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      PROLOGUE

      
      Darganoth of the Host walked with the Custodian through the breathtakingly beautiful gardens of the gods. The King’s voice
         was kind. ‘Thank you for coming, Lys. I’m sorry we welcome you back to us during such troubling times.’
      

      
      She did not lift her eyes or smile. Lys walked stiffly beside the King of the gods, her heart heavy. ‘My lord, I have failed
         you.’ But she had not come here for forgiveness. She had come to seek the help of her fellow gods and the Elders.
      

      
      ‘This is not true, Lys,’ he offered gently. ‘Come, let us walk through the magnolia valley.’

      
      He took her by the arm and guided her through the small gate which would take them into the cool, fragranced corridor of splendid
         trees. She allowed herself to be led into the exquisite surrounds which, after so long in the Bleak, might have lifted her
         spirits. But Lys was distracted; filled with despair.
      

      
      ‘Dorgryl tricked me, my lord; fooled like a child I was.’ She shook her head sadly.

      
      
      ‘He fooled me too, Lys. And now he has tricked us again.’ He paused, then added: ‘It is for the last time.’

      
      Darganoth inhaled the sweet perfume of his magnolia trees. He was tall and broad with black hair and the brightest of blue
         eyes with a piercing gaze that could hold one still as no chains could. He is so like his son, Lys noted, with the same flaw
         of – what was it? Kindness? Weakness? – she knew not what. Still, it saw the King unable to destroy his own brother.
      

      
      Darganoth interrupted her thoughts in a voice achingly similar to another’s. ‘We must consider what to do now, not dwell on
         what is done. We cannot change the past.’
      

      
      Lys felt slightly reassured by his calm. ‘Have the Elders discussed it, my lord?’

      
      But her fragile confidence crumbled with his next words.

      
      ‘They have. They offer no solution. They assure me that in order to finally deal with Dorgryl, our precious ones may perish.’

      
      Lys stopped. She felt her skin go clammy even though it was cool beneath the canopy of trees.

      
      ‘No!’ The King turned back as Lys fell to her knees. 

      
      ‘You cannot, your majesty. I beg of you, don’t desert them now.’

      
      ‘Lys, we no longer have any choice.’

      
      ‘What do you think will happen?’ she whispered.

      
      ‘I presume Dorgryl will overwhelm the body he inhabits and we will be forced to interfere against the Law and Quell him once
         and for all.’
      

      
      ‘Murder your own heir,’ she said bleakly. ‘I thought it could not be done.’

      
      ‘There is a way,’ he said, softly. ‘He was always at risk, Lys. He must pay the ultimate price, but I can ensure it won’t be in vain – Dorgryl will die with him.’
      

      
      ‘And what of the others, my lord?’ Her voice trembled. All this time of patience and watchfulness; centuries of pain for the
         Paladin; such sacrifice of young souls – Lys could not believe it was all over, and in vain.
      

      
      Darganoth shook his head; said nothing.

      
      She felt anger rise. Her voice was hard this time, no longer caring for protocol. ‘We cannot let these loved ones die. They’ve
         given their lives to us, been through so much hurt and despair, with more still to come. I cannot stand by and watch any longer,
         your majesty. Do you forget who it is I gave to the cause of the Trinity?’
      

      
      She knew she should never have said it – but it could not be helped, the words could not be taken back. She watched the grief
         move across her beloved King’s face; he too had suffered similar pain. He knew as well as she what it meant to sacrifice a
         life, a life which he had sired.
      

      
      He bit back on the words which sprang to his lips; who knew better than he what it was to lose a treasured child.

      
      ‘I can never forget the lives we have enmeshed in this, Lys, but Dorgryl’s escape has changed the complexion of this struggle.
         With him, my son becomes more powerful than we could have ever dared to dream . . . even in our nightmares.’
      

      
      ‘We must not forsake Tor and Alyssa, nor their children, your majesty,’ she implored.
      

      
      ‘Then pray my firstborn is strong enough to withstand Dorgryl,’ he took her hand, ‘and that Torkyn is stronger still.’

      
      Lys felt shattered. Her King gave her no hope with these words. In truth they sounded the death knell for the very people she contrived to protect.
      

      
      Distraught, she took her leave and fled the grove. Beauty had no place in her existence now.

   



      
      1

      
      An Omen

      
      The grumble of not-so-distant thunder was now ominous. It had been a long ride to get this close to the city but Prime Herek
         had decided, despite the bleak weather, to push on to reach Tal before the Thirteenth Bell. Apart from the men’s desire to
         be back in the comfort of the castle quarters, he knew the King appreciated the decision made a few hours earlier to ride
         on through the night. Of them all, he seemed the most eager to get home. Lorys would never say anything to this effect, of
         course, but Herek understood the sovereign’s desire to be reunited with his young Queen. The forced separation of recent weeks
         due to official duties had fully tested his usually dependable good humour.
      

      
      Lightning, still just far enough away not to startle the horses, suddenly lit the sky in warning. The column slowed to a walk.

      
      ‘What do you think?’ Lorys asked the Prime, knowing the certain blunt response would not be what he wanted to hear. Herek
         was a conservative man who would never put the Sovereign, nor the men beneath his command, under unnecessary threat. He had been trained well by the former prime, Kyt Cyrus.
      

      
      ‘The storm is coming towards us faster than I anticipated, your highness,’ the Prime admitted.

      
      Lorys did not disguise his bitter disappointment. This would mean another night without his beloved Alyssa in his arms. Both
         men looked up gloomily towards the moon as it slid behind heavy, black clouds, plunging the way ahead into a murky and unwelcome
         darkness.
      

      
      Herek knew his proposal would make for an unhappy King this night but it could not be helped; safety had to be his first consideration.
         ‘My lord, I believe we should set up camp now before the rain arrives. I would suggest that this offers more shelter than
         we would have ahead.’ He nodded towards the small ridge nearby which provided a safe and convenient gully.
      

      
      The thunder rolled threateningly towards them again, much louder this time. When the sky blazed overhead, Lorys capitulated.
         ‘As you see fit, Prime,’ he said, disappointment knifing through him.
      

      
      Herek held up his hand to halt the column of soldiers. Orders were given and dispatched through his captains; within moments
         the entire Company was busily unsaddling horses and setting camp for the night.
      

      
      Someone grabbed the reins of his stallion and led it away but Lorys was too preoccupied by his own grim thoughts to even thank
         the man. Normally he would unsaddle gladly, and wipe down, feed and water the horse himself – he was a King who led by example,
         far preferring physical prowess and the outdoor life to the paperwork and bureaucratic tasks involved in running his realm
         – but right now he allowed it all to happen around him as he finally accepted that Alyssa would not be fussing over him and warming his chilled bones tonight. And yet he so badly
         wanted to hold her again; so badly wanted to look Gyl in the eye and admit that he, King Lorys of Tallinor, was his father;
         so desperately wanted to roam the halls of his palace again.
      

      
      It was not like Lorys to feel so insecure, but he had been in this pensive mood since an event earlier that afternoon. The
         Company had been passing a field where a small group of ravens had gathered, their calls loud and grating. It was not a common
         sight in Tallinor. The raven was considered the most intelligent species of bird, shrouded in ghoulish mystery and superstition,
         and the Tallinese tended to be wary of it. It was no surprise to Lorys that the entire party of soldiers had murmured a warding
         at the birds, invoking the Light to protect them, but even he had been vaguely alarmed when the large birds had suddenly lifted
         into the air as one, flown past the column and then wheeled back towards them. They had appeared to fly deliberately towards
         the men, and, being at the front, it was the King who had been in direct range. The birds had flown over and one had been
         low enough to swoop by the King’s head, raking his short hair as it squawked in its horrible voice, unsettling him from his
         horse.
      

      
      No man in the Company had dared so much as chuckle at seeing him fall. Even the most simple-minded of men understood such
         an omen. A collective breath had been drawn by the soldiers and Herek had immediately leapt down beside the King, quick to
         dispel any superstitious nonsense. Lorys had said nothing in this regard, merely making some jest which had relieved the tension
         amongst the men. He had remounted and they were quickly on their way, the incident apparently forgotten.
      

      
      Except it had not been forgotten by the King. He was a spiritual man and this attack by the black birds of evil was seen by
         him to be a marking – that his life was now haunted by a black shroud. He felt himself touched by death. He did not share
         this notion with his companions and tried to put it out of his mind, but it lingered, nibbling at his resolve during the long
         journey until he felt ragged by the weight of its portent.
      

      
      ‘King Lorys.’ It was the Prime back again, ever attentive.

      
      ‘Yes?’ he replied, snapping himself out of his black thoughts.

      
      ‘Fires are lit, sire. Perhaps you care to warm yourself? Food is being prepared now.’

      
      ‘Thank you. Where’s Caerys?’

      
      The page was at his side in a second. ‘Here, your majesty.’

      
      ‘I want a rider sent ahead to the palace.’

      
      Lorys watched Herek grimace but knew the Prime would not challenge the King.

      
      Caerys nodded. ‘I’ll fetch someone immediately. Will you be sending a written message, sire?’

      
      The King blinked; he thought about it a moment. ‘No. I’ll brief him.’

      
      ‘At once, sire. I shall fetch a messenger,’ Caerys said, turning.

      
      Lorys glanced at Herek again but the Prime’s face now betrayed nothing. The soldier stood to attention. ‘I’ll see to the men,
         my lord, if you are comfortable now?’
      

      
      The King nodded. It was clear Herek did not approve of risking the man, or his horse, out in the blackness and the approaching storm just so Lorys could send a message of love back to the Queen. But Lorys needed to reach out to her.
         After the scene with the ravens, it would be reassuring to have some communication with Alyssa – even if, for the time being,
         it was one-sided.
      

      
      The storm had moved in around them more quickly than any had imagined it could. Their only solace was the moon, which broke
         through the clouds momentarily to provide a watery glow through the drizzle. Now hunched beneath rough shelter, the soldiers
         worked hard at keeping the flames of their small fires fanned and alive. The horses were skittish and many of the men chose
         to stand by their precious mounts, stroking and talking to them whilst the worst of the storm raged.
      

      
      Herek sat by his sovereign and encouraged him to eat. Lorys chewed on some dried meat out of habit more than hunger – there
         had not been enough time to warm any food. He was glad for the wine though, and drank thirstily to drown his sorrow. As he
         swallowed the last of his second cup a massive thunderclap sounded directly above. They all turned towards the animals, except
         the King, whose eyes were fixed absently on a distant single tree he could just pick out in the thin light, bending against
         the angry wind but still proudly standing atop a small hillock. He had been staring in its direction for a while, keeping
         his thoughts private and brooding, angry with himself now that he had risked a lone rider out in this weather. He regretted
         his decision bitterly.
      

      
      The sudden mighty clap of thunder was accompanied by a bright, thick hand of lightning which illuminated the entire sky for
         a few moments as it reached a long finger towards the tree.
      

