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      PROLOGUE

      
      Mild, cloudless and still. It was a perfect day for an execution. Sallementro cast an experienced gaze around the gathering
         crowd and wondered at its subdued mood. It was nearing noon. The prisoner would be led out shortly, or so a nearby watcher
         announced to no one in particular. People nodded, spoke in hushed tones and shuffled their feet. The gathered hardly seemed
         to notice the contrived tomfoolery up front as a hired buffoon tried to warm up the crowd’s anticipation of justice. If anything
         they turned away; ignored the boisterous behaviour and kept their own quiet thoughts.
      

      
      It was all very curious, Sallementro thought.

      
      He had arrived in Tal only that morning. Another wandering minstrel, hoping to catch the ear of a wealthy noble who might
         avail himself of a troubadour’s services to woo his mistress or impress his friends. Perhaps, Sallementro mused, he might
         even be invited to perform at the royal court. That would be a coup.
      

      
      He pulled himself back to the present. Whilst the execution was all the talk of the city’s inns and markets, the musician had not, as yet, had the chance to learn more about its victim. That the young man was important was obvious.
         Why else would King Lorys himself proclaim his death sentence and by such an antiquated method?
      

      
      Crucifixion and stoning. Sallementro shivered. It was barbaric but it was going to make for a fine ballad. He began to hear
         the first few notes in his head as he edged his way through the people.
      

      
      Raised in the fertile counties of the far south, he had gone against his father’s wishes. Generations of his family had farmed
         the rich soils around Arandon and had amassed an enviable name and wealth. He was expected to support his eldest brother’s
         needs; ensure the family holdings were consolidated. Sallementro argued he was the third son and expendable but this had never
         yielded any success with his irate parents. His mother shrieked during their many arguments that she would prefer him to choose
         the Cloth than this. A wandering singer! Arrogant and stubborn all of them, they could not imagine a greater blight on the
         family’s good name. Sallementro had never wanted to be anything else though.
      

      
      And then there were the strange dreams with the mysterious woman who demanded he follow his chosen path, urging him to wander
         far and wide to practise his art. The dreamspeaker whispered across his sleeping thoughts of a young woman in need – not just
         of his friendship but his protection.
      

      
      Odd. He was a songster not a soldier. Who could he protect? He cringed at his mother’s angry voice. He was no hero.

      
      The woman was relentless though, invading his dreams for ten summers. He had been travelling the Kingdom now for another ten summers and felt as though he had known her all of his life. Yet in truth he knew only her voice and
         her wishes. Lys . . . was that her name? Stupidly, he could never quite recall.
      

      
      Sallementro had never told anyone about her but he silently acknowledged that the mysterious woman had a strange hold over
         him. It was she who had given him the courage to stand up to his family; she who had empowered him through her whisperings
         to leave them and pursue his singing. Who was she?
      

      
      His musings came to an end as a fat hand shoved him. He was in the midst of a stream of apologies for treading on the rotund
         lady’s toes when heads began to turn in unison. His victim lost all interest in him. Sallementro followed her several wobbling
         chins to gaze at the north tower, towards which people were pointing and staring.
      

      
      ‘There she is!’ someone brayed.

      
      The minstrel found himself holding his breath as he watched a young woman step out onto the balcony. She was flanked by two
         burly guards. The woman shook off their steadying hands and defiantly lifted her chin. As she did so, the midday sun glinted
         off a pale gem-like oval attached to her forehead. The crowd murmured as one.
      

      
      Looking at her Sallementro felt his heart skip and the chorus of his song came crashing into his mind. Here she was. The girl
         whom he had heard about for two decades. The dreamspeaker spoke true. Sallementro felt an instant, aching bond with the beautiful,
         sad-faced woman who was staring solemnly back at the crowd. At last he had found her. And now he must protect her.
      

      
      Tension, which had been building all morning, suddenly flared. Some people called out words of encouragement to the girl whilst others shook their heads or wept.
      

      
      ‘Who is she?’ Sallementro thought he had whispered to himself.

      
      ‘She’s the lover,’ his ageing neighbour replied. ‘Worth dying for I’ll say.’

      
      ‘I beg you, tell me her name, sir.’

      
      ‘Why, she is Alyssandra Qyn.’

      
      Further conversation was drowned by a fanfare of trumpets heralding the sovereign’s arrival. King Lorys and his Queen, Nyria,
         were the most successful royals ever to rule Tallinor and their close and happy union was legend throughout the surrounding
         kingdoms.
      

      
      Right now though, Sallementro noticed, there was no trace of joy in the pair. Stiff and with an unfocused gaze, they barely
         acknowledged the lukewarm cheers from their people, nor did they glance towards the beautiful girl. A good thing too, Sallementro
         thought. She wore a gaze of pure hatred and it was firmly fixed on the King.
      

      
      ‘If looks could kill, Lorys would be in his death throes right now,’ murmured a man standing in front of Sallementro.

      
      ‘Her looks could kill, you fool,’ breathed another neighbour. ‘She’s an Untouchable, remember. Brimful of magic. See the jewel on her forehead?’
      

      
      Sallementro had heard of the Untouchables. He recognised the disc of archalyt which branded her one of the clan of sentient
         women who lived in the remote northern region of the Kingdom. Protected from all persecution by the Inquisitors, they were
         warded from using their powers by the enchanted gemstone. When a woman joined the clan, a sliver of the stone, polished to
         a glass-like oval, was pressed onto her forehead. If she was genuinely sentient, the disc adhered instantly. There it remained for ever, to prevent magic being used by her or against her.
      

      
      ‘What does the stone mean to others?’ Sallementro asked the man nearby, who seemed to know about it.

      
      ‘You must be a southerner, minstrel, not to know about archalyt!’ the man replied.

      
      ‘Enlighten me then and I shall create a song for it,’ Sallementro suggested artfully.

      
      His informant was in rare good humour. ‘The archalyt means she has the King’s protection. No man may touch her, ever. That
         goes for the pig Inquisitors too.’
      

      
      Sallementro nodded and looked back at the young woman on the balcony. He could see the glittering stone more clearly and,
         without realising it, began to rhyme words for the opening verse of what he already knew would be one of the best songs he
         would ever create.
      

      
      A cry went up. ‘Ware, the dead man comes!’

      
      Some of the younger women were already crying. Sallementro was astonished. People began to call to the condemned prisoner
         even though they could not see him yet. He glanced up at the balcony again. Alyssandra Qyn had finally dragged her death stare
         from the King. Her eyes now followed the steps of her lover.
      

      
      One young woman was crying so hard she swooned. Sallementro helped her friends to pull the girl to her feet. More people were
         becoming agitated as the prisoner came closer. He decided the prisoner must be an extraordinary fellow to provoke such an
         outpouring of grief.
      

      
      He was right.

      
      The condemned man, Torkyn Gynt, squinted at the noon sun. It pained his eyes after seven days in the black dungeon. A ringing in his ears blocked out most of the sounds in the castle bailey. He entered it between a column of soldiers,
         all of whom he knew well; all of whom reluctantly guided him to the execution plinth. Tor was a favourite son of Tallinor.
         These soldiers of the elite Shield had tutored him in every skill, from downing ales to swordplay. Little did any of them
         know, he thought, that he needed no weapon to defend himself. The gods had given him enchantments so potent and powerful he
         needed nothing more than his own magic but he had promised he would not use that power today. Instead, for the sake of Alyssa
         Qyn’s safety, he would face his death. He would die courageously. He would meet his destiny.
      

      
      He passed by women who echoed his own fear in their tears as they wept openly. The men’s faces were blank but inside they
         thanked their gods they were not in his place.
      

      
      Tor’s heart was pounding so hard he felt sure it would burst and kill him long before any stone hit its mark. The manner in
         which the King he loved had decreed he must die terrified him. In fact he was surprised he could actually put one foot in
         front of another right now.
      

      
      Put on a brave show for them, my boy. Don’t allow the scum Inquisitor Goth the pleasure of watching you show your suffering.

      
      He heard Merkhud’s words over and again but it was so much easier said than done. Earlier, when he had been allowed a final
         visit from his mentor, the old man had acted strangely.
      

      
      Gripping Tor’s hand Merkhud asked, ‘Do you trust me?’

      
      ‘I always have,’ Tor lied. He knew too much now about Merkhud’s past to believe every word he uttered was not driven by secret
         manipulations.
      

      
      
      ‘Then trust me now,’ the old man said.

      
      Merkhud’s normally gentle voice was thick with pain. He was choking back his own fear at what lay ahead for the boy he regarded
         as a son. And at what was still ahead for both of them.
      

      
      Could he pull off this wild plan? Could such a magic truly be wielded?

      
      This was the last time he would embrace this fine young man; the man he had deliberately betrayed.

      
      A hard, brief kiss to the side of Tor’s head and the old man struggled to his feet and rapped on the cell’s heavy timber door
         with his walking stick. All too soon it swung back and Tor noticed that Merkhud was wiping away tears before the gaoler stepped
         in. Merkhud turned, looking a century older in that moment of grief. His words were cryptic, whispered only for Tor’s superior
         hearing.
      

      
      ‘No matter what happens today you must trust me and listen. Shut out the noise and your fear and listen for me. I will come.’

      
      Tor nodded gravely but did not understand what the old man was saying. He let it pass. There was nothing to be achieved now.

