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  Dedication




  





  Although many hands helped bring this book to publication, my journey to Ath-o’Lea would not have begun without the wisdom, dedication and humour of one man: Peter Mortimer.




  Those few precious years between being a kid and becoming an adult are volatile. During this time, I was fortunate enough to discover the world of fantasy through the portal in which the greatest dungeon master I knew led me.




  Peter introduced me to Dungeons & Dragons and to Argon (who would become Bronwyn), and encouraged me to explore the land of fairies. He's the best dungeon master I've ever known, and he's impacted my life in ways I can't even explain.




  I met Peter first as a dungeon master that warm summer day running through the Boys & Girls Club lounge and later learnt he was our new club director. He stayed for about five years and created the club I'm glad I didn't have to live without. They were the most important (and volatile) years of my life (13 to 18).




  





  





  
Chapter 01
Maternal Instincts





  





  Alaura of Niamh bit her lip and twiddled with the small ring on her finger. She glanced around the one-room dwelling and tried to identify the source of a lingering odour which renewed itself when a person moved. Could it be the smell of decomposing food or drying afterbirth?




  The dwelling appeared like many in the town of Maskil except this one had no glass windows. Instead, the occupants had boarded-up the openings. The lantern Alaura had lit upon arrival at Maura of Ealasaid’s home provided the only light. It illuminated the bruises on Maura’s calves and wrists. Alaura surveyed the half-naked hauflin; she looked slim for a woman at full term. Maura caught her staring, and she quickly averted her eyes.




  Alaura didn’t want to be here, but Catriona Wheatcroft, her teacher, had insisted. She had made an excuse, but Catriona ignored it, saying, I need you. Maura needs you.




  Although a stranger in Maskil, Alaura had been accepted as an apprentice by Catriona. Her teacher had told her she’d be capable of great deeds if properly trained in magic. Those deeds included helping others in their time of need. Though Alaura believed a more experienced apprentice made a better choice to assist in the childbirth, she felt compelled to fulfil Catriona’s request.




  Maura cried out, making Alaura jump. She watched the pain rip through the small hauflin’s body. Drenched in sweat, Maura clenched her teeth and gripped the frayed blanket beneath her.




  “Push, Maura!” Catriona glared at the pregnant woman. “One great push for your baby!”




  Alaura watched Maura. She lay on a dilapidated bed, staring at the ceiling. She didn’t want to be here either. Her tattered dress, hiked up past her swollen belly, appeared unfit for washing a floor.




  “I can see the head!” Catriona beamed at Alaura. “It won’t be long now. Support her.”




  Alaura gripped Maura’s hand and gazed into her face; the worry etched deep lines. “One more,” she whispered. She forced a smile.




  Maura clasped her hand and stared into her eyes as if to gather strength for the final push. “You’re like me.” She spoke faintly, but Alaura heard every word. “Hauflin child.”




  Alaura gasped. Maura detected her hauflin origins! No one, not even Catriona, suspected her race to be anything other than full-blood human.




  Maura held her breath. As if forces of their own making worked upon her body, the baby withdrew from her womb. The final excruciating pain subsided, and Maura fell limp against the mattress.




  “It’s alive!” Catriona wrapped the baby in a blanket and gave it to her apprentice.




  The infant wriggled in her arms. Its large brown eyes circled the room then swept over Alaura’s face. A toothless grin lit up its dark complexion, making Alaura giggle. She opened the blanket. “It’s a girl.” The woman held the baby for the new meeme to see. “It’s a girl, Maura. A beautiful, healthy girl. Now you have one of each.”




  “Shhh!” Catriona hushed her apprentice.




  Alaura clamped her mouth shut. No one but the three women and a new baby occupied the room. What triggered Catriona’s uneasiness? The baby kicked the blanket away. “She has strong feet. She’ll be running before long.” Hauflins had thicker skin on the bottom of their feet than humans and walked barefoot easily. Before arriving at Maskil, Alaura lived most of her time without shoes.




  “Ignorant hauflins go shoeless in town,” said Catriona. She took a silver necklace from a chest and draped it around the baby’s neck. The cold jewellery on bare skin made the baby purse her lips in surprise. The five blue stones imbedded in the medallion sparkled.




  “She’s a dear,” said Alaura. “Full of happiness.”




  “She’s not meant for happiness.”




  Alaura stared at Catriona. Why did she say this? Maura’s horrid condition meant she’d expire soon, but her child had hope for a better life, not misery. She felt a tug on her arm.




  “Keep her safe.” Maura’s weak voice trailed off into almost inaudible words. “You’re one of us. A woman. A hauflin. Upon my death, it becomes your duty.”




  Catriona hadn’t heard the last few sentences, but Alaura’s hauflin ears caught every word. “I’ll keep her safe. You have my word.”




  “Your word?” asked Maura.




  Alaura caught her breath as the woman’s grip tightened; she hadn’t meant that word. She glanced at Catriona, who was cleaning the birth mess at Maura’s feet.




  The sorceress had warned her apprentice not to get personally involved. The baby had been assigned a home. Giving her word meant Alaura would be bonded to Maura’s daughter. The new meeme couldn’t see Catriona’s negative expression, but she’d feel the pain if Alaura obeyed her teacher.




  Only eighteen years old, Alaura had problems of her own which forced her to hideout in Maskil. Still, Maura’s eyes begged her to accept the covenant, and the soft smile of the baby cradled in her arms tugged at her maternal instincts. How could she deny a dying woman’s wish for her newborn to be kept safe?




  “I give you my word,” said Alaura.




  “Your word is your bond.” Maura presented the covenant.




  “My word is my bond.” A strange sensation stirred in Alaura’s stomach and moved into her chest. It entered her throat and caused a small burp.




  Satisfied, Maura released Alaura’s hand and sank into the pillow. Her daughter safe, she appeared to welcome the journey to the Plane of Peace. Alaura watched her place a gentle hand upon the baby’s cheek.




  “Isla of Maura.”




  “A beautiful name.” Alaura gazed upon the bright child, full of innocence and bliss. She glanced at her teacher who covered the hauflin with a warm blanket.




  Catriona frowned. Although an apprentice for only two months, Alaura had an idea of what Catriona might be thinking: It’s senseless to think of protecting the child when it’s destined for a family in Petra.




  Alaura gave her word to protect the child until then. Her bond dissolved when Isla arrived at her new home in the northern town. At the very least, giving her word eased Maura’s concerns.




  “Tend to her as a garden throughout the seasons,” whispered Maura in Hauflin.




  “I’ll do my best,” said Alaura.




  Pain gripped Maura. She cried out.




  Catriona ushered the young woman from the bed. “You know what to do.” She pulled the blanket over the baby’s face. “May the night fairies see you safely to your destination.”




  Alaura held the baby close and went for the door.




  Suddenly it swung open and Keiron Ruckle, Maura’s mate, walked in. The women froze.




  “What’s going on?” Keiron cast a scowl around the room, taking in the scene.




  “Maura lost the baby,” said Catriona. “Alaura, take away the remains.”




  Alaura attempted to pass, but Keiron grabbed her arm. “Show me the body.”




  “Allow her to proceed out of respect for the deceased,” said Catriona in her sternest voice. “Your mate is in need of your attention. She’ll soon join your child.”




  Keiron withdrew a dagger from his belt and held it to Alaura’s side. “It’s my right to witness the passing.”




  Alaura’s eyes implored Catriona. What could she do? She had never before been threatened with a weapon. This man of the same race as her das had a scowl that conjured nightmares. Her hands trembled, but she held the baby securely.




  Keiron gripped Alaura’s arm and used the dagger to flick the blanket from the baby’s face. He grunted in disgust but the sight of the jewelled necklace stifled him.




