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CHAPTER ONE 

“As for the main road leading to Aelin, travel fast and travel without riches. The trees lining the road whisper with warnings of danger and death. The rocks hide many bandits, highwaymen, and, on occasion, even a rogue witch.”
          
Book IV, A Guide to Avarria
Quinn coaxed the horses faster against the wind, struggling to keep on the driver seat as the wheels of the coach bumped ungraciously across the bumpy dirt road. You did not dally on this route.
Coughing at the dust clouds encouraged by the strong winds, he wiped his eyes on the back of his sleeve, and pulled his cloak tighter around his chin. He deliberately ignored the menacing shadows of the trees and gloomy rocks that always crouched along the sides of the road, and focused ahead, his lips moving by rote in a silent prayer to his Ancestors for protection.
Branches whipped and snarled as the wind gathered strength. Squinting between clouds of dust, Quinn attempted to peer into the murky distance.
He spotted the outline of two men on horseback just in time. “Whoa!” Quinn yelled. He pulled hard on the reins, forcing the horses to an abrupt stop.
Quinn glanced over his shoulder as the coach door was pushed roughly open. An annoyed voice floated from the gap, becoming clearer as its owner stuck his head out, one hand clamping his wig in place.
“By the Ancestors, what do you think you are doing? We have to be there by tomorrow, what—”
Quinn merely pointed towards the two men on horseback, silhouetted against the swirling dust. Both were clad entirely in black, hats low over their eyes and faces masked. The gentleman quickly put his head back through the door, his subsequent cursing abruptly cut off as he slammed it shut. In his hurry his expensive wig caught in the door, flapping cheerily in the wind. No doubt he was too busy stuffing his gold into his wife’s corset to retrieve it.
The first man steered his horse towards the coach, his cloak a frenzied shadow billowing out behind him. Coming to a halt, he held up two finely made flintlock pistols towards Quinn; who was dismayed to be close enough to see the delicate filigree swirls on the wood were worn smooth in places by heavy use. The other man, cloak whipping as ferociously in the wind as the first, proceeded to open the door of the coach. His gaze sardonically followed the wig drifting to the floor in a cloud of white powder, sadly fated to marinate in a puddle. Tearing his attention from the fate of the wig to the matter at hand, he finally cemented his highwayman status with the traditional call of “Stand and deliver!”
He seemed delighted to find a lady in the back of the coach. “Beg your pardon mistress.” He tipped his hat and winked at her. She giggled, and started fluttering her fan furiously. The highwayman held out his black gloved hand. “Now, now, we have no wish to cause anyone any harm. If you would be so kind as to hand over the contents of your purse, then we will leave you completely unharmed.”
The gentleman’s chins quivered as he attempted to speak. “I’m afraid we did not travel with any belongings, we are going to see our beloved family and they are to provide us with any money required.”
The highwayman shook his head, his voice radiating dangerous calm. “Tsk tsk,” He wagged his finger. “I was hoping that you had no intention of insulting me, sir. A gentleman of your rank, travelling to Aelin with such a beautiful wife,” he tipped his hat to her again, “and you would lead me to believe that you would make such a trip without any money. I am no fool, sir.”
“What I tell you is the truth, you must believe me!”
The highwayman sighed. “Well this is a disappointing turn of events. I was hoping that I wouldn’t need to use this.” He tapped the sword that hung from his side, drew it from its sheath with a flourish and pointed it at the gentleman’s face. The gentleman went cross eyed as he contemplated the sharp end of the sword, which was manoeuvred downwards slowly until it pointed at the centre of his chest. “Now, where is your money?”
“In here!” called the lady. The highwayman waved at his companion. Quinn tried to study him as he drew even closer, and found himself staring directly down the barrel of one of the pistols instead. Raising his eyes, he looked cautiously up at the black mask covering the man’s face and swallowed. He was met with stony silence.
Despite the roar of the wind Quinn could hear the gentleman in the coach stuttering at being forced to hand over his money. The inevitable tinkling of coins jingled in the air.
The highwayman tipped his hat in a gesture of mock gratitude before closing the coach door with yet another flourish and, swinging his sword from his side, skewered the gentleman’s wig from its place on the floor. “After a clean this’ll make a pretty penny, I thank’ee!” He waved the dripping wig on his sword, laughing as he joined his companion at the front of the coach.
His companion put one of the pistols in its holster and beckoned silently for the purse, the other pistol remaining firmly in its position of pointing at Quinn’s face. He weighed it expertly in his palm before nodding contentedly and tucking it away. He finally grabbed hold of his reins, intending to steer his horse back up the road.
Unfortunately for him, a strong gust of wind blew that moment, whipping around his face, his cloak billowing wildly in all directions as though it meant to attack him.
Quinn watched as the man’s mask was torn off his face with the gust. It swooped in a mocking arc to make final contact with the road, evading the suddenly stricken man’s attempts to catch it.
Quinn’s eyes widened as they somehow made eye contact, his blue eyes meeting brown. He managed to stifle his name into an inaudible gasp; “Pryce!”
Time stood still, etching the image of Pryce’s face frozen in shock forever into Quinn’s memory. Finally, Pryce broke off eye contact and swore, his desperate frustration clearly building as the thundering of hooves echoed from the road behind Quinn. Hearing others coming; his companion grabbed his arm, spurring him away.
Quinn watched in mute amazement as they disappeared into the swirls of dust.
Three men on horseback pulled up next to the coach. The gentleman, realising that the highwaymen had left, opened the coach door to reveal his shiny bald head and his wife, furiously fanning herself with her hand. He called out to the men, “Those thieves have taken all my money! Catch them!”
The men merely coughed and looked pointedly at the furious plumes of dust that swept the road ahead. Realising that they were in no hurry to chase armed men, especially in this weather, the gentleman offered them a fair sum in reward to be paid once his money had been restored.
With the incentive of money, the men sped up the dirt road. The gentleman called after them, “And make sure that you return to me my wig in one piece!”
Quinn shook his head in a futile attempt to settle his thoughts and jumped down from his seat to settle the restless horses. He ignored the raised voice of the gentleman whose companion had been, in his opinion, too quick to reveal the hidden place for the money. She informed him that next time she would let the highwayman run him through with his sword for all she cared.
The men returned from their pursuit empty handed. The highwaymen had disappeared. 
At Dern, Quinn pulled slowly into the coach station near the inn and untied the horses. Waving to the village blacksmith and his wife, he led the horses to the water trough. He stroked the nose of his favourite, a black mare called Bessie. She was a particularly beautiful mare, clearly possessing intelligence and wasted on pulling coaches. He often spent many hours talking to her as he brushed her silky coat.
He waited casually against a wall as the horses drank; musing over the knowledge that Pryce was one of the highwaymen that had apprehended the coach he was driving. He had deprived him of a day’s wages too, since the gentleman had no way of paying for his coach trip. Probably would have refused to pay him anyway.
He attempted to smooth his brown hair flat with his hands but it kept springing up. Bessie trotted up to him, and started nudging him with her head. Quinn laughed. “Okay Bessie!” Stroking her soft black mane, he proceeded to lead her and the other horses to the stables. After promising Bessie that he would be back with a carrot, he handed care of her over to the stable boy.
He walked round the corner and promptly stepped through the doors of the tavern.
Glancing around the dusty interior, Quinn walked up to the busy barmaid pouring ale into a murky brown glass. Silver strands had just begun to weave their way through her mass of auburn curls. “Hello Molly.” He grinned, dusting off a bar stool before sitting on it. She passed the ale over to a whiskered old man before wiping her hands on an apron she had tied around her waist.
“You can look up at me with those big blue eyes of yours all you like Quinn but I can’t let you have anything until you pay for the rest of the beer you’ve had these past two months. The landlord says so.” She crossed her arms in an outward gesture of defiance, belied by a soft look in her eye. Quinn sighed, pausing to shine his knee length leather boots with his sleeve before looking up to reply.
“But surely he knows that I can’t pay until I get my wages. If I die of thirst before then, how can I pay him? He won’t get any money at all, will he?” He sighed theatrically before looking dolefully at Molly.
“Well you can take it up with him. He said I was too easy on you, and any more drinks I give you will be taken out of my wages.”
Quinn slid mournfully off the stool, her voice drifting towards him calling some advice as he left. “Perhaps if you spent less money on clothes, you’d have more money for—” He slammed the door shut.
Quinn started trudging back in the direction of the stables but his impeding miserable thoughts were rudely interrupted by the sight of his landlord marching up in a determinedly furious manner towards the tavern, no doubt looking for him. He ducked into an alleyway.
He held his breath, watching him swing the tavern door open with a bang and disappear inside.
He let out a low whistle then stepped out, kicking stones across the path and muttering disgruntled curses under his breath. He walked on, his long legs taking deep strides. He stopped only to share his usual cheery smile with the village shop owner and his daughter as he walked by their shop.
“Quinn!” He turned his head but could see no-one. He paused in the opening of another alleyway. He was certain he had heard someone hiss his name.
He looked blankly down it. All he could see was the back of some houses.
A gloved hand shot out, clamped over his mouth and pulled him suddenly into the darkness of the alley. A voice growled, “Do not say a word.”
Quinn slowly nodded and the hand drew back from his mouth.
Swiftly, Quinn sharply forced his elbow backwards into the man’s stomach, causing him to double over and moan. He spun round, aiming a swift kick to the man’s shins which caused him to sink to the floor, cursing.
Quinn drew his hands into fists, ready.
There was the sharp click of a pistol being cocked. “Not so fast, Quinn.”               Stepping back from the man, who was groaning in a heap at his feet, Quinn put his hands above his head.
“I wondered how long it would be before I saw you again.” Quinn turned round to face the holder of the pistol. “I have to admit that I didn’t think it would be under these circumstances. A highwayman? If my father could see you now… then again he never approved of your idea of fun. Last I heard you started a tavern brawl in Durnac that resulted in you literally being kicked out.”
Pryce stepped halfway out of the shadows, laughing. “I guess you missed the whole story but I did not come here to justify myself to you anyway.”
“Well what did you come here for then?” Quinn retorted.
“By the Ancestors, boy! I know your manners did not come from your father! How is he anyway?”
Quinn looked at the ground for a moment. “He is dead,” he said from between gritted teeth. “The plague, six months ago. Perhaps you would have known if you had not disappeared! Shows how much you cared about my father.”
Pryce froze, eyes wild. He lurched forward and shook Quinn by the shoulders, shouting at him. “Your father was my best friend. I cared for him like a brother. I only avoided him because I did not want to implicate him in what I am doing!”
Quinn looked him bitterly in the eyes. “Well you implicated me the moment you let your mask fall off.”
Pryce let go of Quinn, breathing hard. “It blew off.”
“Fell off. You should tie it tighter.”
Pryce burst into forced laughter. “Take it back, that quick tongue came from your father. I do need to have a word with the tailor who claimed the mask would stay on no matter what. Told me a witch of the inner circle had cast spells on it too, and so cost a pretty penny!” He stepped over to his companion, helping him to his feet. “You have your father’s spirit- although your father wasn’t half so cocky. Or flashy. What are you wearing? Aren’t those boots a little expensive for looking after horses? And the lace sleeves?”
Quinn grinned. “I have fine tastes.”
Pryce chortled.
His companion spoke, “More like your customers do, if that woman in the coach earlier was your normal kind of customer.” He winked, and smiled as Pryce introduced him.
“Abershaw, this is Quinn. Quinn, Abershaw.”
Abershaw groaned. “Well Quinn, I think I’ve got no choice other than to congratulate you on the beating you gave me just now. No one else has managed to do that before.”
Quinn smirked a little, “Sorry about that.” He held out his hand, and Abershaw shook it.
Pryce continued. “However despite your skills in beating up highwaymen, what I heard from the barmaid just now tells me that you have more fine clothes than good sense. When did you last eat?”
“I have to wear fine clothes; my employer insists that he wants his coach drivers to look ‘upmarket’, as he puts it. He thinks he attracts more custom that way when it attracts more distaste than anything else. Anyway, I had an apple before.” He paused. “I think it was before I set out on the trip when you two held up the coach I was driving.” His stomach growled at the mention of food.
“Well we have a proposition to put to you so we might as well discuss it over lunch. We have plenty of money.” Pryce pulled out a couple of coins from his earlier robbery.
“Are you planning on bribing me?” Quinn asked. Pryce grinned.
“You’ll find out.” He replied. He walked towards the tavern, and then looked back at Quinn. “Are you coming or not?” He asked. Quinn hesitated.
Hunger won. Abershaw hobbled after him.
“Just as well,” Quinn called out. “You're the reason I didn’t get paid earlier.”
They walked into the tavern. Pryce sat down at a table and waved to gain Molly's attention. She was busy wiping a glass with a cloth that did more to add dirt to the glass than dispel it. His smile wavered momentarily in disgust but returned as Molly walked to their table. “Three beers please. And some food for Quinn, whatever he has when he actually eats something.”
The three of them took their hats off. Quinn ran a hand through his brown hair, and tightened the black ribbon that kept it tied back.
Molly cleared her throat awkwardly. “Sorry, but are you paying sir? Uh, the landlord has forbidden me to let Quinn put anything else on his tab until he’s paid it off.”
Pryce raised an eyebrow at Quinn. “Yes, I’m paying. I’ve had some luck recently and have acquired some money.” He winked at Quinn. “Let me know what Quinn owes. I’ll pay it.”
Molly nodded. “Are you sure? It’s quite a sum.” She went over to the bar and pulled a piece of paper from behind the beer kegs. She passed it to Pryce. He looked at it and whistled through his teeth.
“Good grief Quinn! When did you last pay for any of this?” He pulled some coins out of his pocket. “Never mind. I think these will cover it.” Molly counted the coins and nodded her satisfaction. She promptly returned with the beers and placed them in front of the three men.
“So what made you turn to the life of a highwayman?” Quinn asked in a low voice.
“It’s a long story,” Pryce responded firmly, crossing his arms. “Now is not the time or the place for me to recount it.”
Quinn nodded, taking a large gulp of his beer. “Aren’t you going to drink yours?” he asked Pryce. Pryce responded by looking pointedly at the fly that was bobbing up and down in his drink. “You just pull it out,” Quinn continued, “It’s fine to drink.”
Pryce snorted. “I prefer my beer without added extras.”
“Suit yourself.” Quinn leaned over, took his beer and put it next to his. Abershaw sat contentedly in the corner, downing his beer rapidly before lighting his pipe.
Molly came over with a plate of bread and meat and put it in front of Quinn, along with an apple. “That’s for Bessie.” She winked. She leaned over to his ear and whispered. “Your landlord was looking for you earlier. He was in a bad mood to say the least. I’d avoid him until you have your rent money ready.”
“Thanks Molly.” Quinn said in a low tone. Molly left with a swishing of her skirts.
“That one’s sweet on you.” Abershaw commented.
“She’s kept an eye on me. Been in trouble for me a couple of times for adding drinks to my tab when she was told not to. She was a great friend of my father.” Quinn tore a large hunk of bread off with his teeth and started chewing it down at an alarming rate.
“You might want to slow down before you inhale the table as well.” Pryce commented dryly. Quinn grinned sheepishly, chewing a bit slower. Pryce leaned forward and lowered his tone. “I think you know why Abershaw and I ambushed you out there.”
Quinn swallowed a particularly large amount of bread before replying. “You want to make sure that I’m going to keep my mouth shut.” He smirked, looking at his plate of food. Tendrils of steam were still wafting temptingly from his meat. “You’ve made a good start.”
“Well I had a feeling you wouldn’t betray me if I fed you.” He joked. He lowered his voice further. “But there’s another reason. If we didn’t think that you would keep quiet there are other ways of making sure you don’t talk than feeding you.”
Quinn’s eyes widened momentarily before laughing. “Glad to hear that you’ve decided to feed me then.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “But have you, you know…”
“Killed someone?” Pryce offered. Quinn nodded. “Not yet, the threat from a good pair of pistols has been enough to get people to hand over their money…” He drifted off; lost in his own thoughts as he stroked his beard.
Quinn filled the silence with the sound of his chewing. He dusted crumbs off his breeches. “So what do you want me to do then?”
“Straight to the point then?” He grinned. “We hit on an idea that could save us some trouble.”
Abershaw shifted his chair forward. “As a coach driver you know when and where the coaches are going to be.”
Quinn nodded. “Most of them anyway.” He sipped at his beer, after pulling out a hair from within the murky contents.
Pryce smiled broadly. “Well it would be helpful to us in our current occupation,” he winked, “if we knew when the coaches would be coming. Particularly the ones with the more… shall we say, wealthy occupants, rather than holding up all of them. Of course we’d split the earnings with you. You wouldn’t have to do any of the more dangerous work.” He paused. “What do you think?”
Quinn looked at him. “Why don’t you ask a diviner?”
Pryce shook his head. “The cheap ones are easier to bribe but speak in riddles. The better ones usually need huge bribes.”
Abershaw laughed. “What he means is we tried it once. The local diviner was cheap but his instructions were so vague! When he told us to avoid a fork in the river when holding up the coach, we weren’t expecting it to be flying cutlery. The woman whose coach we held up forced us to make a getaway across the river. Pryce got a fork embedded in his rear while he was swimming away.” He started roaring with laughter, much to Pryce’s evident dissatisfaction. “We still don't understand what she was doing with all that tableware in her coach.”
Once he had finished laughing, Quinn inhaled and breathed out slowly. He shook his head. “I’m sorry. As attractive as that sounds I can’t do it. I think it would be an insult to my father’s memory. He wanted me to be as honest a coach driver as he was.”
Pryce looked disappointed. “Well we don’t expect you to come up with an answer right away. We’ll give you some time to think about it.” He stood up, along with Abershaw. “We’ll be back later, see if you’ve changed your mind.” Abershaw walked behind him, miming a fork flying towards his rear, followed by such a comic expression of surprise that Quinn choked on his sip of beer.
Quinn watched them leave and drained the rest of his drink. Putting the apple in his pocket, he stood up and walked out of the tavern, ignoring Molly’s curious glances. He let the door swing shut with a bang behind him as he went down the steps.
Quinn absentmindedly passed the village well, completely missing the admiring glances from the village women gathered round it that he normally revelled in.  He was so engrossed in his thinking that he bumped into his employer Wilkins with such force that he bounced off him onto the floor. He winced as he stood up, brushing mud off his breeches. Wilkins seemed unaware that Quinn had just bounced off him, and peered down at him.
“Ah Quinn, there you are. I’ve been looking for you; I need to give you your wages.” He smiled at Quinn through reddened dimpled cheeks. He felt in the pockets of his large waistcoat, the buttons straining down the front. He pulled out some coins. “Ah, there we are!” He put them in Quinn’s outstretched hand.
Quinn looked down at the few coins that were in his palm. “Excuse me,” he blurted, “But where is the rest? You paid me twice this last time.”
“Sorry young man but you took less coach trips this week.” At Quinn’s indignant look he continued, frowning, “You know your pay is tied to the amount of coach journeys you do…”
“But I only did two less than last week! How is it that I’m being paid half of what you paid me last week?”
Wilkins’ frown deepened. “I could always pay you nothing? Unless you no longer need this job?”
Quinn swiftly smiled. “Of course, sir. Thank you.” He walked away, waiting until he was around the corner before he started a swift stream of curses, backed up by a repeated kicking of the wall. He was interrupted by a low cough from behind him.
“Excuse me Mr. Tannin.”
Quinn inwardly groaned, flushing red at having had an audience to his outburst, and knowing the owner of the voice, he knew full well what was about to happen. He turned round to face the speaker: a short man, owner of a thin moustache and an unfortunately pointy nose. “Greetings, sir. Fancy meeting you here! What brings you down from Aelin?”
“Well, actually I am here on a matter of business. A small matter of the money that you owe me.” He pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket. “I have a bill here for two pairs of breeches, a waistcoat and a lace sleeved shirt. The money on this was due two weeks ago. And now the bill includes my coach fee and a night stay in the inn for having to come in person to collect. I have had enough of your late payments. This is no small bill Mr Tannin, I needed this money when it was due, and detest that I have had to waste time coming down here to ask you to pay what is owed to me.”
“Please be reasonable, sir. My employer has lowered my wages. If I pay you I will have no money left for food or lodgings. Perhaps we can come to some sort of agreement—”
The tailor cut him off with a curt shake of his head, his thin moustache twitching angrily. “Are you leading me to believe that you are unable to pay me? Mr Tannin, I am not responsible for the matter of your finances. You owe me money and I am afraid that it must be paid- or I will have to notify the debtor’s prison.”
Debtor’s prison loomed large in Quinn’s mind; cold, dark walls dripping with damp closing in on him. He sighed, reaching into his pocket for the money he had been paid only moments earlier. “I do not have all the money. This is all I have.” He held out his palm, with the few coins he possessed lying on it. The tailor swiftly took them, counting them with disdain.
“This covers a lot less than half the money that you owe me. I expect the rest of the money in two days.”
“Two days? Two days! How can I raise that amount of money in two days? The money I just gave you was my entire week’s wages and I was only paid a few minutes ago!”
“Well I’m sorry Mr Tannin but as I told you a moment ago your financial situation is not my problem. I am sure you will find a way to raise the funds. Good day.” He turned swiftly and continued to walk out of view as Quinn slid down the wall, putting his head in his hands.
After a few moments of self-pity, he pulled himself to his feet and plodded towards the stables to see Bessie.
Bessie neighed softly as Quinn entered the warm, dark stables, stopping to greet the stable boy, Jack, on his way in. “Shush, Bessie.” She nudged his outstretched hand with her nose as he lifted it to stroke her. He put his other hand in his pocket, pulling out the apple that Molly had given him. “I’m sorry; I couldn’t get you your carrot.”
Bessie whinnied, and then pulled the apple out of his hand.
The stables were soon filled with the sounds of loud crunching. Quinn laughed. “Well I guess you don’t care about carrots as much as I thought!”
 He patted her side and pulled up an old bucket. He turned it upside down and sat on it silently for a while, pondering his situation. Bessie left him alone, seeming to understand his melancholy. On the wind drifted the distant roar of a fire, and the steady clanging of the village blacksmith's hammer, whose shop was nearby.
Jack brought in a broom and began to sweep the floor in confident, steady sweeps. Quinn watched him bleakly. His father might have been an honest man but he was finding it rather difficult to live up to his memory. Every day he gained more appreciation for what his father had done, bringing him up alone for all those years, scratching an honest living from driving Wilkin's coaches. He sighed. Sometimes he wished his father had had a more exciting trade he could have followed - and certainly one that paid more. But what else could he do, other than follow in his father's footsteps?
He pulled out a bag of Spirit Stones from his coin purse and turned the two smooth stones over in his hands, roughly carved on one side with the corresponding ancient symbols for ‘Yes’ or ‘No’. He put the stones back in the bag, closed his eyes, and silently asked his Ancestors for an answer.
“Quinnnn!” A loud voice bellowed through the stable door, upsetting the horses. Quinn looked up, startled. Jack looked at him with a similar expression.
Quinn beckoned to Jack and whispered loudly, “I’m not here!” He pushed the Spirit Stones roughly back into the bag and dived into a pile of hay and straw, quickly pulling it over him. Jack grinned.
“OK, Quinn.” He straightened up and leaned on the handle of the broom with his arm just as the owner of the voice came storming into the stables.
“Where is that confounded boy? I was told that he had come here. He’s usually in here or at that blasted tavern!”
Jack cleared his throat. “I’m sorry sir. You just missed him. He left only a few minutes ago. Perhaps if you follow the direction that he left in you might catch up with him.” He pointed in a random direction, away from the stables.
“Well he’d better show his face sooner or later. He owes me three weeks’ rent. Three weeks!” He spat, “If you see him, tell him that I’m looking for him and if he doesn’t pay soon he’ll be living in debtor’s prison instead!” He swung round and stomped in the direction that Jack had pointed.
Quinn waited a while before emerging from the pile of straw and hay, coughing violently as he pulled pieces of it from his hair and clothes. He pushed Bessie away, who was attempting to assist him by eating it, with the unfortunate addition of chewing his hair. 
“In a bit of trouble with the landlord again Quinn?” Jack asked pityingly. Quinn nodded in reply, patting Bessie as she was trying to comfort him by repeatedly nudging him with her nose. “Rather you than me that landlord is a big fella- I wouldn’t cross him.” At seeing Quinn’s crestfallen face, Jack apologised. “Sorry,” he said rather too quickly, “I’m sure you’ll sort things out- you always do.”
Quinn groaned. “I think I owe too much this time.” He got up and walked towards the doorway. “Thanks anyway.” He walked out of the stables, Bessie following him. He turned to her. “You should stay. I’m in enough trouble as it is without having people think I’m trying to steal you.”
He watched her move obediently back into the stables. He took a deep breath. The trees were already silhouetted darkly against the reddening sky, the sun steadily making its way to sleep beneath the horizon.
His earlier meal seemed like it was aeons ago, and now he had no money left for food. Perhaps he could go back into the stable, and eat some of the hay. If it was good enough for the horses, at the very least it could ease the empty feeling in his stomach. He laughed inwardly at his foolhardy plan. 
Quinn whirled round at the sound of footsteps.
“Oh, you are in trouble now, boy.” Quinn ducked as his landlord’s fist missed his nose by inches.
He whipped round to face his landlord. He had brought friends, three of them. “I knew you were still here.”
“Can’t we talk about this?” Quinn gasped. One of the men cracked his knuckles. Another flexed his dagger, letting the last of the evening light play along the sharp edge. Quinn squinted as the light hit his eyes. He was morbidly fascinated for a brief moment before gulping and turning to his landlord. “Please, let’s be reasonable. I only owe you two weeks’ rent.”
“Three,” the landlord glared at Quinn. Quinn jumped as he suddenly spurted forward, increasing in volume. “You owe me three! You repeatedly make your payments late. I’m about to teach you what happens to those who don’t pay me on time.” His companions laughed, starting to circle Quinn.
“Please…” Quinn jumped back just in time to avoid another punch, this one aimed at his head. He responded by kicking out at the man holding the dagger. He managed to kick the dagger out of the man’s hand by the toe of his boot, elbowing another in the face. He stepped back, panting. “You don’t need to do this. If you just give me a little more time…”
His arms were pinned from behind by the landlord’s third man. “Please…” His landlord aimed a heavy punch to his stomach. The man let go of him. Quinn sank to the floor instantly. He curled into a tight ball, winded; gasping roughly for air.
The men started kicking him. Each kick sent a spasm of pain shooting through him. He bit on his lip, trying to stop the groans from escaping him but by the tenth kick his resolve failed. His cry of pain echoed around the stables.
Hooves thundered into the clearing. “Stop that!” A man bellowed, riding up alongside the men beating Quinn. He dismounted.
The men ignored him, continuing to kick Quinn.
Another man rode up.
“No use talking to these men.” He said, swinging from his horse, using the momentum to kick one of the men in the head, leaving him instantly unconscious on the floor.
“Agreed.” His companion kicked one man swiftly down and pulled the landlord off Quinn, who rolled onto his back, moaning.
“Pryce,” he murmured.
Pryce flicked his black hair out of his eyes. “Shh. I’ve got my mask on.” He hissed, ducking the blow that the landlord had been aiming at him with a side step. The landlord fell to the floor with the lost momentum.
Pryce turned to Quinn. “Watch out!” The man with the dagger had retrieved it and was attempting to stick it in Quinn. Quinn grabbed his wrist with both hands and strained to keep the dagger at bay, the glinting blade rapidly and uncomfortably close to his eye.
The echoing sound of an additional set of hooves thundered towards him, followed by a loud whinny and a flash of a solid black hoof. The man shot across the street with the force that the horse had kicked him with.
Quinn stood up gingerly, wincing as he felt his ribs. “Thanks Bessie.” He swung onto the relative safety of her back, which was no easy task, seeing as she was unsaddled. With a sharp intake of breath, he clutched his ribs. He smiled thinly as he grasped her mane with one hand, taking comfort in her solid strength.
Abershaw and Pryce swung onto their horses and pulled up alongside Quinn. Abershaw coughed. “Perhaps we should leave the area for a while? Before they get up?” He pointed towards the landlord, whose face had begun shaking with the sheer force of his rage. Quinn turned to agree.
“Stop…! Stop…! Thief! Thief! He’s…He’s stealing my prize horse! Stop!” Wilkins, Quinn’s employer, waddled up the path, heaving great breaths with the strain of the effort of his pace.
“Mr Wilkins. I’m not trying to—”
“Thieves! Bandits! Help!”
The landlord stood up with a sudden smirk, pointing at Quinn. “Thief!” He turned to Wilkins. “We were trying to stop him. We saw him trying to steal your horse with his masked companions there.”
People started spilling into the street. Jack came running from the stables. “Quinn wouldn’t—” He was pushed to one side.
“Get him!” The men pushed forward. Quinn saw Molly walk in his direction, puzzled as to the cause of the commotion. She often popped round to the stables after her evening shift to hurry him on his way home.
Within seconds it seemed to Quinn that most of the village had arrived.
Pryce grabbed Quinn’s arm. “We need to leave. Now.” Quinn shook his head vehemently. “Listen!” He said sharply. “Quinn! They’ll likely kill you if they catch you in this mood.”
Quinn shook his head, and turned to face the crowd, grimacing at the twinge the movement sent across his ribs. “I am innocent!” He wheezed and called out again. “Believe me!” The growing crowd booed. “Please!” He begged. He turned painfully, trying to see a familiar face, the faces of the people he had grown up with. With the exception of Jack and Molly, the faces of the crowd were twisted as they started shouting, shaking their fists. Quinn ducked swiftly, nearly falling off Bessie as projectiles were pelted at him. A tomato hit his jacket with a splat. Worse, a stone whizzed past his ear.
All they saw was Quinn on Bessie, about to ride off in the presence of two masked men, moments after the landlord had no doubt been shouting about the village about his unpaid rent. Not to mention the tailor who had been staying in the inn, probably cursing about how he would have him sent to debtor’s prison. There was only one conclusion for them to draw in the heat of the moment, no time for reasoned debate.
His shoulders sank as he resigned himself to this truth. He grabbed Bessie’s mane. She seemed to understand, her muscles tightening. “Let’s go, Bessie.” Quinn said tiredly.
Pryce nodded firmly, relieved. He dug his heels into his horse. It reared and kicked out, clearing a space in the crowd.  Quinn’s legs already began to ache from trying to stay seated as Bessie sprung forward into a canter, bouncing him uncomfortably as he slumped forward in an attempt to stop the drumming ache from his bruised sides.
The three men thundered up the road, the cries of the crowd echoing in Quinn’s ears until they faded rapidly into the distance, along with the only home he had ever known. 




