living shield between her and the man that he had just kicked into unconsciousness. “Good boy!” she rasped. “Oh, good boy, Ozkar. Good boy!”

She dragged herself up by the frayed end of his tether. All the time repeating that he was A good boy. Such a good boy. She couldn’t seem to stop saying it, and she couldn’t seem to let him go.

She packed her camp with one hand knotted in his tangled mane, always keeping him between herself and the crumpled body lying amongst the shadows of the trees. When it came time to leave she couldn’t bring herself to take to the saddle. She found herself afraid to raise herself above the level of the horse’s neck. She had this horrible fear that if she did, the bandit would leap through the air and tackle her, bringing her finally and irretrievably to the  ground. So she walked from the campsite, keeping Ozkar solidly between herself and the bandit. And it was only when the clearing was far from her sight, far from earshot, that she managed to break her death grip on the horse’s mane and heave herself into the saddle.




The Mourning Pennant

 



 



 




The trail gradually levelled off as Wynter rode into the long, nameless valley that her map had prepared her for. She expected to reach a river sometime around midday. She planned to follow the river’s course for the next six or seven days, until she got to the Orange Cow Inn, and then she would begin to climb again, further into the mountains and up towards the Indirie Valley and, hopefully, Alberon’s camp.

Ozkar was much happier on this even ground. He had been finding the steep slope more and more difficult to cope with, and Wynter could sense his relief as her position in the saddle gave him less discomfort and his legs better shared the burden of her weight. Wynter was glad for him, but she did not like the way the trees were thinning out here. The heavy pines of before had been a marvellous cover, but these long-trunked, light-foliaged species were not so dense and it was going to be harder, soon, to stay out of sight.

It had been two and a half days since the bandit had attacked, and she was now thoroughly back in control of  her waking hours. During the day, she was disciplined and careful, calmly in command of all she did. Her nights, however, were a different story. Every night the bandit found her again and tormented her in her dreams, and every morning Wynter woke weighed down by fatigue, her thoughts mired in a thick slime of exhaustion.

And then there were thoughts of her father. Sometimes, the rhythm of the horse would lull her into a numb trance and Wynter would find herself with silent tears rolling down her face, thinking of him. She missed Lorcan so badly that it was like a toothache. Her grief for him slithered under her defences at any opportunity, and she could not help, sometimes, but think on how lonely he must be, and how she had not said all the things she had wanted to him on their last day together. Those things would probably never be said now, except as useless whispers over a lovely man’s grave, and what comfort was that?

These regrets had once again begun to gnaw at Wynter when the sound of horses intruded on her thoughts. She pulled Ozkar to a wary halt and listened. They were still quite a way off, a large group, travelling fast and hard on the road. Whoever they were, these men had no fear and seemed to feel no need for stealth.

Wynter slid from her saddle and tethered Ozkar to a birch sapling.

“Stay easy,” she told him softly, patting his nose. Then she crouched low and ran through the trees, hoping to make the road and get a good look before the men passed by.

She made it just in time, diving under the brush by the side of the road as an impressive body of horsemen came  galloping around the bend. It was a squad of Jonathon’s marvellous cavalry. At their head, three of the King’s own personal guard loomed huge and imposing on their chargers.

All the men were fully armed and wearing their colours. Sitting erect and noble in their saddles, their heads held high, their faces covered against the dust, they were utterly magnificent. They thundered towards her, and Wynter laughed with joy as the vibration bounced her up and down like a pebble in a bucket.

Then she caught sight of the pennants, and the laughter died in her throat. They were flying at half-mast, and all of them were dyed black. Wynter looked from man to man, and noted with despair the fluttering triangle of black cloth that each of them wore on their right shoulder. The plumes that flowed from their nasal helms were also dyed black and bent in two so that they hung down the men’s backs like horses’ tails.

These men were in mourning, all flying the traditional mourning pennants, all wearing the official trappings of courtly grief. That could mean only one thing. There had been a death in the royal family. Alberon, or Jonathon or Razi: one of them was dead. For no other person, not even her father, would warrant the flying of a black flag or the breaking of the cavalry plume.

Wynter lay on the jouncing ground, pebbles and dust jittering around her, and stared as the streaming banners passed her by. The horses carried on up the road, leaving the air heavy with yellow dust, and Wynter stood up out of hiding. She stepped from the bushes, watching the last of their numbers round the corner and out of sight.


A royal death, she thought. A royal death. But who? Not Razi! And not Albi either! And, oh God . . . what will become of us if Jonathon is dead?


What should she do now?

She stood in the blazing sunshine, the dust settling slowly around her, and stared at the empty road. All around her, the forest slowly recovered from the shock of the men’s passage. Little birds began to sing in the bushes, while Wynter’s thoughts raced around each other like dogs. Oh Razi, she thought suddenly, speared with her first real pang of grief since she’d seen the flags. Oh my brother, oh friend. Do not let it be you! And she knew at once that this was the truth, she knew, with absolute certainty and guilt that, of all of them, it was Razi she could not bear to lose.

All this ran as a feverish undercurrent to the overwhelming dilemma of what Wynter’s next step should be. She was almost exactly halfway to Alberon’s camp. In light of the mourning pennants, would it be better for her to continue onward as she was doing now, or would it make more sense for her to return home and find out for whom the pennants flew?

Without taking any conscious decision, Wynter continued her onward progress. And so she found herself at midday gazing across the wide expanse of the river which would lead her through this valley to the Orange Cow Inn and from there to Alberon’s camp.