      
      
      Only the King witnessed it. The tree was struck by all the fiery anger of the heavens, splitting in two and bursting into
         flame. The rain which had turned heavy subdued the fire immediately. To Lorys, it felt like his blood had become icy in that
         moment; clogged frozen in his veins as he watched the violence.
      

      
      Herek turned back to the King. ‘That was close, sire.’ He saw Lorys, mouth slightly ajar, staring blankly ahead. The King
         was clearly shocked. The Prime followed the direction of the King’s stare, trying to discover a reason and his eyes locked
         onto what had his Sovereign’s attention. Ahead the tree which had stood so strong and proud, alone on the small hill, was
         a smashed, smouldering wreck.
      

      
      He looked back at Lorys, a pit in his stomach. ‘Sire,’ he said, gently.

      
      ‘It’s the worst of all omens, Herek.’ The King’s voice was soft, filled with fear.

      
      ‘My lord . . .’ Herek hoped he could break the spell of the ruined tree, devastated by the fingers of the Host. It was true
         though: to witness the destruction of a tree by the gods was considered the bleakest of all warnings. He tried to think of
         something comforting to say and found himself without words.
      

      
      In the end, the King came to his rescue. His voice sounded resigned. ‘The gods have spoken to me, Herek. They warned me earlier
         today with the ravens and now it seems they are reminding me.’
      

      
      ‘Please, your highness, I—’

      
      Lorys interrupted whatever his Prime had intended to say. ‘It is a sign, Herek.’

      
      Before the Prime could say anything further, the King stood and stepped out from the ridge’s shelter towards the blackened tree. He waved away a shocked Caerys who had immediately followed, making it clear his own dark thoughts were
         company enough. Herek could not allow this. He ran after his King. Lorys moved swiftly but as though in a stupor. He had eyes
         only for the still-smouldering tree. For some reason he felt he needed to make peace with it – as though it had taken the
         rebuke from the gods meant for him. Why did he feel like this? All his ghosts joined him on the hill. Was it Nyria’s untimely
         death? Was it marrying Alyssa so suddenly? . . . Or perhaps just the pure guilt of desiring and loving her so much?
      

      
      Or did it go deeper still? Was it siring the child, Gyl, now a superb young man and yet one he failed every day by not telling
         him who his father was. Or was it Gynt? Did the execution of Torkyn Gynt still haunt him after all these years? Could he ever
         atone for the darkest of all sins – allowing a madman like Goth to carry out his grisly work under royal proclamation? So
         many atrocities perpetrated on good, loyal citizens in his name.
      

      
      And then he wondered with fresh despair whether a freak occurrence on a windswept, stormy night in Perswych could truly be
         an omen. He allowed all these thoughts to loose themselves upon him as he ran now towards the tree. He must touch it; feel
         its death, show his sorrow for its end and his regret for all his questionable decisions.
      

      
      The King saw the skies lighten, heard the monstrous slam of thunder directly overhead and realised, with a sense of wonder
         as well as acceptance, that the old adage of lightning never striking twice in the same spot was indeed a fallacy. The hand
         of the gods reached across the sky, creating daylight in that terrifying second as Prime Herek watched the deathlight arc once again towards the land and murder his King in the early hours before dawn.
      

      
      Queen Alyssa hugged a thick shawl about her. It was a very early hour before dawn and she had not slept, unlike her young
         visitors in comfortable lodgings not far from her own chambers. They were exhausted not only from the walk to Tal, but also
         by the emotion of the previous night. And why not? She herself was rocked by the revelations. She stood silently by the window
         watching the storm lash the moors. Alyssa hated storms; always craved their end when the heavy rains would finally break.
      

      
      The man she had loved for most of her life moved behind her; without the disk of archalyt on her forehead she could sense
         his power shimmering around him as his arms slid about her waist.
      

      
      ‘What did the messenger say?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Poor fellow. I’m surprised they risked sending him out in this weather. Apart from a personal message from Lorys, he told
         us that the Company will not be returning as planned. The storm is too great. They are camped safely outside Perswych and
         will depart at first light.’
      

      
      Tor said nothing immediately but she could feel his relief.

      
      ‘Then we have this night together,’ he whispered into her ear, risking a kiss in her hair.

      
      ‘What’s left of it,’ she replied just as softly, turning into his arms. ‘Tor, what are we going to do?’

      
      He searched her face; her beautiful face . . . the one he had tried to forget but never quite managed to. ‘I must find our
         other son,’ he said firmly, staring deep into her eyes, refusing to allow her to look away.
      

      
      
      ‘And me?’ 

      
      ‘Alyssa, I will not make this difficult for you. I promise.’

      
      He hugged her close, understanding her helplessness, feeling it himself too. She was only just recovering from the physical
         shock of learning a few hours earlier that she was a mother to two grown children. There was no mistaking them: Gidyon virtually
         identical to his father and his sister, Lauryn, so close in looks to herself that no one, not even the King, could have disputed
         who the parents were.
      

      
      And then there was the shock of learning that her first love still lived . . . and she now married to the King. He felt her
         despair. No son had died in the Heartwood as she had been told by all those she loved. Instead this son, together with his
         newborn sister, were vanished away at birth to some other world, leaving her in ignorance to suffer years of pain over the
         boy’s death. And now fresh heartache at hearing that another son, weak – almost dead – was secreted away deep in the Forests
         of Tallinor. Alyssa shook her head with disbelief that any of this could be happening to her. She had two living husbands
         now – and she loved them both.
      

      
      It was as though Tor had heard her thoughts and cut through all her confusion to clarify what had to be done. ‘Rubyn must
         be found, Alyssa. We must complete the Trinity.’
      

      
      ‘And then what!’ She did not mean to sound so churlish.

      
      He shrugged. ‘I hope Lys might explain more.’ 

      
      ‘I hate that woman.’ She watched his discomfort at her words. ‘Oh, I know you trust her, Tor, but she brings nothing but sorrow
         to this life of mine . . . and to everyone she touches.’
      

      
      
      ‘She is as much a victim as we.’ He wished he could tell her more but he had given a promise.

      
      ‘No! Lys is just as bad as Merkhud and Sorrel, manipulating our lives and creating pain. How can you allow her to keep you
         as her puppet, dancing to her tune?’
      

      
      ‘I have no choice, Alyssa. Orlac is free. Our only hope is to face him and we need the Trinity to succeed.’

      
      ‘Tor, you don’t know anything – you only believe what she tells you!’

      
      Alyssa suddenly felt sorry. He looked so beaten.

      
      ‘I have no one else to trust. Orlac is coming.’

      
      She felt the fight go out of her at his final words. He was right. They were all victims and they could choose to give in
         or to at least die fighting this god.
      

      
      ‘What do you want me to do?’ she finally asked of him, wishing his handsome head was not bowed by the same empty despair she
         felt.
      

      
      ‘Look after Gidyon and Lauryn. Keep them safe whilst I go in search of Rubyn. If and when I return with him, we will consider
         our next move.’
      

      
      She nodded; said nothing.

      
      Tor finally voiced the question he feared most to ask. ‘What about the King?’

      
      ‘Lorys will be given the truth. He will lay no hand on our children, you can be sure of this, Tor. They have my absolute protection.’

      
      Tor shuddered. Similar words had been said to his parents many years ago by a silver-haired man who had also believed he had
         a royal authority of safety to offer. His thoughts drifted back to Jhon and Ailsa Gynt. He must see them.
      

      
      ‘When will you leave?’ she asked.

      
      
      He glanced towards the window. ‘Before dawn . . . soon.’ He looked at her, sadness flitting across his face. ‘It’s best I’m
         not here when the King returns.’
      

      
      ‘How will he believe me if you are not here for him to see for himself?’

      
      ‘The children are enough proof,’ he said flatly. 

      
      ‘I have never told him of our marriage.’

      
      ‘Keep him in ignorance,’ Tor said, bluntly. ‘He has enough distress headed his way.’

      
      Alyssa turned back to the window at the sound of an almighty thunderclap. She looked out just in time to see the sky turn
         almost white as a massive strike of lightning arced menacingly across the land. She saw its jagged pattern disappear behind
         the moors and would not understand until later that morning the great wave of sadness she suddenly felt pass through her.
      

      
      With these final theatrics the storm broke and the heavens opened, unleashing a hard and relentless rain which would last
         for several days, making a setting fit for the great sorrow of Tallinor at the death of its King.
      

      
      Far away across the seas in the land of Cipres, itself being lashed by torrential rain, another woman looked out from a palace
         window and made a fearful decision. She was not a queen, but she protected one . . . a young one.
      

      
      ‘Why these dreams?’ she asked herself. Relentlessly invading her nights – which were sleepless anyway since the death of her
         beloved Queen Sylven – was a woman’s voice. It was a lovely voice which did not frighten her, and yet what she spoke of did.
      

      
      Hela watched the downpour intensify, finally blanking out views over the manicured gardens and treetops. Why did this dreamspeaker implore her to smuggle the child away from her home? Surely Sarel was coping with enough? Here she
         was, barely dealing with her own intense grief following her mother’s murder, whilst the realm fell into crisis and dignitaries
         clamoured for the child’s immediate coronation; fierce competition was already erupting between the men who sensed they might
         control the nation as the new Queen’s regent until she came of age. Plus, there was a harem to consider for the future and
         begin assembling, as well as advisers to gather . . . people they could trust with the young mind.
      

      
      No, it was all too fast.

      
      Sarel was certainly of an age to assume her royal role but Hela knew she could only be a figurehead for a while yet. The young
         Queen was still too immature and unworldly to make decisions on State matters. Hela shook her head, imagining how Sarel’s
         idyllic childhood would be gone in a flash, replaced with weighty tasks which Sylven had not planned for her beautiful daughter
         so soon. Hela knew how the former queen had protected Sarel, even from the adoring public, and she had often heard Sylven
         proclaim privately in her chambers that she would not allow Sarel’s special years to be claimed by royal protocol as her own
         had.
      

      
      But all of these protestations fell aside as Hela tried to understand the implications of this strange woman’s earnest words
         to flee with the young Queen.
      

      
      Still more extraordinary, this woman told her to find Torkyn Gynt. He alone would cast the ring of protection around Sarel
         whilst he dealt with her usurpers. Usurpers? What did she mean? The Regent? Or was there something more sinister in this Dreamspeaker’s
         words.
      

      
      
      Hela laid her hands and cheek against the cool of the window and made a pact with herself. If the dream woman spoke to her
         tonight, she would find the courage to reply rather than just cringe, terrified, hoping she would leave her alone.
      

      
      The notion of seeing Torkyn Gynt again was enticing. She had admitted to herself many times that if Sylven had not fallen
         for him so hard, she herself would have made her own moves to win his attention. However, the thought of escaping with Sarel,
         smuggling her away from all things familiar and travelling into the Kingdom of Tallinor was petrifying.
      