      
      ‘Promise me you’ll be brave for her and for me. And find forgiveness for your King. He knows not what he does.’

      
      And then Merkhud was gone.

      
      Tor suddenly felt very alone. He could not reach Alyssa via the mindlink; she must be wearing the archalyt again. They thought
         it was part of her for ever. They had not counted on his strange, indetectable magic which removed it at a touch. Now she
         would wear it for good. He hated them for marking her.
      

      
      
      Alyssa had been spared an identical barbaric death though; that much at least he had achieved, convincing his King to pardon
         her involvement in what he had claimed was a seduction not an affair. Lorys, he noted, had agreed without much pressure. Tor
         had seen it and so had Queen Nyria: fascination . . . desire . . . lust.
      

      
      Tor understood. Alyssa was an exceptional beauty and if that could save her from death, why not?

      
      The gaoler cleared his throat from the cell doorway, a little lost for what to do. He liked the boy. Always had. Didn’t everyone?
         He began to close the door as quietly as possible, then offered something which he hoped might help. ‘Not long now, lad. An
         hour or two maybe.’
      

      
      His words were no comfort. Tor’s resolve broke. Tears fell for himself: for the pitiful way in which he was to die and the
         stupidity of his actions which had brought him to this monstrous conclusion. He cried too for Alyssa, who had never asked
         for anything but his love, yet he had betrayed her twice. He wept for his parents. Would they have made the journey to Tal
         to witness their famous son’s untimely end? His greatest despair, however, was reserved for two newborn infants he would never
         know. Not even their mother, his beloved Alyssa, knew they were alive. That was his third betrayal of her and now he would
         die and she would never know the truth.
      

      
      ‘Tor . . .’ Someone called his name gently. It was Herek, wondering if he needed help.

      
      Had he stumbled? The sharp sunlight, the cries of the crowd and his own heartbeat. It was too much. Now they were asking him
         to sit on a special chair: it was the Chair of the Damned, he realised. He would sit here now and hear why he was to be stoned. It was purely protocol – everyone gathered knew why Torkyn Gynt was to be slaughtered – but
         the Chair of the Damned was a final chilling reminder that death was imminent, stretching the ordeal just a little longer.
         It gave the victim a few last moments to repent his sins, beg forgivness, beg for mercy – whatever he felt moved to say or
         do. It gave the audience, traditionally hungry for blood of the accused, the opportunity to watch him suffer the terror of
         these final moments.
      

      
      Tor sat, suddenly bewildered and stared at the dust on the ground. He could not look at anyone. One of the most senior of
         the courtiers who had presided at the trial in the Great Hall unrolled a parchment and read aloud its length of accusations.
         The actual sentence would be read shortly but only after the executioner himself had been introduced.
      

      
      Tor could not bear to listen to their words any more. Instead he called himself within; shut out all of the people and allowed
         his thoughts to drift back. Back to where it had all begun, on that balmy afternoon in Twyfford Cross seven summers previous
         . . .
      

      





      
      
      1

      
      A Bridling at Twyfford Cross

      
      Torkyn Gynt was young, adventurous and bored. He hated being an apprentice scribe but it was expected by all that he would
         continue Jhon Gynt’s excellent work. He watched his father squinting at the letter he was working on with the Widow Ely. The
         older man’s eyes were failing and the day when his son would have to take over was fast approaching.
      

      
      Today, however, they would spend the warm, sunny afternoon working at Twyfford Cross. A more sleepy, uneventful village Tor
         could not imagine. He felt like yelling his frustrations aloud as he heard the Widow Ely whingeing, yet again, about her sore
         hip. His mood was broken by the miller’s old dog Boj, who ambled over to the walnut tree beneath whose cool canopy they were
         working. Boj nudged Tor’s hand. His days of being a champion mouser were over but everyone in the village loved the old rogue.
      

      
      Guilt stabbed at Tor as he watched his father struggling to read back the letter to the cranky widow. He offered to take over
         and sighed to himself as he dipped the nib into the ink. Life did not get much less exciting than this, he decided.
      

      
      As he scribed her boring words, his thoughts embraced more alluring sights than the widow’s beefy hips. The curve of Alyssa
         Qyn’s breasts brought a smile to his face. His client’s hacking cough unfortunately brought him back to the tiresome present.
         That and an urgent prod from his father, who knew better than most what a daydreamer his son was.
      

      
      Rubbing his ribs and glaring at Jhon Gynt, Tor heard it. His strangely acute hearing picked up the ominous sound. His mother
         always said his ears were sharp enough to hear the birds breathing in the trees; a gift from the heavens she called it. Tor
         eventually realised this was her way of acknowledging – without actually admitting – that he possessed extraordinary powers.
         These were not times to be gifted with sentient ability; in fact it was a curse to possess any magic. So nothing was ever
         said openly. His strange and powerful talents had been kept hidden now for fifteen summers.
      

      
      Widow Ely’s voice droned on. She hardly noticed Tor unfold his long legs from beneath the table and stand but Boj did. Disturbed
         from his doze, the dog waddled off.
      

      
      Tor listened. Riders! Many of them and travelling fast. He did not need to see them to know they represented danger. Jhon
         Gynt was shocked to see ink, parchment and nibs suddenly scattered and hear his son yelling.
      

      
      Too late. They were upon them in moments. Boj was trampled on his way across the street as a dozen riders came at full gallop
         into the village square. The face of the man in charge was unmistakable. Tor had not seen him before but vivid descriptions by others assured him this man was Chief Inquisitor Goth.
      

      
      Goth’s face was a tortured mound of flesh. Savagely pocked, one side lay slack whilst the other twitched incessantly, giving
         his right eye a permanent tic. His sneer turned into a nasty smile as he drank in the village’s silent shock. Boj, almost
         dead, still managed to snap at the heels of Goth’s mount. A sword was driven into the dog’s belly to finish the cur off but
         inwardly Tor cheered his courage. Some of the folk flinched at Boj’s cruel death but held their tongues from a familiar fear.
      

      
      Tor blinked his distinctive, cornflower blue eyes. He could feel his power gathering.

      
      His father must have sensed it because he squeezed his son’s shoulder. ‘Don’t do anything foolish, Torkyn,’ Jhon murmured.

      
      Goth stared at the villagers. They were still, watching the reviled Inquisitor carefully, waiting for his inevitable command.
         He allowed the silence to hang just a moment longer, relishing the fear he created wherever he rode.
      

      
      When he spoke his voice was vaguely effeminate, its high pitch always a surprise for new listeners.

      
      ‘Good people, it’s been a while since we last visited. I see you have rebuilt the alehouse.’ He nodded towards the White Hart.

      
      The inn had suffered the firebrands of the hated Inquisitors three winters previous. The sweating innkeeper groaned. Goth’s
         small, sharp eyes picked him out instantly.
      

      
      ‘Ah, Innkeeper Pawl,’ he cooed, ‘fret not. This time I’m sure the village will give me what I want.’

      
      
      His fellow riders, dressed in their black cloaks and purple silks, sniggered.

      
      Tor sensed a movement to the back of them and noticed a lone horseman turn into the street. He was old. Wispy grey hair struggled
         from beneath the brim of his hat and flapped around a silvery speckled beard. The rider paused, taking in the scene ahead
         before urging his fine black stallion forward.
      

      
      Rhus, Goth’s second, had also noticed him and signalled his chief. Goth turned, lifted his eyes in irritation and cursed.

      
      The stranger spoke. ‘What evil do you do here, Goth? Tell me, has some poor child seen animal shapes in the clouds and frightened
         you in your sleep? Or perhaps that poor creature I see at your feet had some profound ability to . . . what? Sniff out bones
         from the air, maybe?’
      

      
      Somebody choked on a laugh but most of the village folk remained silent. No one who challenged Goth lived long enough to tell
         the tale. Tor shifted to get a better look and was glad to see Goth’s complexion now almost matched his expensive purple silks.
      

      
      ‘Like you, I carry out the King’s work, Physic Merkhud.’ Goth was struggling to remain calm, hating the royal healer for his
         untimely appearance.
      

      
      The old man sneered. ‘Never compare my work to your ignoble doings, Goth.’

      
      ‘Oh, I’ll be sure to pass on your sentiments to his majesty,’ Goth replied sweetly, regaining some composure.

      
      The older man shook his head. ‘Don’t trouble yourself. I shall tell him myself when I share a meal with their majesties next.’

      
      
      Merkhud knew that would sting. The Inquisitor may ride under the King’s banner but Merkhud was the King’s oldest, dearest
         friend. He promised himself he would take up the matter of Goth more vigorously with King Lorys.
      

      
      The Inquisitor was obviously at Twyfford Cross for a bridling, Merkhud thought sourly. Lorys’s loyalty to this barbaric law
         to punish all sentients was primitive. Surely the centuries of persecution of these empowered innocents must soon end. Innocents
         may well be the very people to save Tallinor’s precious throne in years to come, he concluded to himself.
      

      
      A stable boy appeared and took his horse’s reins but Merkhud did not move. He had eyes only for the Chief Inquisitor. Goth’s
         ire was at boiling point; Merkhud had ruined his fun. All pretence at civility fled. He waved Merkhud aside and addressed
         the villagers, his shrill voice carrying loudly.
      

      
      ‘We come for the woman known as Marya.’

      
      A woman cried out and more wails joined with hers. He loved to hear them scream. He lifted his voice above the din.