CHAPTER TWO

“Every Avarrian knows there are only a thousand or so witches in all of Avarria, led by the Grand Witch, who presides over the inner circle of witches at the Witches Guild in Aelin. But in the outlying villages, no witch is more notorious than the mad witch of the Treacherous Woods. No-one who has seen her has ever survived.”
       A Guide to Avarria, Chapter VII
Pale and more than a little sore, Quinn slid unceremoniously off Bessie’s back, landing on the ground with a dazed thump. Pryce and Abershaw dismounted next to him.
They had ridden in the direction of Aelin but had diverted off the main track onto a trail amongst the trees. A journey that hadn’t exactly thrilled Quinn, bearing in mind that the woods were full of dangers most folk whispered of in hushed tones. When he mentioned this to Pryce, who was barely visible in the pale moonlight, he had just laughed.
But he was after all, one of the things that Quinn had been taught to fear as a coach driver, although a little more polite than bandits. Generally the first sign of them was when you felt a dagger at your back and if you were particularly unlucky, in your back. What was most unsettling about their current location was the oft repeated tales of a mad witch who lived in these very woods. But as Abershaw pointed out in response to Quinn’s mutterings, how did people know how dangerous she was if ‘no-one had survived?’ How could anyone prove a mad witch was the cause of any disappearances and not just a bandit who cleaned up after themselves for once?
“Where exactly are we?” Quinn asked, looking around.
Pryce didn’t answer. Instead he started looking among the bushes. Quinn turned to Abershaw.
“Where are we?” Abershaw simply shushed him and pointed.
“Where is the blasted thing?” Pryce exclaimed.
“What thing?” Quinn asked.
“The doorbell of course. What else would I be looking for?” Pryce answered irritably. Even though he had never heard of a doorbell, Quinn thought that there were several more sensible things he
would look for in a bush if he was to look in one but sensibly decided to keep his mouth shut.
“Ah ha!” Pryce pulled at a piece of rope, and a deep booming from a bell ringing echoed from somewhere inside the mass of trees. “And now we wait.”
Quinn leaned against Bessie, exhausted. His body was a patchwork of bruises. In the space of waiting, each individual bruise seemed to be competing as to which one could throb hardest.
Just as Quinn was about to ask just what they were waiting for, a man appeared with deep auburn hair and sharp green eyes. He was oddly dressed, in Quinn’s opinion, since from where he came from; people generally wore clothes made from cloth. Not leaves.
The man glared at him, and Quinn realised he was staring. He looked quickly away. A second sly glance revealed that he was wearing clothes made from cloth, but they had leaves sewn onto them.
“Pryce!” The man moved forward to embrace him.
“Jacob! Good to see you brother-in-law.” They exchanged manly pats on the back.
Quinn mumbled at Abershaw. “I didn’t know he had a sister.”
Abershaw leaned sideways and whispered in his ear. “That isn’t a bad thing; she’s an awful nag. But don’t tell Pryce I said that.” He swiftly moved away from Quinn just as Pryce turned round to introduce them.
“Jacob, you know Abershaw. And this is Quinn.” Quinn nodded as he was introduced. “Jacob is a healer.”
Quinn openly stared now, awed. A chance to meet a healer was rare. Most of them kept to themselves, or you had to pay for their services. People in Quinn’s village didn’t have the money to attract them. He finally managed to get out a question. “Why do you have a door bell? I don’t see a door.”
Jacob laughed. “I have a door it’s just not here. I don’t want people to know where I live. My house is the only one around for miles.”
Quinn couldn’t help blurting. “But what about the witch everyone in the village fears?”
“Oh, that. It’s just a rumour that got out of hand after I had a loud argument with my friend near the edge of the woods. After I criticised her cooking she responded by cursing in languages I’ve never heard before, so whoever was listening must have assumed she was dabbling in dark magic.
Not that I mind, it keeps people out of my part of the woods.” He replied. “She’s away at the moment though. Besides the price of dark magic is high. It often makes you see demons everywhere, turns you crazy or causes you to think wife swapping is a good idea. A couple of witches near Aelin seriously fell out after trying out that idea. Guns and swords are more likely to be dangerous than magic.”
Quinn’s attempts to speak translated into a wheezy gasp and a couple of inaudible words. Trying to process the information that Pryce not only had a sister but she was also a witch was occupying all of his attention. There were barely a thousand people with magic in all of Avarria.
Jacob smiled rather sympathetically. He turned to Pryce. “Not that I am not pleased to see you but what are you here for anyway?”
Pryce nodded. “Down to business. Excellent.” He paused, rubbing his hands together while he thought of the best place to begin. Quinn shifted his weight awkwardly between his feet.
As Pryce continued to explain recent events, Quinn leaned further into Bessie, starting to doze off. Abershaw sat comfortably against a tree, lighting his pipe. Contented, he blew smoke out into little fleeting clouds over the first stars that had started to twinkle.
Quinn jerked awake as Pryce finished his explanation. “You see I desperately need your help to hide Bessie. She’s a very noticeable kind of horse.”
At this, Quinn clung onto Bessie. “I don’t want to leave her behind.” Bessie nodded in agreement, stepping back from Jacob and Pryce.
“Don’t be silly, boy.” Jacob said. “Anyone can see that you and Bessie have a bond.” He stepped towards Bessie and stroked her. “I’m going to change the way that she appears to people.” He hummed something in Bessie’s ear and she went very still. Jacob stepped back and held out his hands, concentrating for a moment. “There we go.” He looked satisfied. “Now she looks like a grey mare.”
“No she doesn’t.” Quinn contradicted. “She looks just like she did before. Black.”
Pryce interrupted. “I disagree; she looks like a grey mare to me.” Abershaw looked up from his pipe and nodded.
“How come she looks exactly the same to me then?” Quinn retorted.
Jacob spoke softly. “Because that’s the way she chooses to appear to you. I explained how she needed to hide herself from others. You have a very special horse here, Quinn. But, stay away from those with magic; they'll be able to tell.”
“You can talk to horses?” Quinn felt that he needed a lie-down.
“In a manner of speaking.” Jacob smiled. “Come on then, it’s obvious that you three need a bed for the night. If you arrive in Aelin now you’ll be way past curfew and you’ll have to avoid the Watch.”
Quinn smiled back, hugely relieved. The bruises covering him made it difficult to stay seated on Bessie without feeling like dark Ancestors were dancing across his body. He certainly didn’t feel like creeping around Aelin at this time of night either. He stepped stiffly forward to follow Jacob through the trees.
After what felt like an age of wincing and traipsing through trees to Quinn, they arrived at the front of Jacob’s house. It did indeed have a door, although there was no bell. Jacob explained as they walked, that it would make sense for the bell to be hidden somewhere away from the house, otherwise people would just be able to follow the rope (if they happened to find it in the bush) back to his house. The concept was strange to Quinn, who had spent his life with the entire village knowing exactly where he lived. He considered the fact that in reality you could walk straight into anyone’s house and it was only a shared unspoken rule that you politely knocked first before doing so.
Instead of being made of wood, the house was made from mud bricks and straw. Quinn was surprised to find that once inside, it was very cosy. It smelled of fresh herbs and earth.
Jacob showed him to his bed, which turned out to be a bed of heather and chamomile with a blanket over the top.
He handed Quinn a green cup of warm drink. Quinn looked dubiously at it. However, certain he would offend his host if he didn’t drink it; he downed it in one gulp. He collapsed instantly onto the bed, deeply asleep.
Pryce came in through the doorway. “How is he?” he whispered.
“Out like a light. The sleeping draught I gave him means he won’t wake up for hours. I wasn’t expecting him to down the lot in one gulp. He might not even wake up for a day or so. People usually take a sip first because it’s so green and then fall straight asleep, but I always give them a full cup because your sister says small or half empty ones look suspicious, and they might pour it in the plants. It doesn’t do them any good…”
Pryce looked at Quinn curiously. “After the state of the beer I’ve seen him drink in his village tavern I’m afraid to say he is used to drinking worse.”
Jacob unbuttoned Quinn’s top and pulled it open. Both men exhaled in surprise. Quinn had heavy bruising all along his front, especially to his stomach area. Jacob pressed gently along his ribs. “He’s fractured a couple of these ribs. How he managed to stay seated on an unsaddled horse all the way here, plus walk to my house…”
“He was clutching his side a lot but he wasn’t complaining.” Pryce leaned further forward as Quinn moaned softly, his brown hair limply falling across his face.
Jacob turned him slowly onto his side to take a look at his back. His back had taken the worst of the blows and certainly looked like it had. “By the Ancestors! Quinn has some pain threshold.”
“I think he was probably more focused on what happened in the village to even notice. He looked exhausted to me. I expect he’s taken it hard.”
Jacob stood up. “Never mind I can mend this. I’ll just prepare a very large poultice and bind it with some cloth bandages, and to sort his ribs I’ll just feed him one of my preparations. It should heal up the worst of it overnight. I expect his legs aren’t too bad, probably just sore from riding bareback. But you need to make sure he eats better, he is showing signs of malnutrition.”
Pryce nodded with a pained look at the son of his best friend. “Thank you.”
“No problem. I know how much his father meant to you and I know how much Quinn means to my wife.” Jacob left to go to the kitchen.
Pryce settled down to sleep on the other side of the room on the earthen floor.
“What am I going to do with you Quinn?”
Quinn woke to an empty room. Light filtered in from a round window that he hadn’t noticed when they had arrived in the night.
He went to sit up but found it was awkward to do so.
Lifting his shirt, he found to his surprise that he had bandages running across his chest and back. He prodded them gingerly. He felt alright. Certainly better than he had last night, although he still ached.
Pryce walked in. “Ah, you’re awake. I wondered when you’d be up. You’ve been asleep for two days.”
“Two days?!” Quinn glanced in the direction of the window, as if he could gauge the time from the thin beams of sunlight peaking between the trees.
Abershaw popped his head round the side of the door way. Quinn noted absently that there wasn’t actually a door to the room. “How come?”
Jacob walked in briskly, carrying a bowl and a spoon. “You needed the sleep, that’s all.” He glared at Abershaw, who stopped mid-smirk. “You slept so soundly you didn’t even notice that I was bandaging your bruising and your fractured ribs.”
Quinn frowned. “I don’t sleep that deeply unless I’ve been drinking. I’m sure of it.”
“You must have been extra tired then.” Jacob said, glaring again at Abershaw who had started sniggering. Abershaw stopped abruptly. You didn’t laugh at a healer without regretting it later. He wouldn't want to wake up with hives or worse.
Jacob put the bowl down onto a wooden tray and placed it on Quinn’s lap. “Eat.” he commanded. Quinn looked down at it. It was a murky brownish green and there were hairs floating in it.
“Er, what is it?” He asked.
“Soup. What else does it look like? Did you bang your head as well?”
Quinn looked embarrassed. “Of course not.” To Pryce’s disgust, as he had also noticed the hairs, Quinn started gulping it down with gusto. After he had finished, he put the spoon back into the bowl with a clatter. “Thanks.” He felt pleasantly warmed from the inside. Abershaw stifled another laugh as Quinn pulled a weird facial expression, as a tingling sensation had spread from his stomach to the ends of his fingers and toes.
“Healing soup.” Jacob explained. “Most people don’t care for the tingling sensation but then most people don’t care to have fractured ribs either.” He pushed Quinn gently down into a lying position. “You need another day’s bed rest. No getting up.”
As Quinn could feel the last of his aching subside, he fervently nodded. Jacob left the room, leaving behind Pryce and Abershaw. Quinn regarded them from the bed. “He’s amazing. Did my father know about him?”
Pryce shook his head. “I met Jacob after I started avoiding your father. I didn’t even know that my sister had married until I’d stumbled into the woods. I’d drunk too much rum trying to relieve the pain of an arm wound I received during a coach raid.”
“His sister found him sitting on the floor covered in twigs and leaves, singing completely out of tune and very loudly.” Abershaw interrupted.
“You seem to be forgetting that at the time you had decided to try and help me by singing the harmony. Not that you would really call the noises you were making singing, I remember that much. Anyway,” Pryce looked pointedly at Abershaw, “My sister brought me here-“
“After almost nagging you to death-”
Pryce shot him a venomous look. “And Jacob fixed me up. Good as new. He flexed his arm out from underneath his jacket. Not even any scars.” He grinned.
“Shame he wasn’t around when you got that scar from the flying fork.” Abershaw interjected.
Quinn burst out laughing. He managed a question in between sniggers. “Highway robbery seems to be a dangerous ‘profession’ to me. Why are you two out risking your lives when you could just as easily do something else?”
Abershaw responded immediately. “Easy. The risk is high but then so is the reward. I can live very nicely off a raid for at least a month, and the nobles we raid from hardly miss the money in the long run. The amount we take is pitiful against the money they hoard at home and the Aelin ladies love you even more when you have a bit of coin in your pocket. Unlike Mr Noble over there, I like to have a bit of fun with the money we take!” He thumbed over to Pryce, winking.
“You have a very selective memory this morning. I know full well that you take money to your sister and your mother. And I've noticed you’ve stopped seeing Aelin ‘ladies’ since you’ve started meeting with that Lady Elizabeth.” Seeing Abershaw was about to interrupt, Pryce cut him short.
“I know you think you’ve been seeing her in secret but I’ve been watching you woo her for months now.” Pryce was very satisfied to find that Abershaw was steadily turning pink. “I expect Quinn is now absolutely dying
to know why I’m a highwayman. I’ll tell you but only if Abershaw doesn’t try to interrupt me.” Abershaw reluctantly nodded. Pryce drew a chair up to Quinn’s bed.
“First of all I guess that it started with your father, Quinn. After your mother died I watched him struggle day after day to feed you on what that Wilkins fellow deemed to call wages. He would deduct from your father’s wages for taking you with him on coach journeys. But as you were only four years old and you didn’t have any relatives, he had no other way of keeping you safe. I was working as a coachman for him as well of course, but he paid me almost as little. Your father would refuse to take any of my money to help him out. He said that I needed it.”
Quinn nodded, well aware of what Mr Wilkins was capable of.
“Anyway, one day I decided that it wasn’t fair and decided to talk to Wilkins about it in strong terms. In such strong terms that I ended up being sacked on the spot. With no other means of income, I was forced to start playing card games in taverns in order to pay my bills. I said nothing of this to your father. I simply told him that I had acquired a job in the fields. I gave your father as much money from these games as I possibly could under the pretence that Wilkins was giving him extra pay. Your father was so trusting that he didn’t even ask why Wilkins was suddenly being more generous. I managed to keep at these card games for five years, playing in the taverns in Aelin. But I was getting too good and people were starting to refuse to play with me. Even the shadier places were starting to get wise to me. I despaired and my money started to dry up even with setting up card games with travellers to the area.”
“After about a year, your father started to notice that I had less money. I was eating less and my clothes were threadbare. I had always taken pride in keeping my appearance tidy. I had to confess to your father that I hadn’t been working in the fields, I had been playing card games.”
“Your father was furious with me for lying to him and for gaining money through gambling. He always prided himself on the fact that every penny he had owned was hard earned- which is why I didn’t tell him that I had secretly been giving him portions of my winnings. I didn’t want him to feel ashamed as well.”
“But your father believed I could do the right thing. He went to Wilkins and begged for him to employ me. He agreed, although I didn’t find this out until later, to take a cut in pay so he would take me back.”
“I was less than pleased at the idea of working for that man again but knowing how disappointed your father would be if I didn’t try, I agreed to start work that day. I lasted two years. I have no idea how. I think it was the idea that your father would feel ashamed of me again. His opinion was the only one that mattered that much.”
“But that Wilkins man wore me down along with my wages. He’d complain that I was slow, or lazy, or that business was bad and he couldn’t afford to pay me. To my shame, I started playing card games again pretending to your father that I was seeking my fortune in Aelin, when in fact my periods of absence were due to visiting taverns.”
“And that’s how I met Abershaw. Seeing the desperation on my face when people started refusing to pay me my winnings, he took me to one side and explained how he was looking for a partner. At first I refused, just like you Quinn. But then one day, staring at my hand of paltry coins that had been given to me that morning by Wilkins, I snapped. I realised that there was a way for me to get back at that man and at others like him. Ferrying all those lords and ladies back and forth between Aelin had made me realise how rich and how easy they had it compared to the people who were struggling in the village. I handed my notice in there and then, telling your father that I had finally found a lucrative position in Aelin.”
“I started on my first hold up that night. If Abershaw wasn’t there I would’ve died that night. I had failed to mention that I had no knowledge of how to use a sword and pistol. He pulled me right out of the way of a bullet. Somehow, we still managed to take the gentleman’s money. And the first thing I did with it was visit your father to give him some money. I told him it was a present. He refused it until I reminded him that without him I would have been gambling still. The words almost stuck in my throat when I told him I was now a respectable businessman.”
“The shame and fear of being caught turned into a thrill over time as I saw how I could help others by giving them money. It sounds daft saying it out loud but the risk involved made me feel like I was earning it somehow, it still does. I even found a way to give your father money without him suspecting what I was up to. Through the help of a forger and a lawyer, I faked a will from a distant relative who had ‘bequeathed’ him a lump sum from his estate and your father accepted that.”
“However, afraid that he would find out how I was gaining my money, that he would get hurt if he tried to help me or was associated with me, and afraid that he would try to stop me, over the years I began seeing your father less and less. I began blaming the business in Aelin for not being able to see him. Soon the only way we spoke to each other was through letters until they became so infrequent that I never noticed when they stopped. I told myself it was for the best... I deeply regret that. I understand if you can never forgive me, never speak to me again.” Pryce leaned back in his chair against the wall, eyes weary.
He looked at Quinn, who had squeezed his eyes shut and was silent. Pryce looked at him intently.
His blue eyes opened suddenly, burning fervently. “I want in.” He said, simply and determinedly.
“What?” Pryce exclaimed.
“I want to be a highwayman too. Teach me. If you don’t, I know that Abershaw will.”                            
Abershaw held up his hands in protest. “I don’t want anything to do with this!”
Quinn turned his attention back to Pryce. “I think I get why you did it. I’m even grateful for what you did for me and father. You need to face the fact that whether I like it or not, I’m a fugitive now and cannot go back. I don’t belong. That’s why I need this.”
Pryce interrupted. “You can move to another part of Avarria. No-one will recognise you if you changed your clothes, your hair—”
Quinn shook his head violently. “This is the best way for me to make a difference to my life. I wasn’t exactly happy riding coaches all day either. I’d just got caught up in what I thought my father would want. It’s my turn now. I can do this.” He clenched his fists. “This is the only way that I will feel that I am not running away. I will be fighting head on, helping people. I can do this.”
Pryce still shook his head. “You can re-train. Be a carpenter, a builder, anything!”
“And what would I do with Bessie? I’m not leaving her behind- and I’m certainly not making her lug any more loads around, wood, bricks, or otherwise. I’m certain she would agree with my decision.” There was a snort of defiance from the open window. Bessie had walked up to the window and was listening in.
Pryce groaned. “I won’t do it.”
Quinn sat up in bed, wincing. He pulled the blanket off him and let it fall to the ground. “Right, then. Well, thank you for your help; I guess I should be off then.”
“Where are you going?” Pryce asked, puzzled. He moved to the bed to pin him down.
Quinn pushed his hands away. “I’m off to learn from someone the art of highway robbery. Even if I have to learn on the job.”
Pryce sighed. He stared into space for a few seconds, weighing up which was the worst decision and then exhaled sharply. “I'm not sure who the greatest idiot is. Yes, but only on a trial basis mind you. You have to obey any instruction I give you to the letter and if I have the slightest concern for your safety, I don’t care if I have to tie you to a bed to stop you going out. We can at least learn from my lesson- you will be training very hard before I even let you near a coach.”
Abershaw nodded in agreement, his arms crossed. He rubbed his hands together. “Well never mind Pryce, it’ll be easier to take down coaches with three men.”
Pryce snapped in reply and looked pointedly at Quinn. “At least one of those men, however, would seem to have taken leave of his senses. If not two, since I’m fool enough to agree to the whole thing.” He raised his eyebrow towards Quinn. “And I’m not certain that you had any sense in you to begin with!”
Quinn grinned anyway.