      
      Hela needed a reason – one she could fully appreciate – and she intended that this Dreamspeaker would provide it, or once
         and for all leave her alone.
      

   



      
      
      2

      
      Departures

      
      Lys did visit Hela that night and was pleased that the maidservant was finally responsive. So far she had been mute; the conversation
         so one-sided it sounded ridiculous even to her ears. Until the girl began to ask questions it meant she was not taking to
         heart anything which Lys was saying. Time was short; she needed Hela to take action immediately. Orlac was about to enter
         the city, bringing with him the demonic mind of Dorgryl. It was obvious they had designs on Cipres; an ideal place from which
         to access Tallinor whenever Orlac was ready to make his move.
      

      
      She knew Dorgryl too well, assumed he would want to play for a while and resume his former debauched habits. It would be novel
         for him to have a body again and he would indulge it to its fullest. Time was clearly on his side: Tallinor could fall just
         as easily later as now.
      

      
      The Prince of the Host might feel differently, of course. In fact, she was counting on Orlac to fight back. Oh, she was happy
         for any additional time she could win, but her last hope for saving lives curiously relied on Orlac ignoring Dorgryl’s demands. How odd that she found herself on the side of the young god; perhaps they might even find themselves united
         in the struggle to rid all worlds of Dorgryl.
      

      
      She pushed these thoughts aside and concentrated on Hela’s tentative voice; good, the girl had found the courage to ask a
         question in her dream.
      

      
      Who are you?

      
      My name is Lys. I am a friend of Tor.

      
      Why do you visit me in my dreams?

      
      It is the only way I can reach you, Hela.

      
      What do you want of me?

      
      I have already told you. I need you to get Sarel away from Cipres.

      
      What are we running from? Surely she is safest in her own country?

      
      Under normal circumstances she is. But right now, Hela, there is evil headed into Cipres. Evil’s name is Orlac. He intends
            to snatch the throne of Cipres.

      
      Hela smirked in her dream. We don’t have kings in Cipres, Lys, we only have queens. How can he hope to rule?

      
      He will rule by giving Cipres the new Queen it needs, craves . . . but it won’t be Sarel.

      
      How can you know this? She sounded angry now.
      

      
      Because I know him. He is clever, interminably patient and he is fuelled by a terrible hatred. Hela, I want you to listen
            to me now . . . I have a story to tell you. Will you hear me out?

      
      Yes, came the firm reply.
      

      
      Lys told the maidservant the tale from ancient times, bringing her up to date with Tor’s escape to Tallinor and why he had
         had to run away and not return to the site of Sylven’s death. It took some time to relay this and when she finally finished,
         there was silence.
      

      
      
      She pushed Hela. Do you believe this story?

      
      I believe in Tor. I knew there had to be a reason why he didn’t come back. Everyone said he was involved in the killing but
            I never accepted this.

      
      You like him, don’t you?

      
      I defy any woman to say differently.

      
      Lys laughed. It was a lovely warm sound in Hela’s dream and she joined the Dreamspeaker in her mirth before the woman spoke
         again, seriously.
      

      
      Tor is the only one with the knowledge to fight Orlac.

      
      So why are you here talking to me and not helping Tor fight this Orlac?

      
      Because Orlac is almost at the gates of the city and I am responsible for his arrival, shall we say. I want to restore order
            to the world he invades. If something should happen to Sarel by his hand, then I will not be able to right things. She must
            be protected whilst the fight between Orlac and Tor is dealt with. I promise you, Hela, if you cooperate we will return her
            to her rightful throne, but first we must keep her life whole.

      
      And Tor will be able to do this?

      
      Tor and his supporters, yes. I believe Sarel is much better off amongst the Tallinese than with her own kind right now. Cipres
            is not safe for her. Lys held her breath.
      

      
      I shall do as you ask.

      
      The Dreamspeaker felt relief flood through her. One step at a time, and this was the first in the right direction, the first
         step towards keeping everyone she could safe from the threat of Orlac and, moreso, the evil Dorgryl.
      

      
      When must I leave? It will not be easy.

      
      You must make your preparations immediately. You have access to Sarel and, most importantly, you have her trust. Use that
            now and get her away from this place. Take only what you can carry. Jewels and gowns are not necessary. Wear peasant clothes but carry money. Pay for passage across the seas and when
            you reach Caradoon, look for a woman there called Eryna – she runs a brothel. She will help you. You must tell her you are
            a friend of Tor. You can tell her the truth and your secret will be safe.

      
      How will I find Tor? Hela asked.
      

      
      He will be making his way into the Great Forest – I know this means nothing to you but all will be plain when you reach Tallinor.
            The Heartwood, within the Forest, is a sacred place – it is where you will find him. Right now Tor is back at the palace in
            Tal.

      
      With the Queen he loves?

      
      You know about that?

      
      Before she died – that same morning in fact – Sylven mentioned something to me about a proclamation that King Lorys had married
            a beautiful, young civilian. She remarked that this woman was Tor’s former lover.

      
      Oh, she is far more than that, Hela. Alyssa is Tor’s wife.

      
      Tor took his leave of the Queen and their children just prior to daybreak. It was the hardest of partings. Gidyon was stoic
         but Lauryn’s face betrayed her feelings; they both understood the need to remain at the palace whilst their father completed
         this journey to find their brother. They had learned the incredible news of their brother’s existence while huddled over tea
         and honeycakes in their mother’s rooms. Sallementro and Saxon had rejoined them and even Gyl, in better humour, was permitted
         to join this intimate gathering.
      

      
      There had been silence when Tor told Sorrel’s tale.

      
      It was Gidyon who gathered his thoughts first. ‘So do we presume that Lauryn, Rubyn and myself form the Trinity?’

      
      
      Tor nodded. ‘It is my belief that once we find Rubyn, yes, we will have assembled the Trinity.’

      
      Lauryn looked alarmed. ‘But what is expected of us?’ She gazed at the Queen as she said this.

      
      Alyssa shrugged slightly, a faint smile playing around her lips. ‘When you start to hear a woman speaking in your dreams,
         then you’ll know more.’
      

      
      ‘You mean Lys? This woman who speaks to Father and Sax?’

      
      It was Tor who nodded. ‘And Cloot, Sallementro, Arabella, Solyana, Figgis . . . all of the Paladin. I agree with the Queen,
         Lys will probably advise what is required of the Trinity.’ He ignored Alyssa’s slight scowl at his formality. Considering
         they had only recently kissed so tenderly, it did seem a fatuous pretence, but she understood the need for his caution.
      

      
      Lauryn’s eyes narrowed. ‘Does she speak to you, your highness?’

      
      ‘Please, Lauryn . . . I would like it if you called me Mother.’ Alyssa looked hopefully at her daughter. Even though she was
         a queen and used to giving orders, it was a difficult request to ask of someone who was still very much a stranger to her.
         ‘No, Lys has never spoken to me,’ the Queen answered, brushing the crumbs of her light meal from her gown. ‘I don’t know why
         this is so but I have given up wondering over it.’
      

      
      Gyl’s patience was wearing thin. He had made a silent promise that he would try very hard this morning to find a level of
         understanding; one which was generous enough to cope with all these strange stories and concepts. He clamped his jaw tight
         for fear of saying something he might regret and yet all of this was so far-fetched. And now the conversation was drifting into banality. An old woman had died on this very seat before him just hours ago – where
         the corpse had disappeared to remained a mystery and although her death had set off some frantic decisions, here they all
         were sipping tea, munching honey-cakes, politely talking about strangers being allowed to call his mother, ‘Mother’!
      

      
      Gyl’s eyes inevitably strayed back to Lauryn; he was angry with her. How could she be his sister . . . half-sister, that is
         – or was it stepsister? What ludicrous series of events had led to this? Mind you, he had to admit it, she was worth all this
         frustration. What a beauty – and to think this was the girl he had met on that terrible day on the road to Axon. She had been
         heavier then, he thought, and dripping in mud so the beautiful face was shielded from him. She was deliberately avoiding his
         gaze now, he knew this. That boded well – if she had not found him attractive, she would have been able to stare straight
         back at him. As for the brother – his stepbrother he conceded with slight bitterness – he did not give much away; held his
         thoughts close and yet seemed fairly at ease with the supposed strangers around him.
      

      
      Gyl’s own thoughts turned outward again, back to the gathering which seemed, finally, to be on the move. The man, Gynt, was
         pulling himself to his feet, his incredibly blue eyes always glancing back to the Queen. Gyl imagined these two people together,
         and their love which had produced three children – real children; not like him, an orphan welcomed into the palace. His mouth
         tasted suddenly sour. He must not start to think like this. The King would be home shortly – any hour in fact – and all would
         be put right.
      

      
      
      He stood too, glad for the movement. ‘Can I organise an escort for you, Physic Gynt?’

      
      Tor smiled at the old title; he had not heard it in so long. It was not hard to see that the young man, not that much older
         than his own children, was struggling to cope with what had presented itself at his door last night. Tor could not blame him
         – all sentients, but especially Tor and the Paladin, lived with the strangeness of their lives, accepted each new curiosity
         for what it was and rarely thought to analyse it. Young Gyl over there would be trying to rationalise everything and yet it
         was not possible – none of this was rational. Gyl must learn to accept that now, and it was to be hoped that his mother, the
         Queen, might help him to achieve the level of understanding he would require as Under Prime to assist rather than fight them.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Gyl, but I shall be fine.’

      
      The soldier nodded curtly. ‘Then if you’ll all excuse me, I must do my rounds. If I can be of any help, please don’t hesitate
         to seek me out.’ Gyl cringed inwardly at how hideously polite and restrained he sounded. He could not help but cast another
         glance her way. Lauryn was looking at the floor, but a brief smile flitted across her mouth. She felt embarrassed for him. So be it.
         He bent and kissed his mother’s hand.
      

      
      ‘Your majesty,’ he said, not looking at her. ‘I shall contact you immediately your husband, the King, returns. Try and rest,
         Mother.’ He felt pleased with himself that in one brief phrase he had managed to remind everyone in the room – including the
         Queen – of who she was, to whom she belonged and to whom loyalties must lie. He closed the door behind him.
      

      
      
      Alyssa leapt straight in. ‘Gyl will be finding this extraordinarily difficult. I hope you will all forgive his gruff manner.
         Saxon, perhaps you should . . .’
      

      
      Saxon nodded. ‘I’ll speak with him,’ he said. Saxon walked over to Tor and hugged him hard. ‘Send us word,’ he said. ‘Use
         Cloot if necessary, and his wretched question-and-answer system.’
      

      
      Tor grinned. ‘Look after everyone, Sax.’

      
      The Kloek nodded formally. ‘You have my word. The Light guide you safely, Tor.’ He followed Gyl’s footsteps out of the Queen’s
         chambers.
      

      
      Alyssa caught Sallementro’s eye. ‘Sal, my son and daughter would probably appreciate a bath, fresh clothes, a look around
         the palace. The King will be back soon and I will want to present them later in the day. Would you help?’
      