      
      ‘She is sentient and has no place in our society. In the name of King Lorys, I pronounce she be embridled. Bring her forward
         immediately . . . or this whole village will be torched.’
      

      
      Heads turned towards a group of four women. The eldest began to yell a stream of helpless abuse, beating her chest as she
         sank to the dust. This amused the riders; more so when her daughters began crying. Only the youngest refused to break down,
         a plain woman with languid dark eyes that hardened as she stared at Goth.
      

      
      Tor could sense it coming though her power was weak. He felt her about to hurl it uselessly towards the Inquisitor when a calm voice spoke via a suddenly opened mindlink.

      
      It’s no good, Marya. They are shielded well with archalyt. Go quietly and your sisters and mother will live. If you fight,
            he has the excuse he wants to kill you now along with your family. The voice was firm but tender.
      

      
      Tor was rocked. He looked wildly around. Who had spoken with this power? Before he could check himself he began following
         its magical scent, reaching out with his own senses, scrambling after a barely remaining trace . . . back to the old man.
         Tor locked on for just a moment and then, petrified at what he had done, snapped away. He was too late. Tor saw the shock
         of discovery register on the stranger’s face. He looked away, back to Marya who was being forced to her knees in front of
         Goth’s horse. The retreat was not fast enough; the stranger was equally gifted at chasing a scent.
      

      
      Physic Merkhud’s gaze burned into the side of the young scribe’s head . . . the intruder. Tor needed to escape. This was exquisitely
         dangerous. How could he have been so stupid after years of control? Although the exchange had occurred without note from the
         Inquisitors, Tor realised he was now indelibly marked by someone infinitely more subtle in the use of the Power Arts. Someone
         who could conceal the use of magic like he could.
      

      
      ‘Father, we must leave,’ he said and hurriedly bent to pick up his paperwork, nodding apologetically towards the Widow Ely.
         She only had eyes for the grisly scene unfolding in front of her.
      

      
      Jhon Gynt grabbed his son’s arm. ‘Torkyn . . . he expects an audience for the bridling. I like it not either but we must remain
         for fear of stirring his anger.’
      

      
      
      Tor looked over at Merkhud and this time their eyes locked. The surprise had still not left the old man’s face.

      
      Goth had taken the opportunity to outline to the gathered how he had tracked the girl down, homing in on her magic and marvelled
         at her stupidity in using it so carelessly.
      

      
      Finally he gave the command. ‘Bridle her!’

      
      Marya became hysterical, struggling and scratching at the men who held her. She was sending strikes of power at all her captors
         but, as Merkhud had warned, they and their horses were shielded by the mysterious archalyt, which reflected her power back
         at her.
      

      
      Tor could not bear to watch her agony. Without further thought he cast a spike of his own power at her which stunned her temporarily.
         He could sense the old man’s horror at his audacity but refused to meet his eyes.
      

      
      As the girl slumped to the ground, her mother cried out loudly to the heavens, begging the gods to unleash their wrath on
         the scum who would take her daughter.
      

      
      Fortunately, Goth was too immersed in watching the dull leather bridle, studded with the same archalyt, being lifted from
         its sack to hear the mother’s scorn. Several of his men busied themselves with unnecessarily pinning down Marya’s limp body
         whilst another lifted her head. Rhus pulled the headpiece onto her face, slipping the metal bar between her teeth. Marya regained
         consciousness and began whimpering, her tongue pinned down painfully by the bar. They snapped the lock at the back and hammered
         the two pins firmly into place. Rough hands pulled her to her feet and ripped her clothes from her body. She stood unsteadily;
         naked, bridled and trembling, silenced by fear.
      

      
      
      Many of the men from the village who knew her looked away, ashamed for the girl’s bared flesh and of themselves for not being
         able to protect their own.
      

      
      Torkyn could feel himself losing control when the soothing voice entered his head again. This is not your time boy. Do not reveal yourself now, it warned.
      

      
      Once more Tor sensed the stranger’s eyes boring into him from across the street. He was so taken aback by the intrusion on
         his thoughts that the well of power within him temporarily subsided. As he watched, the village blacksmith was escorted to
         the humiliating scene. He carried a brand bearing the mark of a sentient: the hated star sign.
      

      
      ‘Now brand her as you’ve been instructed, blacksmith . . . or die.’

      
      The smith knew Marya well. His only son, a serious lad, was very fond of the girl and had begun to talk of marriage. He could
         not move.
      

      
      ‘Do it!’ shrieked Goth, his high voice almost snapping with the tension.

      
      He leapt down from his horse in a fury when the command was ignored for the second time, and pulled the smoking brand from
         the blacksmith’s limp grip.
      

      
      ‘Kill him,’ he said.

      
      Rhus did not hesitate. He hacked off the smith’s head with such force it rolled down the street, coming to rest next to the
         mangled Boj. People began to scream. Goth barely paid any notice to the twitching, headless body from which the lifeblood
         gushed. Making sure two of his men were holding Marya firmly by the arms, Goth savagely pressed the smoking brand against
         each of her small breasts. As the smell of fresh blood mingled with that of smoking flesh, he finished his handiwork, pressing the brand between her legs.
      

      
      Goth addressed his pale, shocked audience. ‘Another evil one, safely delivered. Now she’ll tempt men no more to spawn evil
         sentient bastards.’
      

      
      Satisfied, he threw the brand aside and suggested to innkeeper Pawl that he and his men had acquired quite a thirst from this
         afternoon’s dusty ride. The trembling man gestured towards the door of his inn.
      

      
      Marya’s wreck of a body was thrown into a waiting wagon by two of the riders. One by one the villagers ignored the risk and
         covered her with their own clothes, touching her tenderly and whispering promises to take care of her family. She heard none
         of them.
      

      
      One of the village men picked up the smith’s head and reverently placed it on the chest of the pitiful, blood-drenched corpse,
         which was carried away quietly by his fellow folk.
      

      
      No one bothered with Boj.

      
      Tor knew he must get as far away from this harrowing scene as quickly as he could. Striding towards his father’s small wagon,
         he threw his belongings into the back and grabbed the reins. He dared not look at the old man. As soon as his father had climbed
         into the seat next to him, he guided Lady out of the village towards the safety of Flat Meadows several miles to the east.
      

      
      Tor and Jhon Gynt shared not a word on the journey home.

   





      
      
      2

      
      The Floral Dance

      
      The Midsummer Floral Dance was Tor’s favourite local event. In spite of his distracted, melancholy mood since the bridling,
         his spirits lifted greatly as he guided the wagon to Minstead Green that morning.
      

      
      One of his earliest memories was holding his mother’s hand, watching while the village girls weaved their intricate patterns
         of steps. He still loved the colour and pageantry of the festival.
      

      
      This was the first year he would attend Minstead on his own and the sense of freedom was seductive. It was made particularly
         intoxicating by the fact that Alyssandra Qyn would dance for the first time this year. She had reached womanhood and was permitted
         to take a husband if she chose.
      

      
      He longingly watched her gossiping with the other girls on the Green. She smoothed her honey-coloured hair; its golden glints
         sparkled in the sun. There had never been anything vain about Alyssa, though her radiance was plain to all. With her mother
         long dead and Lam Qyn in his cups most of the time, she rarely had the benefit of the invaluable parental guidance Tor enjoyed. Alyssa had virtually raised herself, caring for her drunken father as best
         she could, and now earned the family’s pitiful income from her salves and simple herbals.
      

      
      Tor had been captivated by her from the moment they first spoke. Dangerously, some years back, she had opened a link, cast
         out randomly and locked onto him. When it happened, the shock caused Tor to spill a pot of ink across a new tablet of paper
         which resulted in a fiery scolding from his normally good-natured father. Tor had no defence. How could he blame a cheeky
         nine year old who lived on the other side of the river? Through him she listened to the rebuke and when it was over whispered,
         Sorry, whoever you are.
      

      
      From that time they had linked daily, wondering with each conversation if the Inquisitors would sniff them out. As children,
         it had seemed vaguely dangerous fun. Now, older and wiser to the horror of discovery, they quietly marvelled at their invisibility.
         Both had agreed to restrict the link to each other, as it was obviously something about one or both that kept them safe.
      

      
      Tor sighed. There was not a prettier girl in the surrounding villages, though it was Alyssa’s strength and companionship he
         most adored. He revelled in the whispers of the ladies nearby agreeing that she was a great beauty but bristled at the suggestion
         that a wealthy merchant would sweep her off her feet one day soon.
      

      
      This was precisely why he intended to speak to her in earnest today. They so rarely saw one another and though they linked
         often he worried that she may not welcome his offer of marriage. Nevertheless, he had promised himself he would pledge his love and ask for her hand just as soon as he caught that damn posy of flowers.
      

      
      Tor imagined the culmination of the Floral Dance when the girls would close their eyes, then loft their flowers high over
         their shoulders. The eligible men would try to catch the posy belonging to the lady of their choice. The tradition of the
         dance held that any man who proposed marriage, without the flowers having left his clutch, would have his wish accepted. The
         girls believed that if they became betrothed on the day of the Floral Dance the marriage would be happy, their first child
         a son and their husband would remain faithful.
      