  “Maura is a breath away from death! It’s your duty as her mate to grant her your time!” Catriona stood strong, but the shakiness in her voice betrayed her.




  “If she’s that close to death, she ain’t needin’ me but the undertaker.” Keiron stared at the necklace.




  “She’s a helpless child.” Alaura tried to pull away but ceased struggling when the dagger poked her side.




  “If yew know what’s good for yew, yer’ll hand over the bairn and run as if the harpies are at yer heels.”




  “Keiron, allow the girl to pass. The baby will be taken care of as Maura instructed.” Catriona kept her distance.




  “The bairn’s mine!”




  “You can’t have her!” Alaura planted her feet and held the baby tighter.




  “Maura gave the baby to me!” lied Catriona.




  “If it’s the necklace you desire, take it!” The smell of meat and sour rum in the man’s breath filled Alaura’s air passages. “But leave the baby!”




  “No!” Catriona stepped closer. “Alaura, we can’t—”




  “The Law of the Land grants me right to my child.” In a flawless motion, Keiron struck Alaura in the jaw with the butt of the dagger and snatched the baby from her arms.




  He pointed the dagger toward Maura. “I expect this mess to be cleaned up and yew hags gone by the time I return.” He left the dwelling, slamming the door behind him.




  Alaura struggled to her feet. “You should have given him the necklace! It’s what he wanted!”




  Catriona clasped her hands in front of her. “The Law of the Land grants him the claim to his child. We can’t challenge it. As for the necklace, it must remain with the girl.”




  “Keiron will sell it!”




  “I believe otherwise.” She remembered Maura and raced to her side too late. The hauflin had completed her trip to the Plane of Peace.




  





  * * *




  





  Five years later the events of that night haunted Alaura still. She had promised Maura to protect Isla, and after Keiron Ruckle had snatched the child from her arms, she’d promised herself to never again be that vulnerable.




  As Alaura slipped into her hiding place near Keiron’s backdoor, she thought of the first time she came to spy on Isla. It had taken her two days to convince herself to do so. When she did, she discovered the overhang of the adjacent building created a cubby, and she pressed herself into the hiding spot. It became the perfect location to watch the backdoor and the fenced-in pen where a Cotswold ewe tended to her lamb and Maura’s baby.




  She had been tempted to snatch the child and run, but where could she hide with a baby in Maskil? Returning to her hometown of Petra North proved too dangerous. Truth be told, she wouldn’t have gotten far. If Keiron reported the baby missing, guards at the town gates would have remembered her with the child. They’d have thrown her in the dungeon…or worse.




  Night after night Alaura watched the hauflin child. She brought food and drink, and when the cold winds blew, she cuddled the orphan to her breast. Her long hours of vigil were spent preparing for the day when she could escape with her.




  Over the years she sought spells to aide her task. She mastered the Cloaking Spell which hid Isla from anyone who ventured into the yard. Combined, the Bubble and Warmth Spells created a small space that maintained the conjured heat where Alaura and Isla stayed warm and dry throughout the cold season. These and many more served them well.




  The spells hadn’t come from her teacher. Catriona may have convinced her to explore her powers, but another magic-maiden gave her the knowledge to sharpen them. The added confidence and skill level made her ready to face the challenges of travelling alone to Petra with a child.




  The journey would begin in a fortnight.




  Alaura had befriended the guards at the town entrance gates. They knew her by name and that she pulled a small cart behind her—one large enough to carry several garments she crafted and sold to those living in surrounding settlements, or large enough for a hauflin child.




  She planned to deliver Isla to her brother Pym, who’d claim her as his own at Petra. Then she’d return to Maskil as if nothing had happened and continue with her life in the limited capacity available to her.




  The plan contained one irritation: Corporal Darrow. Unlike any Aruam Castle guard she knew, he checked every cart, every sack and every waggon which entered and left Maskil, including his own father’s delivery waggon. Alaura had observed his steadfastness to regulations, and while he worked the gates, she avoided passing through. While he patrolled the castle wall, guards at the entrance felt his presence and carried out their duties accordingly.




  In her mind, Corporal Darrow had to be off duty to improve her chances of escape with Isla.




  Alaura didn’t think the corporal to be rotten. In truth he seemed amiable. His mum, Maisie Darrow, owned and operated the Forest Bakery and Herb Shop where she purchased many of the herbs to work spells and create potions. His family had become known to her, but she avoided the corporal for the potential trouble he could cause, as much as for the feelings he stirred when he smiled at her from a distance. He was a handsome and well-built man, unlike the dwarfs in the settlement north of Petra; miners everyone, they worked hard, but appeared gruff and scruffy. Corporal Darrow appeared to be anything but scruffy. Nevertheless, she couldn’t become acquainted with anyone serving with the castle because of the dangers it created.




  Alaura pushed these thoughts from her mind and thought instead of Isla, who played with her stones beside the woolly ewe. A quiet child, she seldom spoke unless Alaura gave permission. In spite of her living conditions and the lack of personal contact, Isla had grown into a generous and easy-going girl.




  Removing a biscuit from her sack and placing it on her palm, Alaura cleared her mind and focussed on the food. It rose, moved across the yard and dropped in the straw before Isla. The child looked toward her hiding place, but remained still. Alaura withdrew another biscuit and repeated the Levitation Spell.




  Isla gathered both biscuits, fed one to the sheep and ate the other. She did the same with the oatmeal raisin cookies and apples Alaura delivered. Then she cuddled into the ewe’s warm wool and fell asleep as the sun set.




  To pass the time Alaura went over her escape plan. Her solitary vigil meant no one would suspect her of taking the child. After a four-day journey, Isla would be safe in Petra North. Although she felt guilty about using her friendship with Maisie to commit an unlawful deed, Alaura wouldn’t hesitate when the woman complained once again about her youngest child’s infrequent visits. Is your son working days this week? Though a casual question passed between a regular customer and a shop owner, the answer dictated when she would leave Maskil.




  With Isla protected by the Cloaking Spell, Alaura snuggled into her blanket and fell asleep.




  





  





  
Chapter 02
Searching the Darkness





  





  Alaura awoke to movement within the sheep stall. In the dim light she saw Isla staring in the direction of Aruam Castle. She turned and looked in the same direction as the child but found nothing unusual.




  Isla slipped between the stall rails and entered the dwelling. Frequent wandering convinced Alaura the time to rescue the child had to be soon, before she went missing. She couldn’t keep the child safe if she strayed from the yard in her absence.




  A crash inside the dwelling startled Alaura. The once-dark interior exploded with light, but she couldn’t see the source of the noise.




  “Where is it?”




  She heard a deep voice; it didn’t sound like Keiron Ruckle. After several loud bangs, another voice echoed on the night air.




  “Maybe he already has it.”




  “Darnacles!” The first voice growled.




  “Maybe it’s outside.”




  Alaura froze as a large human flung the back door open. Two more men followed him outside. All three brandished swords and wore chainmail armour over rugged clothing of The Trail. They searched the backyard.




  “This’ll show Keiron how we deal with traitors!”




  She watched in horror as the leading man stepped over the rail, sliced the ewe’s belly from neck to tail and flung it against the back door. The ewe squealed in terror until it struck the ground.




  The three men marched down the alley looking for another innocent victim to murder.




  Alaura could wait no longer; she had to rescue Isla tonight. She half climbed, half fell from the roof. She couldn’t stomach the thought of moving the dead sheep. Instead, she sneaked to the front of the dwelling where she found the door broken down.




  Once inside, her eyes searched the small dwelling, but she couldn’t find Isla. Alaura heard movement outside in the backyard. She crept to a closet, slipped inside and hid beneath the clothing. She cringed from the stench. Keiron must have simply hung up his clothes without washing them.