She frowned out across the sluggish green water, then laughed. So! While her mind had run itself in knots, her heart had led her here. Alberon it was then. She turned Ozkar’s head east and kicked him forward. Another hour,  that was all, she’d travel one more hour and then they would rest. She fished a handful of nuts from the pouch on her travel-belt and chewed thoughtfully as she drove Ozkar on.




Not So Easy When There’s Two

 



 



 




It was, in fact, five hours later when Wynter slipped from her horse. And even then, it was only because she could hear activity in the trees ahead. The day was sinking into its lazy, golden decline, and the woods were full of dusty beams of light. Wynter stood quietly, her hand on Ozkar’s neck, and listened.

She recognised the unmistakable sound of a camp being set up. Across the still evening air she could hear the hammering of stakes, the sawing and chopping of firewood and the occasional whinny of horses. The smell of camp-fire came drifting through the trees. This was quite a large group, at least ten men, maybe more. Good Christ, she thought, I’ve been in less crowded fairgrounds than this forest. Alberon must be sending engraved invitations.

She patted Ozkar’s shoulder and scrubbed absently between his ears while she pondered her options. It was more than likely that this was the cavalry settling down for the night. If that were the case, she wondered if she might not just ride straight into camp and ask what their business was. She had no fear of the cavalry themselves - her father commanded  a lot of respect with that fine body of men - but Jonathon’s three guards gave her pause for thought. If Jonathon were dead, where would their allegiance lie? If they were loyal to some faction or another unknown to Wynter, how might they react to the King’s Protector Lady riding into camp and demanding information? On the other hand, if it were Albi who was dead, and they were here to search for his supporters, how would it look? The Protector Lady, wandering about in a forest swarming with suspected rebels.

And then again, what if this was not the cavalry at all, but some group of as yet unknown protagonists in Alberon’s complex dealings.

Wynter sighed and ran her hand over her face. Could nothing be simple? All right, she decided. I’ll go have a look, then make my decision.

She regretted having to leave Ozkar saddled up, but she promised him that as soon as she had satisfied her curiosity they would camp for the night. With a last fond scrub between his eyes, she tethered him to a long line and ran in the direction of the sounds.

It rapidly became clear that this site had been very well chosen. It would be next to impossible to get close without being seen. Wynter came to a frustrated halt, her back against a broad oak. The sounds from the camp were much clearer now, and she could occasionally hear men calling to each other in what sounded very much like Hadrish. This was not the cavalry.

She listened for a while, but was still too far away to make out anything of use. The ground sloped up to the south of camp, and Wynter skirted around behind this small rise to see if she could get a vantage point.

Once behind the hill, she dropped to the ground and scurried under cover. The camp was just over the rise, and she could clearly hear the men talking as they set up their tents. Peering up through the branches of her hiding place, Wynter took her time, looking for sentries. She would have to be very sly breasting that hill. There was little vegetation up there and she would be easily seen if she wasn’t careful.

A good four or five minutes passed with no sign of a lookout, so Wynter took a deep breath, covered her face to blend into the shadows, and eased out from hiding. Slowly belly-crawling up the leaf strewn slope, she thanked God for the recent rain. Without it, this hill would have been a noisy crackling hell of dry leaf litter. As it was, it was still just damp enough to make no noise as she slithered upwards.

Halfway up the hill, a small sound froze her in place. Dropping her head, Wynter lay motionless for a moment, then turned her cheek into the ground and glanced in the direction of the noise. It took her a moment to find him, and when she did he was so close that she had to bite back a cry of shock. A darkly clad man, less than ten feet from her, quietly crawling through the vegetation to her right. His attention was focused upwards and he had not yet seen her.

Swallowing dryly, she began to ease herself backwards. With any luck, the man would just keep going and she would be able to sneak away through the woods before he knew she was there.

A sharp hiss from above stilled Wynter, and she snapped her head up to see another man, almost at the brow of the  hill. He pointed Wynter out, and there was a flurry of movement beside her as the first man rolled and drew his knife. She didn’t even bother to look at him. She just scurried backwards until she got to the bottom of the hill, then got her legs under her and ran as fast as possible towards Ozkar.

It was obvious that these men couldn’t afford to make any noise, and the silent, wolfish way they rolled to their feet at the base of the hill and took off after her through the trees caused the hair to rise on the back of Wynter’s neck. She made no attempt to stay low, only ran at full tilt, her arms and legs pumping, trying to get as much distance between herself and the camp before turning and facing her pursuers.

Her mind was screaming at her. Don’t turn your back! Don’t turn your back! Turn and fight! If they get you on the ground, you’re dead! But she couldn’t seem to stop her arms and legs from churning and she felt her eyes beginning to start from their sockets. Oh Christ! she thought. There’s two of them. What am I going to do?


She could hear them dashing through the bushes behind her. They had split and were attempting to flank her, one of them coming up very fast in a wide encompassing circle, while his companion gained on her from behind. They were hoping to cut her off and bring her down together.

She was beginning to lose her breath and she realised with a stab of despair that she wasn’t going to make it back to Ozkar. As she ran, she unsheathed her knife and zigged left to put more space between herself and the fast-paced man who was trying to cut off her escape. She dodged around a thick patch of bramble and lost sight of him. The  fellow behind her was very close. She could hear him smashing through a bush, only yards away now.