      
      This summer some forty women had gathered on Minstead Green with their bright meadow flowers held together by woven straw.
         Plain or beautiful, the spinsters of Minstead all looked lovely dressed in their finest cottons. Alyssa had chosen a soft
         green linen. Fashioned simply, it showed off her slim neck and tiny waist to perfection. It also cunningly matched her eyes.
         Tor knew she must have gone without many meals to afford the fabric.
      

      
      Tor was not the only fellow smitten by her charms and he realised this. A quick glance was all it took to confirm that too
         many of the young bachelors had eyes only for Alyssandra Qyn.
      

      
      She stopped fussing with her dress and hair, looked over and smiled. His heart raced.

      
      I’ll kill you Tor, if Rufys Akre catches my flowers! she said across the link.
      

      
      Mmm, imagine those gravestones for teeth waiting to nibble you each night.

      
      He laughed as he cast this thought to her and Rufus Akre, standing next to him, looked at him strangely, wondering what was so funny.
      

      
      Just catch my posy because if desperate Rufus doesn’t, Eli Knox has already told me he will.

      
      Tor looked around for Eli and saw the handsome storekeeper talking with friends, his head nodding towards Alyssa as he spoke.

      
      Tor scowled. Don’t worry about me. You just worry about throwing it straight!

      
      There was never any doubt in his or Alyssa’s thoughts who would catch her posy. It would not have mattered whether there were
         twelve dozen men of a mind to win her attention that day; the posy belonged to Tor. He had magic on his side and he wielded
         it with exquisite subtlety that afternoon, guiding her clutch of daisies, bells and cornflowers through the air to his lifted
         hand at the completion of the Floral Dance. He clung to her posy tightly even though seven men blundered into him, knocking
         him backwards to the ground; a few even daring to wrestle for it, Eli Knox being one of them.
      

      
      Alyssa bounded over. ‘Claim your prize, my Lord,’ she said, effecting a terrible curtsy.

      
      This was the final insult for Eli Knox. ‘Your father’s pickled mind is rubbing off on you, Alyssa, if you believe a poor scribe
         like Gynt can give you a decent life.’
      

      
      Tor could not help himself. He spiked Knox who suddenly found himself unable to complete a sentence without a profound stutter.

      
      Tor mimicked him. ‘Oh, Kn-Kn-Knox, Anabel Joyse said you could have her f-f-f-flowers.’

      
      Anabel Joyse was an excessively large, ruddy-cheeked spinster of middle years with a thatch of flaming orange hair and just four teeth. She had given up the Floral Dance years previous but her terrifying legend lived on with the young
         men.
      

      
      ‘F-f-f-you, Gynt;’ Knox stuttered.

      
      ‘Oh and f-f-farewell to you too, Knox. Come on, Alyssa.’ 

      
      He grabbed her hand and they ran away from the Green, eventually finding themselves near the Minstead stables. It was the
         first time in many days that Tor had been able to laugh: the Twyfford Cross bridling had seriously unsettled him. Though he
         had daydreamed of it many times, cursing his shyness, he had every intention today of asking Alyssa if she would be his wife.
         He had the Floral Dance on his side. He could not fail now.
      

      
      She leaned back against the stable. ‘You nearly lost my posy, you oaf!’

      
      ‘But would I have lost you?’ he asked, wanting to kiss her.

      
      Alyssa decided he was never going to pluck up the courage so she did it for him. Pulling him to her, she gave him no choice
         but to close his lips against hers. The kiss was so much more delicious than in his dreams. The reality was slow, deep and
         so passionate he lost all ability to hear. Silence reigned in his world. Only Alyssa’s sweet, soft mouth mattered.
      

      
      Alyssa finally pushed him back from her. They were both breathing deeply.

      
      She looked serious. Ask me, she said via the link.
      

      
      Tor was about to speak when he heard a horse shift in its stall. Glancing over her shoulder, his ardour died the second he
         caught sight of the fine black stallion bearing the royal Tallinese oriflamme. He stepped back from Alyssa, staring with disbelief
         into the murkiness of the stable, where lazy flies buzzed around the horses.
      

      
      
      Tor? Alyssa shook his arm. He did not respond but the alarm on his face was plain. She felt him snap their link shut.
      

      
      ‘Whatever’s wrong?’ she asked aloud, trying to see what he was looking at so intently in the shadows of the stable.

      
      Tor’s mind was spinning with fright. The grisly scene from Twyfford Cross came racing back. He unwrapped her arm from his
         and turned to face her slowly.
      

      
      ‘We have to go.’ He said it quietly but deliberately. 

      
      ‘Go? Go where?’

      
      ‘Away from here,’ was all he said, taking her hand and pulling her back towards the Green.

      
      She switched back to the link, her irritation clear. Tor what’s going on? I thought we were—
      

      
      He cut her off. ‘No link,’ he said aloud, fiercely.

      
      He pulled her across the street and past the Green towards his father’s wagon where Lady was chewing contentedly on a bag
         of oats.
      

      
      ‘Stop it, Tor! You’re frightening me.’ Alyssa refused to budge.

      
      ‘We must get away from here, then I will explain everything.’

      
      Tor kept walking but Alyssa had not moved. ‘Tell me now,’ she said, confused, her voice filled with disappointment.

      
      As Tor swung angrily around he saw him. The old man who had been at the bridling. The King’s man. The man of magic.

      
      Physic Merkhud had indeed been looking for the young scribe ever since he had witnessed that arrogant trickle of magic against
         the hapless Marya at Twyfford Cross. It had surely saved her life but could so easily have sounded the death knell for the scribe. And yet Goth and his dark band of
         Inquisitors had not so much as twitched an eyelash in acknowledgement of such power being wielded before their eyes. The discovery
         of the boy and his potent, indetectable magic had stunned Physic Merkhud, and he grasped hungrily at the thought that this
         was the One. In three centuries of searching, none but his own unique magic had gone undetected by the Inquisitors.
      

      
      The tall handsome lad was running from him once again. He would not lose him this time.

      
      Alyssa followed Tor’s startled gaze. His thick dark hair had come loose from its thong and his strange, brilliantly blue eyes
         were wide and blazing at an old man standing at the edge of the Green. She made her fateful error then, angrily re-opening
         the link and speaking deliberately across it.
      

      
      Who is that man? Why are we running?

      
      Merkhud, startled for the second time in almost as many days, shifted his gaze from the young man he was following to the
         beautiful young woman standing on the other side of the street. There they rested with wonder, as Torkyn Gynt knew they would.
      

      
      It was as if everyone in Minstead had stopped in their tracks at the precise second Merkhud heard Alyssa’s voice on the link.
         Children playing, women talking in groups, couples laughing – all still, held silent in their acts of normality, while Tor’s
         life flipped into anything but. And all he could hear was the pounding of his heart.
      

      
      He forced himself to breathe deeply before speaking across the link, not caring now that the mysterious man could hear, anxious
         only for Alyssa’s escape.
      

      
      
      Alyssa, if you do nothing else for me ever again, go now. Take the wagon and leave. No, don’t even mention where to. I’ll
            get word to you soon. Now go.

      
      He turned and began to walk away from her.

      
      Tor, wait! she cried.
      

      
      Go! he screamed. And she did, running towards Lady, stung by his coldness and aggression.
      

      
      Tor did not wait to watch what the man did. He knew he would already be hurrying back to the stable. Instead he veiled his
         mind from Alyssa, broke into a sprint and headed across country, taking care to stay as far away from the roads as possible.
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      Stones of Ordolt

      
      It had been two days since the second sighting but Tor remained badly shaken. He had spun a tale of being roughed up by drunken
         revellers as they left Minstead, saying that Alyssa had escaped unhurt but with the wagon and Lady. One look at his dishevelled
         appearance and distressed expression and his parents could believe it. Fortunately the story gave him the excuse he needed
         to lay low at home.
      

      
      Tor felt terrible about lying to his parents and the extra burden it created for his father. They had always lived frugally,
         in a small stone dwelling in Flat Meadows. It was a village of no fascination other than its excellent inn and its proximity
         to the main road, which led to the capital of Tal. His father worked hard to provide a good home for his family and to give
         his son a trade. His mother earned a small wage cooking for the local inn.
      

      
      She had recently bustled back into the house; it was never quiet when Ailsa Gynt was home and Tor listened absently as she
         chatted about the marvellous fruit pies she had baked today.
      

      
      
      She pulled one of them out of her big basket and set it down on the scrubbed table in the kitchen where Tor sat. The scrumptious
         aroma alone would normally send his stomach into spasms but not today.
      

      
      ‘I smuggled one out for you, son. You need fattening up . . . you’ve been looking so pale these last days.’

      
      Tor said nothing. He was desperate to link with Alyssa but he had been unable to reach her. Curious. He could imagine what
         she was thinking, what strange ideas she would conjure from his silence after his harsh behaviour at Minstead. If only he
         could talk to her and set her mind at ease. She was veiling, he decided, and yet there was no veil of hers he could not navigate
         his way around. This, if he was being honest, did not feel right.
      

      
      His mother continued chattering, oblivious to her son’s anguish, moving about her kitchen with practised ease and a surprisingly
         light step for such a heavy woman. Tor often wondered how he had managed to turn out so tall and slender with such short,
         round people for parents.
      

      
      He had missed the question.

      
      ‘I said, are you still feeling poorly, Tor?’ his mother repeated.

      
      He shook his thoughts clear. ‘Er . . . no, much better today. I’ll be able to work tomorrow,’ he replied.