  “Damn!” Keiron spoke in a hushed voice. “They’ve been here.”




  “I guess that message is for you.” Another man’s voice seeped through the door opening.




  “And yew, my friend.”




  Alaura heard a dragging sound—the ewe—and then footsteps inside the dwelling.




  “Let’s get the scroll and get out of here,” said Keiron’s companion.




  She sensed fear in his voice. Peeking between the clothing, she watched Keiron move a small table by the front door and slide a stone from the wall. He extracted an item then returned the stone and table.




  “What are you waiting for?” The stranger paused near the door.




  Alaura watched Keiron hesitate and look around. Did he sense her presence? A bizarre expression radiated in the limited light. What did he think of? He almost appeared sincere with a yearning for a dear memory.




  Keiron walked with determined steps toward a small window boarded-up on the outside and covered with a faded curtain on the inside. He flung open the material and half smiled at his discovery. “Yer as crafty as your ol’ man.” He pulled Isla from her hiding spot.




  “Why are you bringing that?” The man at the door threw his arms into the air.




  “They’ll kill her if I leave her here.” Keiron walked out the back door with Isla under his arm.




  Alaura watched them disappear down the alley. Though tempted to follow, she held back. Hauflins had excellent hearing, and she had much to learn when it came to following in silence. She gathered her courage and stepped forward. Then she remembered the other dangers awaiting a young woman alone in the alleys of this part of town at night. She felt unprepared to face them. She shuddered, realising she may have lost Isla. Her shaking hands went to her lips. There had to be another way. Turning, she went to the front door, peeked outside and slipped from the dwelling.




  





  * * *




  





  Catriona folded down the blankets on her bed. She looked forward to a good night’s sleep after a full day instructing her apprentices. The amount of energy drained from her body while practising the spells always surprised her. Magic had never come easy for her.




  A noise in the alley compelled her to look toward the door. Probably the stray cat I fed earlier, she thought. She leant toward the taper and prepared to blow out the flame. A rap sounded on the thick wooden door, startling her. The unidentified visitor tapped again.




  She crept toward the door. Her trembling hands opened a tiny peep hole. She peered out, searching the darkness for the source of the knocking.




  “Open up.” The man gave the order in a hushed tone.




  “Who are you?” Catriona tried to mask the fear in her voice.




  “Keiron Ruckle. Open the door.”




  “What do you want?”




  “It ain’t what I want. It’s what yew want.”




  She cautiously opened the door. Keiron and his partner rushed inside, forcing her to step back. She gathered her flowing nightdress around her for protection from the cool air and her visitors.




  “I need yew to keep Isla safe.” Keiron sneered. “Can yew do that?”




  “You’re giving her to me?” Catriona caught Isla as he shoved the girl into her arms.




  “I ain’t giving yew nothing. Consider it a loan. Keep her out of sight. People are looking for her. Bad people.”




  “Wha…what do they want with her?” She tried to control her shaking hands as she cradled the child in an awkward position.




  “Her life.” Keiron glared at her. “Don’t look so surprised. They want mine, too.” He ushered his partner toward the door. “If yew know what’s good for yew, yew’ll forget yew saw us. It might save yer life.” He stalked into the darkness and disappeared.




  Catriona heaved the door shut, snapping the deadbolt in place. She leant against it and looked down at the child in her arms. “What am I to do with you?” If she sent Isla away to safety and Keiron returned he might…She needed to think. She needed to calm herself and analyse the possibilities. She needed an herbal tea.




  Catriona crossed the room and set Isla on a cushioned chair. No sooner had she turned from the child when a frantic knock came at the front door. Petrified, she worried the trouble Keiron had spoken of had arrived. She picked up her magic staff, bit her bottom lip and swallowed hard. Before approaching the door, she flung a blanket over the chair, hiding the young hauflin from view.




  “Who is it?” She held the staff at the ready.




  “Alaura.”




  The woman opened the narrow peeking hatch. She saw a small figure dressed in black with a hood pulled over its head. “Alaura?”




  “Yes, Sorceress, it is I.” She removed the hood and looked up at her teacher. “Please, may I enter?”




  Catriona opened the door and ushered her inside. She closed it and secured the lock. “Why are you dressed like this? I didn’t recognise you.”




  Alaura ignored her question. “A terrible tragedy has struck.”




  “What is it?”




  “People were looking for Isla. When they didn’t find her they killed the ewe. Then Keiron came.” She swallowed hard. “He and another man took her away. I fear Isla’s in terrible danger.”




  Catriona tilted her head and watched her apprentice through narrow eyes. How did she know this? “Have a seat and tell me everything.”




  “I can’t sit.” She paced the floor with her arms on her hips. “I have to act.”




  Catriona pulled the blanket from the chair.




  Astonished, Alaura dropped to her knees in front of the child. “How did she get here?”




  “Keiron brought her for safe-keeping. He’s on the run. He must be in big trouble.” She smiled. “Let’s hope it catches up with him.”




  





  





  
Chapter 03
Kissing the Air with Each Leap





  





  The night had almost passed before Alaura departed her teacher’s dwelling. Although she wanted to tell Catriona every detail of what had transpired during the night and about her vigil over Isla, her instincts warned her to be selective. Instead, she implied a guard had alerted her to a dramatic event at the castle. Together, they had sneaked into the alley near Keiron’s dwelling and watched the action from afar.




  Catriona had believed every word. Alaura had watched the fear wane and ebb in her teacher’s eyes as she spoke of the intruders, the dead ewe and Keiron. Over the years she had come to realise the older woman talked more than she acted. Catriona spoke of challenging deeds, creating magic to fight evil and defending the innocent, but in truth, she did little. She seldom left her dwelling.




  It was this realisation that had prompted Alaura to secretly further her studies with another magic-maiden. Twice a week for the past four years, she had left the protection of the town walls and travelled to a cottage at Moon Meadow where Beathas of Ailsa, a hauflin in her mid-90s, shared her wisdom. Beathas had many sources of magic, including stones. Catriona believed stones made great paper weights and decorations but nothing more. Alaura believed otherwise.




  Although far from completing her training, Alaura felt a sense of power—both driving and calming—she had never experienced with Catriona’s tutoring.




  These thoughts played in her mind as she crossed the deserted street and followed the lane to her home. She slipped inside the small living space, locked the door and tossed her hood on a chair. Her meagre possessions scarcely dented the space of the one-room dwelling. They were the basic items needed to survive: clothing, dishes, a bunk with bedding, a rucksack and a small number of supplies to work incantations and to fashion the clothing she sold at the market. Her philosophy remained simple: the less kept, the faster travelled. Belongings weighed down the body and mind.




  With sleep beckoning, she snuggled into her pillow and fell into a deep slumber.




  





  * * *




  





  After Alaura left, Catriona made a comfortable spot on the chair for Isla to sleep. She extinguished the smoky taper and crawled into her bed on the opposite side of the room.




  For a long time she lay awake thinking about the night’s events and Alaura’s intriguing and frightening story. She’d never consider leaving the security of her home at night to hide in an alley to watch Keiron’s dwelling.




  She closed her eyes and tried to rest, but every sound seemed louder than normal. Several times she wondered if intruders were meddling with the door lock. She listened for footsteps and voices but heard none.




  She finally fell into a restless sleep. Maura’s pleading eyes swayed in and out of her dreams like a breeze moving a curtain to and fro. Catriona felt the brush of golden wings against her cheek and woke with a start.




  She sat up and searched the dwelling with her eyes. The sun peeked in from around the closed curtains, creating shafts of light in the room. Dust particles danced in the shine, falling and rising in rhythmic spirals. Her eyes settled on the chair in the corner. It sat empty.