      
      ‘Of course,’ the musician replied, a brief bow to his Sovereign. ‘It would be a pleasure to take you two under my wing.’ He
         smiled kindly at Gidyon and Lauryn. ‘Let’s make a start by heading down to the castle baths.’
      

      
      Tor did not wait for his son to cross the room. He beat him to it, pulling the boy close. ‘I shall be back soon, I promise,
         with your brother.’ Stay close to Lauryn; she’ll need your strength. Get to know Gyl.
      

      
      ‘Figgis?’ Gidyon said quietly.

      
      ‘He’ll journey straight here, I’m sure. He won’t wish to be separated from you now or ever,’ Tor replied. ‘Look out for him.’
         He looked towards Lauryn who appeared remarkably composed.
      

      
      She stepped up and he held her close, whispering, ‘Back soon, I give you my word. I need you to be brave now. Get to know
         your mother a little more,’ he said smiling.
      

      
      
      She’s very nervous about you both, he pressed into her mind.
            
      That won him a short grin from Lauryn.

      
      Stay close to Gidyon; he’ll need your strength, he added as he pulled apart from her.
      

      
      She mentioned what had been niggling at the edges of her mind. ‘Father, how will you know who Rubyn is? I mean, are you counting
         on him bearing a strong likeness to us?’
      

      
      ‘I hadn’t thought beyond finding a young man in the Heartwood, to be honest.’

      
      ‘How about the stones?’ Gidyon suggested.

      
      Tor frowned. ‘How do we know he would have one?’ 

      
      Gidyon could only just remember a conversation with Sorrel. ‘I think it was when we were preparing to leave with Sorrel –
         this is all a bit hazy I have to admit – we demanded she prove we were sister and brother. She achieved this through the stones
         which we both had on us and had both cherished since childhood. She told us how you’d given her the three stones when she
         fled with us from the Heartwood.’
      

      
      Tor nodded and Lauryn picked up the story, frowning as she strained to recall that conversation.

      
      ‘You’re right, Gidyon . . . I can remember that too, and I think I’m right in saying that when you asked Sorrel where the
         third was, she said not to worry, it was in a very safe place.’
      

      
      They both looked back at their father. He was beaming. ‘Clever old girl she was. She must have left the third stone with Rubyn.
         She wouldn’t have known what they’re for – as I don’t – but perhaps she thought it might protect him. This is excellent news.
         You must both keep them very safe . . . we are yet to find out their purpose.’
      

      
      
      Gidyon suddenly looked sheepish. ‘Um . . . I have to admit something.’

      
      Eyes turned to him and lingered on his discomfort.

      
      He cleared his throat, his eyes searching his father’s face for understanding. ‘When I left Yseul we had both just survived
         a traumatic experience.’ As he paused Tor looked towards Alyssa’s puzzled face and shook his head just enough to tell her
         this was not the time to go into it.
      

      
      The look was not lost on Lauryn. She enlightened her mother. ‘Yseul is Gidyon’s friend.’ She loaded the word ‘friend’ with
         all sorts of meanings.
      

      
      He squirmed a little more, glaring at Lauryn. ‘Er . . . yes she is. Anyway, it was a difficult time for us and . . .’ Awkwardly,
         he looked again at his father before taking another deep breath. ‘Well, I wanted to give her something from me . . . of me
         . . . and I gave her my stone.’ He did his best to ignore the audible gasp from his father. ‘I told her I was lending her
         my stone and that I would find her and collect it one day.’
      

      
      Tor was shocked. ‘What was in your head, son?’ he asked quietly as he tried to assess the loss of one of the Stones of Ordolt
         – what it might mean to their success or failure.
      

      
      His softly spoken rebuke was enough to crumple Gidyon’s already fragile confidence. Gidyon ran his hand through his hair,
         totally crestfallen as he searched for a suitable answer. It was his mother who came swiftly to his rescue.
      

      
      ‘Tor, don’t you dare use that accusatory tone. Gidyon has been ripped out of everything familiar and deposited back here with
         a group of strange people he has to trust – even accept as family. A meaningless, harmless looking stone, supposedly left with him by his parents, has no significance
         to him other than the sentimental value it represented in his life.’
      

      
      Tor was about to say something but the Queen refused him any opportunity.

      
      ‘No! He is not to blame in this. I can’t imagine what the traumatic incident is that Gidyon’s referring to but I expect to
         learn it soon. This Yseul will presumably keep it safe will she not, Gidyon?’ Her son nodded, eyes turned to the floor. ‘Then
         there’s nothing lost, Tor. To her it’s a harmless stone as well, with sentimental value, given to her by someone I am assuming
         means something to her.’
      

      
      Now she saw her son’s colour rise. So Gidyon had wasted no time finding a young woman upon whom to work his charm. My, my,
         she thought, I wonder who he takes after. She looked back at Tor, her expression forbidding him to take this matter any further.
         ‘The stone is safe, Tor. Where does she live?’
      

      
      ‘A place called Brittelbury,’ Gidyon replied, grateful for his mother’s support. Watching her now take command he appreciated
         her for the Queen she was. He liked her like this; had hated seeing her so filled with despair and grief the previous night.
         His father had told him she was a formidable person. He could believe it now.
      

      
      ‘Well, that’s several days’ ride west of here. If you don’t say something nice right now, Torkyn Gynt, I shall spend the rest of my time in your absence telling the children
            every embarrassing tale I can think of about you including that time you—

      
      Alyssa was not permitted to finish outlining which of the humiliating tales she would start with.

      
      ‘It’s all right, Gidyon. Really. Your mother is right and I’m sorry to have doubted you. You were not to know about the Stones of Ordolt and I’m as much in the dark about them as
         you, so let’s think about getting the stone back.’ He turned his blue gaze towards Alyssa. Thank you. I’d forgotten how very beautiful and desirable you are when you’re cross.
      

      
      She felt a little lightheaded when he turned that look on her. ‘Well,’ the Queen said brightly, trying to lighten the pang
         of separation she was trying to convince herself was being felt only by the children. ‘Why don’t you two go on with Sallementro
         and I’ll see your father on his way?’ Please let me have just another minute on my own with him, she begged silently. ‘I’ll find you both afterwards and we can spend some time together.’ Please . . . oh please. Just once more in his arms and then I shall give him up, she promised herself.
      

      
      Sallementro and the younger Gynts departed with one final searching look at their father. Tor felt a searing grief at leaving
         them, recalling his own father’s anxiety when he had finally ridden away from Flat Meadows so full of the desire for adventure.
         Tor wondered how he would find the reserves of courage required for what was ahead of them all. He put that aside as the door
         closed and he felt Alyssa’s eyes turn towards him.
      

      
      ‘I must go,’ he said, reflexively, but made no move. 

      
      ‘I know.’

      
      ‘Will you be all right?’

      
      ‘With Gidyon and Lauryn?’

      
      He nodded.

      
      ‘Of course. I intend to spend every spare minute catching up on all that I’ve been denied with them. They are wary of me.
         That’s hard.’ She said the final words wistfully.
      

      
      
      ‘They will fall hopelessly in love with you as I did . . . as I still am.’ He did not mean to say it but the words had a life
         of their own, rushing out and serving no other purpose than to foil the Queen’s resolve.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Tor, why does this happen to us?’ Alyssa could not wait another moment.

      
      She stepped into his embrace. He kissed her hair and stroked her cheek as she hugged him harder, loving the familiar feel
         of his tall, broad body.
      

      
      ‘We must not risk this, Alyssa. I . . . I must stop touching you like this. It’s dangerous . . . and embarrassing,’ he said
         looking down at himself, trying to lighten her despair. He was pleased to see the ghost of a smile come to her face at the
         mention of his discomfort. ‘I can sense Gyl’s fury when I merely look at you – and if he could see this!’ he said and tilted
         her face so he could kiss her lips.
      

      
      She pulled away finally. ‘Gyl will not know how it feels until he experiences his first love,’ she said.

      
      ‘Well, if I’m not mistaken it was happening in front of our noses!’

      
      She loved to see that broad smile which touched his eyes; made the blue spark brighter, if that was possible.

      
      ‘No . . . not Lauryn. Surely not?’ she said, enjoying the intrigue.

      
      ‘Mark my words,’ Tor said. ‘I’d bet on it being confirmed with a kiss or more by the time I return,’ he added, eyebrows arching
         theatrically.
      

      
      Alyssa laughed. ‘Ten sovereigns that you’re wrong.’

      
      ‘I don’t have ten sovereigns,’ he replied, ‘but I’d be happy to take that bet.’

      
      Their laughter was short-lived.

      
      
      ‘Let’s not prolong this pain,’ Tor suggested. ‘I love you, Alyssa but you are no longer mine to love. We must remember who
         you are now.’
      

      
      ‘Can you forgive him, Tor?’

      
      ‘You may recall I already did . . . years ago.’ 

      
      ‘No, I mean for this . . . for loving me?’

      
      I already did . . . years ago, he whispered into her mind.
      

      
      She felt the sting of tears. So Tor knew as much as she had suspected – even as he went to his death – that Lorys had had
         designs on her.
      

      
      ‘He loves me so much, Tor. I’m good for him too. I can change the way he looks at things. I can help him to be a better King.
         But I’m so torn.’
      

      
      He kissed her mouth to stop her talking. ‘Don’t be. You have responsibilities now. I understand why he loves you because I
         do too. I forgive him and I forgive you for loving him. It is our children who matter now, Alyssa. Help him to grasp their
         importance. I believe the time has come for our King to learn everything. Tell him all you know. Make him understand the need
         to help us achieve our ends . . . or Tallinor will die and so will its people. That’s your task now.’
      

      
      Tor took from his pocket the disk of archalyt he hated and with her pained nod of authority he pressed it back against her
         forehead where it adhered. She hated the sudden absence of his magic and spirit surrounding her. Alyssa felt the loss keenly.
      

      
      Then he bent and kissed her hand very tenderly. ‘I take my leave, your highness.’

      
      As he did so, she sadly touched his soft, beautiful hair in reply, permitting his departure.

      
      *     *     *

      
      
      Despite the sickening feeling of having to leave Alyssa once more, Tor was relieved to be gone from the palace again – and
         from all of its reminders. He could still taste her on his lips, smell her perfume on himself, and he realised with deep regret
         that he may never do so again. With the King back at Tal, he would not have such intimate access to the Queen again. And,
         he decided with a sigh, that was as it should be. His children were safe; she would now protect them with her own life if
         necessary. He must journey back to the Heartwood and find the boy, Rubyn. It lifted his spirits to think of the other son
         and he felt happy when Cloot finally showed himself at the tops of the trees.
      

      
      How is she?

      
      Unnervingly beautiful.

      
      Well, she was always that, Tor. Will she be all right with Gidyon and Lauryn?

      
      She’s already in love with them, though it will take longer for them to accept the Queen of Tallinor as their long lost mother
            than it did for them to accept me as their father.