CHAPTER THREE

“Any visit to Aelin must include a visit to the Temple of the Ancestors. Residing in this temple is an ever burning flame, said to be a conduit to the Ancestors. It is forbidden for any but the King or a priestess of the high order to gaze upon it. Legend says that if the flame goes out Avarria is almost certainly doomed to fall.”                                                          Book III, A Guide to Avarria
The Guide to Avarria Jacob had lent Quinn was laid open, almost sliding off the bed. Dozing with the sun warming the blanket covering him, he felt more relaxed than he had felt in a long time, having spent the past three years working for Wilkins non-stop in one form or another. He could remember Wilkins making him work on Feast Day. Even Molly got some of that day off, and the tavern where she worked was definitely the village place to celebrate festivals.
He sighed. He hoped she was alright, although he was confident her life would start being easier once he found a way to give her money from his highwayman activities.
He smiled. It felt like he was on the cusp of finally starting to experience some excitement. He would be on the other side of the pistols in future and wouldn’t have to listen to gentlemen and ladies sitting in the back of the coach, moaning about the latest costs of the masquerade balls, or where to buy a new wig or hat. He sat up as Jacob walked in with a bowl of water and a cloth.
“Evening.” Jacob moved soundlessly to the side of the bed. “I need to check under the bandages. I should be able to remove them now.” Quinn sat up as Jacob peeled part of the bandages away. He looked closely at his chest. Satisfied, he unwound the bandages. “Right as rain. Healed up nicely.”
Quinn peered down at his chest. It was covered in brown gunk. He poked at it gingerly. “All the bruising has gone. You are amazing!” He grinned at Jacob.
“It wasn’t me; so much as the ingredients in the poultice I applied.” Jacob explained. “You’re welcome though.” He moved the bowl to a table that was next to the bed. Quinn saw that there was a folded flannel resting on one side of the bowl. “Ok then, I’ll leave you to clean up. I’ll bring you a towel in a minute.” He cleared his throat and left the room.
Quinn marvelled for a second at how quietly he moved. He placed the flannel into the pleasantly warm water and wiped the brown mess off his chest in amazement; there wasn’t a mark on him. Jacob’s healer talents were exceptional. Most remedies he’d heard of involved sitting in a pond under a full moon while wearing a toad around the neck. Some of the healers evidently had a wicked sense of humour as well, since there were rumours that some insisted that the toad-wearer sing about cows jumping over moons whilst submerged in the pond.
Jacob came back in with a towel and a steaming mug. Quinn eyed him suspiciously. However, every drink so far had turned out well for him, so he decided whatever it was, he’d drink it anyway.
Jacob put the mug down on the table and passed Quinn the towel. “Hot mug of grogle, that is. Right expensive stuff.” His green eyes twinkled from his wise face cheerfully. Quinn observed that Jacob had an unnerving habit of looking both serious and merry at the same time.
Quinn looked at the mug as he wiped dry. “I’ve never heard of it.”
“That’s because it’s not going to be discovered for at least a hundred years. Not by normal folk anyway.”
Quinn decided not to ask where he had found it. Experience had taught him that it was a lot easier to drink something if you didn’t think too hard about what it was or where it had come from. Drinking in the tavern Molly worked in taught him a lot about that too. Thanking Jacob, he put the towel down and picked the mug up.
He took a sip. He couldn’t decide what it tasted like but settled on deciding it was delicious. He certainly didn’t have anything to compare it with, as far as he knew. If he had asked Jacob, Jacob would have mentioned how the taste reminded him of ansugre and something else but as that was undiscovered too, Quinn would’ve been none the wiser as to what that was either.
As he put the mug down, Quinn began to feel lethargic. He lay back against the soft springy bed. Just before he drifted fully asleep, he thought he heard Jacob mutter as he left the room, “Got the right dosage that time, should be awake in the morning.”
When Quinn woke, he found Pryce and Abershaw waiting in the doorway. Pryce looked at him. “At last! You’re awake. It’s nearly mid-morning. We’re setting off for our place in Aelin now as we’ve intruded on Jacob’s hospitality long enough.”
“Is it safe there?” Quinn asked, pulling on his shirt.
Abershaw answered. “Aelin’s the best place for highwaymen, at least the part we live in. No-one asks any questions there.”
After thanking Jacob, the three men walked out into the clearing in front of his house where their horses were tethered. To Quinn’s delight, Bessie was wearing a saddle.
“A loan from Jacob.” Pryce explained, pulling himself onto his horse. “I’ll give it back when we’ve got you another one.”
Quinn smiled. Bessie was pleased to see him, and nibbled his arm affectionately.
The ride to Aelin was short and Quinn soon found himself staring at the main City gate nervously. Usually, getting into the City was just a formality for him as he rode the coaches back and forth. But for the first time he was painfully aware that there were manned towers along the wall which towered several feet above them.
“Never mind those,” Pryce remarked. “They’re just for show in the daytime. I know full well that the Watch likes to play dice this time of the day. It’s at night when they’re dangerous. They get so drunk they’ll shoot at anything just in case. Not that the King minds, I hear he believes it’s better to have all wandering people shot rather than no-one when it comes to the City security. He’s probably partly right, though I’d argue that they usually only catch the stupid crooks that way. All the smart ones are already inside the City when they do their business and it’s certainly not in full view of the streets the Watch patrol either.”
They passed calmly through the gate. “Follow me then Quinn.” Abershaw turned his horse to the left and disappeared down a side street, Pryce close behind.  Bessie followed him without needing Quinn’s direction.
They went deep into the City, the road pitching steeply upwards at points. There was a reason Aelin was also called the City of Rolling Hills. As Bessie followed Pryce and Abershaw, Quinn had the opportunity to look around. He had only stuck to the main routes before; the coaches were really too wide for the larger streets as well. Yet as it was fashionable to ride in a coach, everyone ignored the impracticalities and simply got down to the business of being fashionable.
The main street houses had been made of stone and were in a straight line. Quinn was surprised to see that as they moved further back from the main roads, a lot of the buildings looked like the ones in his village and were made of wood. As they went on, the houses became increasingly cramped together in no particular pattern.
After a few minutes it soon became evident to Quinn that they were entering a poorer district. Not because the houses looked more run down, although many of them were, but because of the smell. Quinn had originally thought that Aelin didn’t smell half as bad as some people had made out and was now rapidly being forced to reconsider that opinion. He pinched his nose but the smell managed to invade his nostrils anyway. Giving up, his face settled into a pained expression.
Pryce, who had turned around, laughed. “You get used to the smell. It’s a million times better inside our house though. I do go elsewhere in Aelin for a drink. The others round here on the outskirts of this district are cleaner than the one in your village but there are ones in this area that make yours look almost sanitary.”
A man was thrown out of the tavern they were passing, landing in front of their horses on his rear. The landlord bellowed at him. “Think it’s alright to empty your bladder against the wall in my tavern do you!”
Pryce whispered to Quinn, “It probably made that part of the wall look cleaner than the rest. He’ll have to clean it now or people will point out the difference.”
Quinn barely managed to suppress a laugh. “Are we nearly there?” Pryce nodded in reply.
After turning a corner, Abershaw stopped and dismounted, Pryce and Quinn doing the same.
Abershaw waved at the house with a flourish. “Welcome home!” He announced.              
Quinn was pleased to see that his new accommodation was made of wood with a thatched roof; even if a closer inspection revealed a few cracks in the bricks and that the roof needed replacing.
“Can’t live in a place too tidy, people would ask questions.” Abershaw explained, rubbing his hands together. “The horses go in a stable a few minutes up the road. We’ll take them there and then I’ll show you inside our humble abode.” He winked.
Quinn was worried that the stables would be a shabby, downtrodden mess but was surprised to find that although they looked fairly rundown, they were impeccably clean. Bessie was satisfied, especially when the stable boy fed her a carrot.
On the way back to the house, Quinn questioned Pryce. “So when do I start my highwayman training?”
“Steady on, Quinn. There is something else I have to train you in first.”
Quinn looked at him quizzically. “What’s that?”
“How to survive in Aelin.” He replied cryptically as they walked into the house.
The house was much better on the inside than the front, and Quinn was relieved to find that it did in fact smell better inside, though that probably had something to do with the incense burning away in the corner of every room.
Luckily for Quinn they had a spare room, complete with a bed and a cupboard. His new room had a rather unspectacular view of another street with houses crowded very close behind it, and smelled a little bit too much of Aelin, but Quinn decided that it was still better than the small room he had occupied in the village. The memory of the village was tainted with the remembrance of late events anyway. He frowned and then straightened his shoulders. He was in Aelin now, not there. And, even better, there was no Wilkins here to give him lots of work in return for paltry wages.
He walked down to the ground floor. Pryce was drinking a pint of ale and Abershaw was sat smoking his pipe. The smell of tobacco was stronger inside the confines of the house. Quinn resisted the urge to wave the smoke aside, fearing it would be rude. He found it hard to believe that Abershaw’s smoking was healthy, no matter what popular opinion stated.
Pryce looked up. “Ah ha. Quinn. I’ve just set up a deck. We are going to play cards and then dice. You might find it will come in handy if we hit on a rough patch and you’ll be looked on suspiciously in this area if you don’t indulge in some gambling every now and then.  Certainly there are fewer coaches to rob at certain times of the year and we can’t rob every coach successfully. If that was possible we would have retired already!”
“For example, the Feast Day is one of those times. For two weeks the streets are so crowded you can’t get into Aelin. The rich people don’t tend to bother coming up here and stay in their walled section of the city to the East for at least a month. Though I expect you know that already, since Wilkins probably used those weeks to get you to spring-clean his house. I know he used to make me do that anyway.” At Quinn’s nod of confirmation, Pryce beckoned for him to sit down and continued.
“Now, at first look the rules are simple. I expect you to pick up the rules of Three Knights and Knaves, the most popular card game in Aelin, pretty quickly. I shuffle the cards and deal out nine cards each. I then spread these six cards out face down on the table, and place the rest in a pile…”
Several hours later, Quinn’s head started to droop down onto the table. Pryce might have considered the rules to be fairly simple but judging by how worn his deck of cards were, he had certainly played hundreds of times. Quinn found the rules of dice much easier, although Pryce had argued that it was easier to win with cards. The dice relied on luck, yet you could win a game of cards with a certain level of skill. After cracking a huge yawn and being excused by Pryce, Quinn crawled upstairs to go to sleep, taking off his jacket and breeches and crawling into bed.
Quinn awoke in the middle of the night to a faint rustling noise outside. He pulled the blankets closer. It felt cold, and he could feel a breeze coming in through the open window.
He was certain that he’d closed it and was wondering if he was still asleep. He was further convinced he was dreaming, when he saw his breeches lift from the chair by the window where he had left them. They rose gracefully into the air, started twitching and jumping towards the window, and then disappeared straight out of it. Quinn pinched himself. He was awake. So what was it? Magic? In this district?
He stared at the open window, and watched as a wooden pole with a hook on the end swiftly hooked onto his jacket and started to whisk that out of the window as well. Yelling, Quinn jumped up and pulled his jacket off the hook. Sticking his head out the window, he saw a hooded figure look up, startled, with their hands on the pole and Quinn’s breeches hooked over his arm.
“Hey!” Quinn shouted. He grabbed onto the pole and tried to yank it out of the person’s hands.
The figure pulled back, and the pole came clean out of Quinn’s hands. Running down the street, pole and owner turned a corner and vanished.
Pryce walked sleepily into Quinn’s room. “What happened?”             
“I’ve just had my breeches stolen.” Quinn replied mournfully.
“Ah. I forgot to warn you to keep valuables away from the windows.” Pryce cheerfully smirked. “Never mind, we’ll take you to the tailors tomorrow.”
Quinn went back to sleep after putting the rest of his clothes firmly in the far corner of his room. He hoped Pryce or Abershaw would have a pair they could lend him.
Quinn slept luxuriously late into the morning. He would have slept even longer if Abershaw hadn’t come in banging a saucepan to announce that breakfast was ready. Quinn decided that Abershaw was one of those people with an annoying habit of being cheerful in the morning.
He went down into the kitchen, where Abershaw was busy humming to himself as he cooked sausages over a low fire, holding them into the flames with a fork. He looked at Pryce, who was holding his hands to his ears with a pained expression.
Abershaw looked up from the sausages with a huge smirk on his face. “Morning, Quinn. No breeches?”
Quinn groaned. He had forgotten and in his sleepy daze had wondered into the kitchen in just his long shirt.
Pryce sat up, shaking with suppressed laughter. He managed to point to a spare pair of breeches on a chair near him before bursting into unbridled laughter.
Quinn frowned as he pulled on the breeches. Pryce was a few inches shorter than him and slightly bulkier. The breeches fell straight down, causing Abershaw to join Pryce in laughing. He laughed so hard that he dropped the sausage he was cooking into the fire.
“Here you are, Quinn.” Chortling, Pryce handed him some string, which Quinn used to tie his trousers up. “We’ll go to the tailor’s after breakfast. We have a special arrangement with one of the tailors up on Tailor Street. We pay him extra so we can drop in at any time. He’ll give us priority.” Quinn was relieved. The tailor he owed money to worked on the outskirts on the other side of Aelin. Only the best tailors worked on Tailor Street, so he was impressed. 
Abershaw handed Quinn a plate. Quinn looked at it. “What’s this?” The sausage had been placed in between two pieces of bread.
“I haven’t given it a name yet. It means you can eat the sausage without getting greasy fingers. I was thinking I should call it Abershaw bread. Or shawbread. I’m working on it.”
Quinn took a bite and nodded enthusiastically. “Thwe bwread and sawsidge go well.” He said. He swallowed. “I like it.” Abershaw grinned.
Quinn finished his sausage between bread and brushed the crumbs off his borrowed breeches. He went upstairs to fetch his jacket and boots. The boots covered up the fact that the breeches were too short for him but he was dismayed to find that the jacket failed to hide the baggy rear. The string dangled from underneath. He sighed and met Pryce downstairs.
“Where’s Abershaw?” He asked.
“He’s remembered that he agreed to meet Lady Elizabeth this afternoon. He thought he’d better pop down Barber Street to get a shave before he goes to meet her, so it’s just the two of us. Come on, I’ll give you some lessons on the way.”
They stepped out onto the street and Pryce shut the door behind him. Once again, Quinn’s nose was assaulted by the blast of pure Aelin smell and his eyes watered. But amazingly, after a few minutes he found he was starting to get used to it. Pryce pointed down the street. “We’re going that way.” He set off at a measured pace, stopping every now and again to point out places of interest, which, unsurprisingly, were all taverns.
They stepped out into a square. It was packed with people, and the crowds were not being helped by the coaches that were pushing them out of the way in order to get onto the main road. Quinn staggered as a young boy pushed into him.
“Watch out, Quinn. If you’d been carrying any money you would have lost it by now. You should avoid letting people bump into you like that at all costs.” Quinn watched the same boy collide with a gentleman, who shook his fist at him. The boy dived deeper into the crowd and disappeared. Seconds later, the man started yelling that his money had been stolen. Quinn was just relieved that the boy hadn’t mistaken the string holding his breeches up for a purse string.
Pryce stopped outside a shop with a pair of scissors, a spool of thread and a jacket and breeches painted on the door sign. He stepped inside, Quinn following. The door tinkled as they went through, causing the tailor in the shop to look up. Quinn looked at the door. There was a bell just over it so it would ring when they went through. He was impressed. All the shops he had gone into required the person to hang around by the counter, or cough until the shop owner asked in a devastating voice if he required an apothecary. The tailor came over right away, looking Quinn up and down.
“Breeches?” He asked.
Pryce nodded. “I think we might as well buy him a whole new outfit. Latest fashion… but not too fashionable! You know what happens to people who walk around wearing the latest expensive clothes.” He turned to Quinn, his hand miming a dagger slicing across his throat.             
“Right you are, Mr Pryce. Certainly.” The tailor bustled over to Quinn with a tape measure and started measuring him in swift, confident movements. He pulled a pencil out from behind his ear and made quick notes on his pad. “I’ll have them ready in a couple of hours. I have the perfect outfit; I just need to make some brief alterations. Luckily I have a pair of long breeches ready-made, I have a taller regular customer.”
Pryce thanked him. “We’ll be here at about three o’ clock.” He called as they left the shop, bell jingling behind them. “Now,” Pryce turned to Quinn. “Shall we take a walk along to the Temple and the bookshops there? Followed by a spot of luncheon in a tavern? There’s a book on Coney-catching that I think you should read.”
“What’s a coney?” Quinn asked.
“An easy catch for an Aelin criminal.” Pryce ignored Quinn’s stuttering. “And after lunch we’ll come back here for your breeches.”
Quinn had never seen the Temple up close before. The domed roof of the solid white marble structure was visible from well outside Aelin’s walls but up close it was far more impressive. It hurt his neck to try and see the top of it. He gave up looking upwards and looked at the massive doors instead. Above the solid, iron studded wooden doors, were awesome stone carvings of the great warrior Ancestors. Other, lesser ancestors adorned the corners and others stood proud against the bottom of the walls.
He stepped back as a hooded High Priestess, robed in white, walked past him to begin their climb up the spiralling steps to the forbidden chamber. Only High Priestesses, the Head of the Witches Guild and the King were allowed inside the chamber, where the flame to the Ancestors was kept ever burning. In times of dire need in the past, the King would put a question in the flames. The plumes of smoke and incense would curl up to the Heavens and the Ancestors would answer the question. It was a last resort and so had not been done for generations. The flame was never left unattended in case.
Pryce stood next to Quinn, who was attempting another look up at the main domed roof, held up by dozens of towering pillars. He cleared his throat, interrupting Quinn’s sightseeing. Pryce pulled him away. “Come on then, the bookshops are just around the corner.”
Like the tailor shop, the bookshops had a sign, predictably with a picture of a book on the front. Less predictable, however, were what was painted with the books on the signs. One had a painting of a dragon on it; another had a painting of a salamander walking across the book. Quinn’s favourite had a painting of a monkey reading a book.
It was this one that Pryce walked into. Quinn paused for a moment to look at the board outside the shop with book title pages pinned onto it. He liked the look of one on the top shelf. It promised to show him a side of women that he had never seen before. Pryce stuck his head out the door. “Hurry up. And you’re not buying that. Your father is probably going to kick me about in the afterlife as it is for my influence on you, without me allowing you to buy books like that on top.”
Quinn followed him, the bell over the door tinkling.
His eyes took a while to adjust to the gloom inside the shop. There were many shelves, with reams of loose printed paper stacked in neat piles.
He walked along, studying the labels. There were books on anatomy, astrology and mathematics. He skipped past those, disinterested. He wanted to know where the book from the top shelf was kept. It sounded interesting. But Pryce seemed to know what he was thinking and physically pulled him away towards the main counter. There was a middle-aged man sat there, stitching pages of a book together. He looked up at them, and smiled, eyes creasing.
“Ah Pryce. Good to see you again. And you are?”
Quinn stepped forward. “I’m Quinn.”
Pryce watched them shake hands. Over lunch, they had decided on a cover story for why Quinn was in Aelin with him. “He’s my, er… nephew, come up to visit Aelin from the village where I came from. He’s up here learning about the big City. In fact that’s why I’m here. I want that book on cony-catching please, if you happen to have any spare copies.”
“From your old village you say? Ah that would explain the string-tied breeches then. I expect you forgot to warn him about the pole hook thieves?”
Quinn slowly reddened. He had hoped that it wasn’t that noticeable.
The man rose from his desk, putting down his needle and thread. “Never mind, never mind. It’s those kind of stories that make Aelin interesting. Never a dull moment with Aelin criminals around. Right. The book.” He marched off, and round a corner to some other shelves. “I’m certain I have a few copies left. Just the original copy I presume? It’s proven to be quite a popular genre. There are plenty of books just like it out there now, all full of stories of criminals and their schemes. I don’t stock many of the more moralising ones though. They seem a bit pedantic to me. Too many people struck down by the Ancestors in those ones.” He came shuffling back. “This one’s already stitched for you, with a paper jacket. That’ll be two coppers please.” Pryce pulled two copper coins, stamped with a stag on the front from his purse.
“See you again sometime. I have a sequel for that book on, err, women, for Abershaw if he wants it.” The book seller called as they left the shop.
Pryce met Quinn’s accusatory stare, handing Quinn the book. “I have no control over what Abershaw reads. And I’m not too sure his Lady Elizabeth would appreciate him reading that sort of thing either. Let’s head towards the tavern then. If we head towards the tailor shop we might even see Abershaw. His favourite tavern is along there.” Pryce set off down the street. After looking back at the shop one last time, Quinn tucked his new book under his arm and followed him.
The tavern, despite being called ‘The Club and Axe’, looked fairly charming; the threatening name oddly offset by an attempt to make it look welcoming. It had a cheery red front door and flower filled window boxes.
Once inside, Pryce walked straight up to the bar and ordered two beers, and two sets of bread and broth.
While waiting, Quinn took a look around at the clientele. To his surprise, the people inside looked fairly normal; tradesmen having their lunch, chatting about wood carvings and merchants moaning about their latest trade shipment. There was even the occasional respectable looking woman, which spoke volumes for the tavern’s reputation. His eye settled on a solitary figure sitting glumly in one of the alcoves, staring into his beer. It was Abershaw.
Pryce walked up to Quinn and handed him his beer. Quinn pointed at Abershaw, who suddenly downed his beer in one gulp and moved onto another glass. He had covered the table with empty beer glasses and still had a few more full ones sitting on a tray next to him. Pryce groaned. “I hope he hasn’t done anything stupid.” They walked up to him and sat either side of him. Pryce wasted no time in getting to the point. “What did you do?”
Red-eyed, Abershaw stared at Pryce. If his eyes were anything to go by, it looked like he was trying to decide which Pryce to speak to. “I’s gone and done it now, Prcyshi.” He swayed in his seat. Pryce grabbed him by the shoulders.
“What have you done?” He hissed urgently.
“I’s confeshed all to Elishabeth. She knows I’m a… I’m a...”
Pryce looked sharply around the tavern. No-one was paying the slightest bit of attention. “Yes! I know what you are! By why the hell did you tell her?”
“I. I-I..I.”
“By the Ancestors, spit it out!”
“I love her.”
“You do, do you? And does she return your affections? Or is she going to turn you in?”
Abershaw hiccupped, and spilt beer down his front. “I am. I’m a very shtupid man. Yessh. Shtupid.”
Pryce sighed. “You proposed didn’t you?”
“Yessh.” He waved his beer, sploshing beer over Pryce and himself. He banged it on the table, where it broke free from the glass and splashed Quinn in the face. “Why would such a bootiful woman want a shtupid man like me?”
“Well she must have liked you; otherwise she wouldn’t have let you court her.” Quinn mentioned helpfully.
Abershaw swung round, knocking several glasses to the floor. Pryce looked at the landlord quickly. “I’ll pay for that.” The landlord went back to cleaning the bar.
Abershaw grabbed Quinn suddenly by the shoulders. “But she didn’t know what I am. What I’s done.” He gulped. “What if she shays nno?”
Quinn looked him in the eyes. “But if she didn’t say no straight away, that must mean that she’s thinking about it.”
Abershaw nodded so fervently he swayed and fell off the seat, banging his head on the table. He slumped to the floor in a wet heap, snoring. Quinn looked at Pryce, horrified.
Pryce shrugged. “Well he must be alright if he’s snoring.” He stacked the empty glasses on one side of the table. “We’ll eat first and after I’ve settled the bill we’ll take him back home where he can sober up.” He looked down at Abershaw. “It’s a shame really because this incident means he won’t want to come back here again. I like this place too.”
After finishing their broth Pryce paid the landlord for the food, damages, and some extra on top. “Makes sense to keep him sweet,” he said. “Just in case Abershaw wants to come back again.” He lifted one arm, Quinn the other, and they both dragged him back to the house. They managed to get him up the stairs, both feet clunking at they dragged him up step by step. They threw him on the bed. Pryce rubbed his hands together. “We’ll let him sleep it off. We’ll get your new breeches and things now, it’s nearly three o’clock.”
Back at the tailor shop, Quinn turned and admired himself in the mirror. The breeches fit exactly; his new jacket was almost exquisite, with fine embroidered edging and embellished buttons. His shirt had just the right level of lace and he even had a neckerchief to tie around his neck. His old clothes had been fancy but they had never been as comfortable as this. The tailor had also made them look slightly worn so he wouldn’t stick out in Aelin too much. Quinn thanked him profusely and thanked Pryce even more when he found out the cost. They were just about to leave the shop when the tailor tapped him on the shoulder.
“Just one more thing.” The tailor slipped a black mask made from silk into his pocket. “Tie it tightly.” He whispered, with the smallest wink. “Pleasure doing business with you.”
Pryce and Quinn walked back to the house. “I’d better check on Abershaw. Just to be on the safe side. Why don’t you go and check on Bessie?”
Quinn agreed, relieved. He walked up to the stables, where he found that Bessie had settled in very well. She had been fed many carrots by the stable boy, who Quinn couldn’t help liking as he reminded him of Jack from his village. She was happy to see him and accepted an apple. Sitting onto a chair, he told her everything that had happened so far. “So I’m learning about Aelin first,” he finished. “As this is the best place for a highwayman to blend in and make money when times are hard. The City is so large that Wilkins won’t be able to find us here. There are too many Quinn’s living here.” He laughed, dusting off his new breeches. “I’d better see how Pryce has got on with Abershaw then, I’ll be here to see you tomorrow.”
Quinn walked into the house to find it very quiet. He walked into the main room, to find Pryce sat in there reading. His fingers were over the title of the book, and he put it hurriedly in his pocket when he saw Quinn. Quinn decided to let it go. “How’s Abershaw?” He whispered.
“Sleeping it off.” Pryce replied. “He did wake up, but all I got from him was gibberish.” He picked up a pack of cards that were lying on the table. “Now, let’s see what you’ve remembered.”
He was shuffling the cards for a tenth time when Abershaw came down. He refused to talk about Lady Elizabeth and spent the whole evening and night sat in his chair, smoking in silence. Quinn went to bed, head swimming with the pictures and numbers on the cards and dice.
The next few days, Quinn spent learning almost everything that Pryce knew about Aelin. Apart from the brothels. Pryce insisted introducing Quinn to those would be the one thing guaranteed to call Quinn’s father from beyond the Ancestor veil to heap bloody vengeance down upon him.
Quinn soon learned not to give money to beggars. He dropped a coin into a man’s hat only to discover that he wasn’t one-legged as he claimed; suddenly possessed of two legs to run off with the money at speed. He still couldn’t figure out how he had managed to hide one of his legs. Surely it would be impossible to stand on one leg for so long.
Pryce explained that although a lot of people were forced out onto the street by necessity, some people tried to capitalise on others’ pity. “Just wait until Feast Day,” he added. “The streets are full of them and in some areas you could find yourself mugged if you show the slightest hint of being soft-hearted.”
Quinn learned which areas of Aelin to avoid and others that should be especially avoided at night, if he was to go out after curfew.
He went to all the Guilds in the City. He was awed by the Merchant’s Guild. The Guild effortlessly rose above the vast opulent marble dwellings in the west side of the City. Their symbol, a set of scales with a compass balanced on one side, and a bag of money on the other, was outlined in gold on the marble carvings above the most intricately carved wooden doors he had ever seen. He wished to run his hand along the sails of the ship that was carved heading out to the Far East, where all the exotic spices and scented woods came from. It looked like the wind was breathing the sails into life, promising adventure.
In sharp contrast was the Tanner’s Guild, the Guild for all the tanners who made leather. Their sign was merely a stretched out piece of leather pinned to a meagre wooden sign.
There was a hint that the most opulent and fantastic Guild by far was the Witches Guild, just off the Temple Square, however only the tops of that building were visible. Light bounced down from the several spires to spread across the city but the walls, the height of several men, kept full sight of the Guild barred from ordinary men. Only witches and the Royal family set foot beyond the imposing gates.
The Priestess’ Guild nearby was only marginally more visible but was purposefully less imposing than the neighbouring Temple of the Ancestors that overshadowed it.
There was a side gate at that Guild for poor people to receive the alms the Temple passed out on Feast Day and other similar occasions. Traditionally these were passed out at the Temple steps, until a late king decided it was better to keep the poor people away from the magnificent temple, considering it unseemly for them to be clutching at coins in front of the Ancestors. Quinn judged that it probably had less to do with the Ancestors, and more to do with him not wanting to see them.
He had to walk for most of a day uphill and to the other side of the City to see the palace, the massive wall surrounding the King's gardens and the main theatre for the rich. They didn’t stay long, as Pryce pointed out that in this area a few of the people he had held up by coach might live. He wasn’t about to take chances, even with the fact that he always held up coaches with his mask on.
They went back to the other side of the City. Pryce showed him the best shops to buy from in Market Square, where a mix of poor and marginally wealthy Aeliners crowded daily to purchase a wide variety of goods and pointed out the streets where he could buy sole goods, such as bread from Bakers Street, or fish from Fishmongers Street. Everywhere, he introduced Quinn as his nephew.
Pryce started taking him to taverns to play dice and cards. After a few false starts, Quinn began winning more than he lost. “Though make sure not to win too many though or you’ll be looked at as a cheater, even if its skill or if you really are having a lucky streak.” Pryce warned.
After checking on Bessie in the evenings, Quinn read his book on cony-catchers. He read of pickpocket partners. One would sing ballads in order to draw crowds, while the other helped themselves to people’s money. Thieves would pull the pins off coach wheels to make them fall over so they could steal the occupant’s money, which is why most City coaches had large spikes on the wheels. Too late, he read of people who used poles to snatch items through windows.
A couple of months passed in a blur of excitement and learning. Quinn sat at the table with Pryce in their house, enjoying their evening routine of playing cards. He hid his smirk, having been dealt a favourable hand.  
Abershaw sat in the corner, smoking his pipe and reading. There was a knock at the door. Pryce disappeared to answer the door, coming back he called, “It’s a letter for you Abershaw.”
Abershaw jumped up from his chair and ripped open the envelope. He read the letter, hands shaking. He folded the letter up and put it in his pocket. He looked calmly at Pryce and Quinn. “She said yes.” He said. Pryce jumped up and hugged him. “She said yes. She said yes!” He shouted.
Pryce looked at him. “But I presume there are conditions.” He said quietly.
Abershaw read through the letter again. “Oh.” He said.
“Oh?” asked Quinn.
“She. Um. She wants me to give up being a highwayman.”
Pryce clapped him on the back. “And of course you will agree, old friend.”
“But what about you?” He asked.
Pryce looked him in the eye. “We have been partners for a long time. I can see that you really do love this woman. And she is an honourable one too. With her money you will be able to do all that you have done with your highwayman money and more, without any of the risk. How could I stop you from doing this?” He pointed at Quinn. “Besides, I’m not alone. I’m starting Quinn on his highwayman training tomorrow.”
“Really?” Quinn asked. He tried not to sound too excited but failed miserably.
“Yes, really.” replied Pryce. “But tonight, we’re going out for a drink to celebrate. Let’s do the Ancestors proud.”