  Catriona sprang from the bed, ran to the chair and pulled away the blanket. Isla had vanished. She raced to check the doors and found both secure. She scanned the room. The child had to be here.




  She searched beneath tables and chairs, opened cupboard doors and rooted through the many sacks and boxes tucked into every available space. She rummaged through the garment closet and the water closet without success. In exasperation, she dropped into the chair.




  A quick rap sounded on the front door. Catriona bolted upright and ran for her staff. She held it firmly as she peeped out the viewing hatch.




  “Open up!” said Alaura.




  The woman fumbled with the lock. She had barely enough time to step aside before her apprentice pushed the door open.




  “What are you thinking?” Alaura dashed to the front window.




  “What’s the panic? I had—” Catriona froze, dumbstruck as the young woman pushed aside the curtain and pulled Isla from the window sill.




  Alaura turned to face her teacher. “Why did you let her sit there for every passerby to see?”




  “I didn’t put her there!”




  “She hid from you?”




  “She did.” Catriona glared down at the shorter, slim-built human. If she hadn’t known better, she’d swear the girl possessed dwarf lineage because of her lack of height and her occasional rude demeanour.




  Alaura’s expression softened. “I’m sorry for accusing you.”




  “You should be. It’s improper for an apprentice to speak to her teacher in that manner.” She slammed the door shut. “I busied myself looking for her when you attacked my door. A moment more and I’d have found her and removed her from public sight.”




  Alaura cast her eyes to the floor. “It surprised me to see her in the window. It’s her safety which concerns me.”




  Catriona looked upon her apprentice, approving of her submission. “I’m not asking for the impossible, Alaura. Only respect.” She released the sternness. “You’re forgiven for your outburst. The next time think before you react.”




  “Of course.” Alaura pulled the child closer. “Let me care for Isla whilst you prepare yourself for the day.”




  She bathed and dressed Isla then disposed of the soiled water while Catriona sat the child at the table for the morning ration. The little one slid from the chair and darted into the garment closet. She dug in between the sacks and boxes, burying herself from view.




  “I think Keiron has the child terrified stupid,” said Catriona. “There’s no other reason to explain it.”




  “What shall we do with her?” asked Alaura.




  “Send her to Petra.”




  “But what if she doesn’t possess magic? She may be refused after all this time.”




  “Then we’ll test her.” Catriona pulled a black book from a shelf and flipped through the pages until she found the recipe. “The Tell-tale Powder will reveal her abilities.” She made a list of required ingredients. “Stay with the child while I step out for supplies.” Catriona pulled on a sweater and took a shoulder pouch from a hook. “I won’t be long.” She slipped out the front door.




  Alaura sat in the chair and looked towards the garment closet. She reached into her sack and withdrew a pear. Taking a deep breath and slowly releasing it, she focussed on the fruit. The pear rose and floated towards the closet. When it neared the spot where Isla hid, it fell and landed on a stuffed sack. A small hand reached up and snatched it.




  A short time later, Isla poked her head from beneath the closet contents. She inched her way closer. Seeing only Alaura, she ran the rest of the distance, jumped onto her lap and snuggled into her arms.




  Alaura hugged the young hauflin tightly and kissed her cheek. Reaching into her sack, she pulled out a small leather pouch. She opened it for Isla to see the contents. Inside, beneath a false bottom, lay the child’s stones. Alaura had returned to Keiron’s dwelling to collect them. She believed the girl had gathered special stones, perhaps ones with unique powers. One gem appeared similar to the blue stones in the necklace that had disappeared the night of her birth. Keiron had no doubt sold the jewellery.




  “These are your stones, Isla.” Alaura spoke in Hauflin. “And this is your pouch to carry them in.”




  “Mine?”




  “Yes, these are Isla’s.” She pulled the child to her breast and kissed the top of her head. “With or without magic there will always be a special place in my heart for you.”




  





  * * *




  





  Catriona reviewed the recipe for the Tell-tale Powder. She and Alaura had set out the ingredients and prepared to mix them together.




  “The difficulty with this spell is not the exact measurement of ingredients,” said Catriona, “but the order and manner in which each ingredient is added to the recipe. The first item, cumin seed, is ground into a powder.”




  Alaura assisted in silence. She had created many mixtures herself and knew the proper procedures, but making suggestions or correcting Catriona created tense moments. As an apprentice, she listened; she didn’t teach.




  “The birthwart is next.”




  Alaura passed the brown powder to her teacher and watched her circle the wooden bowl twice with the ingredient before sprinkling it over the cumin seed. Although she’d never made the Tell-tale Powder, it appeared to be easy. She’d never known the sorceress to make it either.




  An hour passed before Catriona announced the powder to be ready. “All we need to do is sprinkle Isla’s exposed flesh with the powder then we’ll see the strength of her magic abilities. The brighter she glows, the stronger her natural power.”




  Isla looked up from a book.




  “She looks ready to dart. You should hold her” Catriona waited until her apprentice sat on the floor and placed the hauflin on her knee.




  “She knows you’re up to something,” said Alaura. She held out Isla’s bare arm.




  “Maybe she’s not as dumb as she appears,” said Catriona tersely as she leant over the pair with a tablespoon of the Tell-tale powder. As she prepared to sprinkle it, Isla pulled her arm away, and the powder fell upon Alaura’s dress. “Hold her steady.”




  Alaura held the child tighter as her teacher gathered another spoonful. Isla pulled and jerked in an attempt to escape.




  “Hurry,” said Alaura. “She’s stronger than she appears.”




  Isla mercilessly pinched the sensitive skin on the inside of Alaura’s thigh and drove her heel into the back of Alaura’s knee. Alaura squealed in pain and twisted her legs to escape the agony. Her right leg struck Catriona’s foot, knocking the older woman to the floor. The bowl flew into the air, spilling its contents over the three females. Alaura took control of the bowl’s flight, stopping it from hitting anyone. She glanced at her teacher; her ability to cast the Levitation Spell went unnoticed.




  Catriona had her own problems now with the powder on her skin. With quick, rough strokes, she attempted to brush away the brown substance, but the magic had already taken flight and she glowed. The wan green shimmer upon her skin emerged like the transparent waves of heat emanating from a rock under the hot afternoon sun; it flickered when looked for but could easily be overlooked.




  When Catriona focussed on her apprentice, wonderment filled her eyes. A radiant glow enveloped Alaura. Soft eruptions of various shades of effervescent green danced in the air and frolicked in the locks of her dark blonde hair. Whispers of yellows and blues revealed themselves near the skin, kissing the air with each leap. It enchanted Catriona.




  “Now we know,” said Alaura in a low voice. “I mean, we know Isla has no great magic.” The child emitted a glow similar to that of the sorceress.




  Catriona got to her feet and picked up the bowl. Slowly, she walked to the table, unable to stop herself from glancing back at the brilliant glow that continued to surround her student.




  “I’ll clean up the mess.” Alaura went for the broom.




  “I’ll contact those in Petra.” Catriona’s voice sounded weary and laced with jealousy. “If they don’t want her, I’ll place her in the Maskil orphanage.” She grabbed a damp rag and washed the powder from her skin with rough strokes.




  Alaura whirled about. “You can’t do that! She doesn’t belong in an orphanage.”




  “What am I supposed to do with her?”




  “You always said you wanted a child.” Alaura had to be coy to gain possession of Isla.




  “A human child.” Catriona corrected.




  “I gave Maura my word I’d keep the child safe.”




  “That’s right! You did. I told you not to get involved.” Catriona glared at her.