She dodged again, leaping a deadfall, and cut left once more, putting even more space between herself and the man to her right. For the moment, it was just herself and the fellow behind her. She might have a chance if she could stop this desperate forward run and turn to face him, get him while he was alone, and slit him quickly, before she grew too tired to fight.

Still her pursuers maintained their silence. The only thing audible was the whisper of their feet in the leaf litter and the brief shushing rustle when one or the other of them leapt through a bush.

Up ahead, the ground rose sharply into a steep bank topped with the long body of a fallen tree. Wynter sped towards this slope, hoping to give herself an advantage over the man behind her. She could taste blood on her breath. She was running out of energy; it was now or never.

Lorcan’s voice spoke loud and calm in her head, Keep your knife low, darling, and strike upwards, just like I taught you. Remember? As she skidded to a sudden halt she pressed her arm straight down, holding her knife against her thigh, exactly as Lorcan had said. Wynter spun to face her attacker, just as he launched himself through the air to tackle her.

She was on the ground before she knew it, slamming backwards, all the air driven from her, and the man’s considerable weight bore down on top of her as he tried to press her into submission. She was stunned for a moment, and he had the chance to straddle her and bring his arm down hard across her windpipe. He was hot and panting,  incredibly strong and smelling of sharp sweat and horse. Fear clenched Wynter’s heart as all the nightmares of the previous three nights flooded her mind.

She jerked her knife upwards, turning her head as she did so. As the blade came slicing up between the man’s legs, Wynter found herself glaring triumphantly into a pair of brown eyes shot through with gold flecks.

Razi jerked and made a sharp little guh as her knife came up into his groin. Wynter froze with a cry. She had no idea whether or not she’d cut him. Before she could do anything, there was a thud above her and a wild scattering of leaves as the second man leapt the dead tree and slithered down the hill.

Razi lifted his eyes to the new arrival and grated out a hoarse, “Don’t!”

Wynter hardly dared to hope. She turned her head to look up into the masked face of the man sliding into place beside her, and whispered, “Christopher?”

Christopher’s knife was already pressed to her throat. As he registered her voice, his fury changed to shock and he jerked the blade away from her neck. He lay still for a moment, as though not trusting his eyes. Then he gently pulled the scarf from her face. Wynter couldn’t help but smile as his clear grey eyes creased up in joy.

“Razi,” he said. “You’ve finally apprehended the scoundrel who stole my coat.”

Razi, still frozen in place, huffed dryly. “Oh aye,” he said, “though I think the scoundrel may well have apprehended  me. Wynter? Could you perhaps . . .?”

Wynter laughed as Christopher leant forward to look between herself and Razi. He squinted theatrically, as  though peering down a rabbit hole, and raised an eyebrow at the position of her knife. “Oh my . . .” he breathed. “Tell you what, Razi, swap places, will you? I do so love a woman who knows what to do with her hands.”
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“Good God . . .” Razi’s stunned voice trailed off into muttered Arabic.

Wynter put her hand over her mouth, torn between laughter and apology. Her friend was sitting on the leafy slope, his long legs splayed, his body hunched as he examined the slit her knife had left in the crotch of his trousers. Christopher was kneeling by his side. Wary of the nearby camp, they spoke in hushed tones.

“Good God.” Razi held the torn fabric apart and gaped at the long shallow cut high on the inside of his thigh. “Wynter! You almost gelded me!”

Christopher chortled. Razi turned to him in wounded dismay, and Christopher turned his palms up in apology, trying to swallow his laughter. “Sorry, friend! I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I can’t . . .” He started laughing again and had to turn his head so that Razi’s hurt look wouldn’t push him over the edge entirely. “After all,” he chuckled, getting himself under some control. “It ain’t like we were playing patty-cakes. We were fully intent on slitting the poor woman’s throat.”

This bald truth stunned them all into silence and stole the smile that had begun to creep into Razi’s face. They’d all come so close. One small slip of blade or hand and any one of them could have inflicted real harm on someone they loved.

Wynter swallowed hard. “Chance would have been a fine thing, Christopher Garron,” she said softly. “You being such clay-footed creatures, and so timid in battle. Be grateful I decided to take mercy on you, and thank your gods that I do not demand your eternal obsequience as tribute.”

Christopher gave her a shaky smile. “What are you doing here, girly?” he asked, his eyes grave.

Razi pressed his hand against his thigh and stared at Wynter for a moment, then he rose abruptly to his feet. “Let’s save all that,” he said. “We need to get some distance between us and them.” He began to pick his way down the slope, grousing as he did. “Good God, Wynter Moorehawke, if this cut rubs against my saddle, I shall tan your hide.”

“Don’t you want to see who they are, Razi?” she said, leaping to her feet. She had to restrain herself from taking his arm as though he had lost the leg entirely and needed her support. Truth be told, she wanted to fling her arms around the two men and squeeze them both until their heads popped off. Razi was already limping away and Christopher was gazing anxiously in the direction of the camp, his posture tight.

Razi gestured for her to catch up. “Come on,” he grunted. “We can check on them tomorrow. Let’s get some distance.”

Wynter realised that he was trying to take her away from  the men in camp and get her to safety, and she was instantly filled with impatience. This struck her as so utterly funny that she grinned. Would they ever, ever  change?

“Razi!” she said, laughing.

“What? ” He turned to look at her, flinging his hands out in exasperation, still backing resolutely away from the camp.

“My horse is this way!”

Razi gritted his teeth, turned sharply without pause and stalked away in the direction she had pointed. Christopher chuckled and she heard his light footsteps as he jogged to catch up.