      
      ‘Well, about time, Torkyn!’ said Jhon Gynt, but not unkindly, as he entered through the back door. ‘There’s a mighty storm
         brewing, mother. Look at the sky.’
      

      
      Tor joined his father at the door. Bruised clouds were gathering in dark clumps and the day’s early breeze had stopped making
         the trees show their respect. The late afternoon had become ominously still. The air felt brittle, expectant.
      

      
      
      ‘Are you worried about Lady?’ Tor asked guiltily. 

      
      ‘No. Alyssa will have the sense to have her in that barn of theirs and this storm may not even hit Mallee Marsh. Lady’s better
         off where she is. I’ll need her by Fourthday though, son, so I hope you’re well enough to get over there and bring her back
         by then.’
      

      
      Tor nodded and felt his father’s hand on his shoulder. 

      
      ‘All right, let’s see what treat Mother Gynt has in store for us,’ his father said kindly.

      
      The storm banged angrily against their front door two hours later.

      
      Ailsa Gynt shivered. ‘I hate thunder and lightning – sends a chill up my spine,’ she commented from her rocking chair, fingers
         travelling swiftly with a needle and yarn.
      

      
      ‘Why?’ Tor said, yawning and closing his book.

      
      ‘Oh, it’s silly, but my grandmother always used to say it was a bad omen . . . you know, that perhaps the gods are angry.’

      
      ‘Oh Ailsa, my love, stop that nonsense,’ Jhon grumbled gently. ‘Son, I can hear that back gate swinging against the wall.
         It’s going to come off its hinges if we don’t secure it.’
      

      
      Tor pulled on a large hat and blanket from the hook by the back door and loped off. As he left, a hand of lightning lit up
         the sky, swiftly followed by a deafening crack of thunder.
      

      
      ‘That was close,’ Ailsa muttered, sewing frantically. ‘The gods must be furious!’

      
      Jhon Gynt clicked his tongue in feigned irritation and returned to his accounts. It was then they heard a different sort of
         banging on their front door.
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      Tor marvelled at the theatrics of nature above him, but did not tarry for the rain was hard and furious, turning the yard
         into slimy mud. He cast to Alyssa for the umpteenth time in two days and again found only strange bleakness on their link.
         Tor felt so glum he allowed the rain to pummel him for a few moments. Then, gingerly edging his way around the deepening puddles,
         he heard his mother calling to him from the back step. He squinted through the rain and could see her beckoning for him to
         hurry.
      

      
      What now? he thought irritably.

      
      He stepped back into the house, uselessly trying to stamp off the water from the drenching as he hung the sodden blanket and
         hat back on the hook. When he turned he felt his stomach flip. Between his parents, and smiling benignly, was the old, silver-haired
         stranger. Instinctively Torkyn shielded himself and his parents in an instant.
      

      
      Impressive, said the old man directly into Tor’s head. But fear me not, I am no enemy of yours.

      
      Jhon Gynt was speaking. Tor wanted to shake his mind clear of the old man’s touch. His father sounded overwhelmed by the importance
         of their evening visitor.
      

      
      ‘Torkyn, this is Physic Merkhud. He tends their majesties, King Lorys and Queen Nyria.’ His father’s emphatic look suggested
         he show due respect.
      

      
      Why do you stalk me, old man? Tor slammed back across the open link whilst effecting a neat bow to their guest.
      

      
      Merkhud nodded courteously in return. Patience, boy. I will explain all, and then the link was cut. He spoke aloud. ‘Forgive me, please, for this late and dramatic arrival. I’m due in Tal by Firstday
         but had to talk with your son before I left the district. We met at Minstead a few days ago.’
      

      
      
      ‘Oh, you didn’t mention that, Tor,’ his mother chided as she bustled the old man into a comfortable chair near the fire. ‘Now,
         have you eaten?’
      

      
      Food was ever the first thing that came to his mother’s mind, Tor thought sourly.

      
      Merkhud, by contrast, looked delighted. ‘Well, to tell you the truth I’ve been riding all day and haven’t had the chance to
         nibble on so much as a crust.’
      

      
      Music to her ears, Tor thought, trying to force a polite expression onto his face. Was this the bad omen his great-grandmother’s
         superstition had warned about, he wondered? Another crack of thunder answered him.
      

      
      ‘You must be chilled, Physic Merkhud. Let me get you a warming nip of something,’ Jhon Gynt offered.

      
      It was rare his parents had guests, let alone one with the ear of the King, and they were obviously going to enjoy it, Tor
         decided. He did not allow the shield to slip but returned to his seat, curious and frightened, wondering where this was leading.
         The men made polite small talk whilst Ailsa moved noiselessly and efficiently about her kitchen. As the conversation wore
         on, Tor could not help but become fascinated with the physic’s talk about life in the capital, Tal.
      

      
      The old man had a smooth, musical quality to his voice and close up appeared anything but threatening. His beard, though long,
         was trimmed neatly and the wispy hair was now tied back so his deep grey eyes were visible amongst friendly wrinkles.
      

      
      ‘What’s King Lorys like?’ Tor asked as their guest leaned back into his chair for Ailsa to place a tray on his lap.

      
      ‘Thank you,’ Merkhud said softly, smiling directly into Ailsa’s eyes. He turned to Tor. ‘Um, Lorys . . . let me see now. He’s an exceptional King. Far better than his father and
         grandfather before him who both ruled with fear. Lorys has an empathy for his people; he and Queen Nyria—’
      

      
      ‘Then why does he allow his people to be maimed, tortured and killed? What is he afraid of?’ Tor hurled back.

      
      He enjoyed watching Merkhud’s lips purse in reaction to his aggression. Their guest covered his irritation by eating some
         bread.
      

      
      ‘He’s a good man, Tor, but if he has a flaw it’s his traditional intolerance of sentients. He blindly follows his ancestors
         and their archaic laws which, at the time, were passed from fear. It makes me sad too.’
      

      
      Ailsa returned with a bowl of steaming stew. ‘Here now, this should warm your old bones.’

      
      Her rabbit stew, with its blend of spices and fragrant herbs, was famous in the district. She set down a plate with some extra
         hunks of bread thickly smeared with butter.
      

      
      Merkhud needed no further encouragement and set about consuming the delicious, simple fare. ‘This really is an extraordinary
         stew,’ he uttered between mouthfuls and Ailsa beamed.
      

      
      She wanted to return to her sewing but thought it impolite, so she smoothed her skirts instead, cleared her throat and stared
         at her husband, willing him to make some sophisticated conversation. Her son, she could see, wore a sullen countenance. His
         normally radiantly blue eyes were blanked dull; they looked like those of the rabbit she had killed earlier that day. She
         did not understand his bad humour but this visitor was far too important to ignore.
      

      
      Jhon Gynt took the hint. ‘So, Physic Merkhud, having you share a humble meal in our house is a pleasure, but you said you
         needed to see Torkyn?’
      

      
      Direct as usual, his wife thought, abandoning all hope of a long evening in fine company. She picked up her sewing.

      
      Merkhud had just finished cleaning up the rich, sticky gravy with a hunk of the bread. He sincerely wanted to lick the remains
         of that juice from his fingers. Instead he dipped them into the water bowl on his tray, picked up the accompanying napkin
         and set about cleaning his hands and whiskers. All of this gave him precious time to think.
      

      
      ‘You’ll forgive my frankness,’ he said finally.

      
      Jhon Gynt nodded. ‘I’d appreciate it.’

      
      Merkhud looked directly at Tor when he spoke.

      
      ‘I am aware that your son is sentient . . . Please, let me finish,’ he said as the boy’s parents gasped and he felt the shield
         around them tighten.
      

      
      Get out of here, physic! Torkyn snarled across the link.
      

      
      His mother was jabbering and his father was on his feet.

      
      ‘Let me finish, please. I’m not here on the King’s business and I am certainly no member of the butchers who go by the name
         of Inquisitor,’ Merkhud implored.
      

      
      Then more emphatically and directly at the boy. ‘Tor, you do not intimidate me so stop your threats. You do, however, amaze
         and reassure me. In you I see hope for us all.’
      

      
      ‘He speaks in riddles.’ Tor waved his hand as if to dismiss the ravings of an old man, but once again strengthened the shield around himself and his parents,
      

      
      terrified of what the sentient physic was capable of.

      
      Jhon Gynt’s normally gentle voice sounded suddenly commanding.

      
      ‘Physic Merkhud, forgive my son’s indiscretion . . . whatever he’s done. We don’t discuss Torkyn’s power for obvious reasons.
         That you bring it into the open so casually is very frightening for all of us after his lifetime of hiding it. Please say
         what you’ve come here to say. I fear this is no visit of chance.’ An icy look was sent towards his son to ensure he gave no
         further interruption.
      

      
      Merkhud nodded his head. ‘You are correct, Jhon Gynt. This is no social visit. I am sentient too.’ He allowed that to hang
         between the four of them for a moment. ‘And, like Tor here, the Power Arts I wield go strangely unnoticed by Goth and his
         merry band. I know not why.’
      

      
      He lied. He had to.

      
      ‘Until I witnessed your son use his powers to help that poor girl at Twyfford Cross, I had never met anyone else in my life
         whose magic was undetectable.’ Again he lied.
      