CHAPTER FOUR

“If you are looking to drown your sorrows, or celebrate with copious amounts of drinking until the sun rises, then Aelin is the place to go. Serving drink is illegal after the City Watch ring the bell to announce curfew, but that doesn’t stop the locals. Drink can still be found, if you know where to look….”
          Book VIII, A Guide to Avarria
Quinn tried to sit up, but found his head was pounding too hard. He felt in his pockets. His well-thumbed guidebook for Aelin was missing. A worrying amount of the night’s activities were also missing from his memory. 
Downstairs, he heard Pryce bang into a door frame and start cursing at it for making his head hurt more. In the other room, he could hear Abershaw snoring, which was a miracle. After the amount he could remember him drinking, any other man would be dead. At least the men from his old village weren't capable of drinking to that extent. Aeliners seemed to have a greater tolerance for alcohol.
Quinn tried again to sit up and discovered that if he moved really slowly the pounding in his head didn't reach too agonising a level. He made his way down the stairs, taking each one slowly to avoid the world spinning and tipping at odd levels.
When he reached the bottom of the stairs, he found Pryce looking at him cheerily through a haze of hangover induced fog.
“Good morning!” he said rather loudly. Quinn winced and tried to swat away the ringing in his ears.
“How did you recover so quickly?” Quinn groaned as a throb of pain shot between his eyes at the level of effort required for speaking. He closed his eyes in a vain attempt to stop the room spinning but the spinning room seemed imprinted on the inside of his eyelids. He fought the urge to vomit.
Pryce grabbed him by the arm and pulled him down into a chair. “Get this down your throat.” Without waiting for an answer, Pryce poured a bottle of slimy green gloop down Quinn's throat.
Quinn choked, his eyes watering profusely as he gagged. “What the hell is that?” he gasped between coughing fits.
Pryce clapped him hard on the back. “A hangover cure. Jacob made it.”
Quinn gasped. “Water.” he choked.
Pryce already had a tankard ready. “Unfortunately it has that side effect.” Quinn yanked it off him and spilt the majority down his front in his eagerness to drink the whole lot in one go.
He took a deep breath to steady his wheezing before straightening up. “What was in that? I feel miles better already.”
Pryce grimaced. “I think it’s better if you don't know.”
They were interrupted by Abershaw falling down the last few stairs. Trying to act like nothing of the sort had happened; he straightened up too quickly and fell back on his rear. “Ow.” he mumbled.
Noticing that Pryce and Quinn were laughing at him he frowned. “Shut up and give me some of that stuff from Jacob. I don't care if it has pond slime in it, I want to see Elizabeth today and she won't be impressed if I turn up on her doorstep hungover.”
Pryce laughed at Quinn's expression of horror. “I wouldn't worry! That's one of the less disgusting ingredients Jacob has been known to use.” He handed a bottle to Abershaw, who grabbed a tankard of water in the other hand and deftly downed one after the other. After he had finished he stood up.
“Right, I'm off. What are you planning today?” he asked Pryce.
“I've decided to start Quinn on some proper highwayman training today.” He winked. “He is capable enough. Now he's gone some time without having his breeches stolen I figure he's ready.”
Abershaw grinned. “Well it is the kind of thing you usually only let happen once.” He pulled his jacket and hat off the table. “See you later.”
Pryce turned to Quinn. “What is the most important weapon a highwayman needs?”
Quinn paused, surprised by the sudden question. “Um. His pistols.”
“Wrong!” Pryce clipped him round the head.
“His sword then?”
“Wrong!” Pryce boxed his ears.
“What are you doing that for?” Quinn snapped.
“I'm trying to knock some sense into you because those are the stupidest answers I've ever heard!”
Quinn grumbled. “Well you wouldn't have much luck if you held up a coach with a bunch of flowers.
Pryce conceded with a begrudged smile. “Good point. However,” he added “You won't always have your weapons. Pistols are unreliable and even a sword might be lost. Your most important weapon is teamwork, whether that is with me or your horse Bessie. Either are more likely to get you out of a tough spot than just relying on your weapons. Resourcefulness is also handy. But more importantly for the time being; you must follow exactly what I say to the letter.”
Quinn nodded eagerly. “So what's first?” he asked.
“Well, despite what I just said I'm going to show you how to use pistols because whether I like it or not, indeed you cannot hold up a coach with just a bunch of flowers.” He walked up to a cupboard and pulled out a pair of pistols.
“Now, these are quite worn looking but it can't be helped. These were mine but I'm upgrading purely because Abershaw is giving me his now he's quitting. By the way, I don't know if you remember from last night but the wedding date has been fixed for early next year. Lady Elizabeth has enough money and influence to arrange it sooner but they want time to establish Abershaw as a prominent citizen of Aelin.” He handed Quinn the pistols.
Quinn pretended to inspect them. “I don't have a clue how to use them,” he finally admitted. “Father always felt that it was best to not use weapons. He always said anything could be solved by thinking rationally and talking things through.” He looked at his feet dejectedly for a moment before facing Pryce. “But Wilkins still took advantage of my father and then he took advantage of me. Never again!” He nodded determinedly. “Let's get started.”
Pryce grabbed some bags off the table. “First we need to get our horses. Gun fire in the house isn't only dangerous, it also attracts unwanted attention.”
Quinn picked up a bag from the floor and filled it with a flask of ale, bread and cheese before following Pryce out the door to head to the stables.
Bessie whinnied excitedly when Quinn approached. “We are going to the country today,” he told her. “Much better than a ride around this City, you can build up more speed and breathe fresh air.” After saddling her, he swung up on her back and steered her through the streets of Aelin, Pryce following.
On Pryce's direction, they arrived in a large field surrounded by trees.
“It's quiet out here.” He explained. “The person who owns this land rarely comes out of Aelin.
Quinn grinned as Bessie snorted, launching into a full gallop around the field. He breathed deeply. The air was so clean. Over the past couple of weeks he had forgotten how much Aelin stank. He winced. No doubt it would smell twice as awful when they were back.              
Bessie trotted to where Pryce was waiting. He had already tethered his horse and had his bags open, chewing on a piece of bread. Quinn jumped down, stretching his legs as Bessie wandered off again to explore the field.
Pryce brushed the crumbs off his breeches and pulled out his pistol. “Personally, I don't like pistols,” he began. “Put too much gunpowder in them and they'll explode. Let it get clogged or wet and it might not fire, letting your opponent have the opportunity to shoot you. And of course, there's always the chance that even though you've loaded it perfectly, it'll explode anyway and blow your face off. Or your fingers.”
Quinn tried his best to not look horrified, but failed miserably.
“That said it's very effective, especially for holding up coaches because if you're holding one of these you can fire it before someone has the chance to unsheath their sword. And it's a darn sight harder to block a bullet than a sword thrust.” He held out the gun. “Normally you would prime the pistol so it's ready to use as it takes a while to load but I didn't want you to spill gunpowder all over the house, especially not with Abershaw's smoking habit.”
He pointed to the side of the pistol. “This is called a flintlock and this is the cock, holding the flint.” He pulled it back. “You pull this back into what we call half-cock. It locks in place. You don't want the flint to be near this bit yet otherwise you might blow your leg off.” He bent down and rummaged in his bag. “This is the gunpowder.” He held up a small piece of paper, folded up. He opened it to reveal black powder. “This is just the right amount. You pour it in at the muzzle end, followed by this,” he pulled out another thing from his bag. “A lead ball wrapped in a piece of cloth. You put it in, and use this, a ramrod, which is stored under the barrel to ram it down. Finally, you dust this flashpan, near the cock with this finely ground gunpowder. You close the flashpan. Got it?”
Quinn nodded.
“Your pistol is now loaded. We load them before we set out on a hold up, for obvious reasons. The important thing is to use your bullets wisely; there's no time in our line of work to reload. Now,” he said, aiming the pistol at some old crates in the corner of the field near them. “No point in aiming at something far away as the range of these things is quite small; we don't usually need them at long range anyway.” He pulled the cock back further. “You pull this back so it is fully cocked, aim, then pull the trigger.” There was a spark as the flint hit the flashpan, followed by a loud bang and a cloud of smoke. The bang echoed around the field, causing the horses to snort and a startled flock of birds to fly from the trees in a cloud of titters and squawks.
Quinn inspected the crates; there was a large hole in one, with splinters littering the grass. Pryce smirked, the gun still smoking in his hand.
“Even though it is dangerous, I can see it's useful.” Quinn admitted.
“Right then, Pryce replied. “It's your turn now. We'll use your pistols so you can get the feel of them.”
Quinn walked back to Pryce and pulled his pistols out of his bag.
“That's right, pull it into half-cock,” Pryce encouraged, “Now what's next?”
Quinn reached in Pryce's bag and pulled out the bullet and gunpowder. Pryce grabbed his arm, stopping him from putting in the bullet first. “Gunpowder, bullet, ram, more gunpowder,” he admonished. Quinn nodded, and then dusted the flashpan.
Pryce pointed at one of the other crates. “Aim for that one.” he said.
Hand shaking, Quinn lined up his pistol, pointed, and fired. For a couple of seconds, he couldn't see the crates past the cloud of smoke.
Pryce clapped sarcastically. “Well I'm sure that bush over there is terrified of you.”
Quinn's cheeks flushed. “Well it isn't too far away from the crates.”
Pryce laughed. “That's the difference between shooting your intended target inside the coach, and shooting me while I'm covering the coach driver. Next time, try lining up the pistol in at least a vague semblance of the right direction!”
“Perhaps if you hadn't suggested I might blow my hand off, I would've been able to concentrate on the direction I was firing in rather than watching my hand in the hope it would stay attached to my arm!” He gestured at the hand that was holding the pistol.
“Thank the Ancestors I didn't ask you to try firing two at once then, like Abershaw prefers.” From across the other side of the field Bessie snorted. “Go on then,” he continued, “Have another go.”
Quinn reloaded the pistol and fired again, this time shattering a crate next to the one he had aimed at.
“Better, I guess.” Pryce groaned. “We'll try again tomorrow. Now it's time for you to practise sword fighting, a much nobler form of battle that tests your skills and wit more than those.” He glanced at the pistols with an expression of distaste. “We'll be using wooden swords.” He looked up quickly, noticing the expression of disappointment on Quinn's face. “I don't want you to cut off any limbs do I? Wandering around with one leg is something pirates do; highwaymen are smarter than that. Besides,” he added, “You'll wear down the blade if you use it in practise. And,” he warned, “You'll be doing a lot of practise, it takes more skill to wield a sword than it does a pistol.” He frowned. “I can tell you're thinking that all it takes is to wave it around and poke it in the other person.” He frowned. “This is going to take a lot of work.”
He pulled out the wooden swords from a long bag on his horse's back, passed one to Quinn and held the other, standing in a defensive position. “Now, attack me.”
Quinn paused, uncertain. “How?” He eventually asked.
“Just try.” Pryce grinned.
Quinn charged forward and pointed the blade forwards. Before he could he point it at Pryce's chest it was knocked out of his hand with a clatter and his legs were kicked out from under him. He lay sprawled out on the grass for a moment before Pryce offered him a hand to pull him up.
“You learned that from the brutes who charge around your village, that kind of attack usually only works on the unarmed.
“Aren't most people sat in the carriage with a pistol aimed at them when we hold it up anyway?” asked Quinn. Pryce frowned deeply at him. Quinn held his hands up. “I was just asking.”
“Just pick up your wooden waster.” Pryce gestured to where his make-shift sword lay nested in a patch of grass. “Right, show me how you hold your sword.” Quinn brandished the sword with the tip pointing directly at Pryce.
Pryce shook his head. “That might work in a knife fight. Hold it like this.” He guided Quinn's arm and the sword, placing it in an upright defensive position. “Hold it steady.” He warned as Quinn's arm started shaking. “Today we are doing wards only. Defence is most important. Carefulness, prudence; these are the qualities that you will be using today. Right, now place your feet like this,” Pryce leaned into a defensive stance, which Quinn copied.
 Pryce then moved in front of Quinn, bringing his sword down slowly onto Quinn's. “Now block.” Quinn brought his sword up to block Pryce's. “Block,” he called, moving his sword to attack from Quinn's right. “Block, block, block.”
They continued, the clack of wooden swords ringing out across the field as Quinn began to sweat profusely.
Pryce was relentless; when Quinn's guard slipped, he pushed forward and pushed Quinn to the ground. When Quinn began to block more attacks, he started feinting. The sun had moved round, lengthening their shadows deeply before Pryce let up.
Quinn dropped his practice sword in relief and dropped down next to his bag. He pulled out his flask and drank deeply before looking up at Pryce, who was smirking.
“It was harder than you thought, wasn't it?”
Quinn groaned. “If there is a part of me that doesn't ache, the rest of me aches so much I can't feel the difference.” He pushed himself up off the floor with effort, his arms shaking.
“Well if it's any consolation, a few more weeks of this and you'll build up the muscles needed to hold up your sword without it wiggling all over the place.” He laughed. “Come on then, let's get you to the tavern.”
Quinn winced at the effort of pulling himself up on Bessie.
“I'll race you!” Pryce called as he pulled on his horse's reins.
“Please ignore him Bessie.” Quinn pleaded, “My arms can't take any more today. I would like a nice quiet ride back.”
They left the field gently. The only sign that they had been there was the shattered crates and pressed grass where Pryce and Quinn had bruised the ground with their sword practise.




CHAPTER FIVE

“Ah, you should see the noblemen move in their sword dance of death as they practise their sword play. Once a year, as per ancient tradition, the noblemen of Avarria display their art in front of the King and the court, and the winner gains much favour.”
            Book II, A Guide to Avarria
T
he days melded and blurred into one. The mornings Pryce and Quinn would spend playing cards with Abershaw while he discussed his approaching wedding, along with his fiancée’s plans for afterwards. Pryce was to be the best man so was also spending time with Abershaw, pretending to be a wealthy businessman when Lady Elizabeth's relatives would see him. In order to hide his highwayman past, Lady Elizabeth had arranged for Abershaw to be a wealthy shipping merchant, and had bribed the Merchant's Guild into accepting him as a full member. They would sell anything; for the right price.
The afternoons were spent practising, mainly with the wooden wasters, but also with the pistols. Quinn would often ask Pryce when he would finally be able to go on a hold up, but Pryce refused to answer. He was only going to let Quinn hold up a coach once he was absolutely certain he was ready. He had that much responsibility towards Quinn's father, his once best friend.
So Quinn kept quiet, and channelled his frustration into determination. He doubled his efforts at training, pushing himself so hard that he collapsed into bed early every night.
Yet Pryce still refused to let him come with him on a hold up, so, considering it a failure on his part, Quinn withdrew from their morning card games to go to the field early, and practise alone. He found an old withered tree, and practised parrying against it all morning. Finally, he hit the tree so hard that his wooden waster broke in two.
He rode back to the house in grim silence. He handed Bessie to a stable boy and stalked back to the house.
Pryce and Abershaw were sitting at the table, playing cards. Quinn burst in through the front door. He dropped the broken shards of the wooden waster onto the table, knocking a few stray cards onto the floor as he spun round and walked out of the room without a word.
Abershaw looked at Pryce meaningfully. “You know he's been ready for weeks.”
Pryce glared at him. “You think I don't know that?” He slammed his fist onto the table. “I can't get the image of his father out of my mind. If he could see what I'm doing, what I'm getting his son into...”
Abershaw squeezed Pryce's arm gently. “You need to let it go. It would not have been his decision even if he is alive. If you don't let Quinn go with you on a hold up, he's going to do something incredibly stupid, like going it alone.”
Pryce put his head in his hands and groaned. “Do you always have to be right?”
Abershaw grinned. “Of course.” He pulled out his pipe, filled it, and lit it as Pryce watched. “You could watch me light my pipe, or you could go speak to the boy.”
Pryce cleared his throat. “Right. Great.” He hesitated. “Uh, what do I say?”
Abershaw shrugged. “Depends on if you want to admit you were wrong.”
Pryce shuddered. “No way. If I do that he might get big headed!”
“Then start with admonishing him for breaking his waster.”
Pryce nodded, picked up half of the broken waster and stormed up the stairs. He flung open Quinn's door, only to find him lying on his bed face down fast asleep. He softened as he finally really saw the tired rings under Quinn's eyes and the drawn expression on his face, even in sleep.
“For the Ancestors' sake boy, I didn't mean for you to push yourself this hard trying to prove yourself.” He sighed as he pulled a spare blanket off a chair and placed it over Quinn. He closed the door softly behind him and went back down to Abershaw.
“Fast asleep. Worked myself up for nothing.” He flung himself into his chair. He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I'm going to have to set a date for his first hold up. The irony! I'm going to worry about him if I take him with me, but he manages to make me worry about him even when I don't!”
Abershaw smiled.
When Quinn woke up, he was surprised to find that the sun was setting and his room was already half in darkness.
He stepped out of bed, and walked downstairs slowly. It was silent. He supposed that Pryce and Abershaw had already gone to the tavern.
“You know, your temper broke a perfectly good waster.” Quinn jumped. Pryce leaned forward, his face emerging from the shadows. “But I understand.” He pulled out a pack of matches and lit a candle.
Quinn looked at him. “I'm sorry. I'm just so frustrated. I just want to be ready.”
Pryce nodded. “You are.”
“I'm sure you think-- hang on, what did you just say?”
“I said that you are ready.” When Quinn looked at him disbelievingly, he smiled. “How would you like to go on your first hold up, the day after Abershaw's wedding? I'm sure there are a few wedding guests who will be making their way back to their respective mansions afterwards.”
Quinn looked at him closely. “Are you sure?”
Pryce cleared his throat. “Just agree with me before I change my mind.”
Quinn nodded, grinning, “Tavern then?”
“You bet.”
“You can finish off your wedding speech.” Quinn teased.
Pryce gave him a black look. “Remind me again, and you will find yourself with a bloody nose.” He growled.
The day of the wedding came and went. Pryce's best man speech was completely made up; apparently the two of them had known each other since they were young boys. They had decided to go into business together at the age of fifteen, amassing an impressive fortune rapidly. He even went as far to say that they had taken a year out to explore other countries, even going close to the end of the world.               According to Pryce’s speech, the ocean spilled over the ends of the earth like a massive waterfall. Quinn narrowed his eyes at Pryce's 'artistic licence' but everyone else in the room looked like they were buying it. Quinn strongly suspected Pryce was drunk.                Abershaw swallowed uncomfortably when Pryce alleged said that he had ridden on a massive beast known as an elephant- he was going to have requests from relatives of Elizabeth to regale them with these tales of travel and adventure for years. Finally, Pryce just about remembered to toast the bride and groom at the end of the speech.
There was a lot of drinking after that, as was the custom. Due to Lady Elizabeth's rank there was a lot more alcohol on offer than Quinn had ever seen in his life. He moved up to congratulate the happy couple. Abershaw grabbed his arm.
“I am going to kill Pryce.” He forced out. “I've already had Elizabeth's sister asking what an elephant looks like. I had no clue! I told her it was a big, hairy thing with huge feet. I swear she did not believe me!”
Quinn nodded. “I'll warn him.”
He walked over to Pryce, who had a circle of people around him. He held them enthralled, as he mentioned a land him and Abershaw had 'visited' where fire was sent up into the sky. The fire would burst and fall like falling stars, into many colours. Quinn snatched him. “What are you thinking! Where are you getting these stories from?”
Pryce hiccuped. “Some pamphlets I picked up for a penny from the street.”
“Abershaw wants you to shut up now. He can't keep up with all these stories you're making up.”
“Oh.” Pryce staggered over to Abershaw. “Sorry mate; tell them I got drunk and started making stuff up.”
Abershaw grinned. “That's exactly what's happening.” He squeezed Pryce's arm. “I'm going to miss you, you crazy old man.”
Pryce swayed slightly, and made an expression that made it evident he was trying to decide what Abershaw to speak to. He settled for the one on the left, which was completely wrong. “I'll miss you too.” He hiccuped and fell down straight on his rear. Abershaw roared with laughter, picked him up under the arms and sat him in a chair in the corner, where he sat quietly for the rest of the evening.
 Abershaw moved in with Elizabeth that day. Quinn supposed that it was fortunate that he and Pryce were going on a hold up; otherwise he thought that Pryce might be lonely. Instead, on their way back to the house (sounding miraculously sober after his drunken shenanigans) Pryce drilled into Quinn the importance of keeping his mask on, his head down and of following his lead tomorrow, before announcing he was off to bed.  Quinn resisted the temptation to point out Pryce's mishap with his own mask, and instead agreed meekly.
Quinn thought he would struggle to sleep, but the few drinks he had had at the wedding helped him drift off quickly. He had been careful not to drink too much; he'd rather not try Jacob's 'remedy' again.
It was midday before Quinn woke up.
He came down to find Pryce cleaning his sword. The pistols were lying on the table, already cleaned.
Pryce looked up from his polishing to acknowledge Quinn's presence. “Glad to see you've finally woken up. Thought I'd let you have a lie in, I want your wits about you this evening.”
Quinn sat down and poured himself some weak mead. “Thanks.”
Pryce held up the sword to the light, satisfied. “Okay. Tactics.” Quinn nodded, taking a bite out of a piece of bread that was on the table. Pryce, after making sure he had his full attention, began. “Actually, it's quite simple.” He admitted. “We hide in the woods keeping a look out for a coach. You can usually hear one coming from ages away. But we have to be careful. We don't hold up coaches with armed guards and we certainly do not hold up the King's coach. You remember what his coats of arms look like?”
Quinn nodded, draining the rest of his mead. “You can't miss it, it's a green shield with a stag on it.”
Pryce agreed. “And we never, never attack a coach holding anyone from the Priestess or Witches Guild, for obvious reasons. When we have decided which coach to hold up, we ride up alongside it, draw our guns, and ask them to hand over their money. Nine times out of ten we don't have any trouble, but if I tell you to ride away and abandon the hold up, you do so. Got it?”
Quinn nodded firmly. “So, what do we do until this evening?”
Pryce grinned. “How about some cards?”
After going to the stables to collect Bessie and Pryce's horse, Quinn followed Pryce as they rode out of Aelin towards the main road.
They diverted off the road and rode gently out into the woods. “Keep noise to a minimum,” Pryce whispered. “There are a few bandits in the area who like to hide out here.”
Pryce stopped at the base of a tree, and tethered his horse. Quinn dismounted. “What now?” He whispered.
“You climb that tree and keep a lookout for any coaches, while I sit here and read this book.”
Quinn groaned as he climbed the tree, cursing as he hauled himself up over a particularly thick branch.
He almost thought it was worth the climb when he saw the view. He could see the road stretching back for miles, and could even see the city gates of Aelin in the distance. He settled against the trunk of the tree trying to get comfortable, which proved difficult as Pryce had chosen a particularly spiky tree for him to act as look out in.
Two hours later, the light was already starting to fail and Quinn was in danger of falling asleep, a rather dangerous situation to be in when sat several feet up in a tree. He hissed at Pryce down below. “Can I come down now? I haven't seen a single coach all the time I've been sat here.”
“Patience.” A calm voice floated up to him. “The wedding guests are bound to come back soon.”
Quinn grunted. “I wish I was down there reading a book and you were sat here with a tree sticking in you.”
He perked up as he noticed a coach rolling down the road in the distance. “Finally!”
Quinn climbed down the tree swiftly, taking a small jump down from the last branch. Pryce looked up from his almost finished book. “Coach?”
“Yes, probably less than five minutes away.”
“Excellent.” Pryce reached in his bag and took out their masks. He handed Quinn his. “There you go.”
Quinn tied his mask on with a double knot, and whistled for Bessie.
She came trotting out of the trees towards him. “Hey.” He patted her nervously. “Our first hold up.” He swung onto her back, checking his pistols were still in their holsters on the sides of the saddle. Pryce beckoned him towards where he was, behind some large rocks on the edge of the road.
“Timing is important.” He whispered. “Wait until the last possible minute to reveal ourselves, best to have the element of surprise. I'll hold out my hand when we need to go forward.”
Quinn held onto the rock and peered round the side. He could see the coach running towards them. Pryce gestured for them to move forward.
Quinn moved Bessie into the middle of the road next to Pryce.
The coach driver soon noticed them in the road and pulled hard on the reins. The coach came to an abrupt stop, mere feet away from the two men.
Pryce had insisted on doing the talking. Quinn was to remain silent and look as menacing as possible. He pulled out his pistols, covering the driver as Pryce delivered the immortal words; “Stand and deliver!”
Maybe one day Pryce would let him say those words, Quinn mused. He refocused on the carriage.
Pryce leaned into the carriage. After silencing their indignation with a show of his pistols, the two gentlemen inside quietly handed over their valuables.
Quinn tossed a coin at the driver. After his treatment at the hands of Wilkins, he wanted to make sure no coach driver suffered from their heists. “For your troubles.” He lowered the tone of his voice so he sounded different, following Pryce's lead. The driver took the coin and tucked it into his boot.
“Thanks.” He mouthed gratefully. Quinn nodded his acceptance.
Pryce moved back from the coach. “Thank you kind sirs.” He tipped his pistol. “Now, kindly close the door.” Pryce waited for the door to close before nodding at Quinn to move.
They waved at the driver to move the coach on. Quinn watched as the coach started rolling away, and finally let out the breath he had been holding.
“Come on.” Pryce moved back into the woods, bouncing a bag of coins up and down in his hand. Quinn followed quickly. They had to get off the road swiftly and disappear before anyone else appeared.             
They rode hard through the trees and it was several minutes before Pryce let up. He waited for Quinn to catch up, then dismounted for a drink. “Good job.” He complimented, as Quinn downed a healthy quantity of cider.
Quinn smiled. “I guess that was a pretty routine hold up; it was easier than I expected.”
Pryce was about to agree however a whistling sound shot past his ear.
Quinn ducked. “What was that?!”
“Trouble.” Pryce shouted. “Bandits. Sometimes they hang around hoping to catch the spoils of a highwayman but they usually don't do that so close to Aelin. I thought we had ridden far enough to stop.”
Three men of questionable hygiene charged out from the trees, one holding out his crudely made yet loaded bow to cover Pryce. “Hand over the money. Now.”             
Pryce sighed. “Why can't you steal your own money?”              The man with the bow laughed. “Why, when we can let you do the dirty work?” One of his partners came up to Pryce to take the money.
Pryce smirked. In one fluid movement he grabbed the bow and let the arrow fall out onto the floor. “You can shove off. This is ours.”
Moving in tandem, Quinn and Pryce moved forward, as the three men started circling them, looking for an opening.
Quinn danced away from a punch, and swung his elbow up in the man's face, stunning him. As the man staggered backwards, roaring with pain and clutching his bleeding nose, Pryce whipped out his pistols and fired a warning shot.
The men turned and fled through the trees.
Pryce gestured for Quinn to get back on Bessie. “We'll go straight home in case there are any more lurking about. We need to go a roundabout way though, to make sure that they aren't following us.”
Quinn nodded, following Pryce's lead as they circumnavigated their way back to Aelin.
Pryce dumped the gold on the table when they came into the house. He poured himself a drink and relaxed languidly in the chair. “Ahhh.” he took a deep sip and put his feet up on the table.
Quinn unbuckled his sword and put it on the table next to the gold. “I'm going to take my first share to Molly.” He announced abruptly.
Pryce narrowed his eyes in surprise. “Are you sure that is such a good idea?”
“I’ve been thinking about it for some time. I owe her an awful lot more than that. She stopped me from starving to death while Wilkins squeezed every last penny from me. I’d better get going now so I can get through the City gates before it gets completely dark. I'll be back in the morning.”
Pryce sighed. “Be careful.” He watched Quinn leave, and then lit a candle. He stared at the flickering flame pensively.
The candle burned away long before he rose from his chair to bed.
Quinn pulled his hat over his eyes as he ducked into an alleyway near his old favourite tavern. After Aelin, the village seemed so much smaller, or perhaps he had outgrown it. He smiled as he passed the pig pen. The whole scene seemed so rural. Instead of a smell of rotten sewage, he could smell a hint of someone's cooking. He took a deep breath as he walked on.
The scents of onion soup wafted more strongly as he walked past an open window, where a dull red glow from the stump of a candle revealed a couple sitting down for supper.
On a whim, he threw a few gold coins through the window on his way past, withdrawing further into the shadows as the surprised couple stuck their heads out of the window. Seeing nothing, the husband whispered his thanks into the night.
Quinn decided to see Jack first. He snuck into the stables. It was not long before he heard Jack's whistling as he led a horse in for the night.
“Jack.” he whispered loudly.
Jack spun around, holding up his broom like a staff. “Who's there? I-I'm armed...”
Quinn pulled his hat up to reveal his face as he moved forward, hands in the air. “It's me.”
“Quinn!” Jack dropped his broom, and embraced him. Quinn shushed him, so he dropped the sound of his voice. “What are you doing here; Wilkins will have you killed if he sees you! Your landlord, those men working for him and I'll warrant half the village would, if given the chance.”
Quinn grimaced. “I'm not here for long. I just came here to see you and Molly, give you some money.” He pressed a substantial amount of gold coins in Jack's hand.
“Wow.” Jack's hand remained outstretched as he contemplated the amount of money he had in his hand. He would be lucky to earn that much in several years. “Where did this come from?”
“I've made it big in Aelin. Listen, I can't stay long. I suggest you hide that money and spend it wisely.”
Jack grinned widely. “I've always wanted to travel. Thanks Quinn. But why me?”
“You and Molly were the only two to believe that I hadn't stolen Bessie.”
“I knew you wouldn't do such a thing. You would never steal from someone; that would be a dishonour to your father. He had very strong morals and I know you do too.”
“Yes, well.” Quinn cleared his throat uncomfortably. “See you around, Jack.”
Quinn decided the best place to catch Molly away from prying eyes was in her bedroom. As the only access to her room at the tavern was through the tavern itself, he climbed the wall and pulled the window open from outside. He was surprised at how easily it slid upwards. He slipped inside and pulled the window down.
This time he had to wait hours, having not contemplated the fact that as a barmaid, Molly would be working until beyond midnight. He grew so bored of waiting for her to come to her room that he fell asleep, only to be woken sharply by Molly's shriek.
He bounced up from the bed to reassure her. “It's me!” He hissed.
Molly nodded; hand on her heart as she fought to steady her breathing. “You bloody idiot!” She cursed at the sound of several footsteps running up the stairs in response to her scream.
Quinn ducked behind the doorway as it was flung open by the owner of the tavern.
“Who is it?! Thieves? Bandits?” He bellowed, brandishing a hot poker through the doorway.
“S-so sorry sir. It was a mouse.”
“For the Ancestors's sake woman, this is the country. That can't have been the first mouse you've ever seen in your bedroom at night.”
“But this one was bigger than any I've seen. Perhaps it was a rat sir.”
The tavern owner frowned. “Still, wasn't worth you shrieking like someone had just been murdered. Stupid woman,” he muttered as he closed the door.
Molly advanced across the room at alarming speed and dragged Quinn away from his hiding spot. She slapped him. “What were you thinking, hiding in my room you idiot.”
Quinn rubbed at where his cheek was already beginning to burn red. “I couldn't walk into the tavern to see you, could I?” He fixed Molly with an accusatory glare.
Molly squirmed under his gaze. “Well if it was that dangerous, what were you doing coming here then?” She asked defensively.
“I came to let you know I'm alright.” He reached for his belt and pulled out a small bag of coins. “And to give you these.”
Molly reached for the bag, and opened it. “Blimey, how much gold is that?” She stared transfixed at the money. “Where did you get it?” She looked at Quinn suspiciously.
Quinn put his hands up. “I'm part of the Merchant's Guild now; an old friend of my father's got me in.”
Molly was mollified. “Good, because I don't want to see you swinging from the gallows for doing something stupid.”
Quinn widened his eyes in an expression of innocence. “Would I do anything that stupid? Please, give me some credit.”
Molly swallowed. “Then thank you, Quinn. This means that I can finally go and live with my Mother in Givele.”
Quinn grinned. “No problem.” He avoided looking her in the eye. “Now it's about time I was leaving. I just need to climb out of the window...”
He was surprised by Molly drawing him into a motherly hug. She kissed him on the cheek, a tear in her eye. “Take care, Quinn.”
Quinn waved his hat in a gentlemanly manner. “Well of course.” He pulled himself through the window, and lowered himself from the sill back onto the ground.               Molly watched him anxiously through the window until he disappeared from view.




CHAPTER SIX

“How many of us have stared in wonder at the imposing gates of the Witches Guild and peeked at the tops of the massive spires, speculating what may transpire within its walls. They guard their secrets well, and what little power they allow to be demonstrated in the open is likely to be a mere shadow of what they are truly capable of.”
          