They gathered up the horses and put a good thirty minutes’ ride behind them before setting up their camp. It was falling rapidly to dusk, and they set about their work with maximum efficiency and minimum talk.

The men didn’t seem to be bothered with bivouacs so Wynter didn’t unpack hers. It would be a hot night; a groundsheet and cloak would do. Like Wynter, they were camping cold, so there was no fire. Instead, Christopher combined their supplies and set about soaking some horse-bread in a small pot. He added spices and dried fish and shaved an apple into it as Wynter and Razi tended to the horses.

Razi kept looking at her as they were working. She smiled at him, but he just tightened his jaw and turned his face back to the horses. Wynter felt a knot of tension tighten in her chest and she tried not to get angry before she had any good reason to.

By the time they were done, Christopher was finished  laying out their bedrolls. He had arranged them in a loose triangle in the small clearing, with the pot at its centre where a fire would normally be.

“Wash yourself first,” he said, pointing to a copper bowl full of water that he’d set aside for them.

Wynter stood back to allow Razi first go, but he gestured that she go ahead while he undressed. It was so delicious to wash herself with water that she longed to strip and plunge headfirst into the bowl, but she satisfied herself with scrubbing her face and neck and arms to the shoulder, then stood aside to dry herself while Razi gave himself a good wash.

Once dry, Wynter stood for a moment, her tunic dangling from her hand, and closed her eyes. For the first time in six days she felt safe enough just to stand and breathe, to let the world drift off while she took her ease. Her body was utterly spent, her head stuffed with thistledown, and she was certain she would sleep like the dead tonight.

She opened her eyes to find both men staring at her. Razi, drying his neck, glared at her from angry eyes. Christopher crouched expressionless by the pot. Wynter lifted her chin. “It would appear that you two got lost on your journeys to Italy and the Moroccos,” she said. “How fortunate that you happened to meet up. What a tremendous coincidence that you both ended up here.”

Christopher lowered his eyes and went back to stirring the food.

Razi continued to glare. “Did you leave your father alone?” he asked flatly.

Wynter’s heart dropped, and her eyes flew to Christopher, whose head shot up at the question. He stared at her, his spoon poised over the bean mush.

For one shameful moment, looking into Christopher’s wide eyes, Wynter was tempted to lie. She was sorely, sorely  tempted to say that she had stayed with Lorcan to the end, and only left him when it was too late to do more. But instead, she just nodded. Christopher dropped his eyes in sorrow and disbelief.

“You . . .? After all that man has done?” Razi’s voice was low and cold, and Wynter burned under his terrible disappointment in her. “How could you, Wynter? How could you abandon him like that?”

“Leave her be, Razi,” commanded Christopher softly. “We all abandoned Lorcan.” He lifted his eyes to meet those of his friend. “And all for the same bloody reason. So leave her alone, and come sit for your meal.”

Razi deflated at the quiet bitterness in his friend’s voice. Wynter smiled gently at him. He looked away, nodded and crossed to hunch down by the food pot.

They ate their fill in silence, then Christopher covered the remaining food and put it aside for breakfast. “Bloody beans,” he grumbled. “My gas could fill a swamp.”

Razi went to scour their bowls while Christopher carefully split an apple in three. “Here,” he said, holding Wynter’s segment out to her. She reached for it and their eyes met. “Are you all right?” he asked.

She nodded gratefully. “Aye.”

He looked her up and down uncertainly, released her portion of the apple and looked away. Razi returned and sat cross-legged on his bedroll, his sewing kit in his hand. Christopher tossed him his third of the apple and Razi caught it neatly.

“It’s the last one,” said Christopher, lying back against  his saddle and looking up into the trees. The horses shifted quietly in the gathering gloom. Wynter sighed and bit into her apple; it was good - juicy and sharp.

“What are you doing here, Wynter?” Razi’s deep voice was grudging, and he did not look up from sewing the hole in his britches.

“Same as you, Razi. I’m heading for Alberon’s camp to see what he is up to.”

Christopher snorted. “Good luck finding it. We’ve seen neither hide nor hair of aught since we set off. We’ve been chasing our bloody tails this last week. Those buggers over there were the first sign we’d found since we trotted into this forest. You know something, Razi,” he mused, picking apple skin from his teeth. “I think that Comberman spy back at the palace was pulling your tail. Your brother’s nowhere near here.”

Wynter sat up straight. “Don’t you know where he is?” she exclaimed, a little seed of excitement growing in her chest.

“No, Wynter, we do not,” said Razi, snapping off his thread. He grimaced sarcastically at her as he put his needle away. “Do you?”

Wynter grinned at him and Razi’s eyes widened. Christopher propped himself on his elbow.

“Good God!” said Razi, and he actually started to grin. “Wynter, are you serious?”

 



Wynter told her friends about Isaac’s ghost and the Indirie Valley. She told them about her encounter with the Combermen and the Haun, and their remarks about the Rebel Prince. By the time she was finished it had come on to night. An almost full moon filtered down through the  trees, and it gave the silently listening men the air of watchful spectres in the gloom.

“The Indirie Valley,” murmured Christopher. “We’ll have to ponder our maps tomorrow, friend.”

“But I know the route,” said Wynter. “There’s another ten days journey left.”

The pale smudge that was Christopher’s face bobbed as he nodded his understanding.

“Haunardii,” whispered Razi. With his dark skin and clothes, he was almost completely invisible, but Wynter could see his eyes flashing as he lifted them to look at her. “Oh sis, what is he thinking?”