      
      The silence was heavy. He knew the boy’s parents had no clue if or when their son wielded his magic and felt sure they had
         forbidden him all of his life to use those skills. He took a deep breath, knowing this was the critical moment he had quested
         towards for so long and time was so short. He could not fail now.
      

      
      ‘With Tor’s consent – and yours, of course – I would like him to come to Tal and be my apprentice.’

      
      ‘At the Palace! Why?’ Ailsa shrieked, unable to contain herself.

      
      ‘By the light, man! Are you mad? It would be like giving him to Goth. We might as well paint a sign on his forehead that reads “bridle me”,’ Jhon Gynt bellowed in a rare show of rage.
      

      
      ‘No, Gynt, you’re not thinking. I’ve just told you that both your son and I can wield our power without detection. He will
         be safest at the Palace under my absolute protection. No one would dare touch him there, and no one will. I will teach him
         the healing craft. He will be my successor at the Palace: wealthy, respected and safe from the barbarians who roam this land.
         Who knows, perhaps it is Tor who will bring about change with me . . .’
      

      
      Merkhud stopped himself. He was excited, clutching at his one sparkling chance. Surely this boy was the One. He must not lose
         him.
      

      
      Come with me, boy, he whispered across the link. It was only then he saw the light shining in Tor’s strange blue eyes and knew he had won.
      

      
      ‘You want us to give you permission to take away our son – our only child?’ Ailsa Gynt’s tears were already flowing.

      
      ‘I am asking you to give him into my care and, at risk of being dramatic, to give him to the people of Tallinor.’

      
      ‘Physic, have you ever had a child? Do you know what it is to give up a son?’ Jhon Gynt’s voice was gritty with emotion.

      
      For a moment it felt as though the world had stilled. The sound of the storm outside seemed to fade to silence. Merkhud’s
         reply was barely more than a murmur.
      

      
      ‘I do. I had two sons, once. The first beautiful child died almost as soon as he was born. The second boy was a gift to soothe
         our hearts and I loved him more than I have loved anyone . . . but he too left us, tragically. It was a long time ago and
         I’ve been lonely and embittered ever since. Turning my back on the many young men who have begged to be given a chance to learn, to train and perhaps take
         my place one day.’
      

      
      No one said anything.

      
      ‘What’s in this wine, Jhon Gynt? My old gums have not flapped that precious piece of information ever.’

      
      ‘Physic Merkhud, in truth this must be Torkyn’s decision. I will not force or even ask him to leave us – heaven knows, I am
         in need of his eyes and hands here. But it’s a grand opportunity for him – much grander than a father dare dream for one of
         his own.’
      

      
      They all looked at Tor who was sitting quietly. He swallowed hard, casting a sideways glance at all the things familiar to
         him in the room.
      

      
      ‘I’d like to go.’

      
      Merkhud felt a flare of triumph but kept his expression sombre as he turned to the boy’s crestfallen parents.

      
      ‘May I have a word with your son alone?’

      
      On the pretext of clearing up his tray Ailsa busied herself in the kitchen. Jhon excused himself.

      
      Merkhud turned back to the young man whose magic was potentially more powerful than anyone now in the land. A young man who
         might hold the secret to the Trinity.
      

      
      ‘Are you sure you want this?’

      
      Tor’s brow wrinkled. ‘Yes, Physic Merkhud, I think so.’

      
      ‘Please, Tor, be very sure about this. It is not a decision to take lightly nor is it one you can easily turn back on once
         made. If you only think you are sure, then perhaps you are not yet ready.’
      

      
      Merkhud’s gaze was hard and unblinking. He had no intention of giving up the boy of course, but he also needed this young man to be committed. It would be no easy adjustment to life at the Palace.
      

      
      Straightening up, Tor held out his palm and concentrated on it. Merkhud looked puzzled but took his lead and watched. Soon
         there was a shimmering above it and a hazy vision materialised of three small spheres in dazzling colours. Merkhud held his
         breath. He was not mistaken: Torkyn was showing him the Stones of Ordolt.
      

      
      ‘Tor.’ His voice was raspy. ‘Where have you found these, boy?’

      
      Tor sounded as though he was speaking from faraway. ‘I dreamed about them last night, I think.’

      
      He moved his fingers and the orbs weaved gently around them, their fiery colours glinting and sparkling as they caught some
         of the candlelight. Then he snapped his hand closed. ‘Do you know what they are?’ His voice was normal again. He was focused.
      

      
      Merkhud knew now he had been right about Tor. He lied once more. ‘No, no, I don’t, but they are certainly beautiful. Have
         you no idea?’ he asked hopefully.
      

      
      ‘I don’t. I just know that this dream, your arrival and the way I feel right now all point me to going with you.’

      
      Tor had already decided he would be taking Alyssa with him too, but he chose to keep this to himself for now.

      
      The old man sighed deeply. The Host had told the truth. Someone was here to save the land. His search, the first part of his
         quest which had spanned fruitless centuries, was over.
      

      
      Now for the difficult part, Tor told himself. He found his parents sitting quietly in their small room. He noticed – perhaps
         for the first time – how very sparse it was. There was nothing fancy about this room. It was where hardworking, honest people found their rest and their humble pleasure. Only
         the bed was soft – his mother loved a soft mattress – other than that the furniture was hard and ever practical.
      

      
      The only item of whimsy was a small series of drawings Tor had done as an infant, which his mother had bound into a leather
         file. They leafed through the primitive pictures from time to time, laughing together. It amused his parents that Tor had
         always drawn the family as four. As a young child he had insisted he had an older brother, drawing him as a large and menacing
         figure, sometimes even talking to the imaginary person. There was no brother. The Gynts put it down to Tor’s longing to have
         one, but that was impossible. The local physic had made that painfully clear to them.
      

      
      Tor did not know what to say, so he shrugged apologetically.

      
      ‘It’s all right, Torkyn, this is the right decision.’ Jhon Gynt was comforting himself as much as his son.

      
      Ailsa started weeping again and Tor crossed the room in two strides. He could not bear this from the woman who was always
         in control of the situation. He rocked her gently. Soon he felt his father’s strong arms wrap themselves around them both
         and hold them tight, all but keening with his own despair.
      

      
      Tor lost sense of time. He could not tell how long they remained like that or when the tears finally subsided. Afterwards
         they talked of nothing of consequence for a few minutes; awkward conversation he would not be able to recall later. Finally,
         as silence once again hung heavy between them, his father took Tor’s hand in his own as his mother did the same on his other side.
      

      
      ‘Mother and I must share something special with you.’ Gynt cleared his throat. ‘This is difficult, Tor. It’s a secret we have
         kept for fifteen years. I had hoped we would never have to share it with anyone, least of all you, but now that you are leaving,
         it’s our duty to tell you.’
      

      
      Tor felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up in anticipation of what was coming. For some reason, he just knew it was
         going to be bad.
      

      
      ‘Tell me nothing. I don’t want to hear this . . . please. I – whatever it is, it doesn’t matter to me.’ He searched his father’s
         face but found only resignation and a weighty sadness.
      

      
      ‘You must know this, Torkyn.’ Jhon pulled his son close. ‘Although you bear our name, child, I did not sire you and your mother
         did not birth you.’
      

      
      Tor felt his world spin momentarily into a dizzying darkness, and out of its inky depths three brilliantly coloured orbs hastened
         towards him. The sensation was menacing and he must have yelled out for the sound helped him return to his parents. His father
         was shaking him by the shoulders.
      

      
      Tor shook his head in disbelief. He could see his father talking, yet he could hear nothing save the faint thump of his blood
         pounding in his ears. He shook his head again to clear it.
      

      
      ‘Tor, are you listening to us?’ His mother’s red, weepy eyes implored him as much as her words.

      
      ‘Look at me, son, and hear my words,’ Gynt said as he held Tor’s face and stared directly into his eyes. ‘A woman came to
         our town fifteen winters ago. With her she had a magnificent baby boy, all swaddled up and crying he was.’ His father smiled ruefully in memory. He let go of Tor’s face
         and dropped his hands to his lap.
      

      
      ‘And this beautiful boy had no parents. Both had been killed; a fire we were told, which had claimed everything they had bar
         the child who had been spared. There was no other family. The woman had happened along whilst the village folk were fighting
         the fire. Someone had put the babe in her arms and she nursed it through the night. The next day no one stepped forward to
         claim the child. It was a poor village, you see, and one more mouth to feed, another body to clothe, was just too much.
      

      
      ‘The woman found herself with a few-months-old babe and she herself simply passing through on her way to Tal.’

      
      Tor wanted to stop the words but his father continued.

      
      ‘She took the boy, travelling many miles with him before arriving in Flat Meadows where she paid for a room overnight at the
         inn. Well, you know Mother Gynt – she took pity on the woman and her heart almost burst to see the child, homeless, without
         the love of his mother and endlessly whimpering. She had an instant bond with him which soothed his wails. As is your mother’s
         way, she fell hopelessly in love with the boy and begged the woman to let her keep him.’
      

      
      Ailsa took over. ‘You were irresistible, Torkyn. I loved you from the moment I set eyes on you, and with each passing year
         I loved you more, child. Your father and I could not get with child, you see. We had tried for so many years.’
      

      
      She threw a knowing glance at her husband, who returned it as he remembered the nights of love in this same bedroom.

      
      
      Tor looked at his mother. ‘And she gave me to you?’ 