  “I must honour the covenant. Just because Isla doesn’t live up to the expectations of the ridiculous prophecy it doesn’t mean she’s worthless.” Alaura took a deep breath. She reminded herself of Beathas’ teachings and tried to keep anger from clouding her thoughts. Still, it infuriated her to know Catriona thought of hauflins as insignificant. It had been wise to keep the races of her parents a secret. With a human mother, Alaura was smaller than the average human, but appeared to be of the same race.




  Catriona crossed her arms. “Then what do you propose we do?”




  “Isla should go to Petra.”




  “But she has insufficient magic like her brother, so they— ” The sorceress slapped her hand over her mouth.




  Alaura stared in disbelief. She had heard no news of Isla’s sibling since the night the twins were born. Barely a few minutes old, another apprentice had taken him from Maura’s dwelling to safety, the same place Isla intended to go before Keiron Ruckle intervened. Alaura leant near and whispered, “And what did they do with him?”




  Catriona slowly dropped her hand as she glanced at the doors and windows. In a low voice, she said, “They found him a common home to live out his life.”




  “That’s all I’m asking for Isla.”




  “She lacks the required magic, so they won’t send the messenger. How will she get to Petra?”




  “I’ll take her.”




  Catriona huffed then she chuckled uneasily. “You wouldn’t dare.”




  “I’ll take her…tomorrow.”




  “Tomorrow? Are you daffy? Certainly you can’t think to reach Petra alive? It’s a four-day journey. Who’ll protect you from Lindrum’s henchmen and the other monstrosities in the forest?”




  “Who said I’d go alone?” She would of course, but Catriona didn’t need to know this. Alaura would deliver Isla to her brother Pym as she had planned and not to the designated family which would treat her only as a student of magic.




  “If you’re convinced you can reach Petra alive, take her.” Catriona spoke as if to challenge her bravery.




  “I’ll return in the morning for her.”




  “Why don’t you take her now?”




  “I need time to prepare.” And she had to visit Moon Meadow later today. Alaura knew if Catriona found out about the lessons with Beathas, she’d be furious. No rules restricted additional training, but most apprentices had only one teacher. Beathas understood; Catriona would not. Alaura picked up the hauflin child. “It’ll be an honour to transport you to safety, Isla of Maura.”




  The girl snuggled into her arms. “Alaura of Niamh, I want to be with you.”




  “You will, Sweetie. I’ll be back for you soon.” She noticed Catriona’s puzzled look. “Magic dust can’t see she’s special, but I do.”




  Catriona’s anger faded, and she reached for the child. “We are all special in our own way.”




  Alaura picked up her sack and started for the door.




  “Before you go,” said Catriona, “is there anything I can prepare for your journey? Maybe a Protection Against Evil potion or similar spell? I honestly don’t want harm to reach either of you.”




  “I’ll be fine.” She smiled at Isla and left.




  





  * * *




  





  Catriona spent the remainder of her day turning away her apprentices, faking an illness, and attempting to communicate with Isla. By evening exhaustion had claimed her. She made sleeping arrangements on the chair for the girl and checked the door locks again. She slipped into her bed and pulled the blankets to her chin.




  Her mind replayed the events of the day. Maybe she should have agreed to keep the child or find a good home in Maskil for her. Then Alaura wouldn’t have to risk her life to reach Petra. Perhaps Isla did have enough magic ability to please those in the northern town.




  Magic, she grumbled to herself. It has brought this trouble into my life.




  Old memories surfaced and danced in her head like sparks from a fire. As quickly as one burnt out, another took its place. To find peace she had to extinguish them.




  A whisper of wind brushed against her skin, and she found herself home with her family. They laughed and talked without noticing her. Her mother filled the table with ration, and her father ruffled the hair of his youngest son as he showed him a map he had completed.




  Catriona sighted Rod, the middle child. Young and full of energy, he often hopped around as if barefoot on a hot rock. But Rod seemed subdued as he stared back at her. Catriona gasped as grey fog seeped over his shoulders. No one else noticed the fog consuming Rod. He cried for help, but powerless to save her beloved brother, she sat motionless. The ache in her heart expanded, knowing she had created the fog.




  Catriona pounded the mattress with her fist. She’d thought time would fade the memories, but on dark nights like this it felt as if her brother had disappeared only yesterday. Her head hit the pillow hard. She forced herself to think of other things.




  





  * * *




  





  Isla waited in the darkness, watching the woman until she lay still in her bed. Then she slid from the chair and picked her way across the floor to the cupboards where she hoped to find food and drink. She climbed onto the counter and found it bare of food. She eyed bottles containing colourful liquids, picked up one and removed the cork. It smelt different than the liquids her das had. Her thirst impelled her to drink until she emptied the bottle then she returned to her makeshift bed.




  A tingling sensation, similar to the reaction her das’ liquids created, stirred in Isla’s tummy. She pushed the feeling aside and snuggled beneath the blanket. As sleep overwhelmed her, she felt the downy softness of wool against her cheek.




  





  





  
Chapter 04
Links of Chainmail





  





  The town of Maskil nestled south of the Pogwa Mountain Range on the Shulie River. Fertile fields and rich forest surrounded it and its Aruam Castle, a sprawling, ancient structure located in the northern part of town. When the castle clock gonged to mark the midnight hour, most of the inhabitants were sleeping.




  Inside the small dwelling on Horizon Lane, even breathing created a smooth rhythm. Both, human and hauflin lay in deep slumber. Neither heard the steel tinker with the lock on the back door or the three human fighters dressed in rugged Trail clothing and chainmail armour rush inside.




  A light from an unknown source lit up the room. Catriona didn’t have time to scream before one of the men dragged her from the bed and forced her against the wall. She blinked under the bright light and tried to regain her balance as a large man shook her and rammed his forearm under her chin. The glint of steel near her cheek made her gasp.




  “Whither is the child?” The man’s breath reeked of meat and onions.




  Catriona heard her belongings being thrown about but didn’t take her eyes off the dagger blade. She had no doubt this man would use it to extract information from her. “Wha…what child?” The force on her throat made speaking difficult. The cold, rough steel of the man’s forearm bracer pushed harder against her neck until she thought she might stop breathing.




  “Keiron’s,” he hissed, spraying spit in her face.




  “What’s this?” Another fighter approached the chair in the corner.




  Catriona stretched her neck to watch him rip the blanket from it. She blinked in disbelief. Isla had transformed into a marmoset? She must have drunk a potion.




  “I see the family resemblance.” The fighter chuckled and held up the small monkey. “But I always thought of Keiron more as a spineless snake than a primate.”




  “Stop foolin’ and bring it here,” said the fighter restraining Catriona. “Tell me where Keiron’s child is, or I’ll kill the monkey.”




  She swallowed hard. The grip on her neck tightened, bringing tears to her eyes. If he continued to apply pressure, she was certain she’d faint.




  “Where’s the child?” The man who had snatched Isla from the chair held her animal form by the scruff of the neck and shook it in Catriona’s face.




  She closed her eyes in an attempt to absorb the pressure on her neck and block the dizzying motion of the marmoset. “I sent her to Wandsworth,” she lied.




  “Wandsworth?” said the fighter.




  “Is that where Keiron’s headed?” asked the man restraining her.




  “I can’t breathe.” Catriona wheezed.




  The man relaxed his hold but didn’t free her. “Why did you send the child to Wandsworth?”




  “Time!” said the third fighter who had helped to search the dwelling but now watched at the back door.




  “Time’s up.” The fighter leant closer.




  She felt his meat and onion breath against her cheek as his eyes darted across her face and settled upon her bosom. In the scuffle, her nightdress had twisted leaving one breast fully exposed. Her nipple pricked when he brushed his cold armour against the tip. His face brightened as he watched the veins swell in the areola and the breast skin tighten. The arm which had once crushed her neck now pulled her near. She felt his large, rough hand caress her buttocks through the thin material of her gown. It reached for the gap between her legs. Her throat tightened, and she gulped for air. She tried to pull away, but he held her firm.