Book VII, A Guide to Avarria
Lord Cassian strode irritably into the inner tower of the Witches Guild. He had been urgently summoned by the Grand Witch, Lady Thana, as though he had nothing better to do than listen again to their frightened mumbling and insistence on hiding in the shadows.
A student hurrying on their way to their room before curfew, scrambled out of his way before he had the pleasure of pushing them out of the way with a sharply uttered spell. Sighing at the loss of an outlet for his frustration, he turned the corner and sensed the presence of his ally, Lady Loralei. Her cold beauty quickened his pulse even as he armed himself against the silent whispering of her magic. Her speciality was luring men to do her depraved bidding, and even though he found himself sorely tempted on occasion, he was in no mood for relieving his frustration with passion tonight.
“My lord.” She purred, kissing the air either side of his cheeks. “I see you are none too pleased to be summoned.”
He fixed her with an ice blue stare. “I should think that would be obvious. What is the point of this summons? Another fortune teller caught providing an actual fortune to an outsider? A healer actually healing someone rather than handing out herbs and waving smoke?”
Lady Loralei smirked knowingly. “For once this is something interesting…”
“A new power?”
She nodded. Lord Cassian rolled his eyes. “The council are always overreacting. If I had a copper coin for every time we were summoned in order to help track down the latest Uninitiated One, only for them to have less power than I have in my little finger, I would be twice as rich as I am now.”
Lady Lorelei grinned at his not so subtle reference to his immense wealth. “I believe this time Lady Thana may be onto something. Our Grand Witch may be over paranoid at times but this time I have heard whispers elsewhere, of the fulfilment of the prophecy. Her obsession may in fact be closer to the truth than any of us had thought.” She frowned delicately at Lord Cassian’s snort in reply. “You’ll see…” She sashayed around the corner, deliberately swaying her hips suggestively.
Increasingly short tempered, Lord Cassian rounded the corner, viciously slamming the door to the Inner Circle council room open. He earned himself a sharp glare from many of the other members of the Inner Circle, most notably from Lady Karla, who was a constant critic of anything slightly against the rules, and therefore a harsh critic of his very existence. He smiled as though he was meeting them for afternoon tea, enjoying how he was adding to her irritation. “What supposedly strong Uninitiated One have we found today?”
Lady Thana was too absorbed in staring into the sickly purple flames she often conjured in order to seek out new talent. Or, if you were cynical, like Lord Thomas, new threats to her paranoid secrecy. She finally looked up from the conjuring vessel. “Ah, you are here at last Lord Cassian. I need all of your strength to help me trace this Uninitiated One. They are eluding me; it appears someone has put significant effort into hiding them.”
Lord Cassian failed to hide his surprise. No one had been hidden from Lady Thana’s carefully honed tracing spells for decades. He switched to sarcasm in order to cover his surprise. “What? Losing your touch in your old age?”
Lady Karla hissed at him. “Have some respect! You may think the rest of us are beneath you but one day you may find yourself brought low, and I for one will enjoy looking down on you!”
Lord Cassian feigned deafness. Lady Thana simply continued as though he had said nothing. “Step into the circle, we have no more time to waste.”
He stepped into his space in the circle, and drew his hood over his head. They raised their hands above their heads, twelve hooded figures and Lady Thana in the centre, staring over her deep copper bowl.
Their hands began to glow with innate power as they chanted the spell to reveal: “Onhlidan, onhildan… onhlidan…” They directed the power from their hands towards the purple flames that flickered faster and faster, the room vibrating with the immense power generated by the entire Inner Circle and the Grand Witch, the most powerful witches in Avarria.
Lady Thana boomed. “Onhlidan!”
Within the flames, dark shapes began to form, spinning into the depths and rising again. The shape took the form of someone riding on a horse, their cloak billowing out from behind them. The flames dipped then rose, lighting the intense face of Lady Thana, deepening her wrinkles from their sickly glow.
The flames snuffed out with an intense burst of wind, casting them all into darkness.
Lord Alaunus, the healer of the group, recovered first. “Beorht.” He entoned, lighting the candles in the room to reveal their disarray.
This time, Lord Cassian truly failed to disguise his absolute shock.
The prophecy was true.




CHAPTER SEVEN

“The Hangman’s Gibbet is kept outside of Aelin, opposite the Treacherous Woods. It is never empty of the remains of some wretch, swinging, as a warning to all who might contemplate doing something against the laws of the Ancestors and Avarria.”
          
Book IV, A Guide to Avarria
The wind whipped up into a frenzy, causing Quinn to shiver as he stared out at the massed crowd. They stared back, faces blank, unrelenting. His feet were bare and bloody on the wooden boards as he was pushed forward by an unseen hand.
He tried not to trip; his hands were bound, the rope rough against his wrists. He propped himself up against a wooden post, only to reel back. A scaffold. He shook his head, faster, faster as he moaned. “No, no, no.”
A voice from beside him cleared his throat, and spoke to the crowd. “For his crimes committed during his time spent as a highwayman, Quinn Tannin is to be hung by the neck until dead.” Quinn turned, to discover the noose man was his father.
“Father... no, please. I did it for good. Please.” His father stayed silent, his accusatory glare piercing him, fixing him there. He moved forward, pushing Quinn to stand up onto the stool, ignoring the pleas of mercy which now ran in an unceasing torrent from his mouth.
He fixed the noose around his neck.
Quinn squeezed his eyes tightly shut as his feet slipped and struggled to remain balanced on the stool, the jeers of the crowd ringing in his ears. He felt the inevitable whoosh of falling as the stool was kicked roughly away, the rope closing sharply around his throat.
Eyes opening wide and gasping deeply for air, Quinn woke in terror, rolling out of bed and twisting on the floor where his sheets had entangled themselves around his limbs. He vaguely registered that the screaming noise was coming from him. He kicked his way out of his sheets, doubling over as he forced himself to breathe, holding a shaking hand to his throat.
Pryce appeared in the doorway. “Quinn.” He said gently.
Quinn ignored him, rocking back and forth on the floor as he clutched his arms tightly across his chest.
Pryce walked over to him and gently squeezed his shoulder. “Quinn.” He said softly.
Quinn finally looked up, his eyes haunted. “Ancestors save me.” he croaked. “The dream I just had.” He took a deep breath, holding his hands out as he spent a moment trying to stop his hands from violently quivering. “I dreamt I was hanged. And Father was the one doing the hanging.”
Pryce looked at him, concerned. “Look, if working with me is causing you to have nightmares like this.” He trailed off awkwardly, his hands slack at his sides.
“No. I'm good.” Quinn said vehemently. “What we do is good.”
Pryce held his hands up in surrender. “If you have the slightest amount of doubt...”
“No. It was just something Molly said as I left her house earlier. Stuck in my head and came out as an odd dream. Seriously.” He forced a reassuring smile, praying that Pryce would believe it.
Pryce did. “I hope you didn't eat cheese.” He joked. He yawned widely. “I'm off back to bed.”
Quinn pulled himself and his sheets back onto the bed. His smile fell flat once Pryce closed the door.
He huddled under the sheets miserably and did not go back to sleep until dawn.
Later in the tavern, Quinn threw his cards on the table in disgust as Pryce grinned. Pryce leaned over to the middle of the table and dragged the pile of coins over to his side. “Too bad my friend!” He got up and slapped Quinn on the shoulder. “Up you get. We've got work to do!” He winked and flipped a coin over to the barman. “Keep the change!” he called as they left.
Quinn expertly dodged the prying fingers of a pickpocket as they walked down a crowded alley. “You're in a good mood.” He commented, upping his pace to long strides to keep up with Pryce.
“I've had the most marvellous tip off.” He tossed a coin into the cup of a one-legged beggar, who promptly disappeared down the alley before the coin had even dispensed with making its rattling noise at the bottom of the cup. Quinn mused for a moment on how yet another ‘one-legged’ beggar had suddenly gained the use of two legs before turning back to Pryce.
“Excellent.” He quickened his pace to keep up with Pryce. “You know how much I hate perching in trees.”  He added in an undertone.
Pryce looked up at the sun. “We must hurry. We spent far too long in the tavern.”
Within moments they were at their front door. Pryce gestured to Quinn to get inside quickly. By the time Quinn closed the door, Pryce had already packed his bag and slung it over his shoulder. “There's a coach heading to Aelin carrying Lord Winsworth.”
Quinn whistled softly. “And he is not going to have a heavy guard?”
“He believes he is travelling in secret. He has business in Aelin with Lord Cassian.”
“What would he want with him?” Quinn scowled. Lord Cassian was well known for his cruelty, yet as King Soren's favourite any atrocities he committed were ignored by the authorities. His bloodlines were impeccable which already made him a candidate for preferential treatment. However on top of that, his handsome appearance, keen wit and wealth, coupled with the fact that his father had once saved the last King's life, had made him untouchable at court. “More important, should we really get involved with anything that Lord Cassian has his hand in?”
“Ha! I never thought I'd see the day when you start fussing like an old housewife.” Pryce waved away Quinn's suggestion. “It's not Lord Cassian we are stealing from, it's Lord Winsworth. Calm down and get moving for Ancestor’s sake.”
Quinn grinned sheepishly. “Fine, whatever you say.” He tucked his eye mask firmly in his pouch.
Quinn patted Bessie as he waited alongside Pryce, hidden like wraiths amongst the trees. A slight breeze ruffled his cloak as he shifted in the saddle, listening for the sound of wheels bouncing along the dirt track. He adjusted his mask, ensuring it was firmly tied. His dream had firmly fixed itself in his mind, and he still saw flashes of it when he shut his eyes.
Pryce lifted his hand and pointed at the coach rolling over the horizon towards them. “That's the one.” He mouthed. The coach was unmarked, in fact it looked quite simple, certainly not one suited to aristocracy.
Quinn nodded anyway and steered Bessie up the slope alongside Pryce to wait in the middle of the road.
His heart pulsed with the thrill of suspense that was racing through his blood. He smiled at Pryce as the coach came thundering towards them.
“Whoa!” The driver pulled on the reins, hard. One of the wheels bounced sharply into a rut, causing the coach to tip precariously to one side and come to an abrupt stop. The driver stared at Quinn and Pryce nervously, hands shaking as he held the reins tight.
“Thank you, kind sir.” Pryce tipped his hat, and tapped the pistol that was sat in a holster on the side of his saddle. “I would like my companion to have a quick word with your passengers, if you don't mind.”
The driver shook his head vividly.
Surprised at the responsibility of doing more than just sitting and looking menacing, Quinn swung off Bessie and turned the handle of the coach door. He was astounded to find inside not just Lord Winsworth, sat on the far side, but also a young woman, who was busy trying to collect a book which had pitched onto the floor during their abrupt stop.
“Eira.” Lord Winsworth grabbed her arm.
“Father please, I'm trying to reach this book.” She said between gasps as she tried to reach it from under his feet.
Quinn stared at her as she held up the book, triumphant. “Got it.” As she brushed her long brown hair out of her face, she finally noticed that her father was looking over her, and turned to look.
“Oh my.” She held a gloved hand to her mouth.
Quinn cleared his throat, uncomfortable with the sudden notion that she was regarding him, but not in fear. Her brown eyes seemed to be fixing him with a calculated look. He looked over to Lord Winsworth, pitching his voice lower. “You know what I am here for.”
Lord Winsworth shook his head. “I have very little money. Here.” He reached down for a chest that was at his feet, and, reaching for a key on a chain round his neck, began to fumble with unlocking it.
Quinn rolled his eyes as Lord Winsworth flung open the chest to reveal a pistol. He grabbed Eira, and pulled her out of the coach in a smooth motion. He swept her forward to stand in front of him, and slammed the coach door shut.
Instead of being passive as he expected, she struggled out of his grip and hit him round the head with her book.
“Ow.” He rubbed his head, confusedly. “That book is pointy.”
 She glared at him as she brandished the book threateningly, turning as her father tried to open the coach door. “Get back in!” Pryce roared, waving his pistol at the door. 
“I wasn't going to hurt you.” Quinn insisted.
“Oh really.” She put her hand on her hip. Quinn stepped towards her, trying to make calming movements with his hands outstretched.
“Your father was going to shoot me.” He said exasperated.
“Because you are after his money.”
“Yes, well...” He trailed off, and almost missed her next move.
 “Help me.” She mouthed.
“What?”
“Help me.” She mouthed, more obviously this time.
“Er...why?” He moved back, as though she had suddenly been declared an insane witch who could burn him through touch alone.
She moved towards him suddenly, swinging her book round. He grabbed her wrist, the book falling sprawled on the floor, and pulled her roughly towards him. “Why?” He hissed in her ear.
She spoke between gritted teeth. “My father is to marry me off to Lord Cassian. You are literally my last chance.”
“And you running off with us will be the solution?”
She looked up at him, her brown eyes pleading. His lips parted slowly as he fixed his gaze on hers, which quivered as she spoke. “I will pay you. I have money with friends.”
“Like I believe that.” He snorted, shaking his head to gain some sense, before he suddenly felt a pressure in his stomach.
“I have a dagger pointed in your stomach. Take me with you, or else.”
“Oh the Ancestors save me.” He groaned. He pulled her sharply towards him, and dragged her to Bessie. He flung her over the saddle and pinned her down with his hand, as he settled behind her on the saddle. “Look, I'm not stupid, I could tell it wasn't a dagger, it was a stick. I'm only taking you so you don't do something even more desperate. As soon as we get away from here you can clear off- I can tell you're trouble.”
“What in the name of the Ancestors are you doing!” Pryce yelled furiously, abandoning his post guarding the coach.
Quinn ignored him, calling to the coach. “I have your daughter. Never fear, she will come to no harm- I will send the ransom note later. I tell you now, I will be requiring gold- not a pistol in my face, sir.” He spurred Bessie on to race through the trees, Pryce following in his wake. He didn't stop until he reached a clearing far away from the road.
Pryce pulled up alongside him, radiating fury. “You idiot. You moron. You imbecile. What were you thinking! We do not kidnap women!” He gestured at Eira, who had calmly dismounted from Bessie, and was stroking her nose.
“He did not kidnap me. I asked him to rescue me.”
“What?” Pryce stopped mid rant.
“I asked him to rescue me.”
“She is to be betrothed to Lord Cassian.” Quinn explained, which set Pryce off again.
“So you steal the fiancée of the second most powerful man in the kingdom?” He started laughing hysterically. “Every spare man in Aelin will be looking for her; we will have nowhere to go.”
“She could wear a vizard?” Quinn suggested, rather meanly.
“Never.” Eira exploded. “I will not be wondering around with my face masked as though I were a prostitute. Besides you do not have to worry about me. You have taken me from my father as I asked. I will leave for the ports in Tallyn, and travel to the New Land.”
Pryce sputtered. “Alone? A lady of your bearing? You must think we have no conscience.”
Quinn looked at him with a horrified expression. “Surely she will be fine!” Pryce silenced his protestations with a deathly glare. He muttered to himself instead. “She's very resourceful.”
“Then what do you suggest we do?” She gestured wildly.
“I am close friends with a travelling trope of actors. We could join them for a while until the search for you is less heated- and while we think of a better plan than you setting sail on the most perilous journey known to man. Luckily I know where they are- I was invited to visit them tonight anyway.” He wagged his head, slightly despondent as he moved to mount his horse.                            
Quinn sighed when Eira nodded her assent.
They mounted their horses, Eira being seated in front of Quinn on Bessie, much to his chagrin. Hair billowing in the wind, Eira looked over her shoulder at Quinn. “As you have shown me great kindness, I feel that I must confess- I do not have any money hidden with friends. I am as poor as the lowliest peasant. All my money came from Father.”
Quinn grinned. “We are able to get money easily, my Lady.”
She frowned in a haughty way that made Quinn swallow awkwardly. “I suppose you are.” She held tightly to the reins as Quinn, shaking his head at her tumultuous moods, moved Bessie in the direction that Pryce was headed.
When she was sure that they were not paying attention, she held her hand to her mouth, and blew in circles on it three times before whispering, “Faerblaed.” A small whirlwind spun across the floor, scattering leaves and dust, wiping their tracks from the ground. When she was sure their tracks were gone, she spurred her horse on to follow them.




CHAPTER EIGHT

“Nothing lightens up the daily drudgery for a Aeliner than a show at one of the Aelin theatres. The most splendid by far is The Phoenix, almost scandalously close to the Temple of the Ancestors, only deemed fitting since they have the good fortune of having the patronage of King Stephan. However, most of the nobility flit between all the theatres, and all classes of Aeliner can be found in almost any of them.”
              Book I, A Guide to Avarria
Quinn pulled Bessie gently to a stop as they reached the sounds of raucous laughter. There was an inviting plume of smoke trailing above the trees, and he could hear the soft strains of a flute as he helped Eira dismount. They walked over to Pryce, who beckoned them.
“We will be safe with these old friends of mine.” He looked to Eira. “Do not fear, although they are boisterous they are good men and no harm will come to you, I swear.” Eira nodded even as she swallowed nervously. She instinctively reached for Quinn's hand, and he squeezed her hand gently in a gesture of comfort before realising whose hand he was holding. He wiped his head surreptitiously on his breeches, disgusted with himself. 
Pryce continued, “They are a travelling troupe of players. I am sure we will be able to blend in well with them.”
He marched forward into the trees, and Eira and Quinn tentatively followed.
As the trees thinned out into a clearing, Quinn could see in fact there were four men sat around a fire that had a joint of boar being merrily turned on a spit over it. As the men noticed them, the joyous little tune emanating from the flute cut abruptly short. The men reached for their swords at their sides before Pryce jumped forward.
“Is that any way to treat an old friend?” He asked, feigning hurt, and taking off his mask. Quinn, following his lead, proceeded to take off his mask as well.
The man who had been turning the spit bounced to his feet. “Bless the Ancestors, is that you Pryce?”
“The one and the same! I bring two friends who are under my care. Quinn, and...”
Eira cleared her throat. “Anne, my name is Anne.”
The man came towards her, “Then Lady Anne, we are honoured by your noble presence.” He bent down, and produced a low bow, containing an impressive number of flourishes, before taking her hand and kissing it. Eira smiled warmly at him, a smile that lit up her features and made her look almost radiant. Suddenly, inexplicably, Quinn was surprised to find himself scowling. It soon turned into a fake smile when he noticed Pryce was watching him.
Pryce coughed to hide his amusement. “Quinn, Anne, these are my friends; Jon Herring, Dick Babbage, Will Shakes and Rich Crawley.” Each man bowed theatrically as their name was announced.
Eira could not hide her gasp of surprise. “Dick? As in the Dick Babbage, who performed Faucet last season in the play by the great Chris Marvin?”
Jon, who had kissed her hand, threw his cloak back in a forlorn gesture. “Always, always...” He tromped back to the fire and threw himself down with an affected air. “He gets all the women,” he muttered darkly to the fire. It sparked in response.
Dick nodded. “The one and the same, although Will here plans on taking the title of greatness from Marvin, rest his soul. His writing really is very good. A little bloodthirsty at the moment even by popular standards, but really very good.”
Will grinned. “I've promised Dick a comedy.” He patted a loose pile of papers next to him with ink stained fingers.
Jon, still sulking, pulled a rather evil smile. “I'd like to see Dick use his grand gestures in a comedy. Will- at some point in your comedy, perhaps you could make his character wear an outlandish outfit? Perhaps something in yellow?”
Rich, evidently the peace maker of the group, raised his hands in a gesture of peace. “Jon, the boar needs turning it's starting to burn underneath.” Surprised, Jon grabbed the end of the spit and began turning it again. Rich put his lips to his flute, and resumed his playing.
“Come, join us.” Dick invited them to sit down by the fire. Eira sat down in between Pryce and Quinn, still unsure as what to make of these men. After all, actors hardly had the best reputations, although her concerns were calmed by the fact that she had met Dick.
Unable to hold in her curiosity, she asked, “Why are you not in Aelin? Is it not theatre season?”
“My lady,” Dick grinned. “We have been summoned by the King to perform a play in one of his palaces outside of the city. He has a massive banquet planned, and we are to be the main entertainment.”
Will looked up from his furious scribbling. “We must perform occasionally for the King in return for his patronage.” He explained. He scratched his face, leaving behind ink marks. “I cannot think of a word to rhyme with purple, dammit!”  
“Perhaps 'whirlpool', Will?” Jon suggested.
Will looked up at the sky in exasperation. “I am writing our opening speech for the play, and am describing the King. I cannot just frivolously rhyme his purple royal robes with 'whirlpool'!”
“How about,” Jon, not deterred in the slightest, booming out across the clearing. “As you, mighty king, stand there bedecked in resplendent purple. We, your subjects, are at your mercy, as though caught in a whirlpool?”
“For the Ancestors' sake Jon, you can't just bash words together like that, even if you do say them in a deep voice.” Eira hid her snigger behind her hand.
Jon grinned. “That's why you're the one who writes the plays. However if you can't find a word you like to rhyme with it, choose something else rather than mocking my suggestions.” He stuck his tongue out, and proceeded to pull the boar off the spit. “Meat's up.” Juice from the meat splattered over the page Will was writing on.
Will shook his head. “I'm surprised I have written any plays with you about.”
Eira was surprised to discover that she really liked boar straight off the spit. Perhaps her experience was heightened by the fact that she could eat with her hands, did not have to keep dipping them in a bowl to clean them- and better still, if juice dribbled down her chin, she could wipe it off with the back of her hand. There was a comfortable silence as everyone round the fire got down to the very important business of eating. She positively glowed with pleasure, and did not mind when juice dropped on her very expensive dress. For the moment, she was free, and she liked it, even though she had no idea what she was actually going to do in the long term.
As she put her hands towards the fire to warm them, she was startled out of her thoughts by a question aimed her way by Dick. “So my lady, what brings you here in the company of these men? For although they are gallant men towards a lady, they are not so virtuous in their choice of occupation.”
She choked, alternate cover stories whizzing around her head so fast they jumbled together. She had not considered that she would need a cover story, and cursed.
Pryce smiled at her encouragingly. “These men can help us, they can be trusted I swear it.”
Nodding vigorously, her voice still trembled a fraction as she began, but grew stronger and more certain as she continued. “I am not called Anne, I am called Eira. My father is Lord Winsworth and I am running away from him. At his insistence I was travelling to Aelin to seal my betrothal to Lord Cassian, a man I despise with every fibre of my body. I have only met him once before but that one meeting was enough for me to realise his reputation had been earned.” She paused as the actors stared at her incredulously. “I… I mean we were happy. My father is a great man. You must not think harshly of him for I am still not convinced that he is to blame.
You see, I have had a fair number of suitors but my mother, on her death bed made my father swear that, when the time came for me to wed it would be a love match, like their marriage had been. So I have been fortunate enough to turn away all suitors.
However for some reason I have yet to fathom, my father came home early from a trip to Aelin bearing the supposedly great news that he had promised me to Lord Cassian. Despite my pleas I was told he had no choice, and as a result I had no choice.
That same night I attempted to flee. He had set a maid outside my door. My every attempt to escape had been thwarted, until these two men,” she indicated Pryce and Quinn, “held up the coach we were riding in. I was hours away from having my fate sealed and seized the opportunity when it came. And upon Pryce's insistence I am here.”
Her story was met with silence as they took it in. Finally, Rich picked up his flute, and played a slow tune; a mournful ballad that echoed around the minds of the troupe and the others gathered there.
“My lady,” Jon smiled, breaking the silence. “We will do all we can to assist you.”
Pryce frowned at Quinn, noticing that he had rolled his eyes. Quinn shrugged in return.
Will smiled from his position, quill paused in mid motion. “I have it! We are short of a boy to play the lady in our play. If we disguise her as a boy she will be impossible to find, and she can fill our empty slot; who would suspect?”
Jon frowned. “She would need to cut her hair. She has such beautiful hair.” He said mournfully.
“Don't be silly. I have a more than suitable wig, you idiot!” Dick laughed.
Eira grinned. “I have never worn breeches. They certainly look very comfortable- and to be in the play.” She drifted off, and beamed at all of the actors.
“And we would not say no to another actor so would be grateful for your help too Pryce.” Will gestured at his ongoing script.
“Well, that settles it!” Pryce smiled. “Quinn, for the time being we will follow my friends until we come up with a better plan to help Eira.”
Quinn shrugged, and stretched his boots towards the fire. “I suppose I could help with the scenery.”
For the first time in her life, Eira slept under a scratchy woollen blanket, on the muddy floor. She shifted several times as she tried to dislodge a stick that was digging into her leg. She resisted the urge to use her magic to make herself comfortable, as there were too many eyes on her.
Relieved that she had managed to gain some level of comfort under the blanket, not counting the stones that seemed to be poking her everywhere, she then noticed a large spider climbing up the blanket. She was about to scream, until she noticed a bemused Quinn looking at her from across the other side of the campfire.
With a dignified stare she bravely reached out, and batted the spider away. When her hand was back under the blanket, she rubbed it rapidly against her leg in an attempt to banish the feel of it on her fingers.
It took a long time for her to fall asleep.
Quinn had enjoyed the boar, but wasn't quite so sure about the deviation to his and Pryce's plans that had been caused by Eira. Worse, he was to blame, so couldn't complain. He cursed the weakness that had made him sympathise with her. He shifted as a few snores came from Jon next to him, sleeping with his mouth wide open.
Even now, he couldn’t help feeling sorry for her. He had heard rumours about the things that Lord Cassian had done; he would not wish him on any woman.
Still, that did not mean that he had to cheerily follow the troupe of actors and put up with her to boot.
He looked over at her. She was moving jerkily under her blanket; obviously she was used to more luxurious surroundings. Having discovered some of the forest wildlife on her blanket, she looked about ready to scream. When she noticed he was watching, she dispatched the spider with a haughty expression. Quinn looked away, smirking to himself. He settled back under his blanket, and stared at the stars in the sky instead until sleep claimed him.