      
      ‘Yes. You were helpless, homeless and unwanted. We were not wealthy but we were comfortable. We had no children but so dearly
         wanted a child of our own. We wanted you. It wasn’t a hard decision, Tor, you were so easy to love.’
      

      
      ‘Nobody asked any questions?’ Tor asked incredulously. 

      
      ‘Why, yes, of course. Lots of questions were asked by the Flat Meadows folk,’ his father replied. ‘We told the truth and before
         long the questions stopped and you were accepted as Torkyn Gynt, our son.’
      

      
      ‘And the woman?’

      
      ‘She moved on to Tal, I imagine. She seemed very happy to find a good home for you and she left immediately. We’ve never heard
         from her again.’ Ailsa looked at him uncomfortably. ‘Why, would you prefer we had let you go on with her and live what sort
         of life, I wonder?’
      

      
      ‘No, but this is such a shock. I . . . well . . . have you ever thought of finding out more about my real parents? Who they
         were? How the fire happened?’
      

      
      It was his father’s turn to look uncomfortable. ‘No, Tor, we haven’t. You were a blessing – a gift from the gods.’

      
      Tor shuddered involuntarily at his father’s words.

      
      ‘They were dead. We had no reason or business to go in search of ghosts. You were ours. We just wanted to give you a home
         of love and laughter,’ Ailsa said gently.
      

      
      ‘And that you did.’ He squeezed her hand tightly. ‘Is there any more to this tale?’

      
      Jhon Gynt stretched. ‘No, son. That’s the only secret we have ever kept from you. But your mother and I knew this day of reckoning
         would probably come. From the early days we knew you were special, but we ignored it. You were sensitive enough to realise you are blessed with a dangerous gift. I have to say, after talking at length with Physic
         Merkhud, I trust him. He will protect you as you tread your own path now.’
      

      
      ‘When do you leave us, child?’ Ailsa wondered aloud, not really wanting an answer.

      
      ‘Merkhud has given me a purse. He wants me to buy a horse and some stout boots and come when I’m ready. He leaves tomorrow
         but I thought I’d wait a few days and help you with the letters over at Beckynsayle . . . er, perhaps leaving Sixthday . .
         .’ Tor’s voice trailed off.
      

      
      Ailsa poked her husband in the ribs. ‘What about the stones?’

      
      ‘Oh ay, the stones. Almost forgot.’ Jhon Gynt tuttutted to himself and reached over to a small cupboard. He rummaged through
         the drawers and pulled out an old sock from which he took a small pouch of very soft animal skin, the contents of which clinked
         together. Tor looked puzzled.
      

      
      ‘Yes, well, I’m as curious as you to know what these are all about. The beautiful woman with the golden hair told us these
         were tied around your neck when they rescued you.’
      

      
      Gynt tipped the contents gently into his palm: three small, dull spheres clunked into his hand.

      
      ‘She was very clear, though, with her instructions. You were to have these when you were . . . of an age, she said.’

      
      Ailsa stared at the orbs. ‘We asked what she meant by of an age, but she only said we’d know the right time to give them to
         you.’ She looked up. ‘I imagine this must be the right time, my child.’ Her voice was soft.
      

      
      ‘Here, Tor, keep them safe,’ Jhon said. ‘I’m stumped as to why she insisted you have them. All I can think is that they belonged to your birth family and for that reason alone
         I’ve always considered them precious. At least it’s something you have from them.’
      

      
      Jhon dropped them into Tor’s hand where the orbs blazed into spectacular colours.

      
      ‘Light strike me!’ Ailsa reached out her hand to Tor. 

      
      ‘It’s all right. They feel safe . . . um . . . comforting even.’

      
      He shrugged to give an appearance of casual acceptance which he certainly was not feeling. Here they were: the very stones
         he had dreamed of the night before and later conjured in a vision for Merkhud. He was definitely making the right decision
         in going with the old man.
      

      
      His father looked uncomfortable at the sight of the magical stones blazing their colours, and held out the small skin pouch.
         ‘Put them away, Tor, and keep them hidden. It wouldn’t be a good idea for you to show those to anyone, not even Merkhud.’
      

      
      Tor tipped the stones back into the pouch and nodded. ‘No, you’re right, though how do you think I find out what they are
         for?’
      

      
      It was his father’s turn to shrug. ‘My advice is to leave them. If they have a purpose, I’m sure it will make itself known
         to you. Promise me you’ll keep it as our secret; show no one. The golden-haired woman . . .’ Jhon Gynt stopped awkwardly then
         cleared his throat. ‘She said they were magical and were never to be shown to anyone but you. We were to impress upon you
         that they were to be kept secret.’
      

      
      He covered Tor’s hand which held the pouch of stones with his own. ‘I don’t understand any of it, son. Not your strange skills nor these, but I fear it is perhaps leading to something none of us can know or understand.’
      

      
      He smiled at Ailsa. ‘Well, come on, mother, no more sadness. Our boy’s off to the Palace. We should be proud not miserable.
         Let’s all away to bed, and tomorrow no work – we’ll go to Rymond for the day and sort out Torkyn’s horse, get him those boots
         and perhaps a new shirt for his journey. Who knows, we may find that yellow silk you’ve been lusting for, woman.’
      

      
      Ailsa did at least smile. Tor’s spirits lifted as well. He knew they were going to be fine, and he could not help but feel
         excited for his future. However, there was one more hurdle to leap and that was to convince Alyssa Qyn to come with him.
      

      
      As he could not reach her on the link, he would go to her village the day after tomorrow and tell her everything.
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      Alyssa Qyn Disappears

      
      Alyssa walked into the cottage and called to her father to see if he was home. Not that he would have noticed or cared anyway.
         These days he spent increasingly more time in a drunken stupor talking to his ghosts. She could forgive him the women. He
         had loved her mother, of that she had no doubt. Rather than fall prey to the number of well-meaning ladies who had called
         upon him in the early days, he had found his solace with the women who required no love from him, only his money.
      

      
      The tears came easily now. What could possibly have upset Tor so badly that he had yelled at her and forgotten all about catching
         the posy? She had been sure he was going to find the courage and ask her the question she longed to hear.
      

      
      Everything had been perfect until the old wretch with the wild grey hair had ruined it. Who was he? Worst of all, now she
         could not open a link to Tor, though she had tried many times. Her efforts to cast hit a mysterious blankness. Why was he
         punishing her?
      

      
      Alyssa washed her face in an effort to pull herself together, knowing her gruff father could stagger in at any moment.
      

      
      When Lam Qyn did return he was, as usual, very drunk. His daughter, ever wary of his moods, fell into a well-practised routine
         of cheery talk as she pulled off his boots and helped him to the table. A steaming bowl of soup was quietly placed in front
         of him. Then, as he sat staring into his dish, she kept up her quiet flow of meaningless conversation, hoping it would lull
         him into eating and finally sleep.
      

      
      She might have been successful if she had not begun humming to herself when she was clearing his plate away. His temper stoked
         lightning fast and his movements were surprisingly swift for a drunk man. Alyssa did not even see it coming. His large hand
         hit the side of her face with such force that the dish she held shattered itself on the opposite wall. Her knees banged painfully
         to the flagstones. She could not feel her cheek; it was instantly numb.
      

      
      ‘That would be your mother’s tune and I won’t hear it sung again in this house!’ he raged at her.

      
      Through her tears, she watched her father stagger back out of the cottage and disappear into the night. He would not be returning
         soon.
      

      
      She hated her life. The only shiny part of it was Torkyn Gynt. Being able to talk to him while they grew up in different villages
         on either side of the river had been her only solace in a lonely, loveless existence.
      

      
      If only her mother had survived birthing the daughter she had barely lived long enough to hold close. Was that it? Did her
         father blame her for the loss of the woman he adored? Oh, how she needed her friend Tor now. She wept. Hours passed.
      

      
      
      Alyssa finally roused herself and made her way to the tiny room where she slept. She poured some water into the bowl from
         the jug on the rickety table. Although it was icy cold, she forced herself to put her face directly into it in an attempt
         to clear her mind.
      

      
      Using the flannel she cleaned herself thoroughly, rubbing pointedly around her neck where Tor had stolen a brief kiss and
         scrubbing her lips of his passion. Towelling herself dry, her grief hardened. She was very angry now. Something more than
         fear for the old man – more like respect – had burned in Tor’s eyes. Those large, mesmerising blue eyes. Alyssa shook her
         mind clear of his face.
      

      
      She pulled on some fresh clothes and went down the narrow stone stairs, hating her house and terrified her father might return.
         She poured a draught of water to steady herself, but it was no surprise that the pitcher slipped from her trembling grip and
         smashed on the flagstones when a figure appeared in the doorway. Alyssa tasted blood. She must have bitten her lip.
      

      
      ‘Dear me,’ a voice said kindly as its owner made a tentative entrance, pulling off a bonnet and shawl.

      
      ‘I’m sorry . . . I thought you were . . .’ Alyssa didn’t finish. ‘Who are you?’

      
      ‘Oh, I was just passing, wondered if the family here might let an old lady rest in their barn for a short while.’

      
      Alyssa hardly listened. She sank to the floor, her skirts soaking up the spilt water, the tears of relief and frustration
         rolling freely.
      

      
      ‘Oh, my girl. Here, you must not cry. ’Tis only water and that old earthenware jug can be replaced easily enough.’