  “Maybe you’ll show us the way to Wandsworth.” He grinned, revealing sparkling white teeth. A short but deep scar cut into the corner of his mouth and ran into his beard.




  “We’re here for the child, not your pleasure,” said the other fighter.




  “One should always mix business with pleasure.” He slowly licked Catriona’s cheek from her jaw bone to eye lid.




  She almost fainted at the thought of what might come next. The woman recognised the raiment they wore as those associated with Lindrum’s henchmen. They were capable of nasty deeds. “Please,” she begged, “go. I’ll only slow you down. I…I’ll give you a map instead.”




  The three fighters chuckled as if she told the best joke they’d heard in years.




  “But we can’t leave empty handed,” said the fighter holding Isla in marmoset form. “We’ll take this as our reward. It’ll make a great playmate for my desert cat.”




  Catriona again tried to break free, but her assailant held her closer, pressing the links of his chainmail armour into her breast. “Please, leave my pet. He has done you no harm.”




  “Unfortunately,” the fighter breathed in her ear, “you could.” He nibbled her lobe as he lifted his hand holding the dagger.




  The fighter watching the door hollered. “Guards!”




  Half a dozen Aruam Castle guards burst through the open door with swords drawn.




  The fighter flung the sorceress to the floor, drew his sword and rushed at the castle security.




  Catriona rolled out of the way and crashed into a wall. She turned to watch the fight and saw Isla had also escaped her captor. The monkey scurried beneath the feet of the men, trying to find a safe place to hide.




  “Come.” Catriona motioned Isla towards her, being careful not to call her by name. Dodging the many feet and swords, the small monkey finally leapt into her arms. She embraced the child as she cowered in the corner, hoping the castle guards would quickly dispose of Lindrum’s men.




  One guard was already sprawled across the floor, blood seeping from his side. His eyes stared at the ceiling as if studying the wood pattern. Another guard fell under the heavy sword of the fighter who had held her. The henchman brandished his sword with strength and skill. Another guard fell, clutching his side.




  The fighter who had seized Isla now fought an agile dwarf who wielded his sword as if it was an extension of his arm. Catriona watched, amazed by the shorter guard overtaking the larger fighter. Suddenly, the sword found its mark and the fighter stumbled backward into the table and crashed to the floor. Next, the dwarf focussed on the fighter who had guarded the door. He, too, soon met the same fate as his companion.




  The fighter with the meat and onion breath struck one guard across the chest and another in the shoulder, bringing both to their knees. Seeing his chance to escape, he dashed out the back door and into the dark alley.




  One of the fallen guards stood and ran to the door.




  “Farlan, no!” The agile dwarf who had killed two henchmen ordered the man to stop.




  “But he’s getting away, Bronwyn.” The human guard stood in front of the dwarf. Both wore the standard blue uniform of the lowest class, but a yellow triangular badge on the dwarf’s lapel signified he held a higher rank.




  “I know.” Bronwyn pushed his sword into the scabbard. “Return to the castle and inform Sanderson of what happened. Tell him to send a search party to find the henchman and eight men with stretchers to gather the fallen.”




  “Yes…sir.” The guard opened the front door and rushed from the dwelling.




  From the corner, Catriona watched the dwarf called Bronwyn check his men. It appeared two were dead and two others injured. She grimaced when he pulled a sheet from her bed and ripped it into strips to bandage the wounded. Within a few minutes, stretcher bearers arrived to remove the bodies and escort the injured men.




  Bronwyn’s attention settled on her. “Did they harm you?”




  Catriona shook her head.




  The dwarf put his index finger to his lips and cocked his head. “I know you,” he said, pointing his finger at her. “You’ve visited the Forest Bakery and Herb Shop.”




  Now she remembered him to be the shop owner’s son. “I’m Catriona, a regular customer.” She felt the knot loosen in her stomach and eased herself up onto shaky legs. When she stumbled, he reached out to balance her and guide her to a chair.




  About to speak, his eyes fell to her breast, and he looked away. “Perhaps you should…”




  Catriona gulped. Her breast still lay exposed. She quickly pulled a blanket around her and Isla, shivering as she recalled the feeling of the henchman’s rough hands on her body. When the guard returned his attention to her, she noticed a deep shade of red colouring his neck.




  Bronwyn cleared his throat. “I have to ask you a few questions. You’re not accused of anything. This is procedure.” He grabbed a stool and sat in front of her. “Your name is Catriona. Correct?”




  “Yes, Catriona Wheatcroft. How did those men get inside the walls of Maskil?”




  He ignored her question. “What did the henchmen want?”




  She hesitated, not knowing if she should tell the truth.




  “I can’t help you if you don’t help me.” He waited, but she remained silent. “Whatever you say will be held in strict confidence. It’ll be shared with only the lords of the castle.” When she still didn’t answer, he added, “We both know they were Lindrum’s men. If they didn’t find what they came for, they’ll be back.”




  Catriona closed her eyes, resolving to share the secret. The guard spoke the truth. Lindrum’s men would be back for Isla and her. The evil wizard who wanted to capture Aruam Castle would never stop until he had terrified the Maskil citizens into submission and vanquished the lords. “You must promise to tell no one,” she said, looking him in the eyes for assurance.




  “Only the lords and the captain of the guard will hear. I promise.”




  She held Isla tighter. “They wanted a child.”




  “Whose child? Yours?”




  “Keiron Ruckle’s.”




  Bronwyn scratched his head. “Obviously, they didn’t find it.”




  “No, they didn’t.” Catriona looked away.




  “What do they want with the child?”




  “What does Lindrum want with any hauflin child?” Over the years dozens of hauflin children had fallen victim to Lindrum’s henchmen. She could use this history to protect Isla. Although the girl didn’t possess enough magic to make her the hauflin child of the prophecy, she deserved to be safe. Catriona sighed. Everything seemed to entangle itself in the foretelling of Lindrum’s doom. It either consumed her past or controlled her future.




  Memories seeped into her mind, and once again she remembered the series of dreams which had sparked her search for Isla’s mother. It felt as if a life time had passed, yet it had been only five years. Those nightly images had lost their intensity and she’d forgotten specific details completely. Why had she taken them so seriously?




  Each dream had drawn her further into the darkness of a thick, lush forest. Along the way, emotionless faces stared at her from the shadows. The faces changed each night except for one: Maura’s. The young hauflin followed Catriona on her journey through tangled weeds and long branches which obscured the view of what lay ahead. When fear threatened to overwhelm her, she looked to Maura for guidance. Maura’s determined eyes willed the human to continue the journey.




  After more than a week of dreams, she broke free of the dark forest and entered a meadow with wildflowers bursting with blooms. In the centre of the clearing sat a large green orb. Two silver necklaces embedded with blue stones were draped over the top. Colourful butterflies fluttered about. A faint yellow glow shimmered around the orb. Inside, an image of two small figures took shape. The small creatures curled together in sleep. Stepping closer, she saw them to be hauflins, one very much like the other.




  An overpowering peace flowed through Catriona. She became part of the tranquil state that consumed the meadow. When she regained awareness in the dream, she didn’t know how long the peacefulness of her surroundings had enchanted her. She looked to the woman who had followed her in the dreams and found her gazing upon the pair within the orb. A single tear slid down her cheek.




  Catriona realised the pair may not have slept after all. Perhaps, they rested in the Plane of Peace. She recognised the emotions a mother had for her children. Her babies lay inside. The woman closed her eyes and faded from Catriona’s view, disappearing in the breeze as if smoke from a smouldering fire.