      
      Possibly, the bird conceded. I presume Saxon remains?

      
      Yes, he will stick close to Alyssa now.

      
      Tor’s exceptionally fine hearing picked up the sound of a horse galloping towards them. Alone? he asked, knowing Cloot could hear just as well and see far more easily from his treetop perch than he himself could from
         the ground.
      

      
      Solitary rider travelling at breakneck speed. Must be urgent news for the palace.

      
      Tor moved to the side of the dusty road. At this speed the rider would hardly have a chance to swerve; he took the precaution
         of getting well out of the horse’s path. The rider was upon them in seconds. He did not so much as glance his way but Tor noticed his teeth were clamped together in grim
         concentration – and were those tears streaming down his face or just the rain?
      

      
      Cloot landed silently on his shoulder.

      
      He’s moving so fast his eyes are watering, Tor commented.

	  Did you notice the stallion? It had the King’s personal insignia on it. Rather regal for a messenger don’t you think?

      
      I can’t say I noticed but then you have a knack of spotting these things, Cloot. If a bird could shrug, Cloot would have.
      

      
      Tor considered the import of this rider. Must be very urgent for him to have clearance to travel so dangerously fast. Saxon told me the Shield lives by a very strict
            code of rules. Riding like the wind is only permitted in hunts, competitions, emergencies and war, I believe.
      

      
      He might simply have been enjoying the chance to let such a fine horse have the rein – it’s not often a messenger would have
            such an opportunity.

      
      Yes . . . you’re probably right. The King is due back any hour, apparently, and I don’t want to go back there to be honest.

      
      He imagined the King’s return and how his Queen would be waiting on the steps to throw her arms around him and welcome him
         home with some alarming news.
      

      
      Except Alyssa never did get the chance to speak to Lorys again.
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      Tallinor Grieves

      
      Orlac would never be comfortable with Dorgryl sharing his head but he had begun to get used to it during the walk from the
         hillsides of Neame towards the capital. They had been walking for five days now and, he had to admit, Dorgryl’s expansive
         views were entertaining at least. His uncle had managed to make him laugh out loud several times, though they both agreed
         that in company this might have the effect of making him seem quite mad. But for now, travelling through the picturesque countryside
         of Cipres, he could almost say he was enjoying himself, and as long as Dorgryl continued to fuel his need for vengeance and
         leave the rest of his body alone, he was content for the time being.
      

      
      Cipres needs a new queen, Dorgryl suddenly said.
      

      
      How about a new king?

      
      It is a matriarchal society . . . always has been.

      
      Is there no heiress?

      
      Not that I’m aware of.

      
      Then I presume we shall supply her.

      
      Correct.

      
      
      How?

      
      Leave that to me.

      
      And why will they accept her?

      
      Because they are frightened and distracted and best, they are grieving.

      
      Why would that make them accept a stranger?

      
      You just walk, boy, and let me think now.

      
      Orlac shrugged. He was more than happy in his own silence and he was glad of the fact that Dorgryl could not touch his private
         thoughts. They remained his own and a good thing too. Suddenly he felt obsessed with the need to know a woman. He had been
         alive for centuries and apart from that brief time of childhood he had spent the whole time fighting – pitting his wits and
         magics against others. This wonderful freedom – if you could call it that with another god’s spirit roaming one’s mind – was
         seductive. Dorgryl had spoken to him about the pleasures of life and Orlac realised how much he had missed. Just this time
         to walk through beautiful countryside was a treat. Dorgryl would sneer, he knew, and probably suggest that it was nothing
         in comparison to having a beautiful and compliant woman on her knees, your own hands buried in her hair as she pleasured you.
         So much to learn and experience.
      

      
      A milestone at the grass verge told him it was barely a day’s walk to the city gates. Orlac smiled. Perhaps the right woman
         on her knees in front of him was not that far away now. He strode on towards Cipres.
      

      
      On top of the battlements a soldier on lookout called to Gyl. ‘Rider approaching, sir. Very fast.’

      
      Gyl looked out towards the southwest and squinted.      
      
      Yes, he could see the rider; his man was right, the horse was at full pelt. As it drew closer he could see the flecks of foam
         on its flanks.
      

      
      ‘The Light strike me! What the hell is that rider doing wearing down the horse like that? I’ll have him flogged.’

      
      The soldier next to him added that the horse bore the King’s insignia too. This confused Gyl. No simple messenger would wear
         the personal colours of Lorys. Only the King’s Guard was permitted and no member of the Guard would be sent on an errand unless
         it was of the highest and most urgent importance.
      

      
      Gyl swore colourfully. ‘Bring the messenger directly to me.’ A soldier hurried off. ‘And someone get that horse seen to before
         it dies on us,’ he ordered.
      

      
      He and Saxon had spent an hour or so together earlier, sipping a milky concoction which Cook liked to send up for the men
         on watch in the early hours of the chilled mornings. Moody and still piqued by the previous night’s strange activity, he had
         appreciated the Kloek’s company. He regarded Saxon as a father and so it was with good grace that he accepted the older man’s
         counselling. When Saxon explained everything it seemed to make so much more sense and yet every time he tried to wrap his
         mind around the fact that his mother had lain with a powerful sentient and given birth to triplets who would save the Kingdom
         of Tallinor from some madman called Orlac – it just seemed like utter claptrap. Hearing that Tor had been executed at this
         very palace and was now walking around very much alive with clear designs on his mother, the Queen, made the whole story even
         more flawed. And looking at Saxon as he talked gently of their struggle made it still worse. The Kloek was a Paladin – whatever that meant – as was some dwarf still in the Great Forest and some falcon, no less!
      

      
      It had taken all of Gyl’s resolve to remain seated and listen. But the more the Kloek explained, the more resigned he began
         to feel. Who could make up such a tale, he asked himself. By the time they parted company, Saxon had exacted a promise that
         Gyl would keep an open mind and accept that magic existed in their world and when wielded by the right hands – of people like
         Gynt and like his mother – great good could come of it.
      

      
      Gyl knew Saxon would not lie and so knew he must put faith in what the Kloek advised. Even the amazing story of Saxon’s disfigurement
         and blindness and of being cured in the Heartwood was too fantastical to imagine, and yet he knew the Kloek expected him to
         accept it because it was the truth.
      

      
      Gyl put his troubled thoughts aside as the messenger was virtually carried to where he stood. The man was exhausted and if
         it were not for the two soldiers holding him upright, he would have surely collapsed onto the flagstones.
      

      
      The rider made a dazed salute to his Under Prime. ‘Sir, I bring baleful tidings.’

      
      Gyl felt the hairs on the back of his neck rise. This man was indeed from the Guard which meant the news was brought directly
         from the King.
      

      
      ‘Speak,’ he commanded.

      
      The breathless man did not have a chance to reply. They were interrupted by the Queen’s arrival on the battlements. Saxon
         followed.
      

      
      ‘I saw this man ride in. He bears the King’s colours. What news?’ Alyssa asked. ‘I’ve been expecting Lorys for hours . . .
         why is he so late?’
      

      
      
      Gyl’s eyes flicked to Saxon. The message in that glance said enough.

      
      ‘Your highness,’ Saxon said gently. ‘Why don’t we—’ 

      
      ‘No, Saxon,’ she replied. ‘I want news from this rider. What is your name?’ she asked the trembling man, ignoring all warning
         glares from her son. Gyl was the man’s superior but she was his Queen and that left absolutely no one of higher rank on this
         rooftop. She would have news of her husband directly from this messenger’s lips.
      

      
      The stricken man was still trying to get his breathing back to normal and he coughed. ‘I am Larkham, your majesty,’ he said,
         struggling to get down on one knee and pay her correct respect.
      

      
      ‘You may stand, Larkham. I can see you are in great need of rest. Please deliver your news of the King and his arrival.’

      
      Incredibly, the man broke down. No one could believe the tears which consumed him to the point where he could not speak. It
         was the Queen who went to him and held his hand. Her own eyes were filled with tears now and her face pinched with fear.
      

      
      ‘Larkham, where is the King?’ she urged, low voiced.

      
      ‘He . . . he is dead,’ was all the man managed to say.

      
      Herek escorted his King but this time took no joy in it. The blackened, ruined body of Lorys was shrouded in sacking and carried
         in a cart as they made their slow journey into Tal proper. The men travelled in a shocked silence. They had been like this
         since the King had been impaled by the lightning strike. Lorys had been dead even before he hit the ground, long before his
         loyal Prime could reach him.
      

      
      
      With an enormous effort of will, Herek forced his mind from its confused, horrified state to consider what lay ahead. The
         bulk of responsibility would fall on his and Gyl’s shoulders as the realm would surely spiral into stunned stupefaction, capable
         of no activity other than grieving at their shocking news. He knew Queen Alyssa would have received the grim tidings by now.
         How much more punishment could a single person take? He felt his heart ache for Tallinor’s beautiful young Queen – it seemed
         her whole life was destined to be one of grief.
      

      
      More importantly, the King had died without an heir. Tallinor faced very testing times. Herek was a soldier not a politician,
         but he quaked at the thought of how the question of sovereignty would be resolved now. As far as he could recall, Tallinor’s
         royal line had always been secured by a single male heir. What in the Light would happen now to their precious Kingdom?
      

      
      Word had clearly not yet spread. Tal warmly welcomed its soldiers home, hardly glancing at the contents of the cart . . .
         just another footman perhaps who had passed away. And if they did notice the King’s fine stallion at the front, it did not
         register yet that the horse was riderless. Many would have presumed the King was arriving separately. The Company approached
         the palace gates, where it was clear that a far more sombre welcome awaited. Herek took a deep breath and silently asked the
         Light to guide him through this difficult time.
      

      
      Queen Alyssa, flanked by the Under Prime, who held her arm protectively, awaited them on the steps of the palace. Herek was
         quietly relieved to see the Kloek had returned from his wanderings. Saxon stood beside the Queen and would provide much needed
         support. The entire palace staff had gathered in the bailey and awaited their King in dread silence. Soldiers stood at full attention
         on the battlements where the colours of Tal flew at half mast. That alone would begin to filter into the minds of the populace
         and Tal’s people would begin to grasp that death had visited and claimed their sovereign.
      

      
      Dignitaries and courtiers, heads bowed, awaited a little further back on the vast steps and Herek’s keen eye roved amongst
         them, picking up two strangers, standing with the musician, Sallementro. Unlesss his sight deceived him, one looked alarmingly
         like the physic, Torkyn Gynt – though that was surely fanciful. The other, her head bowed, he could not see in full, but in
         spite of seeming familiar in that brief glance she was definitely not known to him.
      