      
      
      The woman, old but surprisingly strong, firmly helped Alyssa up and, after seating her on a chair, set to cleaning up the
         mess. Alyssa watched distractedly. The old girl was no threat; if anything, the company was soothing.
      

      
      ‘You’re welcome to rest awhile here. There’s no one home but me.’

      
      The old girl nodded her thanks and began to hum quietly to herself. It was a lullaby and her voice was like a balm for Alyssa’s
         pain. She did not remember the herbal tea being made but soon enough firm fingers wrapped her own around a mug, its contents
         sweetened with honey. Now where had that come from? The thought passed as quickly out of Alyssa’s mind as it had arrived.
         She sipped contentedly in her silence, concentrating on nothing other than the pretty tune.
      

      
      At some stage candles were lit, shutters closed on the moonlight and she felt herself being guided back up the stairs again.
         She was gently undressed, her hair tied back loosely with a ribbon, and then she was laid oh so softly in her own bed. The
         covers were drawn up and she was tucked in in the same way her father used to do when she was little and he loved her. She
         thought she smiled at that distant memory but she couldn’t be sure.
      

      
      The lullaby continued softly on the fringes of her mind. Her lids were heavy and sleep beckoned seductively. She slept dreamlessly
         and all the while the old girl sat quietly beside her bed, wrapped in a faded and well-used shawl, murmuring the same gentle
         lullaby tirelessly.
      

      
      Alyssa woke refreshed. The anxiety had not deserted her but a tantalising smell of hot cakes got her up and out of her bed
         swiftly. How had she got into this nightshirt, she wondered, as she pulled it over her head and felt the gooseflesh surface on her skin at the chill.
      

      
      She pulled back the shutters. A very light drizzle hung almost mist-like, with the sun nothing more than a bright smudge behind
         a blanket of grey cloud. She shivered and pulled on some warm clothes. They were worn, like all her few garments, but her
         new good humour prompted her to brush her hair vigorously and tie it up with the one silk ribbon she possessed.
      

      
      She remembered the strange but generous old woman who had appeared last evening, and presumed she must have stayed the night
         for her father had never learned how to cook. She wondered briefly where he could be and whether she should go looking for
         him.
      

      
      Alyssa would normally find him on the street or in a corner somewhere, recovering badly from the previous night’s carousing.
         She would clean him up, put him to bed to sleep it off, feed him later when he awoke, listen to his angry sorrows over his
         meal and then hopefully have him sober and clear-minded enough to tackle his various chores. She sighed. It was a pitiful
         life they both led.
      

      
      Tor edged into her mind but she pushed him away with a forced smile. She would not think of him now. She would try to open
         the link later. She knew he had to collect Lady soon or his father could not go about his business. Alyssa hurried downstairs,
         only to feel her good humour evaporate as she saw the woman tying on her bonnet and readying to leave.
      

      
      ‘Ah, there you are. You look well, my girl. I’m so very relieved.’ The old woman beamed and pulled on her shawl. ‘I’ll be
         on my way then, lass. I hope you didn’t mind my staying the night? I just couldn’t leave you in such a state, and so scrawny too. Here, look, I’ve made you some hot cakes
         and there’s a pot of tea brewing, so get some of it into you and I’ll rest easy.’
      

      
      She waddled over and hugged the stunned girl, then turned to pick up her cloth bag. Alyssa ran to the door and slammed it
         shut. The wild look in her eyes made the old woman exclaim, her hand clutching her throat.
      

      
      ‘You . . . you can’t leave. You can’t leave yet, I mean. I want to talk to you.’ Alyssa fought the tears. ‘Please, I don’t
         even know the name of the person who has been so kind to me.’
      

      
      The old girl studied her and then, to Alyssa’s relief, put down her bag and removed her bonnet.

      
      ‘My name is Sorrel.’

      
      She sat down and folded her hands neatly in her lap.

      
      Determined to hold her longer than the pleasantries would allow, Alyssa quickly poured two mugs of the tea.

      
      ‘And your name is. . . . ?’ Sorrel sipped the tea. 

      
      ‘Oh, I thought I must have told you last night. I’m Alyssandra.’ She offered the old lady one of the hot cakes. ‘But people
         around here call me Alyssa,’ she added.
      

      
      ‘That’s a very lovely name you have.’ Sorrel nibbled her hot cake.

      
      ‘Thank you. My father made it up. My mother’s name is . . . er, was Alyssa. She was very beautiful, I’m told.’

      
      The old woman responded gently. ‘I lost my mother early too. It’s hard on a girl. How old are you now?’

      
      Alyssa took a sip of her herbal tea and winced. The heat burned where she had bitten her lip the night before.

      
      ‘Fifteen summers.’

      
      ‘Ah . . . this is an age when a girl misses her mother most,’ Sorrel said before switching easily into relating tales of her life as a travelling herbwoman.
      

      
      Alyssa found her stories fascinating, particularly as she too had a good understanding of herbcraft. The old woman then brought
         her story into the present, casually describing her most recent journey into Flat Meadows, where the village was apparently
         abuzz with gossip that one of its own was off to the Palace at Tal.
      

      
      ‘Everyone seemed so proud and excited. I happened to meet the lad – very handsome he is with those strange blue eyes. My,
         my, those Tal women will steal his innocence within hours of his entering the city gates.’
      

      
      She laughed conspiratorially but there was no laughter in her eyes. Instead, they watched the girl carefully.

      
      Alyssa felt confused. ‘I know quite a few people at Flat Meadows. Er, did you get the person’s name?’

      
      ‘No . . . I’m not sure I did. I was just passing through and stopped nearby the inn for a supper. Big lad, he is. Very shiny
         dark hair, brilliant cornflower blue eyes . . . like I’ve never seen.’
      

      
      ‘Torkyn Gynt,’ Alyssa said flatly, an almost deranged look creeping into her own eyes.

      
      ‘Never got his name, my girl. Ah now, wait, that’s right. Gynt does ring a bell. Father’s the local scribe around these parts?’

      
      Alyssa nodded miserably.

      
      ‘Well, they were all buying him ales and congratulating him. The celebrations spilled outside, that’s how I got to learn about
         it. The innkeeper mentioned he was going to be an apprentice to the famous Physic Merkhud.’ She coughed, banging her chest.
         ‘Whoever he might be.’
      

      
      Alyssa’s complexion had turned pasty. ‘I know Gynt but I had no idea he was planning to leave. Did anyone say when he was going?’
      

      
      Sorrel shrugged. It was deliberately casual. ‘This morning, I gather from all the excitement. The whole village was planning
         to turn out to farewell him.’
      

      
      Alyssa stood abruptly and began to clear the table. Her heart broke in that moment, though she remained composed. ‘Oh? I’m
         sorry I missed those festivities.’
      

      
      It took all her willpower to prevent herself showing her true feelings, which were ranging from anger to terror to grief as
         she cleared away the crockery. Sorrel had not added anything more to the conversation on Tor. It was not her fault; she could
         not know they were sweethearts with a betrothal understood.
      

      
      Alyssa forced herself to change the subject even though she desperately wanted to know more. She adopted a bright voice and
         began describing her own life.
      

      
      ‘I can’t tell if he blames me for my mother’s death somehow,’ she concluded sadly of her father.

      
      Sorrel stood and stretched. ‘Do you look like her?’ 

      
      ‘Yes, I’m told by the few who knew her that I’m her image.’ She shrugged, suddenly embarrassed, realising that she had told
         Sorrel earlier how beautiful her mother was.
      

      
      ‘Well, my dear, I would suggest that he loved your mother so much that every time he looks at you it hurts him all the more.
         He probably doesn’t get on with this life because he is constantly reminded of his old one.’
      

      
      ‘Do you think so?’ Alyssa felt as though a door had been opened.

      
      ‘Perhaps you should stop doing all that you do for him. Maybe it’s time for you to leave and make your own way,’ the old girl said, brushing at crumbs on her clothes.
      

      
      ‘But how would he feed himself, stay sober? Who would look after him?’

      
      Sorrel snorted. ‘He would!’

      
      Alyssa was shocked but she also felt a twitch of excitement at such a suggestion.

      
      ‘And where would I go? I’m fifteen with no money, no prospects, and you’re telling me to leave my village.’

      
      Sorrel smiled and started to adjust her shawl around her shoulders. Alyssa felt rising panic.

      
      ‘Are you leaving now?’

      
      ‘Yes, my girl. It’s time Sorrel moved on. I have a long journey ahead of me and that silly old donkey braying out there is
         telling me the sun is getting high and we must cover eight miles to Twyfford Cross before the eve.’
      

      
      Once more the old cloth bag was picked up.

      
      ‘Perhaps, Alyssandra, you’d walk with me a while?’ She moved with purpose to the door, opening it to a damp afternoon. The
         drizzle had stopped but the sky still looked mournful.
      

      
      And then Alyssa genuinely shocked herself. She ran after Sorrel, startling the donkey.

      
      ‘Sorrel! Take me with you.’

      
      The old woman stopped and turned around. She looked grave but not surprised. ‘You don’t even know where I’m going after Twyfford
         Cross.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t care. Just let me come with you. I’ll be no bother and I can cook and take care of myself. I can run errands. I know
         how to saddle. I can write. I can earn money for us. I understand the herbals . . .’
      

      
      She was anxious, staring at the old girl.
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