  Catriona watched over the hauflin pair within the orb until morning arrived. When it did, she woke and gazed around her room, looking at things as if with new eyes. She felt compelled to act, but didn’t know what to do.




  That night marked the end of the dreams. In the days immediately following, she felt compelled to replicate the necklaces with the blue stones which had hung around the orb in the meadow. During her outings she looked for the woman whose face she saw in the dreams. Although ridiculous to believe she existed, Catriona couldn’t shake the feeling she had to find her. Discovering Maura at the market astounded her, and she followed the pregnant hauflin. Catriona returned the next day to spy on Maura.




  But what significance did the dreams hold if Isla did not possess magic? She couldn’t be the hauflin Lindrum sought, so why had his henchmen come looking for her? It had to be because of Keiron. They wanted Isla’s life because of the misdeeds he had committed. They wouldn’t stop until they accomplished their deadly task.




  Although dangerous to suggest to the guard the child played a role in the prophecy, it had to be done for her protection. Keiron should pay for his own debts, not Isla.




  “The prophecy?” asked Bronwyn.




  Catriona nodded.




  He cursed under his breath. “Always the prophecy.” He rested his elbows on his knees and clasped his hands. “Do you know where the child is located?”




  “I told them I had sent her to Wandsworth.”




  “Was it the truth?” He watched the woman cling to the monkey. “We can’t protect her if we don’t know where she is.”




  “She’s a helpless child. I can’t understand why they’d want to hurt her.”




  Bronwyn released a sigh and rubbed his eyes. He placed a strong hand on the back of the monkey. “Is this the child? Did you disguise her as a marmoset?”




  Catriona nodded reluctantly.




  “How long will she remain like this?”




  She glanced at an empty bottle on the counter. “About three days.” Isla wriggled in her arms and leant closer to the guard. “Lindrum feels threatened by her, so he sent his henchmen to capture her.”




  Bronwyn stood. “The prophecy speaks of a pair of hauflins. Does this child have a sibling?”




  Catriona shook her head. She couldn’t reveal that fact.




  “Then Lindrum has nothing to fear. She’s not part of the infamous prophecy.” Sarcasm laced his voice. “If you’d dress and gather a few things, you can stay in the castle ‘til morning. Tomorrow, a crew will help clean up this mess.” Blood from the skirmish stained the floor, and broken furniture and dishes littered the dwelling.




  She rose and looked for a place to set Isla while she dressed.




  “I’ll hold it—her.” Bronwyn held out a hand for the monkey.




  Catriona hesitated, but Isla peered closer at the dwarf.




  “She’ll be fine.” He eased the marmoset into his arms and looked down at the large brown eyes staring up at him. “How old is she?”




  “Almost five.” Catriona sifted through her closet, pulled out a dress and went to the water closet to change.




  Bronwyn studied the small fingers wrapped around his thumb. Though thin they appeared to be strong. Her touch felt warm and made his skin tingle.




  “Alaura?”




  He leant closer. “What did you say?”




  Catriona stepped from the water closet, pulled a few items from a drawer and stuffed them in a sack. She reached for Isla, but the child clung to the guard.




  Bronwyn removed the monkey’s clawed fingers from his dark blue vest and placed the creature in her arms. He stepped outside and led the way to the castle.




  





  





  
Chapter 05
A Pleasurable Customer





  





  Corporal Bronwyn Darrow waited in a small room inside Aruam Castle. Butterflies in his belly made him squeamish as he thought about attending his first private assembly with the lords. Although versed in meeting protocol, he’d be relieved when the official business ended.




  He thought about the events that had occurred since the evening before. By the time he’d returned to the castle and gave a short report to the guard on duty, the sun had parted the horizon. He secured a room on the third floor of the castle for Catriona and posted a guard at her door. Then he went to his shared quarters and fell into bed, exhausted.




  Bronwyn slept past the usual wake-up call and into mid-day. When he awoke, he filed a more detailed report on the overnight events then went to the Throne Room where a large crowd had gathered. Worried citizens packed the enormous room, and guards struggled to keep the mass orderly.




  Pandemonium had grown amongst the citizens since the castle break-in and the theft of research papers and maps two nights before. The brazen attack on a private dwelling by Lindrum’s henchmen resulting in the death of two guards added to their fears. Rampant rumours maintained Lindrum had used the stolen material to uncover the location of Lilja, the sacred dragon. Already his army had advanced to capture her.




  Bronwyn had learnt Lindrum’s history at an early age. The wizard who had once associated with the Lords of Aruam Castle declared war against them decades beforehand. He had attempted to capture Lilja and use her to destroy the town of Maskil.




  Lindrum had failed, yet the exhausted lords had unsuccessfully protected Lilja from near death. In desperation, the dragon attacked the wizard and sent him spinning into a portal to an unknown destination. Lilja and her fertile egg also disappeared without a trace.




  The prophecy began about thirty years later when an old man stumbled into Maskil, half-blind and half-starved. He claimed to have been lost for years in a labyrinth of caves in the mountains west of the town. While there, he met a creature of mixed races who recited the cryptic message predicting Lindrum’s demise. It gave the old man a scroll and instructed him to take it to the Lords of Aruam Castle. Upon receiving the message, the lords dispatched a company of soldiers to explore the mysterious Caverns of Confusion, but they never found them.




  Bronwyn remained unsure if he believed the prophecy. It annoyed him more than anything because many citizens used it to explain strange behaviour and make bizarre requests. If the prophecy turned out to be true, and one day a pair of hauflin siblings and their companions destroyed Lindrum, he’d happily sing its praises. But until then he’d be practical.




  While watching the mayhem in the Throne Room, Bronwyn caught a glimpse of Sanderson, the captain of the guard. He thought to get the man’s attention to update him on his overnight activities and ask his advice on Catriona and the monkey, but the turbulent atmosphere in the room made it impossible. Sanderson stood in the middle of the chaos, and the citizens were packed too tightly for Bronwyn to reach him.




  Instead the dwarf watched from the sidelines as the citizens, full of fear and doubt, fired one question after another at the lords. The lords’ calmness amid the insanity impressed him. Finally, the shouting, accusations and scuffling in the crowd prompted them to end the day’s session two hours earlier than scheduled.




  Bronwyn took advantage of the early closing and asked a guard on duty to take a message to the lords requesting to speak with them in private.




  After receiving the message, Lord Val glared at Bronwyn from across the room. The lord’s expression confused him. Instead of answering his request, Lord Val waved him off and followed the others from the Throne Room. A short time later Bronwyn received a summons for him and the surviving guards who had taken part in the overnight confrontation at Catriona’s dwelling to attend a meeting immediately following the evening ration.




  Worried about who might be present at the discussion, Bronwyn wondered how to approach the lords with a second request for a private meeting. He’d promised Catriona to divulge the identity of the marmoset only to them. What if they refused to grant him privacy?




  The story circulating throughout Maskil had the child of the thief who had raided the castle to be on its way to Wandsworth. Bronwyn believed the report he’d filed to be confidential, so how had the details become public? He assumed the lords had believed this false information to be true.




  Bronwyn smoothed the yellow badge on his lapel. It separated him from the lowest rank. It had taken four years as a soldier in the Royal Army and three years as a castle guard to earn it. Now only a month after the promotion, he worried he’d lose the badge for distorting the truth. He hadn’t lied on the report, merely wrote what Catriona had told him. Depending on the interpretation, it might be misunderstood.




  While the dwarf waited for the meeting to begin, he studied the large tapestry hanging on the opposite wall. It measured from ceiling to floor and from one corner of the room to the other. He’d never before seen the incredible artwork depicting a magnificent golden dragon upon a turret. He recognised it as part of Aruam Castle. The rays of the setting sun cascaded across the tree tops and spot-lit the dragon as it smiled upon the small town below.