      
      Herek looked back at the Queen. She appeared composed. Her chin held high, a look of defiance on her face as she dared that
         composure to fail her. It would not; he knew this. Herek recognised that same strength in her stance that he had witnessed
         many years previously when she had laid eyes on the corpse of another great love of her life. She had not cried then and she
         would not cry now in public. He admired her courage; was proud of the dignified figure she presented to her people. She would
         be the reason all of them would find the strength to move on; Alyssa would be the catalyst which might push them through their
         grief to the future of Tallinor under a new monarch . . . but whom?
      

      
      The cart he had led rolled to a halt and Herek stepped down from his horse and onto his knee in the presence of his Sovereign.
         His head held low, he heard her softly approach.
      

      
      
      ‘Your majesty,’ he said, angry to hear his voice catch slightly.

      
      She touched his shoulder, bade him rise and then he was looking down at the tiny figure – already a former queen, he realised,
         as she would never be permitted to rule. Herek looked into sad, fathomless grey-green eyes and somehow conveyed his despair
         that he had brought his King, her husband, back in such a manner. No words required.
      

      
      The Under Prime was snapped to attention. People began to weep now around them but Alyssa remained composed.

      
      ‘At ease, Gyl,’ Herek said, glad to hear his voice was more steady now. He must take command of the situation. ‘Your highness,
         may we speak inside?’
      

      
      She nodded. Bearers rushed out from the palace to lift the body from its cart but several soldiers growled. No one would bear
         the King’s body other than the King’s personal Guard. The confused servants looked to their Queen. Herek noted Gyl squeeze
         his mother’s arm gently. She nodded again at the servants who moved away. Gyl left her side to join the Guard. He would be
         one of those to carry their beloved King to his resting spot, for the time being, in the chapel. With Saxon close by, Queen
         Alyssa turned and climbed the stairs back into the palace, a grief-stricken retinue of people following.
      

      
      In her private chambers, she held an audience with Herek whilst Gyl made arrangements in the chapel to lay out the man he
         did not know was his father. The only other person present was Saxon. Alyssa sat, stiff-backed, and after a tray of drinks
         had been served – which only Herek gratefully touched – she asked him the question he dreaded.
      

      
      
      ‘Tell me how my husband died?’

      
      The Prime told her everything, spared her no detail in his precise, brief way, from the moment they had spotted the ravens
         in the field to the second his body had burst momentarily into flame. When he finished speaking the room was enveloped by
         a frigid silence. No one moved until the Queen finally nodded.
      

      
      ‘I saw that hand of lightning, Herek, which you speak of. It lit the entire sky.’

      
      ‘It was a fearful strike, your majesty.’

      
      ‘And you say Lorys felt doomed?’ 

      
      ‘That’s my interpretation, your highness. He spoke of being marked by the gods . . . shrouded. I sense this is why he risked
         sending a man out into the storm.’ Herek cleared his throat. ‘I am guessing it was his way of reaching out to you, my Queen.’
      

      
      Alyssa bit the inside of her cheek. She would not permit herself to break down. She must be strong. People would count on
         her to show courage in the face of such adversity.
      

      
      Saxon finally entered the conversation. ‘Arrangements must be made, your highness . . . er, for the King’s funeral. This is
         something you might consider entrusting to Gyl.’
      

      
      He flicked a look towards Herek which suggested he would explain later. ‘After last night, your boy could use a chance to
         flex his authority and demonstrate his abilities.’
      

      
      A strange, unreadable look flitted across the Queen’s face. ‘I fear the boy has far more responsibility settling on his shoulders
         than any of us could possibly imagine,’ she said. ‘Herek.’
      

      
      ‘Your highness?’ He was glad they were able to slip into familiar roles and duties, away from that sense of confusion.

      
      
      ‘Gather the nobles.’ 

      
      ‘As you command, your majesty, but should we not lay our King to rest first . . . if you’ll pardon my presumption?’

      
      ‘The question of succession is best dealt with immediately, Herek. I suspect it is already the main question on everyone’s
         lips.’
      

      
      There was a soft knock at the door. Gyl entered with the Queen’s private aide, Rolynd.

      
      Alyssa mustered a smile. ‘Just the people we need.’ They bowed. ‘Rolynd, I require you to assist Gyl, who will take charge
         of all proceedings surrounding the funeral, burial and feast for King Lorys.’
      

      
      She noted Gyl’s eyes flash. This was a proud moment for him.

      
      ‘As you wish, your majesty,’ said the dour Rolynd.

      
      ‘Gyl . . . Rolynd will prepare a full list of neighbouring royalty who will need to be invited to attend. Please make all
         arrangements for the King to lie in state for the appropriate period of time. In this instance, we will wait for all monarchs
         who wish to attend to be present before the funeral takes place.’
      

      
      ‘I understand,’ he said and bowed. ‘I will take my leave, then, your majesty and get on with my tasks,’ Gyl said.

      
      ‘Gyl.’ He turned back to face his mother, marvelling at her dignity in the face of such grief and turmoil he knew she would
         be experiencing. ‘You will be required to attend a gathering of the nobles.’ She looked at Herek, a question on her face.
      

      
      ‘Tomorrow, your majesty. I shall have them assembled in the Throne Room by sunrise.’

      
      ‘Good,’ she said.

      
      
      Gyl was confused but this was not the time to question the Queen. He nodded and departed with Rolynd behind him.

      
      Saxon managed to convey a brief smile towards Alyssa. He was pleased she had given Gyl a prominent role.

      
      ‘Herek, you need some rest. And I must go and sit with Lorys,’ she said, her forlornness profoundly affecting the two men
         in the room.
      

      
      ‘May I accompany you, Alyssa?’ Saxon said, forgetting the protocol just for a moment.

      
      ‘No. This is something I wish to face myself, and I need some time alone with my husband before the arrangements for his embalming
         begin. You understand.’
      

      
      ‘Of course,’ Saxon replied. ‘Allow me to escort you to the chapel at least?’

      
      She took his hand and stood. Herek was back on one knee.

      
      ‘You are a good man, Herek. I am grateful to you for all you’ve done and continue to do. We shall meet tomorrow after sunrise.’

      
      Alyssa, Queen of Tallinor for the last day of her short reign, left her chambers to kiss her husband for the final time.

   



      
      
      4

      
      Escape of a Princess

      
      Orlac glimpsed his first view of the Ciprean capital. In spite of the late hour, it remained a beautiful sight with its houses
         softly glowing in the light of oil lamps whilst blazing torches splendidly lit the breathtaking palace on the cliff.
      

      
      However, his pleasure was soon interrupted by Dorgryl. Time for us to claim a throne.
      

      
      How do you propose we take over an entire realm?

      
      Ah, that’s the messy bit, Dorgryl said. By force. A few will die – certainly enough for the Cipreans to realise there is absolutely no point in opposing us.

      
      Messy?

      
      Yes. I shall unleash your powers, boy.

      
      Orlac seethed privately but bit back on his temper. Surely you mean I shall unleash my powers, Dorgryl?

      
      Of course. That’s what I meant, his uncle replied smoothly. Come. Let’s not dawdle . . . now the fun begins.

      
      Hela had made careful preparations. Now she had to convince the uncrowned new Queen to listen to this mad tale of hers and
         agree to flee the city. With Sarel still uncommunicative as she mourned the loss of her mother, all other palace staff left the child entirely in her care. Hela seemed
         to be the only person Sarel could tolerate. Anyone else interrupting her grief would be met by either fury or cold silence.
         She had been seen by barely more than three of the palace staff since her mother’s death. All her former carers had been left
         behind at Neame. In fact, she was virtually a stranger to the palace staff who had met her only on rare occasions since her
         birth, so strong was her mother’s desire to protect her.
      

      
      Sylven had been cremated in the Ciprean fashion. Her ugly death had left her once handsome face scarred with purplish welts,
         her lips erupted with sores. It had been decided to burn the Queen immediately, and the ceremony was pulled together hastily
         and performed on the Mound where all previous queens had risen from death to afterlife amongst the swirling smoke of their
         burning pyres.
      

      
      Several thousand loyal subjects had gathered to witness the event, all still stunned by the premature death of their Sovereign.
         Talk had spread that she had been murdered; already whisperings had begun that the deed was connected to the stranger she
         had publicly humiliated on the last outing of the Silver Maiden. His name was Torkyn Gynt. The grief-stricken had comforted
         themselves with the thought that at least the succession was safe. A new Queen would be crowned after a suitable period of
         mourning. Sarel was young but on the few occasions that the Ciprean people had been permitted to share her, they had found
         her engaging and as seemingly devoted to them as her mother and grandmother before her. The child would be a beauty it was
         said and the people respected their Queen’s wish for her daughter to enjoy childhood – her time would come soon enough to accept the responsibility of ruling a realm. If only they had known then what would unfold
         over these next few days, the city fathers would have crowned Sarel on the very day of her mother’s burning.
      

      
      But now Sarel was trying to control the alarm which her mother’s closest servant was forcing on her. They were in Sylven’s
         chambers, standing on the same balcony where Torkyn Gynt had once seduced and ultimately won the heart of a Queen.
      

      
      ‘Sarel, have you any reason not to trust me?’ Hela looked at the girl earnestly.

      
      The new Queen did not return the eye contact; she continued to look out over the city. ‘I do not.’

      
      ‘Then you must heed my warnings. I have never had such a dream before, child. It was as though this woman was real like you
         and me. She has visited me each night to repeat the same warning that great harm will come to you if we do not flee.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t understand, Hela. These people loved my mother . . . surely they will love me too.’

      
      ‘They do. But this Dreamspeaker, Lys, talks of people from foreign lands . . . bad people who wish us ill.’

      
      Now Sarel dragged her stare away from the beautiful cityscape in front of her and rounded on her friend. ‘How cowardly, then,
         of me to flee when Cipres most needs her Queen.’
      

      
      At this Hela could not help but smile. ‘Brave, Sarel. Well said. Your mother would be proud of you. But she would not wish
         you to throw your life away. She would uphold me in this. Let me get you to safety whilst I still can. Don’t you see, you
         are more of a threat alive. If nothing occurs in Cipres which is untoward, we shall return and you shall be crowned.’
      

      
      Sarel, though young by Tallinese standards, was verging on what the Cipreans considered womanhood. She turned back to gaze
         out at the city she loved fiercely. This was her birthright. She understood that her mother had diligently protected her from
         royal duties and yet she had secretly craved them. She indulged her mother’s whim to keep her as innocent as possible but
         her mother had had little knowledge that she had been studying Ciprean history, laws, affairs of State ferociously. She had
         even engaged her own pair of advisers, based in Neame but with eyes and ears working for them throughout Cipres, who kept
         her fully briefed on events, political or otherwise. Sarel had known of Locklyn Gylbyt’s call for the Silver Maiden almost
         as quickly as the rest of the cityfolk had learned it. In fact she had become somewhat infatuated with the notion of the pirate’s
         son for a short while, dwelling on his bravery and wishing she could ask her mother if she could attend the Kiss. But Sarel
         had known it was pointless to even ask such a thing. She had been in Neame anyway; closeted safely from the public eye; expected
         to play with dolls and puppies. Her mother had adored her – she knew this – but her mother had read her incorrectly for most
         of the past few years.
      