CHAPTER NINE

“King Stephan, long may he reign, has one of the strongest Avarrian bloodlines. His wife, Queen Reyna is rumoured to have ancestors from the distant lands. However, her beauty, and rumoured rank within the Witches Guild means the Avarrians overlooked her blood purity, a first in Avarrian history.”
          Book II, A Guide to Avarria
Quinn was rudely awakened by Pryce banging a pot with a ladle. “Up with you, you lazy sod!”
Quinn, burst up surprised out of his wits, and found himself facing the amused faces of Pryce, the troupe of actors, and to his increased chagrin, Eira. He looked at his hand, which instead of holding the sword he had intended, was holding the charred husk of a log from the burned out camp fire. He dropped the offending item and wiped his hands on the back of his breeches. 
He turned furiously to face Pryce. “What the hell was that for?!”
“You needed to get up.”
“How about shaking me awake, hmmm?” He clenched his fist tightly, then took a deep breath, realising that Eira was holding her sides and quivering with the effort of not laughing. The effect was rather hilarious in itself, as little snorts burst from her lips. He straightened his back and fixed them all with a deep glare. Eira turned away, her sides still shaking.
Pryce grinned. “I think that my method was much more entertaining.” He stepped forward and squeezed Quinn's shoulder. “We need to move on.”
Quinn bent down and rolled up his blanket. He tucked it under his arm and tended to Bessie, who was busy munching grass on the other side of the clearing. She acknowledged him with a whinny as he saddled her and buckled the blanket in place behind the saddle.
As he led Bessie to the clearing, it became apparent that the actors did not have horses. But as Eira was already mounted on Pryce's horse, he swung himself up on her back. Clearly Pryce was planning on walking.
Noticing that Dick was carrying a rather large pack, he offered to take it from him, knowing that Bessie would be more than capable of carrying the extra load. Dick declined politely. “I don't want to get soft- as soon as you leave I'll only have to carry it again.”
Will was quite clearly a writer. Almost as soon as they set off, a dreamy look of faraway concentration became fixed on his face as he walked. Occasionally he muttered a few words under his breath, attempting to sound the words out. Sometimes he would lag behind as he took a moment to scribble down some words of inspiration that apparently couldn't wait.
Jon and Rich passed the time exchanging wild tales and crude jokes. As Dick was entertaining Eira, who was still quite clearly hero worshipping him, Quinn took the opportunity to ride alongside Pryce.
“Where are we headed?” Quinn asked.
“Ha, perhaps you would know if you had not overslept this morning.” Seeing the unflattering scowl forming on Quinn's face, Pryce backtracked. “We are headed towards a nearby cave where we will change Eira into a boy.” He smiled. “After that, we are to go to a local mansion where we are to perform a play for his grace Duke Winston in four days’ time. We are fortunate that the King will also be there- the play is to be performed in his honour.”
“Surely Will is leaving the writing of the play a bit late then!”
Pryce laughed. “He has to knock out so many plays in a short amount of time that this is barely a challenge for him.”
Having thought about the first part of Pryce's sentence, Quinn panicked. “Hang on a minute- did you just say that we would be performing a play?”
Pryce grinned. “Surely a little play is nothing compared to what we normally do?”
Quinn spluttered. “But that's different. This is also going to be in front of the King!”
“No-one will force you to, Quinn. But your part is only going to be small, moving the scenery, standing on the stage looking pretty...” He patted Quinn mockingly on the leg. 
Quinn let out his breath slowly. “Hmmm. I guess I could manage that. How we managed to end up here after holding up a coach I have no idea!”
“Perhaps that will teach you not to fall for the charms of a lovely maiden next time!”
This time, Quinn's glare could melt ice. “I did not fall for her charms.” He said between gritted teeth. “I merely provided assistance at her behest.”
Pryce held up his hands in mock surrender. “Whatever you say.”
They arrived at the cave just as the sun had reached the summit of the sky, spreading keen warmth as its light dappled between the leaves to the unusual party below.
The actors began to pull together a meagre lunch of cheese, apple and bread. They all sat in a cheery circle, talking and laughing. Still unsure as to her place in this strange group, Eira sat near Quinn and Pryce. Pryce smiled at her, and passed her her portion.
She found the bread a little dry, and looked towards Quinn, who was busy tearing off a large chunk of bread with the use of his teeth and hands. Her frown of disapproval only made him grin and force the bread in his mouth so his cheeks were rounded with bread that moved up and down as he chewed. She hunched her shoulders in disgust and shifted so she was facing Will, who had his quill out again, racing across the page. He had almost finished the last act; soon he would be able to make copies for the others.
Quinn smirked as he saw he had successfully annoyed Eira with his deliberate bad manners but nearly choked when Pryce elbowed him right in the ribs. “Show some more respect boy, she is a noblewoman!”
Quinn sneered. “Noblewomen do not hit highwaymen around the head with books.”
“Only the good ones do boy.”
He watched as Eira leaned over to pull another apple out of a bag in front of her. The sun warmed her brown hair, picking out red highlights that shone and twinkled as she settled back down. She unconsciously rearranged her skirts but to Quinn it seemed as though they suddenly draped rather pleasantly over her legs. He shook his head, annoyed with his traitorous thoughts. This woman was trouble. She had already completely disrupted his daily routine and he had only known her one day.
He returned his attention back to the discussion that had started regarding how to arrange Eira's disguise as a boy. She was a good head shorter than any of them, and none of their clothes would fit her, so it was decided that they would stay in the cave until the next morning until they could get her an outfit. Jon would make his way to a shop they knew on the outskirts of Aelin, and return with some clothes post haste.
As Eira was able to read and write, she was to be tasked with making a couple of copies of the script in order to earn her keep. She would stay with Will in the cave, as she was still recognisable as a noblewoman. Dick would sit outside the cave keeping watch. It was rarely used by travellers as it was quite deep in the woods but occasionally there was a chance some bandits, or a lone traveller of an unsavoury nature might use the cave as they were passing through.
Quinn, Rich and Pryce would go looking for some more provisions.
Eira smoothed down the front of her dress nervously as she waited for Jon to return with boy’s clothes. She had finished copying the play and had already committed her favourite parts to memory. It was about a young woman who had been shipwrecked and had to dress as a man for her own protection. She wondered if Will had gotten part of this idea from recent events.
She was about to break one of the cardinal rules of being a noblewoman and although she was strangely excited, a strong part of her was hissing that maybe she was going a step too far in dressing like a boy. If she was caught in men's clothes she would dishonour her family's ancestors and would be blotted out of the family history forever.
She sighed. She had never found her life restricting before, especially as her father had allowed her the pleasure of pursuing whatever learning she wished. It was only when she had realised that her father was going to force her to marry Lord Cassian that she had started to envy the freedom that men took for granted. Running away had cost her everything. If she had been a man... She shook her head. Surely being a man would have drawbacks as well.
Quinn was currently experiencing these drawbacks. They had been hunting all afternoon, and had not seen a single animal worth catching. They had seen three blackbirds, six crows and one scrawny pigeon. His feet were getting sorer by the minute and his temper was starting to fray. His temper would have been worse if it wasn't for the fact that he was too exhausted to be truly angry.
They had given up and were making their way back to the cave. It would have to be a meat free meal- luckily Jon was going to fetch some more bread on his way to fetch the clothes, but it wouldn't be enough to truly stave off the twisting hunger stirring in his belly. Worse, they were in sore need of firewood, so when they got back he would have to fetch that as well. He found his thoughts wondering to Eira, who would be snug in the cave and would only have to do some writing for the afternoon. He imagined her slim fingers holding the quill. He would turn her ink stained hand over and kiss the fingers one by one, moving up to her wrist until he was trailing the kisses up her arms...
Thud! His thoughts were rudely interrupted as his boot caught in an exposed root, sending him sprawling. Rich immediately followed suit, this time tripping over Quinn's outstretched leg. He yelped in pain as he landed badly, twisting his ankle as he fell.
They made it back to the cave in darkness, Rich leaning heavily on Quinn and Pryce. He could tell they already had a fire going as a welcoming red glow emanated from inside.
Dick jumped up from his seat inside the cave. “What happened?!”
Rich landed heavily on the floor with a relieved sigh. “I badly hurt my ankle when I fell.” Quinn grimaced, noting he had nobly left out the part where he fell over him.
Will looked up from his script. “But who will play the female romantic lead?!”
“Eira can do it.” Rich replied.
It was then that Quinn acknowledged that Eira was in the room. She had already changed into men's clothes. Quinn had expected to be horrified, but instead found the way the trousers clung to her legs very appealing.
Eira managed to find her voice. “But I can't act!”
Dick smiled. “Sure you can. You already make a fine boy.”
Pryce kicked Quinn sharply against his leg to stop his staring. Quinn switched to rubbing his leg grumpily.
He glanced up and noticed that Eira really had cut her hair short. She blushed as she noticed him staring. “We decided that a wig would be too risky. It could fall off, or my hair could come loose under it.”
Quinn cleared his throat. “It, uh...” He shuffled his feet to allow himself time to gather his wits and told the floor gruffly. “It really brings out your eyes.” He missed Eira's nervous look transform into a glowing smile.
“Thank you.” She said sincerely.
Quinn flopped unceremoniously onto the floor, and closed his eyes. “I could sleep for a week”, he muttered.             
It was the day of the play. Quinn knew every word of the play, having helped Eira for three nights in a row to practise her lines. Although he hated to admit it, he was growing to actually like her. Where he had once found her witty remarks grating and sarcastic, he found laughter and genuine friendship. She had a self-deprecating humour and seemed to have become truly carefree. When she cut her hair it was as though she had cut away the restraints of her nobility. 
Still, he tried not to stare too much when she bent over in her breeches.
Quinn walked back to the clearing where they had camped for the night, only to find the actors in uproar.
Pryce came up to him. “Jon has lost his voice. He can't possibly do the play.”             
Quinn looked over at Jon. He was sat miserably wrapped in blankets, his nose red from a cold.
Will waved a script. “We have to continue with the play! We will lose our patronage if we don't. To disappoint the King's guests with no play is unthinkable! We have already stretched ourselves- I can't play any more roles and there is no time to rewrite the play.”
Pryce snapped his fingers. “Quinn knows his part. He has been helping Eira every night and watching us practise.”
Quinn actually took a step back. “No way.”
The actors swung round. Dick placed a hand on Quinn's shoulder. “Please?  You must, or we will be so disgraced we will lose our theatre.”
With the burden of emotional blackmail heavy on his shoulders, Quinn nodded tensely. Everyone cheered.
Eira turned to hide her smirk. Jon's role was the romantic male lead.
Quinn tried and failed in his attempts to appear unimpressed by the splendour of the country palace. They walked up along the large driveway, the castle growing so large as they came closer that Quinn started getting neck ache looking from left to right so many times to try and take it all in. He stared at the beauty of the water fountain in front of the palace. A stone high priestess stood in the middle, water pouring out from a vase perched on her shoulder.
They were greeted by two footmen, even though they were using the back entrance. As they walked into the palace, Quinn was surprised to find the hallway was carpeted with a carpet so thick his feet seemed to sink into it with each step. He resisted the urge to take off his boots and run along it bare foot.
The hallway seemed to stretch for a mile before they were eventually led into a large open room, where the scenery had already been set up. Quinn found himself awed again, this time by the sheer size of the curtains.
Quinn put his nerves to one side as he focused on putting up the scenery. He smiled at Eira, who was running her hand through her hair absentmindedly while re-reading the script. He could see her lips moving as she mouthed her words.
He couldn't bear to look at the script a moment longer. And he really wanted a beer.
After setting up the large palm tree behind the screen, to be moved out on the scene where Eira's character was to be stranded on a beach, he moved to the corner of the room, where a changing screen had already been discreetly set up. As he pulled on the second hand boots that used to belong to a nobleman, rubies on the buckle replaced with fakes, he decided that he would do almost anything to be in the tavern and not in some country palace, about to perform in a play in front of the King.
 He winced as trumpets signalled the arrival of the King. The show would start in a few moments.
Quinn hid behind the screen, watching the King as he watched the play. He had graciously acknowledged the opening speech delivered in his honour by Dick's booming voice. The Queen was sat at his side, fanning herself with a delicate fan.
The King drank from a golden cup, laughing at a joke delivered by Pryce.
Eira delivered her parting line in the first scene as she walked off stage. She smiled as she passed Quinn.
Quinn stepped on stage, hands shaking as his eyes scanned the prestigious audience. He cleared his throat.
Pulling himself together and using the same part of himself he used to hold up coaches, Quinn melted away, leaving behind his self to assume the role in the play. He was dressed in exquisite finery; gems shone on his fingers. In this play, he was a match for the King's majesty. In this play, he was the King.
He draped himself casually over a chair, legs swinging. “I find myself most bored of life.” He drawled. “My very soul pleads for release from this... daily drudgery.”
Eira stepped onto stage, led by Dick. “My lord, this young man refused to leave the gates until you heard him.”
Eira cleared her throat, speaking deeply. “My most dread lord. I have heard you were in need of a personal man servant. I came to serve you and pledge my loyalty to you.”
Quinn nodded. “You look a strapping lad.” At this, the audience, already aware that the young man was in fact a ‘woman’, tittered. “You will do. But be warned, I do not take failure lightly.”
“Then I will not fail you my lord.” Quinn waved her away with his hand. The scene rolled on.
“I hired a manservant and find him to be a woman. Oh, treachery! Who was ever tricked thus? Get out of my sight!” Quinn's voice bellowed around the room, which had fallen deathly silent.
“My lord,” Eira dropped to her knees. “I am still your obedient servant. More so- my very heart is bound to you.”
“Oh false woman, every word that drops from your lips is poison! Leave now, or I will strike you down!”
Eira fled from the stage, tears flowing down her cheeks. The slight pang that showed on Quinn's face was real.
Quinn swung his sword madly around the stage, as roars of battle played out around him. “Every man true to me has fallen or fled. Is there no-one left?” He clutched his side to burst the bag of pigs blood as Dick mock stabbed him in the side with a blade.  He fell to one knee, the audience gasping.
“My Lord!” Eira ran onstage. Her sword rang throughout the room as she blocked the death blow that Dick was about to deal Quinn. Quinn sprang forward to deliver a final blow to his enemy as the audience cheered.
“My lady. My Queen.” Quinn held Eira's hand out, wedding ring blazing on her finger as the audience roared with delight. The King and Queen on stage beamed as King Soren smiled towards his wife.  She smiled back behind her fan.
Dick came back on stage to deliver the final lines. At the play's close, the King stood to applaud loudly, the audience following suit. The play had been a resounding success.




CHAPTER TEN

“Lord Cassian. His place at the King’s side was assured at birth, his bloodline so pure he has the full support of the Witches Guild. Many a whisper at court suggests they hope he will produce the heir to their Grand Witch, although this author has not been able to confirm this for truth.
          Book VII, A Guide to Avarria
P
ryce paced. “I'm afraid we can't stay. We must leave for Aelin soon- we need to get back to our accommodation before we get squatters.”
Dick sighed. “As always, it's been a pleasure.” They shared a manly embrace before breaking off and shaking hands. He turned to Quinn. “Can I not persuade you to stay? You made an excellent leading man- and you were excellent too, my lady.” He kissed Eira's hand.
“It was fun,” Quinn admitted. “I may take you up on your offer. One day. But I find I miss Aelin, and I would like to support Pryce for a little longer- the old man needs my help.”
Pryce elbowed him heavily in the ribs. He turned to Eira. “We need to make sure our house is safe. We will come back for you. Once in Aelin I have some friends who may be able to help us find you a more permanent solution to your... problems.”
Eira nodded gratefully. “I cannot thank you enough.” She leaned forward, pulling Quinn into a sudden tight embrace. “Be careful.” She whispered.
Quinn grinned. “Careful is my middle name!” He tugged sharply on the buckle on Bessie's saddle. Satisfied it was on securely, he pulled himself onto her back. “We will be back before you know it!”
Pryce and Quinn trotted smoothly away into the distance.
When she could no longer see them, Eira walked away into the trees a small distance after declaring she needed a moment alone. When she was sure there was no-one around, she pulled open her purse, and drew out a silken bag she had kept hidden. Inside were several runestones, the runes carved into red gemstones. She closed her eyes. “What does the future hold for me and Quinn?” Taking a deep breath to calm her nerves, she drew out three stones into her palm and mumbled, “Onhlidan.” Her hand shook as the runes glowed and revealed their prediction.
They fell through her fingers to the ground as she ran.                            
Quinn laughed as he raced Pryce up the dirt track, Bessie's hooves kicking up clouds of dust behind them. Pryce reined his horse in, and directed them between the trees.
“Fancy a hold up on our way up to Aelin?” Pryce grinned.
Quinn groaned. “Does this mean I'm on tree watch?”
“Of course. This old man's creaking knees can't climb trees.”
Four hours later, there was no sign of a coach and Quinn had started to lose all feeling in his hindquarters. He shot a penetrating glare at Pryce, who was hidden from his view by the numerous leafy boughs.
It was then that he started to see the signs of a coach approaching. “Coach ahoy!” He called down the tree.
“At last!” Pryce called back. “Rich one?”
Quinn peered into the distance. “No markings but looks rich enough, certainly a private one.”
Pryce sighed. “It will do. I'm starting to get hungry.”
Becoming well versed in the art of navigating trees, Quinn made his way down the tree rapidly.
The heat was fast becoming oppressive and muggy. There would be rain soon.
Pryce already had on his mask. Quinn tied his on securely. “Ready?” Pryce asked. “This time I'm opening the coach door- I don't want any more renegade women to look after!”
Quinn nodded firmly, pulling himself onto Bessie as Pryce untethered his horse.
The coach rumbled into view rapidly. When the driver saw Pryce and Quinn waiting in the road, he pulled so sharply on the reins the coach rocked to a standstill.
Quinn made his way to the front of the coach. “Stand and deliver!” He smirked at Pryce, having cheekily said the words first before Pryce had had the chance. The ashen faced driver sat stock still.
Pryce moved to open the door but as he touched the handle, the door swung open. A loud bang and a plume of smoke emanated from the open door. Pryce slid off his horse, and landed on the floor in a heap.
Steps were kicked out of the coach with a highly polished boot.
The boots descended the ladder. A smoking pistol was thrown casually on the ground.
The man was richly dressed in red velvet, tall, with his blonde hair impeccably styled. The first drops of rain fell, sprinkling the ground and the coach before the clouds burst, the rain becoming a deluge.
Quinn jumped off Bessie but was unable to reach Pryce before the man bent down and pulled off Pryce's mask. Pryce did not move as the ground began to puddle around him.
“So, this is the face of one of the men who thought they would be stupid enough to hold up the coach of Lord Cassian.”
Quinn shook off his momentary horror to fling himself at Lord Cassian with an unearthly scream, sword drawn and held in both hands. “You killed him!”
Lord Cassian turned, and pulled out his sword in time to parry the blow and knock the sword clear out of Quinn's hands. It swung to the ground several feet away, useless. He ducked the errant shot that Quinn fired with his pistol and directed his coachman to deal with Bessie, who was wildly stamping her hooves and clearly intent on running him down.
He laughed. “Yes, I killed him. And it will not be long before you join him.” He stepped forward, circling Quinn with his sword pointing towards his chest.
Quinn spat at his feet. Enraged, Lord Cassian dived forwards to strike Quinn down. Quinn ducked under the blade, and ran forward, his momentum throwing them both to the floor. The sword clattered out of his hand.
Unbeaten, Lord Cassian crouched and pulled a dagger from one of his boots. Quinn found himself grabbing his arm with both hands to keep the dagger from being planted in his chest. Pressing his advantage, Lord Cassian used his free arm to place his hand round Quinn's throat.
Choking, Quinn let go of Lord Cassian' arm with one hand to try and bat away the hand that was cutting off his air supply.
His arm holding back the dagger faltered. The blade sunk into his shoulder.
White hot pain burst into his shoulder as he somehow managed to get free from Lord Cassian, shuffling backwards before managing to pull the blade free from his shoulder. Gasping, rain mingling with tears, Quinn could only watch as Lord Cassian advanced, smirking. He had retrieved his sword, and used it to press Quinn back further, before he pushed him down to the floor with his foot.
Quinn screamed as Lord Cassian pressed harder on the knife wound on his shoulder with his foot. Lord Cassian laughed wildly, rain dripping from his finger as he jabbed it at Quinn. “What did you expect, scum? Did you think you could hold up my coach, point a gun at me, and have no consequences?” He pointed at the lifeless body of Pryce. “Now for me to see your face before you die like your friend over there.” He leaned forward, his fingertips brushing the mask covering Quinn's face.
Quinn threw his head forward and head butted him in the face. “You bastard!” he spat. Lord Cassian wiped away the blood that was now trickling from his nose.
“And I thought highwaymen were supposed to have manners.” He taunted.
A gun shot rang out. He glanced around the clearing, suddenly annoyed as another gunshot whistled past his head. “Three of you! How unsporting.”
His coachman, still holding Bessie at bay with wild swings of his sword, barely made it onto the back step of the coach as Lord Cassian ducked the third shot. He swung up onto one of his horses and rode the coach hard out of the clearing.
Quinn dragged himself towards Pryce, ignoring the pain sparking in his shoulder with every movement he made. He grabbed Pryce, hands shaking. “I'm so sorry,” he whispered. “This is all my fault.” His fingers clenched tight into Pryce's overcoat. He shuddered violently with heavy sobs before suddenly collapsing on top of him.
Eira came running towards them from behind the trees, holding a shotgun and shouting Quinn's name. She ground to a halt, her mouth moving in a continuous silent no as she took in the prone form of Quinn draped unmoving across Pryce. She raced to them, and turned Quinn over.
He was pale, yet his brow was already beginning to burn with an unnatural fever. Blood was still pouring from the open wound in his shoulder, his hand limp in hers as she called for Bessie. She brought his hand to her lips, and kissed it gently. “Don't you dare die on me.” She grabbed him under his arms, and proceeded to drag him across the road to the other side, where she summoned every ounce of her power. Her eyes glowed as she fiercely summoned the will to heal. “Gehaelen.” She shouted, heedless of any desire to hide her magic. His back arched as he let out an unearthly scream. The wound on his shoulder glowed a sickly green before turning an ominous black.
Bessie trotted quickly up to Eira and Quinn. She nudged his head gently with her nose. Unresponsive, his head rolled and fell slack onto his other side. Eira looked at Bessie. “Please, we must get Quinn to the actors, they may know a healer in these parts.” Bessie seemed to nod, and knelt so Eira was able to manoeuvre Quinn across her back.
“Pryce. I need to... to hide his...Wait.” As Bessie watched, Eira ran over to Pryce's body and started dragging him across off the road.
Pryce shuddered and then coughed. Eira dropped him in surprise. “Thank the Ancestors! You're alive!”
“It seems that way. No idea how.” He shakily pulled his shirt away from his body to examine the bullet hole in it. A quick inspection proved his skin miraculously unmarked.  “What happened?”
Eira interrupted him. “Never mind that. Quinn needs help. Now.” She pointed over to where he was draped over Bessie.
Pryce wasted no time in getting up and running to Quinn. He had started shivering violently as his fever spiked. As Pryce felt his forehead, a soft moan escaped Quinn's throat, sweat racing down his face. Only then, did Pryce notice the blood dripping from his shoulder. “He was stabbed!” Eira nodded helplessly. “We must get him to Jacob, a healer I know. He is only twenty minutes away. Quickly.”
Bessie gently carried Quinn deeper into the woods, his moans hitching in his throat with each movement. Eira’s stomach clenched as her and Pryce ran deeper into the forest, yelling for Jacob.
Jacob came running out before Pryce could locate the bell rope in the bushes. Bessie brought Quinn to him.
He held his hand over the wound, frowning in concentration. “The blade that did this was poisoned. We must hurry.” He gently took Quinn off the horse and carried him in his arms. Eira swallowed as Quinn's arms and legs swung limply with the movement of Jacob's steps towards his hut. He was now deathly pale, and his hair was plastered to his forehead, which shone with beads of sweat.
Jacob supported his head as he lay him down on the bed, and immediately set to work.
At his request, Eira went running to fetch the bandages and Pryce went to bring in fresh water from the well outside. The room was warm; a fire was already burning fiercely in the fireplace.
Jacob furiously mixed together some herbs in a bowl before tearing off Quinn's shirt. The rush of blood from his shoulder had slowed but around the angry red gash of the wound, the poison had settled in angry black lines. He poured the herbal mixture onto a bandage and pressed it firmly against the wound. Quinn did not move.
Pryce came in with the fresh water. Eira kneeled next to Quinn, and began to mop his fevered brow with cool water.
Pryce sat in a corner, his brown eyes staring at Quinn intently, monitoring each struggled rise and fall of his chest.
Eira pulled back as Jacob preceded to pour a bright blue concoction into a drinking bowl. He gently lifted Quinn's head and poured it slowly down his throat. Quinn shifted slightly as he reflexively swallowed. Jacob placed his hand on Quinn's forehead and closed his eyes. Eira stared. When he opened them, they were a vibrant green, before settling back to their leafy green colour.
“This is no ordinary poison. It will take great strength on Quinn's part to defeat it and great vigilance from us.” He looked down at Quinn, who had gained some colour, but it was burning fiercely in his cheeks. He was muttering incoherently as he began twisting in his sheets.
Eira squeezed his hand tightly, as though she could anchor him to life through her own. Pryce put his head in his hands.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

“The Witches Guild, shrouded in secrecy for so many hundreds of years, is a topic on which this author attempted to shed some light, but some secrets even I am unable to penetrate. They guard their secrets fiercely, so fiercely that they do not allow the practise of magic in the open, lest the secrets of it are learned by the Uninitiated and used outside their jurisdiction.”
           Book VII, A Guide to Avarria
They took it in turns to tend to Quinn, who despite all their efforts still did not wake. Eira spent so long by his bedside she was often woken by Pryce, her back stiff from where she had fallen asleep across Quinn in her fatigue. He would look at her with a haunted look, and she would leave to attend to Bessie without a word, as it hurt her to speak without breaking down in despair. Surely Quinn would wake soon, and laugh at them both for being so dramatic about it all?
   Days passed, and Eira spent them all by Quinn's bedside, often mopping his brow with cool water. His fever continued to rage. At times he mumbled incoherently, clearly caught in dark nightmares as he screamed Pryce's name over and over.
At times she swore she heard him whisper her name.              
When his breath hitched in his throat, she would grasp his hand tight, and hold her breath. When he breathed again she would draw in a nervous draught of air, and release his hand, smoothing down his blanket with her shaking hands.
 Jacob smiled to himself as he set about mixing one of his concoctions. It was obvious to him that she cared for Quinn, and he had great hopes for the pair, especially as he listened to Eira fondly telling him stories from her childhood. He walked into the room that had become Quinn's sick room. Sweet smelling herbs were hung over the fire, where their fragrance cleansed the room.
Quinn lay still on the bed.
Eira sat back from telling Quinn her favourite story as a child, as Jacob walked towards the bedside with a drinking bowl.
He brought it to Quinn's lips, and was surprised when he coughed, his eyes fluttering open. Quinn groaned, his eyes squeezing shut as his forehead furrowed in pain.
Eira dared not hope as his eyes fluttered open again. The hope rose in her chest as it became apparent that Quinn was trying to focus on the room. He turned his head weakly, and smiled softly as he saw Eira. “Eira?” He muttered, before his eyes fell gently shut.
She looked at Jacob in horror before noticing that he was smiling. “Don't worry. He is exhausted from fighting the poison even though he has been asleep nearly a week. Go, tell Pryce.”
She raced to Pryce, so the next time Quinn woke they would both be there. Pryce pulled her into a bear hug, tears of happiness making his eyes glow with sheer joy. He spun her in a circle, and raced to Quinn's bedside.
Quinn felt like he was floating. He tried to think, but his thoughts drifted away from him. With great effort, he chased them, and then was overwhelmed as they then gathered together in a cacophony, flooding his senses. As he relived the memory of Pryce falling in a lifeless heap to the ground, the sharp pain of the dagger and the burning, the never ceasing burning, he sank back into the darkness, seeking oblivion.
Eira watched as a myriad of emotions flitted across Quinn's face, his eyelashes fluttering as he seemed to almost wake. Pryce sat anxiously on the other side of the bed, hands twitching restlessly.
Quinn's forehead creased in pain, and then his face slackened as he fell back into a faint.
Jacob walked into the room. Pryce jumped up, and grabbed him by the shoulders. “Why does he not wake!”
Jacob frowned. “Give him time. His body and mind has been through a lot.”
This time, awareness came to Quinn in snatches. A fire. A sweet smell of herbs. Warmth. A soft blanket yielded to his touch as he flexed his fingers.
He turned his head. Something cooling slipped from his forehead. He ached, inside and out.
 Slowly, he became aware of a weight on his legs. He opened his eyes. Too bright. He closed them again.
A few seconds later, he opened his eyes more resolutely, and squinted until the brightness lessened.
Eira was draped across his legs, fast asleep. He smiled, and then frowned, comprehension out of his reach. Where was he?
His shoulder felt tight. Pulling up a shaking hand, he pulled the blanket back. His shoulder was bandaged.
Comprehension came in a blinding flash. Quinn shook with unfallen tears, then, no longer able to hold them back, they flowed down his cheeks as he heaved with sobs.
Eira shifted with the movement, and jerked awake.
“Quinn!” Her heart twisted at the anguish on his face. He did not respond, staring blankly as he quivered in between deep and gasping sobs.
She grabbed his hands. “Quinn!” This time she saw some recognition flicker in his eyes before they drowned in his sorrow again.
She let his hands fall back down to the blanket, and ran out of the room.
Quinn knew only grief and guilt. It washed over him in waves, mingling with the pain that lanced through his shoulder with each gasping sob. It was him who had forced Pryce to train him as a highwayman, and he had failed him.
He thought he heard movement through the doorway, but dismissed it.
Pryce ran into the room, stricken at Quinn's obvious distress. “Quinn!” He yelled. Quinn pushed himself backwards against the wall.
“He has come to punish me...” He whispered in horror.
Pryce, immediately assessing the situation correctly, strode forwards and pulled Quinn into a gentle hug. “I'm here, Quinn, I'm real. Feel me.”
Quinn took notice then. “But...how?” He took a deep, steadying breath.
“Turns out my sister had placed a warding spell over my heart. She had called on the power of my family's ancestors to protect me, just this once. Jacob told me. She placed the spell on me, knowing I was in a dangerous profession.” He smiled. “Just this once, I am glad for her over protectiveness of me.” His forehead puckered. “I'd better not have anyone else try to shoot me there though. Jacob has told me the spell can only be cast once, otherwise it would take the life of the person who tried to cast it a second time. That, I will not allow.” He reached for the mug that was by the bed, half filled with water. “Here, drink some of this.”
Quinn gratefully swallowed the water. “Thanks.” He shut his eyes and drifted back to sleep under Pryce's watchful eye.
Quinn clenched his teeth. Balling his fists, he managed to swing both legs towards the side of the bed. He ignored the twinge of pain that twisted in his shoulder, and braced himself.
Shakily, he placed both feet on the floor. He pulled himself upright by sheer determination. Sweat had already begun to bead on his forehead.
He placed a foot forward, and then pitched forward onto his other foot, lurching towards the open door.
Pryce caught him just as he was about to collapse in the doorway. His voice was angry and sympathetic in equal measure. “What are you doing out of bed, boy?”
“I can't just lie there anymore. It's driving me insane!” He sagged against Pryce, panting.
“Jacob said it would take time, I would listen to him if I were you. He knows a lot more about this than you!” He supported Quinn as he half walked, and half dragged him to the bed. Quinn lay back down, now panting hard, and soaked through with exertion. He closed his eyes for a moment.
“Pryce, I thought he'd killed you.”
“I know. You were talking about it in your fevered state.”
Quinn opened his eyes and stared at Pryce intently. “You don't understand. I really thought you were gone and I blamed myself. I... I have never thanked you for all you've done for me, and I'm going to say it now. Thank you. Since my father passed, you have become like a father to me. Well, maybe a crazy caring uncle, but, you're the best.”
Pryce fought hard to swallow the lump that was forming in his throat. Before he had a chance to respond, Quinn had already fallen asleep.
Jacob came in while Pryce was watching over Quinn fondly. “He's a remarkable young man.”
Jacob smiled with the wisdom of age. “As are you, dear friend, as are you.”
 When Quinn next woke, Eira was sat in the chair opposite his bed, biting into an apple. Seeing that he was awake, she opened the window and called to Bessie. She passed the rest of the apple to Bessie. Loud crunching noises emanated from the open window as Eira sat nervously.
“So...” she smoothed down the leg of her breeches. Gathering fortitude, she grinned at him. “How are you feeling?”
Quinn, still slightly groggy, groaned and shifted in his bed. He shuffled up to a seated position, hiding his wince. He smiled shyly at her. It was a smile Eira had never seen before, and it caught her completely off guard. She smiled shyly back. “I have you to thank for still being alive,” he said softly. “Thank you.”
Flustered, Eira waved non-committally in the air. “It was nothing. Honestly.”
“One thing is puzzling me. How did you know we would be in trouble?”
“Oh, well that one's obvious,” she said lightly. “Of course you would be in trouble, highwaymen always are!”
Frowning slightly, Quinn decided to let the matter drop. He smiled. “Anyway, I've been trying to think of a way to repay you, at least in part.” He raised his hand to cut off her protestations. “Honestly, I want to do this. I am going to find out why your father is trying to force you to marry Lord Cassian. It wouldn't surprise me if it was blackmail. And I will unmask him for the traitor he is, like he unmasked Pryce. So in a way I'll be helping you, and revenging what he did to me and Pryce.”
Eira swallowed. “Um, thank you, but really, that is not necessary.” She shifted her chair closer to the bed, and to the side, so she could hold his hand.
She leaned forward, and gazed intently into his eyes. He held still. It felt like she was somehow reading deep into his soul, measuring him, but gently. Her eyes, deep brown, seemed flecked with amber that seemed lit from within, softly thrumming with a song that held him in its power. His lips parted a fraction, as she moved hers closer to his.
They jumped apart, the spell broken as the door opened with a bang, Pryce merrily whistling. Cheeks flushed, they sat trying to compose themselves. Quinn felt as though there was something about Eira that he had been about to grasp.
She whispered to him. “Thank you. I accept.”
Quinn smiled to himself, yet deep inside, a small voice whispered that if he freed Eira from her forced engagement to Lord Cassian, she would be free to leave him.