  A figurehead appeared in each corner of the tapestry. Bronwyn easily identified them as human, elf, dwarf and hauflin. He wondered if they illustrated the original Lords of Maskil and Aruam Castle. Although he’d learnt the names of the lords during his educational years, he’d never seen images of them.




  After Lilja disappeared, the lords decided to increase their number from four to six for security reasons. The diversity remained with the four races being represented. Two additional worthy individuals, regardless of race, filled the extra positions.




  Peering closer at the tapestry, Bronwyn pondered over the significance of the green orb located in the centre of the lower border. Three unfamiliar symbols, perhaps creating a word, were scrolled through its midsection. A faint yellow glow surrounded the orb and butterfly wings sprouted from either side. His history studies didn’t contain information on such an orb.




  The door opened and Bronwyn jumped to his feet. A tall, broad-shouldered human wearing a dark blue uniform with four yellow badges on each lapel walked in. Sanderson held the highest rank amongst Aruam Castle guards. Only the lords possessed higher authority.




  Bronwyn stood at attention and saluted. Over the years his body had become straight and lean from training. He fantasised of one day trading his light blue uniform for the dark one standing in front of him.




  “At ease, Corporal.” Sanderson unceremoniously waved and sat at the table.




  Bronwyn resumed his position on the bench and the door opened again. The royal scribe, Wilhelm, entered accompanied by Blomidon, the royal sage. They took seats at the far left of the table, across from where the lords would sit.




  Wilhelm, a human of small stature, dressed in black and—unlike other scribes—wore a short sword. “Have you had word of the child?” he asked the captain of the guard.




  Sanderson looked up from his papers and raised his black bushy eyebrows. “None.” He returned his attention to his work.




  “Is it possible the sorceress is hiding the child? Maybe hiding Ruckle?”




  “As possible as it is for one to be thrown in the dungeon for irritating the captain of the guard.” Sanderson did not look up.




  Wilhelm fell silent.




  The three guards who had accompanied Bronwyn to Catriona’s dwelling the night before entered the room. They appeared in good health with their wounds dressed and uniforms cleaned. An empty chair—Bronwyn’s—remained between Sanderson and the privates.




  He had no sooner settled in the chair when the narrow door beside the tapestry opened. Everyone stood as the six lords entered and took their seats. Lord Val motioned for them to sit. Bronwyn found himself directly across from him.




  “Good evening, everyone.” Lord Val, an elf, spoke in a smooth voice, his enunciation succinct and precise with every consonant pronounced. A single braid secured his long, green-streaked blond hair. His forest-green robe contrasted sharply against his pale green skin. “We know why we’re here, so I’ll get right to business.”




  Bronwyn sat up, keeping his focus on Lord Val. Occasionally Wilhelm’s pen caught his attention. It unnerved him to know the scribe was recording his words for future reference.




  “First, the man reported to be with Keiron Ruckle the night of the theft was apprehended late last evening. Guards recovered his body north of Edgewood. They found him with his feet melted to a stone. It appears he died several hours beforehand. There was no sign of Ruckle or the stolen material.” He took a deep breath. “Corporal Darrow.”




  Bronwyn shivered when the lord spoke his name. “Yes, My Lord.”




  “I have read the report you filed when you returned to the castle this morning. It was...”—Lord Val hesitated, staring at him—“brief. Would you care to elaborate?”




  The nervous corporal clasped his hands in front of him on the table. “I returned to the castle in the wee hours of the day and made a quick report. Later, after resting, I filed a more detailed account of events.”




  “I didn’t receive the second report.” Lord Val glanced at Wilhelm. “Do you have it there?”




  “No, My Lord. No one brought it to my attention. Perhaps the corporal will provide a verbal report now.”




  Bronwyn felt everyone’s attention upon him. He wished he had thought to bring the report then he’d be able to read it without the fear of making mistakes. “The second report contains a description of the henchman who fled the Wheatcroft dwelling. I also added details of our movements before the confrontation and about Miss Catriona Wheatcroft. The human female stated her age to be thirty-three years. The sorceress has practised magic for about sixteen years. She has five—no, six apprentices under her charge.” He took a deep breath and tried to remember more.




  “Is there anything further?” asked Lord Val.




  “Not at this time.”




  Lord Val glanced at the paper in front of him. “Although this has yet to be confirmed, it appears Miss Wheatcroft’s father, Emerson, was our chief cartographer fifteen years ago. His only daughter caused the loss of his son. He worked for a year afterward then relocated his family to Wandsworth. Obviously, Catriona didn’t accompany them.”




  The elf rubbed his forehead as if trying to soothe a sharp pain. “Her apprentices are being questioned along with anyone with whom she has had personal contact.” He turned his attention to Bronwyn. “Corporal, has she given any indication of Ruckle’s whereabouts?”




  Before Bronwyn could answer, a knock came at the door.




  Lord Val grumbled. “Blomidon, see who it is. If not urgent, send them away.”




  The sage went to the door, opened it a crack and spoke with the person on the other side. Then she turned to address the lords. “Two guards bring an acquaintance of Miss Wheatcroft. She is making a Right of Visitation and claims to be the nearest to next-of-kin. With your permission, I shall grant her entry.”




  “I wish to meet this nearest to next-of-kin,” said Lord Val.




  Blomidon opened the door, and the guards escorted a woman into the room.




  The elven lord scrutinised her. “State your name.”




  “Alaura of Niamh, My Lord.”




  “What is your relationship with Miss Catriona Wheatcroft?”




  “I have known Catriona for five years, first as her apprentice and then as a friend.”




  “You do understand your friend has family in Wandsworth. They’d be the first granted Right of Visitation?”




  “I do, but Catriona…how can I explain? Catriona and her family aren’t exactly close. Their relationship is strained by emotional stress.”




  “Is that so?” He leered at her.




  “Yes, My Lord.” Alaura stood straight, feet slightly apart, hands clasped behind her back and her chin out. “I would like to make a Right of Visitation as is stated in the Laws of the Land so my own eyes can see my friend is well.”




  “How do we know you speak the truth, Miss…?”




  “Alaura.”




  Lord Val gave a slight nod. “Alaura; and that you are naught but a stranger to Miss Wheatcroft?”




  Bronwyn had watched the woman enter the room. Although the castle guards towered over her, it did not weaken her appearance. Instead, her demeanour created a stronger image. He recognised her as an apprentice who occasionally accompanied Catriona to his parents’ shop, the Forest Bakery and Herbs. She listened quietly to the instructions of her teacher as they chose the herbs needed to work their recipes.




  Occasionally she came alone. During those visits, Bronwyn watched her speak discreetly with his mum, inquiring about certain herbs and their properties. Once he asked his mum about her, and she simply said, A pleasurable customer who knows what she needs.




  Alaura had often worn a shapeless knee-length dress with a black leather belt. Her dark blonde hair hung loose, obscuring half her face. Still, her brown eyes caught his attention on many occasions as he went to and from his parents’ dwelling above the shop. They flickered brightly even when the sun didn’t shine.




  Today as she entered the Private Audience Room of the lords, she wore tan trousers, a white shirt and knee-high brown boots. The fitted clothing revealed her subtle curves and firm bosom. Her hair surprised him more. Pulled back in a single braid, it revealed delicate features kissed by the sun. His gaze moved to her lips, slender and still, before rising to her slightly tucked nose. His eyes followed her cheek bone to her ears which appeared not as rounded as other human ears. When he found her eyes, shimmering in the evening sun shining through the window, he found them focussed on Lord Val.
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