      
      Sarel wanted to reign; had an urgent need to learn and absorb all State matters. She deeply wished she could have lived and
         worked alongside her mother, as Sylven had her mother. But now her mother was gone, murdered; there would be no opportunity
         to learn anything from the best teacher of all.
      

      
      Hela echoed her thoughts. ‘Your mother’s death is our most urgent warning, Sarel. There is treachery afoot and your safety is paramount now. We have no time to lose. We must leave the palace.’
      

      
      ‘This Torkyn Gynt. You trust him?’

      
      ‘I do . . . yes.’ 

      
      ‘I believe I do too,’ she said, bringing great relief to Hela. ‘I met him at Neame, spent some time in his company. Whilst
         I believe my mother fell in love with his handsome looks and charm, I too was captivated, but by his intelligence. Those eyes
         are penetrating, aren’t they? Seem to speak volumes whilst guarding so many secrets.’
      

      
      Hela was taken aback. Sarel, at thirteen summers, had clearly been hiding the adult she had become. The child was speaking
         like a grown woman. Had she been fooling them all, especially Sylven, all these years? Pretending to be the innocent youngster
         who enjoyed nothing more than sugared desserts and a game of throw-ball? Hela looked at the young Queen with a new respect.
      

      
      Sarel grinned. ‘I’m not enchanted by him, Hela. He’s much too old for me although he is certainly a beautiful man. But I would
         trust him.’
      

      
      Hela shook her head slighty, unbalanced by the newly revealed maturity of Sarel. ‘Your mother was in love with him, Sarel.
         She told me this in plain words . . . was even flirting with how she could change Ciprean law to permit her taking a husband.’
      

      
      At this Sarel’s eyes did widen. ‘Truly?’

      
      Hela nodded. ‘I could hardly believe it either when she told me. Sylven was always able to control her emotions and in all
         the time I served her, never once did she fall prey to a man’s affections, honeyed words, physique. No, no one until Torkyn
         Gynt had ever roused her passions like this. I do believe she meant to make him Royal Consort.’
      

      
      
      ‘And is this possible?’

      
      ‘Ancient laws would need to be overturned. I’m no scholar, Sarel. I would not know what such a mighty change in Ciprean philosophy
         and culture might entail.’
      

      
      Sarel nodded sadly. ‘She should not have died the way she did. I will see to it – if it takes all of my life – that the perpetrator
         is punished.’
      

      
      ‘Then you must protect your life to achieve this. Will you come with me?’

      
      ‘Give me this night to consider, Hela. I promise to deliver you my decision on the morrow.’ She suddenly looked regal. Gone
         were the childish attire and ribbons she had obviously worn to please her mother. Sarel stood before her, slim and clearly
         going to be as tall as Sylven one day, and perhaps even more beautiful. In her simple soft blue gown, slim fitting, curving
         over her high breasts, she looked anything but a child.
      

      
      Hela nodded, knowing she must find the patience to wait out another night, and bowed to her Queen. ‘I shall leave you then,
         your majesty, to consider.’
      

      
      As she departed the chambers she almost bumped into a familiar figure; one she detested. Her frustration found a target. ‘What
         are you doing here? No one is permitted in this tower without my permission.’
      

      
      ‘The guards gave me access. I would offer my condolences to the Princess,’ replied the oily voice.

      
      Its high pitch, effeminate in the way it caressed her ears, had disgusted Hela from the very first time she had heard it.
         She looked into the cold, almost black eyes, small and ever wary. ‘She is no longer a Princess, Goth. She is a Queen now and
         the Queen insists on privacy to grieve. She has given instructions that only I will attend her for the time being. You will leave and not return until summoned.’
      

      
      Goth kept his face impassive and nodded once but in truth wished he could wrap his pudgy fingers around the woman’s neck and
         throttle this upstart maid. How dare she address him with such discourtesy. He was, after all, a former adviser to Sylven.
         The fact that he had murdered her was unfortunate, of course, for now he would need to ingratiate himself with the child.
         Until recently he had not been aware there was a daughter and had berated himself for not knowing such an important detail,
         but Queen Sylven had obviously kept the daughter well protected. It was a rare mistake – he would need to be more careful
         in future. He turned away from the maid, took his leave and was aware that she watched him until he had disappeared from the
         corridor down the stairs from the private tower.
      

      
      Goth continued to surprise himself at cheating death. Surely he was running out of lives? He had survived the fall over the
         crashing water’s edge and managed to keep himself beneath the rushing river’s surface just long enough to be dragged swiftly
         out of the keen eyesight of his pursuers. He had hurt himself though, and if not for the few remaining drops of clear arraq
         in the vial secreted in his clothes, he might not have survived so well. The drug had rejuvenated him and once at full strength
         he had made his way carefully back to Cipres.
      

      
      After establishing that Gynt was no longer in the palace, he had simply resumed his former chambers, feigning shock and horror
         at the news of Sylven’s death. No one had seen him leave the city; no one had seen him at Neame. He presumed Gynt and the
         Kloek had already sailed for Tallinor which meant for the time being he was safe. He had spent the next few days promoting the rumour that
         Torkyn Gynt was the man responsible for Sylven’s murder and, that achieved, he prepared to meet with Sarel and find out more
         about this new Queen of Cipres. Goth had counted on her refusing all visitors, hence his attempt to take her by surprise.
         But this toad of a maid was lurking. He hated her; she had not trusted him since he first came to the notice of Sylven and
         clearly distrusted him now. Well, perhaps she might need to join her former employer, wherever she was now. He would not let
         a mere servant get in the way of his plans. Goth decided as he left the Queen’s tower that if Hela locked horns with him again,
         she would die.
      

      
      Orlac entered the royal square of Cipres, attracted by the sounds of many voices raised in agreement with a single speaker.
         He paid no attention to what the man was saying. It mattered not in the light of what would happen in the next few minutes.
         It was darkening into evening and the huge square was elegantly lit by torches. Shops as well as eating and drinking houses
         lined the square, all beautifully presenting their wares. There was no doubt the Cipreans were far from poor. This square
         alone, with its smooth, graceful architecture made entirely of white polished stone, literally glittered with the wealth of
         its people. He looked up towards the palace, towering above on a cliff ledge; its pale minarets shot with gold sparkled like
         jewels against the inky sky.
      

      
      We should make our presence felt here, Dorgryl suggested. 
      

      
      Orlac agreed with the suggestion. He skirted the edge of the crowd and then began to push through it. His tall, imposing stature helped to part the shoulders of the gathered until he found himself climbing the stairs of the recently
         erected podium. The speaker turned, slightly confounded by the interruption and nodded to one of the guards nearby to deal
         with the nuisance.
      

      
      A burly man broke away from the guards and approached Orlac.

      
      He was polite. ‘I shall have to ask you to step down please.’

      
      Kill him, Dorgryl ordered.
      

      
      Orlac felt the god flare inside him. He hated the sensation of Dorgryl’s presence but he knew he must bide his time. For now,
         they were both on the same side, following the same path. He opened himself to his powers, felt the Colours infuse him and
         he cast out a trickle. The guard had put a hand up to prevent Orlac proceeding any further and he suddenly burst into flame,
         a look of shocked surprise crossing his face as he witnessed his own incineration before he collapsed, writhing and burning.
      

      
      The speaker yelled, the crowd roared its own surprise which instantly turned to terror. How could this happen?

      
      Dorgryl commanded again. Deal with the speaker.
      

      
      Orlac obeyed. The man who had once held the rapt attention of the gathered before this interruption, now won it again, but
         for a different reason this time. He began to tremble; his body convulsing as a puppet might, when its strings are jerked
         by the puppeteer. He began to thrash around the podium, screaming in agony.
      

      
      Orlac did not want to be told what to do next. This was his show, not Dorgryl’s and he would take charge. Turning casually
         towards the stunned audience, with one man dead but still smoking and another flailed to his death, he loosed his Colours – again it was but an arrogant trickle of his power.
      

      
      People began to scream as blood ran freely from their noses, eyes and ears. Chaos broke out amongst the crowd and bloodied,
         mostly blinded bodies began to run in all directions. Orlac turned his calm attention towards one end of the square. It seemed
         a pity to ruin this dignified architecture, but he pushed again with his Colours and at this bidding the area of buildings
         began to cave in, collapsing swiftly under their own sudden shift in weight. The grinding and groaning of stone, as it bent
         to Orlac’s will, sounded even worse than the shrieking, panicking people it threatened, and it brought back all his memories
         of when he had begun the destruction of Caremboche all those centuries previous.
      

      
      Good . . . good, my boy. Are you enjoying yourself? Dorgryl asked, impressed.
      

      
      He was, and Dorgryl was disappointed when his nephew pulled back the Colours, allowing them to soften to a glow within whilst
         he surveyed the damage. Dorgryl so badly wanted to touch that well of power, but this was not the time to reveal himself.
         He relished the day such power would be his. For now, though, he must be the ‘guest’ and learn more about his host.
      

      
      The people who had been hurt were lying on the polished stone, crying and begging for help as their blood ran freely. Some
         had been crushed under the toppling stone of the buildings. Others, not many, had escaped the touch of his Colours but they
         were in shock, walking from person to person, trying to find their own and seeking help. Why was this happening? What could
         cause such a thing? they wondered. Orlac noticed a woman fleeing the square; her shapely ankles above jewelled sandals caught his eye. Obviously one he had spared, he thought carelessly,
         and felt smug that she had escaped his attentions. Perhaps she was pretty? She would certainly help spread the word.
      

      
      Hela had picked up her long skirts, revealing her jewelled sandals and, not caring that her veils were askew, ran for her
         life. This was it. This is what Lys had warned her about. There was magic afoot in Cipres and it came accompanied by death.
         She had not missed the unaccountably tall, impressively handsome young man who had taken the stage and looked calmly around
         whilst two men died behind him for absolutely no reason. He had reminded her of someone, but that thought had gone the instant
         everyone about her had begun to bleed.
      

      
      They must forgo the night’s grace she had promised Sarel. She must get the Queen away from Cipres now.

      
      Hela’s voice was urgent; her terror causing her to forget whom she addressed. ‘Sarel!’ She shook the sleeping Queen. ‘Sarel!
         Wake up!’
      

      
      The young woman opened her eyes, suddenly in shock, her body tensing. ‘What’s happened?’

      
      ‘No time. Get up. Move!’ commanded her maid and friend. ‘It’s begun. There is killing in the square. We must flee.’

      
      Hela pulled the dazed woman from her bed, ripping off her nightgown not caring for the chill it caused to the pale, perfect
         skin. ‘Climb into these. Waste no time, Sarel. We leave immediately.’
      

      
      ‘Who is it?’

      
      ‘I don’t know – a golden man – but there are people dead in the square for no reason. I saw them with my own eyes, bleeding from their noses, bursting into flame . . . buildings which have stood for centuries, collapsing as one,
         killing all in their path.’
      