“I know,” she said softly. “Bad enough the Combermen, after everything our fathers have done to rid this place of intolerance . . . but the Haunardii? What does Alberon expect will happen if he tries to wrest the throne from Jonathon with those allies? The people will revolt against him. There’s still too much bitterness left after the Haun Invasion. Also . . .” she paused. “Also, Razi, there is the matter of my father’s invention. This machine of his. This Bloody Machine.”

Wynter barely made out the movement as Razi lifted his hand and ran it across his eyes. Christopher shifted quietly against his bedroll.

“Do you know anything about it?” she asked.

“No,” he said. “Only that my father seems to fear it. And my brother seems in some way to have gained control of it.”

“Dad . . . Dad was brought to his knees at the thoughts of its use, Razi. Whatever it is, the mere mention of it tore him apart. It seems as though our fathers had used it before, at the end of the Haun Invasion.”

“Aye,” whispered Razi. “Just before the Lost Hundred were expelled from the kingdom.” He glanced at Christopher. “You recall my telling you of the Lost Hundred, Chris? The Haun nobles and businessmen, expelled with the rest of their race at the end of the war?”

Christopher shrugged in the dim light as if he had forgotten, or hadn’t paid much attention at the time.

“From what I could make out, our fathers agreed to suppress the machine after its first use,” said Wynter. “I don’t know why.”

“And now your brother is using it to threaten the crown,” said Christopher. “Looks like your father weren’t quite as lunatic as he seemed, Razi.”

“Good God,” sighed Razi. There was a rustle as he lay back against his saddle and put his hands to his face. “My bloody family.”

Wynter looked down at her hands, ghostly starfish against the darkness of her crossed legs. She debated for a moment and then said quietly, “Did you see the cavalry, Razi? Did you see their pennants?”

There was a heavy silence.

“Razi?” she said.

“Aye,” he said, “I saw them.”

“What do you think . . .?”

“Wynter?” His voice was utterly weary. “Could we . . .  could we leave that until tomorrow?”

There was another moment of heavy silence.

“I’ll take first watch,” said Christopher, slapping his hand lightly against his thigh. He gathered his cloak around him and sat back against his saddle.

“Aye,” sighed Razi. “Thank you, Christopher. Call me when the moon is at its zenith and I’ll take the next watch.”

“Call him when the moon reaches its first third, Christopher. I’ll take the watch after him.”

Razi snorted in impatience. “You’ll do no such—”

“All right, girly,” said Christopher. “Razi will go after me, you go after Razi. It’ll do us good to get more sleep.”

Razi lifted his head and gave them both what Wynter took to be a glare. “Good God,” he growled. “I should have you both flogged for insubordination!” He turned his back on them, settling grouchily against his saddle.

Wynter grinned at Christopher. He was watching her, his face unreadable in the poor light.

“Go to sleep,” he said quietly.

She was suddenly so grateful to him that it almost turned to tears. “Good night, Christopher. I’m glad we all found each other again.”

She heard him swallow. “Aye,” he said. “Now go to sleep, girly. I’ll see you in the morning.”

 



The bandit found her again, his laughter filling the darkness. This time she tore his throat, ripping his flesh with fangs she hadn’t known she possessed. As she sank her teeth into his neck and his blood filled her mouth - hot, sweet and delicious - something inside her screamed in despair. But she no longer cared. She had given in at last, and there was nothing left in her now but hate.

 



“Girly . . .” A gentle hand on her forehead brushed lightly at her hair. “Come on, sweetheart. It’s all right.” Wynter  opened her eyes, and Christopher smiled, his face hovering over her in the dark. “You were whimpering in your sleep,” he said. “Were you in a bad place?”

Despite his smiling face, the dream would not leave her, and Wynter had to cover her mouth with her hands to keep the horror and the fear inside. Christopher’s gentle smile fled as he read her expression. Snatching her to him suddenly, he held her against his chest, his scarred hand covering her eyes as though he wanted to hide her. Wynter knotted her fists into his undershirt and tried to bury herself in him.

“Oh God,” he moaned. “Who hurt you? Who hurt you? I’ll kill them! I swear it.”

Wynter shook her head. She would not tell him. She could not, and despite the comfort she found in him, she pushed away. Christopher kept his hands on her shoulders, his eyes searching her face and she shrugged him off.

“It was just a dream, Christopher. Do not worry.”

He took her hand, but she would not look at him.

He tilted his head and ducked to catch her eye. “Wyn,” he said softly.

“It was just a dream!” she insisted. “It’s just a dream,” and she buried her face in her hands and curled her head onto her knees.

Wynter hoped Christopher would just go, but when he put his arm across her shoulders and pulled her to him again, she surprised herself by not pulling away. And when he continued just to sit beside her, his chin resting on her hair, rocking her gently in the quiet night, she felt overwhelmingly grateful for his presence.

Somehow she found herself holding his hand again.

“Christopher,” she whispered, “please don’t tell anyone . . .”

Christopher said nothing when she told him about the poor merchant. He did nothing but continue to rock her gently as she spoke about that man’s hot look across the bright water of the stream, and about how he had followed her and attacked her and haunted her dreams afterwards. He didn’t draw away or show any anger, or make any comment at all. At the end, when he was certain that she was finished, he tilted his head against her hair and looked down at her.

“Are you all right now, sweetheart?”

She nodded against his chest. “Aye.”

“Will you be able to sleep?”