CHAPTER TWELVE

“The nobility prize bloodlines most of all, but they also prize knowledge. It is so highly prized that they have often been known to outshout each other at the theatre to show off, often to the detriment of any Avarrian trying to watch the show.”
          
Book II, A Guide to Avarria
P
ryce was not at all happy with Quinn's plan, despite how well thought out it had seemed to him. Thankfully Eira was not in the room.
“I never thought I would say this to you about her! It's obvious that your true motive is not honour, not revenge, but love!”
Quinn winced. “I am not in love with her.” he mumbled. He kneaded his blanket between his hands, head bowed.
“Good!” Pryce threw his hands in the air sarcastically. “Because any sensible person knows a common highwayman has about this much chance,” he put his finger and thumb so close together they were touching, “This much! Of being with a noblewoman- even one disguised as a boy! And especially one whose father believes you to have kidnapped!” He sucked in a deep hiss of air. “And that is without considering the chances of success of your hare brained little scheme! Out of the frying pan and into the fire indeed! You really believe you can trick your way into Lord Cassian' inner circle and get him to reveal all his deepest darkest secrets?”
He moved closer to Quinn. “Lord Cassian is a very dangerous man, Quinn. I would have thought recent events would have taught you this!” He sat down on the chair, exasperated. “And yet I know I could rant until I'm blue in the face and you will proceed anyway.” He sat back, and ran his fingers through his hair. He sighed. “The least I can do is help you. Eira saved my life too.”
Quinn smiled. “Thank you, Pryce. I was hoping you would come round!”
Pryce glared. “Against my better judgement, yet again boy!”
Quinn sat back and waited for Pryce to calm down again.
The plan was simple, but would be very hard to execute.
Lord Cassian, as any gentleman of standing, would go to the theatre regularly. Once there, gentlemen would show off their latest fashion and fashionable knowledge in an attempt to outwit each other.
It would be here where Quinn would have a chance to infiltrate Lord Cassian's inner circle. He would pass himself off as a nobleman's son, looking to gain influence in Aelin. Eira would school him on what to say, and when. Protocol was very strict. He must tread carefully, particularly since the impersonation of a nobleman often carried the sentence of exile if he was lucky, and death more often than not.
Eira had a cousin in Tallyn who Quinn was to pose as- Lord Framwich. He was a gentleman of great means and standing, but by reputation and wealth alone. He was a recluse, and no one had seen him since he was presented to the King aged five.
They would involve the actors in their plan. Quinn would pose as their patron. In return for a small fee, the actors would place him on the play bill as their patron, which would give Quinn an automatic place in the gentleman's box.
It would take a lot of work. Quinn knew how to conduct himself around nobility as a coach driver, but there were a different set of rules and protocol altogether if you were one of them, including what it was acceptable to wear. Luckily their tailor in Aelin would be able to help with that.
Quinn would be expected to be well versed in science, mathematics and several languages, as an absolute minimum. He would also be expected to read and appreciate the latest music. Luckily Lord Framwich would not be expected to know people by name, since he had been in seclusion for so long. However they would need to provide a cover story for why he had remained away from Aelin for so long.
It was decided they would pretend he had suffered from a seemingly incurable disease, and had been miraculously cured.
Eira would have to pose as his young manservant. Pryce had wanted this role, until Quinn had pointed out that Lord Cassian had seen his face. Instead, Pryce was to be his coach driver. He could wear his hat over his eyes in this role to escape detection.
And so Quinn commenced the task of studying. He would not be able to learn several languages in the short time of two months they had allocated themselves, so it was left to Eira to teach him key phrases he could use to bluff his way through. Failing that, she would be able to whisper translations in his ear, as she was fluent in every fashionable language and would often be by his side to serve him drinks during the play. He could also pretend to be engrossed in the play to skip conversations.
He already knew rudimentary mathematics and science but was astonished at what he didn't know. He decided the nobility had a lot of spare time on their hands if they apparently spent it learning things that had no personal practical application. Luckily Quinn was able to read- his father had spent a lot of time teaching him when he was younger, judging Aelin to be a dangerous place for an illiterate person. In Aelin you could be taken advantage of at every turn if you did not know how to read the small print on a contract.
Eira also spent her time with Quinn teaching him about Tallyn and Lord Framwich's estates. Quinn had never been anywhere outside of the route from Dern to Aelin. He had never had the money to do more than survive.
Tallyn was a coastal town south west of Dern. This Quinn could grasp but he struggled to understand the concept of a coastline even though he had seen ships pass through the docks at Aelin. In the end Eira settled for drawing from the analogy that the sea was like a river that stretched out as far as the eye could see. She used a bowl of water to demonstrate what waves would look like, blowing on the water hard to generate high ripples. She still wasn't happy with this analogy, and offered to take Quinn to Tallyn one day. Maybe they could set off in a boat off the Tallyn docks to sail to the New Lands only discovered fifty years ago.
Jacob came in twice a day to force a tonic down Quinn's throat. Quinn didn't like the slimy feeling it left behind in his throat but drank it anyway. Lord Cassian's blade had been covered in a poison that had weakened his muscles. Jacob warned that if they had not reached him in time he would have been left paralysed. He predicted Quinn would only just make a full recovery and prescribed a combination of his tonic with gentle exercises that kept his muscles working while he recovered. He was also confined to bed for large portions of the day- time which Quinn spent studying, hard.
Eira was impressed. Quinn was learning vast amounts within weeks that would take most people years. When she asked Quinn how he managed it, he grinned and explained he had always been a quick learner. Dissatisfied with this answer, she cornered Pryce, who was not surprised but pulled her to one side. “Honestly, Quinn doesn't seem to understand just how quickly he is learning and I'd rather you didn't draw attention to it.”
Eira, unimpressed with this answer, put her hands on her hips. “Why shouldn't Quinn know...”
Pryce put his hand over her mouth, muffling the rest of her sentence. “You know they would take him if they had the slightest inkling, so shut up!”
At the hurt in Eira's eyes, Pryce softened his tone. “I made a promise to his mother and I intend to keep it.” Eira nodded, and he removed his hand slowly. “Please don't ask me anymore.”
She smiled gently. “I understand Pryce. Really, I do.”
Pryce smiled. “I expect you do. Jacob has already told me he sensed the gift in you.”
Eira grimaced. “I thought I'd hidden it well.”
“Not much gets past Jacob I'm afraid.”
Eira rubbed her lips nervously. “It's small in me- I did not have to spend long in the Witches Guild before I had learned all they could teach me but it made me attractive to Lord Cassian nonetheless.”
“Quinn has enough of the gift for them to lock him up for decades if they could.”
Eira shuddered. “Perhaps it is better if he doesn't know.” She paused on her way out of the doorway. “But then it is a shame for him not to be given the choice for himself.”
She left Pryce to his thoughts alone in the darkened room.
Quinn was finally strong enough to ride Bessie back to Aelin. They were to borrow a cart from Jacob so Pryce and Eira could be pulled along by Pryce's horse. Green eyes glowing, Jacob told Pryce's horse he was to bring the cart back.
Quinn leaned on a make-shift stick as they said goodbye to Jacob. Gazing intently into Jacob's leafy green eyes, Quinn shook his hand vigorously.
“This is the second time you've helped me.” Quinn said, “Please, if you think of anything I can do to repay you, anything, I swear I will do it.”
Jacob smiled at him deeply. “One day, I may hold you to your word.” His eyes blazed a vivid green as he held out his hand again. Eira bit her lip as Quinn's hand joined his.
Quinn's hand seemed to tingle when he let go. He instantly knew he had made a promise that had been bonded with magic and could not be broken.
He shook away his odd sense of foreboding. What reparation would Jacob, a man of nature and forest want?
They made a slow pace back to Aelin, Bessie riding gently to avoid tugging on Quinn's shoulder wound. Thanks to the poison, it had not quite healed and would leave an impressive scar.
On the way, Quinn and Eira revised on protocol, a matter which Quinn, as fast a learner as he was, still couldn't quite grasp.
“When a noblewoman of a higher rank enters a room, you are expected to stand to attention and give her a slight nod of the head- it is the nobleman you must bow to, not both!” Eira fought to keep the tone of exasperation from her voice.
“But how is it fair to treat a lady with a nod if her husband is granted a full bow?”
“I know it doesn't seem fair, but that's how it goes- it's been that way for hundreds of years. Only the Queen gets a full bow.”
Quinn sighed. “Perhaps we should move onto table manners again. Why you would need so many different pieces of cutlery is beyond me! A raspberry would surely not require a different spoon to tallynberry! And they could both be easily speared on a fork!”
Pryce shrugged at Eira. “You're lucky he knows what a knife and fork is- many people of our standing just use their teeth and fingers.”
Eira's exasperation rapidly turned to disgust as they neared closer to Aelin. “What in the name of the Ancestors is that smell?!”
Quinn opened his mouth then closed it as Pryce cut in, smirking. “You really wouldn't want to know.”
Eira tried to avert the smell by holding her breath. When that failed, due to the necessity of breathing in order to live, she tried holding her nose.
Realising the impracticalities of spending her time in Aelin holding her nose, she settled back into the cart with a resigned and pained expression, one worn by many a visitor to the City.
In hushed tones, Pryce warned her of a few of the dangers of Aelin. She would not be wondering around the streets alone so they would be able to keep an eye on her.
Quinn glared when Pryce told her of the breeches that had been stolen from him, as both of them rolled around the cart creasing up with tears and laughter.
They had to leave the cart behind when the streets became too narrow. Pryce's horse pulled it down the street, back to Jacob. Quinn, stared down the road open mouthed. Jacob had powerful magic indeed.
Quinn stayed on Bessie, and Pryce and Eira followed behind on foot. Pryce kept his hood low- he didn't want to take the slightest chance, even if Lord Cassian believed he was dead.
When they reached the house, they found it had been broken into. “Not surprising.” Pryce sighed. “People around here seem to sense opportunity.” He stepped in through the doorway.
It looked like a small storm had been in and ravished the room. Paper was strewn across the floor. Their books had been stolen, along with anything else portable or considered worth something. When he scouted upstairs, he found even the bed sheets and the door knobs were missing.
Had they been gone much longer no doubt they would have lost their furniture as well.
He walked back downstairs. “It's safe to come in, no squatters.” He called.
Eira timidly walked in, followed by Quinn, who swore sharply.
“No worries,” Pryce grinned. “This is the fifth time this year this has happened. We can easily replace it all. It's part of the price you pay for an anonymous neighbourhood.”             
Eira looked far from reassured, but was silently pleased when Quinn put a calming hand on her shoulder. Warmth from the palm of his hand soothed her. She smiled. “Quinn can take me shopping.”
Quinn groaned, and picked up his stick.
They returned several hours later at dusk, laden with several paper bags. Eira had decided to take the opportunity to prepare clothing for Quinn's visit to the opera. She had sat chatting away while he grimaced, stiff as a wooden doll as the tailor measured him and made amendments to his clothes befitting a nobleman.
Quinn had no idea how she managed to find so many shops, especially as she had never visited that area of Aelin before. She had procured new bedclothes, food to stock the larder, and even managed to find a florist to buy a bunch of flowers, to 'brighten up' the house.
Quinn opened the door, bleary eyed, and shuffled through the door, juggling several bags. As soon as the door was closed, he let the bags slip out of his arms and slide onto the floor.
Without saying a word to Pryce, only sharing a meaningful glance with him, he traipsed up the stairs. A contented sigh drifted down the stairs as he stretched out on his bed.
Pryce laughed. “He can ride for hours, spar for hours, walk for hours, and still have energy left. One shopping trip with you and his energy is completely wiped out.”
Eira smiled sheepishly.
Quinn did not re-emerge from his room that evening. When Pryce walked past his door, he heard slow even breathing. Quinn had clearly gone to sleep. He padded past his room with Eira.
 Eira was to sleep in Abershaw's old room. It was sparse but had a tidy, comfortable bed tucked against the wall.
Whispering her thanks, she closed the door and crept into bed. It did not take long until she too was asleep.
She was abruptly woken in the night by a scream. It took some moments for her to realise it was coming from Quinn's room. She immediately threw the bedcovers off and raced to the door. Throwing it open, she nearly bounced into Pryce, who was already in the hallway heading towards Quinn's room.
He was twisting wildly in his sheets, shouting nonsense as far as Pryce could tell. But Eira recognised the jumbled words for something else. Putting her hand to her mouth to hide her gasp, she whispered to Pryce. “Pryce, that's no ordinary dream. It's his gift trying to break free, to be used.”
Pryce panicked and glared at her. “Don't be silly, he can’t be that powerful. It's just a nightmare.” He stepped forward and grasped Quinn's shoulder, shaking him gently.
When Quinn finally responded, eyes half open, even Pryce could not dispute the increased brightness in Quinn's blue eyes before they settled back to his normal colour.
“Shhh.” He calmed Quinn, ignoring it. “It was just a bad dream.”
Quinn murmured something unintelligible, before turning over and settling back to sleep.
Pryce dragged Eira out into the hallway. “Swear to me you will not tell Quinn.” At Eira's hesitation, he increased his pressure on her arm. “Swear.” He hissed.
Eira narrowed her eyes. “Pryce, I will only swear that I will give you one month to tell him yourself. One month. If you have not told him by then, I will tell him.”
She wrenched her arm from his hand, and swept off. 
There was tension between Eira and Pryce in the morning. Quinn had no recollection of the previous night's events so breezed in, oblivious to the seething glares they were shooting each other, especially as he was engrossed in reading a book while he was walking.
Pryce announced he was leaving to speak with the actors at the Phoenix theatre to arrange for Quinn's 'patronage'.
Quinn muttered something that sounded a bit like “See you later”, head still buried in his book.
When Pryce arrived a few hours later, he found Quinn and Eira sat at the table, strewn with open books, conducting a rather involved discussion about the latest music. He stood in the doorway for a few moments, impressed with how intelligent Quinn sounded. He cleared his throat.
“I've managed to speak with Dick and the others. You will be on the play bill for an Opera they are holding in nine days’ time. I've paid them a fair sum to cover the cost of printing the play bills.”
Quinn smiled nervously. “Nine days left to become a convincing nobleman.”
Eira leaned across the table and squeezed his hand gently. “You already are convincing.” Quinn smiled shyly at her.
Pryce tried hard to suppress his pang of jealousy. He was surprised at the sudden expanse of loneliness he could see in his future, devoid of Quinn. First Abershaw, and now Quinn. He shook his head to clear his gloomy thoughts.
“Agreed. Now I need to take you out to the field, build your fitness up again young man.”
Eira watched, impressed, as the two men circled and danced, parrying and blocking with their swords. Quinn seemed to twist into any opening Pryce left, but had already darted away when Pryce attempted to close in on him. Quinn's arm suddenly flicked out and performed an accomplished move with his practise sword that Eira had only ever seen the King's swordmaster use before.
Pryce panted. “By the Ancestors, you weren't even this good before your injury.”
Quinn grinned. “It's weird. It's like I'm pulling from some energy I never knew I had before. I've never felt so alive.”
Pryce parried a blow successfully and swung his wooden sword at where Quinn's head had been moments before.
He finally managed to flick a leg between Quinn's and bring him down. He pointed the wooden sword at Quinn's chest. “Still need some more practise, my boy.” He held out his hand, and helped Quinn up. “But not bad.”             
He ignored the warning look in Eira's eyes. For Quinn had been tapping unconsciously into his magic and he had only been able to beat him by distracting him with questioning.
For Eira the nine days were up too soon. She had managed to come to an uneasy truce with Pryce. She could understand he had a promise he still wanted to keep that he had made to Quinn's mother all those years ago. She just couldn't understand why he had made that bargain.
Maybe Quinn would not need to have to go to the Witches' Guild. Maybe Jacob could teach him. She did know that if he kept tapping into his powers, even unconsciously, it would not be long before they came for him.
Quinn walked down the stairs. She tried hard to hide the surprise in her expression. She had thought Quinn handsome in his highwayman garb, but realised that was nothing compared to how well these clothes complimented him. The tailor had chosen a trim that somehow managed to bring out his eyes. Quinn had tamed his hair. Oh how she wished she could run her hands through that hair and un-tame it...
She licked her lips and swallowed. “You... you look very nice.” She stuttered.
Pryce came down the stairs two at a time, dressed as a coachman. As befitting Quinn's new 'station', both Pryce and Eira were also dressed in fine clothes to show his wealth.
Pryce swooped off his wide brimmed hat and made a low bow to Quinn, causing Eira to giggle.
“Your coach awaits my lord.” He straightened, then doubled over again with laughter.
They had procured three large cloaks to hide their fine clothes in their district. Pryce had a carriage waiting for them on the outskirts of the noble area. They stepped out of the house, clothes fully hidden from prying eyes.
Pryce held a play bill in his hand. “The Painted Lady. Opera Spectacular. The Best Opera you have ever seen! Only two copper pieces for groundlings. Patron- The Glorious Lord Framwich.”
The Opera was not to be the only performance of the night. Quinn was going to have to pull off the best performance of his life. If he was caught out by Lord Cassian they could all be sentenced to death.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

“Once again, this author finds himself writing about Lord Cassian. His appearance at a theatre show is guaranteed to bring the rest of noble society flocking. As a result, he finds himself feted at every theatre he goes to.”
          
Book II, A Guide to Avarria
Lord Cassian pulled his cloak hood tightly over his head, shrouding his identity as he slipped into the Guild library.
It was a mild precaution. At this time of the night, all occupants of the Guild were fast asleep, relying on the enchantments against intruders to alert them to any break-ins. It was almost pathetic how easy it was for him to trick the enchantment into staying silent. They always underestimated the threats from within.
“Forsuwung.” He muttered. His ears rang slightly with the sudden onset of deep silence. His footsteps muffled to mere whispers along the stone floor, he opened the door to the forbidden section, where all the spells his heart lusted for resided.
He ran his fingers along the dusty spines of books with dreadful titles that made delightful shivers run down his spine in spite of himself. He passed deeper into the stacks of books until he reached the scrolls that harboured ancient primal magic.
“Onhlidan.” He risked a gently uttered spell to reveal the scroll he was looking for. He smirked as his spell gathered into a floating orb that danced amongst the scrolls, before shuddering and floating to a stop above a particularly scrappy looking one. The orb’s light brightened uncomfortably for a brief second, and then burst into nothingness as the intention behind the spell was fulfilled.
Lord Cassian clutched the scroll with intense purpose. Inside would be the key to his own survival when the fulfilment of the prophecy brought the rest of the Witches Guild to their knees.
He tucked the scroll inside his sleeve and slipped out of the library, attracting no more attention than he had on his way in.
Quinn, Pryce and Eira crossed Aelin to the East, heading up towards the Theatre district by taking the narrow passageways and avoiding the main road through Aelin.
Eira held Quinn's hand. Twice they had to stop for Quinn and Pryce to scare off some thieves. Eira was horrified when she was suddenly required to fend off the advances of a prostitute.
Quinn hushed her, and dragged her away as she began lecturing the prostitute on the dangers of venereal diseases.
They had to watch their step carefully. No nobleman would be caught dead with traces of Aelin filth on their clothes. They kept their fancy shoes in a pack on Pryce's back. Avoiding Aelin grime on your shoes when you were walking through it was impossible.
They reached the coach, which was parked as discreetly as possible in a wider alleyway at the edge of the main road.
Quinn jumped into the coach, and immediately marvelled at the lush interior. Where had Pryce secured such an opulent coach?  As he sat on the velvet cushion seat, he whipped off his cloak and bundled it into a box under the chair. He grinned. The irony of being a highwayman riding in a carriage, masquerading as a nobleman was not lost on him.
Pryce threw his and Eira's cloaks through the door. As his manservant Eira was to ride at the back on a stand.
The carriage rolled forward after Pryce uncovered the Framwich coat of arms.
The carriage was drawn by four white horses, a sign of Lord Framwich's power and wealth. Very few nobles' carriages were pulled by four horses. It was a custom only allowed to the privileged few.
Not for the first time Quinn wondered at the sanity of their plan.
They crossed the bridge over the river Ael towards the theatre district, full of dozens of theatres to choose from. Quinn could see through the window of the carriage, the ferrymen working their boats across the river. Any show meant an influx of business beyond the normal flow of people wanting to get across the river. He pulled back from the window, suddenly aware of the fact that a nobleman would not be staring out of the open window of the coach. He drew the curtain across to assuage any further temptation.
As they drew closer to the theatre Quinn could hear the familiar toll of the theatre bell ringing, a steady set of dongs that were an attempt to entice people to see the show.
He felt the carriage turn a corner. Now he knew they were close, as he heard a cacophony of voices all vying for attention as they called for people to come into their theatre. There were at least two plays involving pirates, clearly the popular theme of the moment. Dick's voice rang out, clear and booming as he invited people into the opera at the Phoenix theatre. It was here that the carriage finally stopped.
Eira stepped down from her stand, and opened the carriage door. She pulled down the small golden set of steps.             
Quinn made a mental note to ask Pryce just where he had managed to obtain the carriage, as he was convinced it would have cost more that all their highwayman gold put together just to rent.
He stepped out of the carriage. Eira made a very low bow and joined him on his right hand side, as was the custom.
As pre-agreed, Quinn nonchalantly waved at Pryce to drive the carriage away.
Dick smiled a wide acknowledging smile. “Lord Framwich!” he boomed, causing several people in the vicinity to whip their heads round in curiosity. He made a bow so low Quinn wondered how he would be able to bow to the King without toppling over, as custom dictated the King must have the lowest bow of all.
Quinn smiled in turn. “I trust your opera tonight will be worthy of my patronage.”
Dick swept up from his bow. “Of course, my Lord.” He snapped his fingers, causing a young woman to appear from behind him. “Millie, I would like you to guide Lord Framwich to his box and show his manservant where to find suitable refreshments for his master. He stepped forward and muttered in Eira's ear. “Quinn looks remarkable! Good luck.” Eira smiled briefly and followed Quinn and Millie inside. Dick resumed his calling out to people. “Best opera you will ever see! One night only!”
Quinn had never been to the theatre through the front entrance before. The groundlings entered through a lesser entrance. The idea of common people mixing with noblemen in such a place was unthinkable. But yet here he was, a common man masquerading as a nobleman. He swallowed nervously.
Lord Framwich had never been to the opera in Aelin before but still Quinn had to force onto his face an expression of noble disinterest, while walking through the sheer magnificence of his surroundings. He mentally blocked the vision of gold leafed pillars from his thoughts. He was sure he was gawping at every expensive painting he walked past, so made an effort to ignore those as well.
Millie turned to Eira. “So...uh...”
Eira smiled at her, and spoke, lowering the tone of her voice slightly. “Malcolm. My name is Malcolm.”
“Malcolm. Nice to meet you. The refreshments are available through this door here.”
“Thank you.”
Eira made a low bow towards Quinn. “I will return presently with your refreshments my Lord.”
Millie moved forward along the opulent corridor. Quinn could hear low voices and laughing through the heavy oak door. Millie bowed low.
“The Lord's box, my Lord.”
Quinn waved her away. “Yes, thank you Millie.”
Pleased that he remembered her name, Millie fluttered her eyelashes before swishing down the corridor.
Quinn hesitated a moment before placing a soft-gloved hand to the door knob. Even the door knob was ornately carved with delicate leaves, and gilded with gold leaf.
Eira caught up with him, gasping. “Thank the Ancestors I caught you in time!” She paused to suck in a deep breath and composed herself. “You can't go in first! I need to speak with the doorman so you can be properly announced.”
Quinn breathed a sigh of relief, relieved he wouldn't be going in alone. He turned to Eira. “Uh, where are my refreshments?” He raised an eyebrow.
Eira hid her giggle behind her hand. “I don't know how to make tea!”
Quinn smirked. “Remind me to teach you, straight after tonight! I can't have a manservant who is unable to make tea!”
Eira smoothed down her livery outfit and pulled Quinn's arm gently to his side. “By the way, Dick said you look good. I think so too.” She winked, and turned the doorknob.
The door opened to reveal the Lord's box. Quinn relished the much better view of the stage than he'd ever seen down in the groundling's pit. Several noblemen were already seated and deep in conversation.
His muscles tensed. Right in the centre of a large group of nobles sat Lord Cassian, loudly entertaining them with a scathing attack on the latest biological treatise from Sir Ewan.
Eira handed a folded card to the doorman, and moved back to Quinn's side. The doorman tapped his stick loudly a couple of times. “Lord Framwich.” He announced.
The talking abruptly stopped as every nobleman turned to stare openly at Quinn. A few of their manservants stared too, until Quinn narrowed his eyes at them to remind them of their proper station.
He pulled his gloves off, peeling them from his fingers deliberately slowly before passing them to Eira. He then stepped forward and allowed Eira to take off his coat before moving deeper into the Lord's box. He sat down in the second most opulent chair, the first obviously belonging to Lord Cassian.
Slowly, the noblemen surrounding him began to talk in a low murmur before normal talk resumed.
Eira returned to his side, having placed his coat and jacket in the nobleman's cloakroom.
Quinn beckoned with his hand for Eira to come closer. He murmured in her ear. “I think you ought to get me some refreshment. Everyone else has something in their hand. If I don't have one I'm going to look out of place!”
Eira warned him with her eyes to calm down. She bent into a low bow. “Of course, my Lord.” She moved efficiently out of the box.
Quinn could feel rather than see the gazes settled upon him, and fought hard to not feel unnerved. He recited the ten rules of etiquette as per Lady Billington in his head whilst outwardly staring keenly at the stage.
The plan was for Lord Cassian to come to him. Given Lord Cassian' high status it would be difficult. He would have to impress the lesser nobles in the box first.
Eira walked briskly down the corridor, muttering under her breath. What on earth would Quinn like to drink?
She cursed as she heard voices drifting up the corridor. She swept a swift glance around. Nowhere to hide. She recognised the voice of one of the men, and it was not someone she wanted to meet. She decided the best course of action would be to walk forward with her head down.
The men turned the corner. “And so, Lord Winsworth, I think the best you can make of the situation is to leave Aelin.”
Her father turned sharply towards the man. “Not while there is a chance of finding her!” He hissed. “Damn the consequences! He can do what he will to me.” He held out his hand to silence the other man. “Do not say it! Not here. I have already said too much in so open a space.”
Eira slipped past them unnoticed into the refreshment room, which was blissfully empty. She fought to keep her knees from buckling, and placed a fist in her mouth to choke off the impending sob. While her father had not explicitly mentioned blackmail, she was now convinced Lord Cassian was controlling her father. She wanted to run to him so much. But in doing so she would endanger Quinn and risk any chance they had of finding a way to release her father from the blackmail.
She focused on the task in hand. She now realised that although she had spent ages training Quinn in passing himself off as a nobleman, they had completely forgotten that she would need to pass herself off as a viable manservant.
She closed her eyes, trying to picture what a tray would look like. She had seen her father's manservant arrive with one many a time. Sadly all she could picture was a pot of tea. She jumped as the door opened and Lord Cassian' manservant breezed in.
Eira tried to look casual as she watched him pick up a glass of brandy, a napkin and a small pastry, and placed them carefully on one of the trays.
Trying not to look too obvious, she copied him. Draping the napkin over one arm, she managed to balance the tray and open the door- something Lord Cassian' manservant had made look easy.
She closed the distance to the Lord's box rapidly, pausing only to mop up a splash of brandy that had wobbled out of the glass. She made a mental note to practise the art of balancing a tray.
When she walked into the Lord's box, she was surprised to find Quinn apparently at ease in the centre of Lord Cassian' circle. She halted, casting her head low as she passed her father, who was absently nodding at something someone had just said. He looked drawn and miserable. Her heart throbbed painfully as she stepped on.
She held out the tray to Quinn, who took the glass of brandy and waved her to the side where all the other manservants were waiting patiently.
Taking a glance around at the other men, she picked up the pastry and stuffed it in her mouth. She savoured the taste. Tallynberry twist. She hadn't had one of those in weeks.
One of the manservants had noticed and frowned in her direction. She stared resolutely ahead as she swallowed an uncomfortably large amount.
Quinn picked up the glass of brandy in mid flow of conversation. He sipped at it but had to school his expression. He would rather have a nice large glass of ale. He smiled at Lord Cassian while fantasising running him through with his sword. Or shooting him with his pistol. His fingers itched.
Lord Cassian had not taken long to invite him into his inner circle. Here at least anyway. Quinn seriously doubted that any of the men he was currently entertaining were ever entered into his true confidence. As Lord Framwich had not been to the theatre, or even Aelin for many years, he was immediately an object of curiosity.
Quinn was surprised when Lord Winsworth had arrived in the Lord's box, and for a brief moment had expected him to point his finger at him and declare him as his daughter's kidnapper. But Lord Winsworth had merely bowed to him with a polite glance before sitting down.
Lord Cassian looked every inch the nobleman. He sat with the easy grace of a nobleman but Quinn could only interpret it as the easy grace of a cat calculating how best to catch all the mice. Where Quinn's clothes were cut in the latest fashion and the finest fabrics, Lord Cassian' clothes were taken to another level. The lace ruffles poking from under his sleeve were worked with embroidery in gold thread. Rubies twinkled along his waistcoat. Even his boot buckles were gold, studded with diamonds.
Quinn drew his attention away from Lord Cassian' shoes back up to his face. Thankfully they stayed away from the topic of languages. He would not have been able to keep calling Eira across, not with her father sat a few paces away from him.
It might have been a spectacular opera, but Quinn didn't hear much of it. It appeared that the sole purpose of a nobleman to visit the theatre was to socialise and debate over the show.
At times Lord Cassian laughed, a deep bellowing laugh that seemed to cut across the theatre and down, out doing even the talking amongst the groundlings below.
Despite all his study, Quinn was still surprised to find that he was able to hold his own in making discussion. He made Lord Cassian laugh with his own comments a couple of times. 
They only appeared to realise that the show had finished when the groundlings started to move in one huddle towards the exit, pushing, shouting and laughing in a roar that interrupted one of the noblemen loudly discussing a wing of the Temple he had paid to have renovated.
Lord Cassian stood along with Quinn. Quinn provided him with a low bow, as was fit for his station.
“I trust you will be coming again in a couple of days, Lord Framwich?”
Quinn nodded. “Of course. I am their new patron after all.”
Lord Cassian smiled, a slow lazy smile. “Excellent. I am of course dying to hear why you have decided to come to Aelin after so many years of seclusion.”
Quinn reddened, caught off guard momentarily despite all his preparation. “I was affected with what was thought to be an incurable disease. It has taken this many years for me to finally find a cure.”
Lord Cassian smirked. “Ah, of course. Such a shame. Glad to hear you are cured.” He snapped his fingers, at which point his manservant appeared out of nowhere with a cloak, cane and a pair of gloves. He put them on and swiftly exited the box.
Quinn desperately wanted to exhale deeply the breath he had been holding. Their cover story had sounded so flimsy when spoken in front of Lord Cassian. Instead, he waved for Eira, who had thankfully already retrieved his cloak and gloves. Putting them on as hastily as he could, he left the box, politely saying goodbye to the remaining Lords on his way out.
Finally able to take a deep calming breath, he smiled at Eira, and surreptitiously passed her a piece of card.
She looked at him quizzically, and turned the card over. Reading the looped writing on the card she beamed at him. He had already managed to secure an invitation to Lord Cassian' mansion- to a masked ball.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