      
      Hela had not realised she was weeping as she spoke. Now Sarel’s eyes were filled with tears and confusion as she tried to
         make sense of the babble.
      

      
      ‘I don’t understand,’ said the young Queen.

      
      ‘Neither do I,’ Hela admitted, her nervousness betraying her. ‘It is magic . . . beyond my comprehension, but you can be sure
         that the man who wields it is headed here. Now quickly! Put this veil on and we leave.’
      

      
      Sarel made to open her jewel box by the bed.

      
      ‘Leave it! I have all we need. Come.’ She led the girl through two doors in her mother’s chamber to a short landing leading
         towards the stairs used by the servants. Hela opened one of the many storage cupboards on the landing used to replenish stocks
         of Sylven’s favourite perfume, soaps, bath oils and linens, which Hela alone held the key to. From inside she pulled two dull
         brown cloth bags.
      

      
      ‘This is all we take,’ she said. ‘Here, Sarel, carry one.’

      
      She ignored the question which she could see coming to the Queen’s lips and turned her back on her, taking her hand. Hela
         left no room for discussion or, indeed, argument. They moved swiftly – just short of running – down the stairs until they
         had reached the ground floor, which led into a private courtyard.
      

      
      ‘Hela, the yard and the walls around it are guarded,’ Sarel voiced her thoughts aloud. But of course Hela would already know
         this.
      

      
      ‘I have taken care of it,’ Hela whispered. ‘The man on duty tonight is a friend. He is sweet on me, you could say,’ she added
         conspiratorially. ‘Mind me, Sarel. Say nothing, no matter what I say or you hear. Do you understand?’ It was said firmly, as mother to child. She was satisfied to see the
         young Queen nod behind her veils. ‘Come.’
      

      
      True enough, as they stepped outside, a guard immediately confronted them and then relaxed when he heard Hela’s voice.

      
      ‘Are we safe?’ she asked.

      
      ‘There’s some trouble in the square, or so I hear. I know nothing more but if you follow the old road, it should be clear,’
         he said, grinning wolfishly at the veiled face of Hela. ‘Who knocked her up, then?’ he added, turning to Sarel.
      

      
      His blood would have frozen in his veins if he could have seen the chilled expression his new Queen wore beneath her veils.
         Sarel felt Hela’s hand tighten on her arm with reassurance as the maid answered him, a casual tone to her voice belying the
         tension she surely felt.
      

      
      ‘Stupid girl! She’s three months gone and showing – no idea who the father is. I fear she is simple in her head and so lies
         with anyone,’ she answered, playfully knocking Sarel’s shoulder with her own. ‘But her mother is a good friend of my mother’s
         and I feel obliged to do the right thing and get her home before anyone of rank finds out. You know how they are?’ Hela winked
         at him which he caught even behind those dark veils of hers.
      

      
      He turned again to Sarel. ‘You wouldn’t give me a quick one, would you?’ he asked, tugging at his breeches, ‘. . . as it doesn’t
         seem to matter much to you.’
      

      
      This time, it was Hela’s turn to freeze. If only he knew to whom he spoke.

      
      ‘Garth – leave it will you,’ she said, forcing her voice to remain light and playful. ‘I need to get going with her before
         it goes completely black out there.’
      

      
      
      ‘You owe me one, Hela. You can pay me in kind on your return.’

      
      ‘I’ll happily pay, Garth. I’ve always enjoyed you.’

      
      She kissed him lightly on the cheek; a promise of real payment yet to come. Then she grabbed Sarel’s arm and pulled her to
         follow. Sarel was seething.
      

      
      ‘Garth, is it? I’ll have him hung when this is over!’ she hissed.

      
      ‘Ssh!’ Hela cautioned. ‘It’s because of him we’re safe. He changed three guards over so he could be the one on watch at this
         gate today. He has no rank, no money, so won their places by fighting them. He knows no fear – he’s too young. All that matters
         to him is the feel of a woman’s body against his own.’
      

      
      Sarel did not respond. She felt a bit foolish for reacting so pompously as she realised just what sort of chance Hela was
         taking: bribing guards with her body, smuggling her Queen from the palace and no doubt prepared to lay down her own life to
         protect Sarel’s. She remained silent. Once they had left the palace behind, walking briskly, Hela stopped and looked around.
         She made a soft hooting sound, like an owl, with cupped hands. A similar sound answered back and a few moments later a dark
         shadow emerged. Another man.
      

      
      ‘We must follow him, Sarel. You must trust me now and do exactly as I say.’

      
      They approached the man. 

      
      ‘Who is he?’ Sarel whispered.

      
      ‘No friend, that’s for sure, but he can be trusted so long as I still owe him a purse.’

      
      ‘Are we safe?’ 

      
      ‘As we can be, hush now,’ Hela cautioned. They arrived before him.

      
      
      ‘I am Hela,’ she said.

      
      He did not so much as flinch. ‘The money?’ His voice was gravelly. Sarel could read no expression on his face.

      
      ‘Half now, as agreed,’ Hela said firmly, digging into her pocket and producing a purse which she held out. The man took it.

      
      ‘Follow,’ he said, and led them down the side of a hill, not caring if they stumbled. He knew the terrain well and strode
         ahead, the women trailing at a tentative pace.
      

      
      ‘It would be easier without the veils,’ Sarel said, hating to state the obvious.

      
      ‘Until I feel it’s safe, I can’t reveal you.’ She was surprised to hear Sarel laugh.

      
      ‘Hela. The Cipreans hardly know who I am anyway. My last trip to the capital was two years ago when I was a child, and you
         saw to it that no one witnessed my arrival this time.’
      

      
      ‘All true. But I am taking precautions,’ Hela said in a tone which forbade further discussion.

      
      The man of no name or conversation led them to a horse and cart and with no further ceremony, not even a helping hand to climb
         aboard, he wordlessly took the Queen of Cipres and her brave maidservant to the docks, carefully avoiding the city’s centre.
         If he knew of the wild scenes unfolding therein, he did not share his knowledge. Hela was just glad to know the palace was
         far enough away that their most dangerous moments had passed. Now it was simply a matter of putting as much distance between
         Cipres and themselves as possible. She hoped Sarel had a strong constitution – a voyage during this season was destined to
         be rough.
      

      
      ‘Wait,’ the man said, leaving them standing on a deserted wharf. Nearby a small galleon creaked as it rocked gently at its moorings. They could see the ship’s name, The Raven, painted in gold on her side.
      

      
      ‘Time to dispense with the veils now, Sarel. Soon we must become women of Tallinor.’ She watched the Queen dutifully obey
         as she did the same, then bundled up the black veils and pushed them behind some crates.
      

      
      ‘There now,’ she said, brightly, wondering yet again where and towards what she was taking this precious young woman.

      
      The man had returned. ‘Follow.’

      
      They stepped cautiously behind him up the steep gangplank, trying to steady one another. A few men stared at them as they
         arrived and Hela was pleased to see Sarel hold her head high, her expression blank. Her haughtiness was gone; a Queen fleeing
         her own city had nothing to be arrogant about. They needed these men to help them now and attitude was all important. Hela
         chanced a brief smile towards one of them but he looked away immediately. Pirates . . . they knew how to keep secrets, not
         make relationships with anyone unnecessary to their needs. Good, this suited the pair. They would travel in the obscurity
         she desired.
      

      
      The man knocked on a door, opened it and gestured for them to go in. He did not join them. Hela nodded at Sarel and they stepped
         inside. What they saw surprised them. Whatever both had anticipated for a pirate captain’s chambers, this was not it. A man
         stepped out from behind a satin screen, water dripping from his beard. Sarel recoiled slightly at the sight of his destroyed
         eye.
      

      
      ‘Ah, do forgive me ladies.’ He pulled a patch down over the offending wound but stepped no closer. ‘I was just neatening myself for your arrival.’ He smiled and warmth immediately flooded a battle-scarred face.
      

      
      Now he did take a few steps towards them. ‘Allow me to welcome you aboard The Raven. I am her captain and your host, Janus Quist.’ He bowed carefully.
      

      
      ‘You are too kind, Captain Quist,’ Hela replied on their behalf, relief coursing through her.

      
      Quist turned to Sarel. ‘Your highness,’ he said, this time with genuine awe. He bowed once again, deeply.

      
      It was a shocked Hela who responded. ‘But . . . how could you know?’

      
      The captain tried to conceal his amusement but it was clearly there on his wind-burnt face. ‘Madam, it is my business to know
         who comes aboard my ship.’
      

      
      ‘But I have shielded all knowledge of our identities from everyone. Even the guard back at the palace did not know about her,’
         she said, looking quickly at her Queen.
      

      
      ‘No, but then I have eyes and ears throughout Cipres, through the palace in fact,’ he said, without guile. ‘Please, sit with
         me, let us speak over a glass of Neame’s finest.’
      

      
      Hela felt rattled but the pirate was behaving in a most gracious manner towards them. Sarel sat first and then nodded. Suddenly
         there was a Queen in this chamber.
      

      
      The captain bowed again. ‘We are honoured to help, your majesty. Your mother, Queen Sylven – may the gods guide her to the
         Light – was a great sovereign and once did me a rare kindness. In helping you, highness, I perhaps can return that gesture.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ Sarel said. ‘Please sit.’

      
      Hela and Quist finally joined her. There was a knock at the door and a willowy young man stepped in with a tray. Quist nodded.

      
      
      ‘May I offer you wine, your highness?’

      
      Hela was about to answer out of habit but felt her mouth close at the look from Sarel. The child had grown up. Here now sat
         a Queen.
      

      
      ‘I would be delighted to share a cup with you, Captain Quist,’ she said, her tone measured, her words well chosen.

      
      The server stepped forward. Quist gestured for Sarel to take a cup. ‘Your majesty, may I introduce my brother-by-marriage,
         Locklyn . . . Locky. He will be ensuring your safety and comfort aboard The Raven for our voyage.’
      

      
      Sarel’s eyes immediately flicked to the dark pair staring down at her. She felt her breath catch but quickly composed herself.
         ‘Are you the same Locklyn who risked the Kiss of the Silver Maiden?’
      

      
      He blushed. ‘I am, your highness.’

      
      ‘You are brave indeed. I wished very much to have been there to share in your courage,’ she said demurely.

      
      Hela was surprised that Sarel even knew of this event.

      
      Quist cleared his throat. ‘Locky was fortunate, your highness, to escape with his life.’

      
      ‘My grievance was validated,’ Locky added softly, stepping quickly to offer Hela a cup of the wine.

      
      Sarel’s gaze followed him and none of it was lost on the sharp eyes of Hela.

      
      ‘To close escapes, then,’ Quist said raising his cup, humour playing around his far from handsome mouth.

      
      ‘To close escapes,’ they replied, and Sarel smiled over her wine at Locky.
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