She nodded again and Christopher tilted his face up to the moonlit canopy and sighed. “This bloody world,” he said softly. Then he kissed her hair, pressed his forehead to her shoulder, and got up to rouse Razi for his watch.

It took quite an effort to wake the poor man.

Wynter wrapped herself tightly in her cloak and listened to them moving about in the dark. Razi coughed and stretched, and went behind a tree to piss. He pottered around the edges of camp, checking the horses and stretching his legs. She heard Christopher yawn; there were soft sounds as he settled down for the night. Eventually, he was lost in silence for a while. Wynter could just see his pale face glowing in the corner of her eye.

“Christopher?” she whispered.

“Aye?”

She lay quietly for a moment, uncertain. Then she got to her feet, her cloak wrapped around her. She saw  Christopher’s eyes follow her as she crossed the camp.

Razi called softly from the dark. “Are you all right, sis?”

She smiled at him, though she knew he wouldn’t see it in this light. “I’m fine, Razi. Thank you.” She shuffled around behind Christopher, and he turned his head to look up into her face. “Is it all right?” she asked, gesturing to his bedroll.

He nodded wordlessly, still gazing up at her. Wynter hesitated, then lay down beside him. Christopher tensed for a moment, as if unsure of what to do, then he turned his back to her, as he had on their last night together. Wynter pulled herself in close, looped her arm across his waist, and rested her forehead against his back. Behind them, Razi was motionless in the shadows.

Wynter closed her eyes. Christopher took her hand. Razi went back to checking on the horses.




The Box of Hay

 



 



 



“You have no right to ask that of us.” Christopher’s lilting voice, speaking quietly nearby.

Wynter opened her eyes to pale pre-dawn light. She blinked slowly into the dimness, orientating herself. She was lying with her back to the camp, facing out into the trees, and it took a moment to remember that she had come across in the night to share Christopher’s bedroll. She felt her cheeks grow hot at the memory and at the same time she realised that Razi hadn’t woken her for her watch. She was just about to turn and give him a piece of her mind when his deep voice stilled her.

“It is what I want,” he said.

“Oh, I have no doubt,” countered Christopher mildly. “But that’s beside the point. Don’t ask it again.”

“Chris . . .”

“She will not leave, and I will not attempt to persuade her. She is a full-grown woman, Razi. She has her own mind.”

“She is fifteen years old,” exclaimed Razi, his voice pitched low so as not to wake her.

“You were negotiating your father’s business in Algiers at fourteen.” Christopher was stirring a pot, or scouring a bowl, and though his voice was still mild, the grating sound of his activity grew louder in agitation.

“I am different!”

The sound of stirring paused. “How are you different? Because you have that pudding between your legs, is it?”

“Christopher! Do not be crude!”

“She is a full-grown woman . . .”

“So you seem determined to point out.”

Wynter thought she heard amusement in Razi’s voice now, and Christopher resumed his activity, his voice muffled as if he’d ducked his head. “She is strong and brave and quick.”

“Yes, but—”

“She would have gelded you on that hill had her reflexes not been so fast.”

“Chris—”

“She was already heading straight as an arrow for your brother’s camp while we were still sniffing our own arses here in these woods!”

“All right, Chris.” There was a definite smile beginning to creep into Razi’s voice. Wynter could not help but smile herself. Christopher sounded so earnest.

“You cannot always treat her like a baby, she is—”

“A full-grown woman. Aye. You’ve said. She is strong and brave and clever. The equivalent of ten strong men.  How have I not seen this before? Why, with Wynter by our side we shall overthrow the Haun in a day, and convert the rabid Combermen to Islam.” Razi was laughing now, but there was no sting in it.

Christopher muttered an amiable “Oh, shut up,” under his breath.

There was a long moment’s pause. Then Razi murmured softly, “I want you both safe, Chris. This fight is not of your making. I want—”

“Do not insult me,” interrupted Christopher flatly. There was more silence, then Christopher said, “Stop shirking and go fill those waterskins. Your little sister is going to murder you when she realises that you took her watch, and I want your chores done before you’re too crippled to walk.”

“You had better run, Razi Kingsson,” growled Wynter from her bed, “for as soon as I get these covers off me, I’m going to kick your arse.” She rolled and glared across the clearing at him.

Razi was already walking off, the waterskins slung across both shoulders. He backed away, spreading his arms in challenge. “Catch me then, warrior woman! Come on!”

Wynter settled back, folding her arms, and Razi grinned.

“I thought not!” he said, and strode away towards the river.

Wynter watched Christopher’s slim back as he served out three bowls of mush. Like herself, he had his hair bound tightly against his head to protect it from the dust and parasites, and she thought the nape of his neck had a very strong, pleasing look to it. He had left off his tunic and she could see the closely muscled contours of his back and shoulders under the thin cloth of his undershirt. She swallowed hard at the feelings these things awoke in her.

“Christopher,” she said. “I am sorry that I intruded on your kindness last night.”

Christopher was perfectly still for a moment. Then he tilted his head towards her slightly, so that she could see a portion of cheekbone and the black shadow of his eyelashes. “Do you regret it?” he asked softly.

“No, I do not.”

She saw his shoulders relax, and he went back to dishing out the breakfast. “Would you mind packing away the bedrolls?” he asked. “There’s much to discuss before we leave, and it’s best to get everything done now.”

“All right.”

He sat still and quiet while she began her task, but she’d only knotted the ties on the first ground sheet when he spoke again. “Razi has asked us to leave him,” he said. She stopped in her work and they turned to look at each other. “I told him you’d be no more willing to leave him than I, but it has just occurred to me . . . I have no right to speak for you, girly. I don’t know your mind.”

Wynter smiled. Oh, I think you do, Christopher Garron. I think we are of one mind in this. But thank you for asking my opinion. “I will be staying,” she said.

Christopher regarded her closely, those clear grey eyes searching her face.

“Girly?” he asked.

“Aye?”

“Do you think this Alberon fellow sent those assassins to kill Razi? I have this fear that we are allowing our friend walk to his execution here, and it haunts me that I may be aiding him in his own destruction.”

Wynter thought of Albi, of his generous, loving nature, of his adoration of Razi, and she tried to dovetail it with the images of the assassins - the knife thrown across the  banquet hall, the murderous arrow through the poor guard’s head. How could her sunny, laughing friend have been behind them? Then she thought of Razi, standing by while that poor man was tortured so awfully, and she realised that time and circumstance could change anyone.

“Girly?” insisted Christopher. “I am in the dark here.”

She sighed. Razi would be back from the river soon. In the short time left, how could she let Christopher know what Razi meant to Alberon and herself? How much he had done for them, and how unthinkable it was that Albi would ever want to hurt him. “Did you know that Albi and I were born on the same day, Christopher?”

He shook his head, puzzled by the direction the conversation had taken.

“We were not meant to be, but Albi came very late and I came much too early.” Wynter glanced in the direction of the river. Marni had been the one to tell her this, and she was never too sure that Razi would want her to know it.

She looked back to Christopher. “Princess Sophia . . .  Albi’s mother? . . . had the most appalling labour. My mother and Sophia had been in their confinement together . . . you know about my father, of course?” Christopher shook his head, and Wynter spread her hands in frustration and glanced towards the river again. “Father was still on the run with Rory at the time, Jonathon’s father being determined to see them both dead.”

She held her hand up to deflect Christopher’s shocked questions. “Another time,” she said. “It is irrelevant to this story. Anyway, my mother was under Jonathon’s most steadfast protection, and so she had been sharing the Princess’s quarters. But the sounds of Sophia’s awful torment terrified  my poor mother, who was already mortally afraid of the prospect of labour, so Mamma fled the palace, seeking the tranquillity of the home she had shared with . . . with my dad.”

Wynter faltered; somehow putting everything into words like this was very difficult. It brought everything sharply into focus for her. Most awfully, the fact that she, squirming and kicking in her mother’s womb, had been the reason for that good woman’s death and for the barrenness of her father’s remaining years. She stared at her hands for a moment, then blinked and carried on.

“Razi was most devoted to my mother. He must have followed her from the palace. Marni thinks that he must have found her very soon after she fell. It had been raining, the ground must have been . . .” Wynter paused again, the image of her seventeen-year-old mother, giving birth alone and frightened in a wet field, was much too vivid in her mind. “Razi turned up in the kitchens hours later, covered in blood and carrying me wrapped in his tunic. I was tiny, apparently, and blue with cold. Marni swaddled me and put me in a box of hay like a kitten. By the time they found my mother, she had already bled to death.”

Christopher shifted slightly, but did not speak or reach for her. She rubbed her forehead and continued.

“Albi was born that night. Princess Sophia lingered till morning, and then she too died. No one really knows why, though Razi has his suspicions.” Wynter raised her eyes to Christopher. “He blames her death on the same thing that kept Jonathon’s next two wives from carrying children, the same thing that led to their deaths. Poison . . .”

Christopher sat up a little straighter. “Oh,” he said.

“Two days later, Razi turned up in the kitchens again. This time he was carrying the royal prince under his arm, a weighty, great dumpling of a baby, apparently. It’s amazing that a four-year-old could have carried him so far.”

“Why did he do it?” asked Christopher quietly.

Wynter glanced towards the river again. “Have you met Razi’s mother, Christopher?”

“Aye.”

“What think you of her?”

Christopher gave it some thought. “I think . . .” he said carefully, “that she is a woman who has managed to make her way in a world dominated by men. There is much to be admired in her.”

This so stunned Wynter that she was speechless for a moment. Christopher was the first person she had ever met with anything positive to say about Umm-Razi Hadil bint-Omar. “My father calls Hadil ‘the Hidden Dagger’,” she said.

Christopher’s amused dimples blossomed into a grin. “That is also apt. Why was it that Razi brought his brother to the kitchens, girly?”

Wynter flicked a glance towards the river. Razi’s curly head was just coming into sight as he made his way up the slope towards them, and she continued in a whispered rush, “According to Marni, Razi would say nothing but ‘my mother is looking at him’. No matter how many times they returned Albi to his chambers, he would eventually be found in the kitchen, sleeping in the box of hay by my side, Razi sitting on the floor at our feet.”

Christopher turned his head at the sound of Razi’s footsteps approaching through the dry leaves.

“Razi has protected us our whole lives, Christopher. He has been our rock. Albi would never hurt him. I can’t  believe that Albi would ever hurt him.”

Razi came trudging into camp, his long body curling forward with the weight of the waterskins and his own heavy thoughts. He sighed and glanced up as he began to make his way down the slope, then paused to see the two of them sitting cross-legged and deep in conversation.

“You God-cursed laggards!” he exclaimed. “You’ve done naught since the time I left!”

 



“Hmm . . . ten days,” mused Razi. They were packed and ready to go, the three of them hunched over Wynter’s map. The sun was just up, the heat already a curse and flies had already begun to swarm. Wynter blinked sweat from her eyes as Razi traced the journey from the Indirie Valley all the way down the map to the spot where they were camped. “Ten days,” he said again, and tapped the parchment thoughtfully.

“It’s a long way to go without knowing the situation at home,” said Wynter. “We need to know for whom the black pennants fly, Razi.”

He lifted his eyes to meet hers and they both looked away almost immediately. There was a moment of strained silence in which they stared blindly at the map.

“We could stop at an inn,” suggested Christopher quietly. “No better place for news and gossip.”

Wynter raised her eyebrows. Not a bad idea. “The closest inn is . . . here,” she indicated the Wherry Tavern, a ferry house and traveller’s rest located at the ferry ford. “It is only five days from here, and on our route.”

Razi leant forward to see.

“No, there’s another one,” said Christopher.

“Do you mean the Orange Cow?” Wynter traced her finger up the river to show the crossroads inn. “That’s seven days from here. Better to—”

“No,” he insisted, gently brushing her hand aside and turning the map to face him. “I’m certain I saw . . .”

“Christopher,” she said patiently, “I’ve been over this map many times, there are only two inns.”

“Wait, wait,” he held his hand up, scanning the page. “What kind of map is this?”

“It’s a merchant map, a silver guild’s merchant map.”

“Ahh!” Christopher raised his eyes in excitement and traded a grin with Razi. “Ours ain’t so refined, lass!” He went and fetched the map case from his horse. “Look!” he said, spreading another map out to cover Wynter’s. “Here.” He jabbed his finger down to show Wynter a tiny dot in the heart of the deep forest, less than a day’s ride away. He tapped the map for emphasis and Wynter tore her eyes from his awful scars and forced herself to concentrate on the area he indicated. “See, this is a tarman’s map, girly. Details all the local places merchants wouldn’t be caught dead in.”

“That will take us less than two days out of our way,” murmured Razi. “I think it is well worth it.”

“Aye,” said Wynter, eyeing the nondescript spot. “I wonder if they’ll have a bathhouse. After seven days without a proper wash, I’m starting to stink like a Northlander.” She blushed immediately, appalled at herself. “Oh, Chris! I am so sorry!”

The dimples flashed wryly as he continued to study the  map. “No offence taken, girly,” he said. “You Southlanders are insane about your soap and water. You’re almost as bad as his lot.” He jerked his thumb at Razi.

“I am a Southlander,” said Razi mildly, and it was Christopher’s turn to redden and mutter an apology. Razi just glanced affectionately at him, and went back to chewing the beanstalk he’d found in his breakfast. “A bath does sound good,” he mused, scrubbing his jaw. There was a good seven days of growth on it, the beginnings of an admirably thick and curly beard. “Yes,” he said softly. “I wouldn’t mind that at all.”

“It is fierce habit-forming,” admitted Christopher grudgingly. He squirmed and tried to scratch his back. “Once you’ve got the routine of it, you can’t seem to do without.”

“All right,” said Razi, reaching over and scratching Christopher between the shoulderblades. “Put the map away, friend, and we will go have our baths.”

Christopher crossed to tie the map cases to his saddle and Wynter began folding away her own map. She was so sunk into her thoughts that she jumped when Razi gripped her wrist.

“Wynter,” he said, his deep voice quiet. “I want you to ask Christopher to take you home.” At her frown, he bore down hard with his hand. “He cares for you, sis. He will go if you ask.”

She held his eye and purposely removed his hand from her wrist. “Do not insult us again,” she said. “We will not tolerate it.” He crumbled before her, his desperation palpable, and she couldn’t help but love him for his concern. “Razi,” she said gently, “I am staying, and that is an end to it.”

“Oh, Wyn,” he said.

Affectionately, she scrubbed her hand through his beard. It was surprisingly soft. “I like this,” she murmured, smiling. “It suits you.”

He rolled his eyes. “I’m sure! I probably look like a crusty old imam.”

Wynter traced the white scar where his father’s punch had split his lip, then pressed her finger to the tip of his nose. “I like it. It makes you look piratical!”

Then she patted his knee and left him sitting looking at his hands, while she joined Christopher in his final check of the horses.




The Tarman’s Inn

 



 



 



“Jesu help us, but this is remote.”

“I cannot imagine,” sighed Razi, “that we shall be seeing our bathhouse, sis. It’s more likely that this ‘inn’ will be a tent with a barrel and a couple of tree stumps for stools.”

“I cannot imagine we shall get any information!” Wynter exclaimed. “What kind of custom could a place this isolated get? Bears? Foxes maybe? Badgers?”

They had been following a rutted donkey track through the deep and cavernous pines for most of the day. There wasn’t room to ride three abreast, so Christopher was slightly ahead of Wynter on the trail, Razi bringing up the rear.

Christopher was very quiet, perhaps feeling guilty for having suggested this in the first place. Wynter watched him forge doggedly ahead, slouched in the saddle, a haze of black insects all around him. Flies swarmed on his shoulders and knapsack, crawled drowsily across his back. His horse’s tail swatted the bedroll on its rump and thwacked irritably against the saddlebags. Wynter knew she was probably in the same state and her shoulderblades twitched at  the thought. Christopher shifted slightly in the saddle, his travel-belt settling around his hips, and he adjusted his knife to a more comfortable position.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/celi_9780748117673_msr_cvi_r1.jpg