“Ah, the masked balls. The things that go on in there are downright scandalous, and hence worth writing about, because there are few things more interesting than reading about the Avarrian nobles getting up to no good….”
             Book II, A Guide to Avarria
Sitting outside on the coach driver seat, Pryce yawned. He placed the book he was reading face down and stretched. He was starting to get cramp in his legs but he didn't dare leave the coach unattended to go for a quick walk to uncramp them. He had borrowed the coach from a cousin who mended coaches, and had promised to return it unharmed. It was his cousin who had made the Framwich coat of arms and fixed it in place of the real owner's. For a fee of course. It was lucky he had stashed some of the highwayman gold- not so lucky it was his retirement money they were spending.
It had just started to get dark but the theatre district was one of a few that had street lighting. He watched a young man walk along the street, lighting the lamps with a long pole and lighter.
He strained his ears to listen for the groundlings leaving the theatre. It would be around then that Quinn and Eira would be leaving as well, and he would be expected to be waiting outside the theatre so 'Lord Framwich' was not kept waiting, nor would be walking far to get into his coach.
Certain he could now hear the sounds of a large crowd filling the next street, he slowly moved the carriage forward, tucking his book into a leather bag under his seat.
Several minutes later, trying to manoeuvre a large carriage against a stream of people coming the other way, he decided he did not miss his old job one bit. Thank the Ancestors he was not relying on a job like this for his livelihood. He was already late to pick up Quinn, and if he was a real Lord he would have likely been sacked on the spot.
Finally he came closer to the Phoenix. Quinn was stood outside waiting with Eira. Evidently Eira had warned him to look impatient and angry, because he flashed Pryce such a look of disgust before climbing into the coach that Pryce almost felt wounded. That boy was an amazing actor.
He waited until Eira had got on her stand before rolling the coach forward. He was relieved Quinn was alright, but had to resist the urge to pull over and quiz them both on what had happened.
Quinn sat in the coach, feeling his heart pound with a mix of relief and elation. A strong part of him had doubted that their plan would work. He smiled, pulling out the invitation to the ball to gaze at it again.
Reading the gold leaf writing, he gasped. He had a problem.
He waited until they had got back to the house before he told Pryce everything that happened.
Pulling out the invitation with a miserable face, he explained his problem. “Pryce, the ball invitation insists on a plus one to keep numbers even. I don't know any women who I could pass off as a noblewoman for this, let alone one I could trust!”
Pryce smiled. “Why not take Eira? She is a woman after all, and you wouldn't be expected to take a manservant to Lord Cassian' mansion.
Quinn blushed as Eira winced. “I cannot go.” She ran her fingers through her short hair. “This would draw attention to me for all the wrong reasons.”
Pryce smirked. “What if I told you I knew a way for your hair to grow the length it was in a matter of seconds.”
Eira almost glowed. Running to Pryce she stood on her toes to kiss him on the cheek. “Really?” she beamed. “I've missed my long hair. But do you think I would still be suitable? I could still be recognised, even in a mask. Lord Cassian has not met me yet but others I know could be there.”
Quinn tapped his foot. “I will not put Eira in danger.” he insisted. “I already think she's been exposed to more than enough danger posing as my manservant in front of Lord Cassian and her own father. At least she is less recognisable as a young man!”
Pryce looked at Eira. “How would you feel about being a blonde for the day?”
Eira subconsciously raised her hands to her hair. “I suppose I could manage for one day.”
Quinn interrupted. “Just how are you going to manage this anyway?”
Pryce shuffled his feet on the threadbare rug. “My sister, the mad witch of Aelin woods.”
Pryce was not looking forward to seeing his sister, so was sullenly quiet on their ride to Aelin woods- even though it was his suggestion in the first place.
As always, Quinn rode on Bessie. They had managed to acquire a horse for Eira. She fell in love with the grey mare almost immediately and had spent a large portion of the journey patting and talking to her.
Quinn meanwhile, rode Bessie deep in thought. In his mind he was formulating a plan. Lord Cassian would have to be blackmailing Lord Winsworth with something tangible and it would have to be something he would keep close- perhaps even in a safe in his study. Worse, he could be keeping it on his person.
The only way to be certain would be for them to search his mansion. The masked ball would provide an excellent opportunity as there would be guests meandering all through the house. Most of the bedrooms would be difficult to gain access to, and he was sure that his study, a likely place for a safe, would be strictly off limits. But Lord Cassian's attention would be focused on keeping the guests entertained.
Pryce would have to be the driver once again. There was still a risk that he would be recognised, and he didn't want that.
They came off the main road and headed for Jacob's house. There was no certainty that Pryce's sister would be there, but Pryce knew Jacob would know where she was.
At the rope for the bell, Pryce gestured for them to stop. He pulled the bell. Eira watched curiously. She stroked her horse, who had become restless with the wait. Bessie waited patiently, as always.
A few moments later Jacob appeared, seemingly emerging from the leafy foliage as though he had been part of it. He looked at Pryce. “She's here and knows you are coming.” He looked at Pryce apologetically. “And she's not happy.”
Pryce baulked, and his grip on the reins tightened ever so slightly.
Jacob led them through the bushes to his wooden and mud house. Eira inhaled deeply, savouring the sweet scent of herbs in the air. Much better than the stench of Aelin.
When they dismounted, Quinn went to follow Jacob and Pryce indoors but was stopped by a gentle hand on his shoulder. Jacob gazed at him intently. “I really recommend that you wait outside with Eira.” His gaze burned deeper as he saw Quinn really wanted to come inside to support Pryce. Eyes glowing a deeper green, he spoke softly but with great insistence. “Stay outside with Eira.”
Not understanding his sudden change of mind, Quinn drifted like a sleepwalker towards Eira. “I am to stay outside.” He said in a flat voice.
Eira squeezed his hand, shooting a glare at Jacob that warned she had noted his use of magic on Quinn.
Quinn frowned. For some reason his thoughts felt scattered like blown dandelion seeds. He sat down on the ground with a thump.
Jacob shrugged his shoulders apologetically, and shut the door behind him.
A few moments late a mass of shrieking in a high pitched voice burst from the window, cursing in languages that even Eira had never heard before.
When Pryce walked in to see his sister, he knew she was going to be angry with him. Yet nothing had prepared him for the stream of curses that came his way.
His sister had descended on him in a fury of burning blue eyes and brown hair flying in all directions.
After several minutes of enduring cursing, his sister drew a deep breath before launching herself at him. She gave him a sudden and sharp slap.
Pryce could feel her hand print burning on his face even as she drew back. She truly glared at him then. The glare of a witch was said to be able to burn flesh off men's bones.
Pryce was physically intact but mentally he felt as though his insides were being scorched.
Finally, his sister stepped back and spoke Avarrian. “Why did you bring Quinn here? You know he must stay away from me.”
Wincing, Pryce tried to choose his words carefully. “I brought him here because he needs your help. Francine, please...”
“I cannot help him. I have foreseen the trouble that will come of us meeting face to face.”
Pryce swallowed. “He is your son, surely you can do something to help protect him.”
She hissed at him. “Keeping him away from you would be a start!” She lowered her voice. “You swore you would stay away from him, leave him with his father in peace.”
“His father is dead.”
Francine looked truly sorrowful for a moment. “I know.” Jacob padded across the room and squeezed her shoulder softly.
Pryce, emboldened, continued. “His gift is manifesting on its own.”
She physically winced. “Without any instruction?”
Pryce nodded, once.
Terror rose in her eyes. “Then he is still in danger. I thought by keeping myself away from him he would be safe. I thought he had avoided his fate.”
Jacob spoke softly. “He already uses his power instinctively. I've seen it.”
Francine stared hollowly at the fire. “So I have merely delayed him from being targeted.” After staring at the fire a few moments longer, she straightened. “I still cannot see him, not yet. That much is clear.”
Smiling slightly, Pryce moved forward and squeezed her hand. “You do not have to. It is his companion, Eira, who you need to see.” Pryce explained their problem. “Quinn has sworn to release her from the threat of Lord Cassian.” He added to her glare. “Despite my insistence it is a terrible idea. He would do it without my help if I tried to stop him!”
“Then I will see this Eira but she must be blindfolded. She must not recognise me as Quinn's mother.”
Pryce nodded and went to go get Eira. He paused. “Thank you for placing that warding spell on me. It saved my life from Lord Cassian' bullet.”
“Anything for you, my brother. Although I wish you wouldn't go gadding about as a highwayman in the first place.”
Pryce's smile didn't quite reach his eyes. “It is the only talent I possess.”
Jacob interjected. “You make a great Uncle, even if Quinn isn't aware of who you truly are. You make the best of protecting the headstrong lad.”
Pryce shook his head as he passed through the door.
Eira and Quinn were sat outside playing cards when Pryce went to fetch her. They automatically rose together but Pryce held out his hand to indicate that Quinn must stay. Puzzled, Quinn turned to Pryce. “Why am I not allowed to watch?”
“It is dangerous for people to see the spell being performed. Even Eira has to go in blindfolded.”
“Then why are you going in?”
Exasperated, Pryce held up his hands. “Because. My sister is not known as the mad witch of Aelin woods for nothing. I cannot change her mind on this.”
Disappointed, Quinn sat down with a thud. “I thought I was going to get a chance to see some magic.”
“Tough luck, boy.”
Quinn pulled up some tufts of grass in frustration.
Eira was led into the room blindfolded. The scent of herbs was particularly strong in here. Her sight obscured, the scent seemed almost overpowering and quite disorientating.
She was directed to sit down by a gentle guiding hand. She crossed her legs and shifted until she felt more comfortable.
A cup was lifted to her lips. She sipped the contents until it was taken away.
She heard low chanting that seemed to spin around the room as she felt more and more drowsy. She slipped backwards but the same gentle hands guided her to lie on the floor. The sound of chanting echoed in her ears as she fell asleep.
When she awoke, her mouth felt dry. She turned from her side until she was lying on her back. She opened her eyes. She was in the room in which Quinn had stayed.
She heard a low groan next to her on the floor, which she recognised as belonging to Quinn. She smiled, watching him sleep. He mumbled something unintelligible and shifted onto his side facing her. A lock of brown hair fell across his forehead.
Eira moved forward and gently brushed the lock of hair back across his forehead. She liked the feel of his hair. It was soft. She slipped her fingers through his hair gently. Quinn's eyes opened. Eira recognised the glow of the gift in his eyes before she jumped back guiltily.
When she looked at Quinn again his eyes had settled back to his normal blue.
Half asleep, he smiled drowsily at her. “Hey,” he whispered.
Eira shifted back towards him. “Hey.” She smiled nervously. Quinn returned the smile. She felt a glowing in her stomach. With a jolt at her treacherous stomach, she pulled away from him.
Her hair fell forward in a blonde cascade. Her mouth opened slightly in surprise.
Quinn reached with his hand and brought a lock closer for inspection. He grinned. “It suits you. But then any colour suits you.” He looked down, unable to meet her eyes following his compliment.
Pryce knocked on the door gently before walking in.
He noted Eira's hair. “Amazing. I knew my sister was talented in the gift but I wasn't expecting it to work that well. You look nice.”
Eira nodded her thanks. “Thank you. I wish I could thank your sister in person.”
“She has already left I'm afraid. But she knew you'd be grateful.” Pryce moved and pulled across the single curtain. “We need to head to Aelin now- the rush of people entering Aelin for morning trade would be the perfect time to sneak back in.”             
Quinn sprung up and bowed to Eira. He held out his hand. “May I escort you to Aelin, mi'lady?”
Eira giggled as she rose from the bed. She bowed back. “Why, thank you, m'lord.” She took his hand and walked with him to the doorway.
Quinn bowed to Pryce. “And I trust you will be coming along, oh esteemed one?”
Pryce laughed. “I suppose I could tag along.”
They said their goodbyes to Jacob again. Eira rode with her hood up and her head lowered whenever they passed anyone.
She had been assured that her hair colour would return to its usual brown. She merely had to look in a mirror and repeat her words three times. She had the words written on a piece of paper, but had not unfolded the paper, just in case.
She liked having her long hair back. At first having shorter hair had been nice; it needed less work in the morning. But she had found she missed the feel of it trailing down her back. She had missed being able to flick it over her shoulder and missed being able to style it in different ways.
In the morning, Pryce would take her to the dress shop. Quinn would not see her dress until the night of the ball, and that excited her. She hoped she would be able to find a ball gown that would make Quinn look at her with his shy smile.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“Any nobleman worth his salt gains an invitation to Lord Cassian’s estate. It is said to almost be as vast and opulent as the palace.”
          
Book II, A Guide to Avarria
T
his time, given that Lord Cassian's estate was on the far east of Aelin, they had decided to get ready in the cave in Aelin forest they had stayed in the night with the actors. From there they would slip onto the main road and enter Aelin via carriage.
Eira had modestly retreated into a side cavern in order to get ready. Unusually for a noblewoman, she knew how to dress her own hair. Pryce had been able to get several gold hair pins and delicate flower decorations she could twist into her hair. They were on loan from Abershaw's wife, Lady Elizabeth. She had not yet met Abershaw but understood from Quinn he was almost Pryce's double in terms of creating mischief and enjoying danger.
Having finished the last touch to her hair, she carefully tied on her mask. Looking in the small mirror she had brought, she was unrecognisable, even to herself. She sighed in relief. Now she knew she would not be recognised she could relax. A little.
She picked up her delicate lace gloves from her pack. They had been carefully wrapped in tissue paper. She unwrapped them and pulled them on. They reached just beyond her wrists.
Smoothing an imaginary crease from the front of the dress, she called to Pryce and Quinn that she was ready, and would be coming in.
When she stepped into the cavern occupied by Quinn and Pryce, she glowed at the expression of awe on Quinn's face, but was sure that hers was an exact match.
Quinn already had his mask on as well, and it gave an air of mystery to him she found very alluring. His blue eyes seemed to sparkle outwards, and his lips looked very kissable underneath.
Eyes roaming down his body she noted how his outfit clung to him in places that made her blush. Even the way his hose clung to his legs sent fiery sparks flying through every fibre of her being.
Quinn swallowed. Eira's blue dress complimented her hair and swung recklessly over her body, revealing just enough to make him want to see more, so much more than she was showing.
Even better, he saw something in her eyes as she looked at him. Like she wanted him. She licked her lips unconsciously. Shifting slightly, Quinn appraised how the dress had fine delicate embroidery in threads of silver that shimmered slightly whenever she moved, catching the candlelight that flickered in the cave. By the Ancestors, he knew he wanted her.
Pryce rolled his eyes, and coughed, feeling uncomfortable with the way the two of them seemed moments from tearing each other's clothes off with the power of their eyes alone. “Coach is outside m'lord.” He bowed deeply.
Quinn, distracted, busied himself with picking up his sword and buckling it to his side. His cheeks glowed with fire. “Here goes...” He held out his arm to Eira, who graciously accepted it.
Absently Quinn noted that Eira was wearing a perfume that smelled like tallynberries. His favourite fruit.
They remained silent throughout the carriage journey there.
Eira kept her hands neatly folded in her lap but could sense every nerve ending tingling in her side next to Quinn, who was busy staring out the window.
He wasn't even seeing whatever was out of the window. He was busy running his hands through Eira's hair in his mind. In his thoughts he had had the courage to lean over slowly and kiss her.
The other part of his mind was cursing him for being a coward and not doing it in real life.
As they neared Lord Cassian's estate, their progress slowed as more carriages filled the space on the road.
Lord Cassian's mansion loomed just ahead, marked by a long line of glittering lamps that led the way to his gates.
As they pulled to a stop, Eira suddenly grasped Quinn's hand and squeezed it. When Quinn looked in Eira's eyes he could see his own nerves reflected in them. Swallowing, he managed to flash what he hoped was a reassuring smile.
The coach door opened as one of Lord Cassian's footmen waiting at the gates did his duty.
Quinn left the coach first, and held out his hand to Eira, as per the custom. He smiled as he saw her step down from the coach delicately, the light from the lamps causing twinkles of light to dance across her dress. Soon, she would be dancing in his arms. The thought sent a warm glow of pleasure through his chest.
Pryce rolled the coach away as Quinn and Eira made their way towards the mansion.
Quinn had never seen so large a house, except the palace and he had only ever seen that from the outside. Eira gently elbowed him in the ribs to remind him to school his expression better.
He closed his jaw but struggled to avoid staring.
Every surface seemed to be gilded with gold, or draped in opulent fabric. The floor tiles, polished black marble, reflected the flickering light that emanated from a mixture of oil lamps and beeswax candles. Forgetting for a moment the place belonged to Lord Cassian, the mansion seemed almost magical.
They reached the ballroom doors. From the other side Quinn could hear the sounds of laughter, music and relaxed conversation.
Lord Cassian's footman pushed the door open, and the sounds washed over Quinn like a rainfall of stars.
They were not introduced- that would invalidate the whole premise behind a masquerade ball, a party with few limitations. Although some people would be recognisable by their shape or sound of the voice, what happened at the masquerade ball, stayed at the masquerade ball.
Eira and Quinn both graciously accepted a flute of sparkling wine and moved to the side to watch the dance unfolding on the dance floor.
Lord Cassian could have been among the throng of people, but Quinn found it hard to tell. There were many men with blonde hair dotted around. Quinn rather hoped he wouldn't bump into him.
He downed the wine in one, tipping his head back.
The band finished their piece, and the dance ended with a flourish.
Quinn took Eira's arm and led her to the dance floor for the next dance. She looked at him in surprise but followed.
Soon, she was swept up in the magic of the dance. Quinn executed his moves perfectly, sweeping across the floor majestically. She spun across the room, matching him perfectly, step by step as the music picked up in pace.
He pulled her scandalously close for a brief second, her heart beating soundly in her chest, and then she was flung back, holding his hands.
Rising, she politely applauded the rest of the participants. She felt gloriously flushed from the exertion of the dance. And the sparkling wine of course.
Quinn smiled down at her and her knees weakened. She was resolved, in that moment. Even when they freed her father, she would stay with Quinn.
She smiled back, excited and apprehensive all at once.
As they had firmly established themselves as guests at the party, they could move onto the next stage of their plan.
Quinn paused for a moment. He whispered in Eira's ear. “We need to look like lovers sneaking out.”
She was so shocked; she was unable to formulate a response before he moved away. Unable to trust her voice, she squeezed his hand. Bringing his hand to her lips, she kissed it. In a public place, that was pushing the boundaries of what custom would allow. She secretly wanted more, but would have to wait.
They stepped out of the busy ballroom into the house. As they had hoped, there were people milling about, looking for more audible conversation away from the noise of the dancing and the band.
Some couples even appeared to be heading upstairs for more privacy. Eira had heard such things happened at balls, people emboldened by the secrecy their masks afforded them. She had once sworn to her father that she would not be one of them. For the first time, she felt a hint of disappointment that she had. She mentally shook herself, they were here to help her father, not make out.
They moved swiftly but calmly between rooms. Quinn, being a perfect gentleman, insisted on looking in the rooms first to make sure they were not already occupied. Some of them were.
Closing his eyes against the scene unfolding in the room behind the door he had just opened, Quinn stepped back and closed the door. He had stopped apologising for intruding long ago, and now just backed out of the room as swiftly as he could.
They had made their way across the vast majority of the east wing. Private rooms were usually built facing the east, so they had focused their search there.
There were only two rooms left. Quinn reasoned they must surely be Lord Cassian's bedroom and study.
He stepped resolutely forward and turned the handle of the next room.
It was locked. Immediately he knew this was the room they were looking for.
Eira looked out for other people while he picked the lock. He had gained the experience while looking for rooms to hide from his landlord in. That seemed a very long time ago and almost someone else's life.
He heard the click of the lock sliding back. Holding his breath, he turned the handle and stepped inside. Eira followed.
It was definitely the study. A large oak desk dominated the room. He casually cast an eye over some of the correspondence on the desk. Nothing that could be used to blackmail someone.
Eira had already begun rifling through some of the drawers.
At Quinn's suggestion she started knocking the bottoms of the drawers to see if there was a false bottom.
Quinn looked over the room. A fireplace on the right of the room had a small fire going. He reasoned that Lord Cassian planned to spend some time in the study later.
Over the fireplace, a large painting of Lord Cassian in full military gear leered down at him.
He whispered to Eira to help him move it. Surely he was not so arrogant to hide it behind a painting of himself? But then who has a painting of their self in their own study?
They unhooked the painting, brought it away from the wall and laid it on its side. Quinn’s heart beat faster as he took a closer look. He sighed with disappointment. There was nothing there. He brushed his hand against the wall in disbelief. He was sure he had the measure of Lord Cassian. Peering closer, he realised there was a fine line in the wall forming a square. Pushing his hand onto it, he heard a click, and the part of the wall sprung open. There was a small safe built inside.
It was locked by a puzzle lock. Quinn stared at it, having never seen one before.
Eira had. Her father’s safe had a similar lock and she had spent many hours in her youth trying to find out what her father had locked away. Realising she was snooping her father moved the papers elsewhere but kept the safe as a game between them. He would hide books for her to read inside and she would only be able to read them if she figured out the latest combination. She moved forward, and gently slid some of the puzzle blocks across.
There was a loud clunk before the whirring of cogs. The door swung open.
They wasted no time in pulling out the sizeable pile of papers. They had no idea what they were looking for and time was not on their side.
Quinn put aside his half of the pile. “Nothing.” He looked up at Eira, who was white with horror.
“I've found it!” She gasped. Quinn moved quickly behind her. He read over her shoulder.
“I don't see it.” He was confused.
Eira pointed at the words on the paper, a very old piece of paper.
“This proves our most prestigious ancestor to be a fraud. With this paper, Lord Cassian can cast my entire family down into the dust. Our lands and fortune would be forfeit.
Quinn wasted no time in grabbing the paper from her and throwing it into the fire. He smiled. “Now he can't.”
They hurried, stuffing the papers back into the safe. As they finished lifting the painting back into place, Eira suddenly froze.
A large black beetle had scurried up her hand, pincers flexing. She stifled a scream. Quinn looked at her.
“It's just a beetle.” He moved to flick it off her hand.
“No! Don't!” She gasped. “It's a death beetle.”
“A what?”
“A death beetle. Dark Magic. One hasn't been used for centuries as they were outlawed by the Witches Guild.”
“Then how do we get rid of it?”
The study door burst open to reveal a livid Lord Cassian.
He closed the door behind him, and locked it.
Quinn moved a step, hand on his sword. Lord Cassian held out a hand and wagged his finger. He smirked. “One more step, and she dies.”
Quinn settled for glaring at him instead.
Lord Cassian whipped off their masks. “So, Lord Framwich, and...” He stared at Eira. “Lady Eira Winsworth, if I'm not mistaken.” He waved over her hair. “I think I liked you better brunette.”
He sat casually in his desk chair. He leaned forward, chin resting on his folded hands. “Except I strongly suspect you are not really Lord Framwich.”
Quinn stayed silent.
Lord Cassian' smirk grew wider. “Perhaps you are some handsome looking man Lady Winsworth bewitched into helping her?”
Quinn turned to Eira. She looked down at the floor.
Lord Cassian laughed. “Didn't know she was a witch then? Thought you had fallen in love? Thought you would do anything for her?” He stood and leaned over to Quinn, speaking in a low tone. “Thought you would die for her?”
Eira shook her head silently, tears slipping down her cheeks.
Quinn met her look with a hollow stare, eyes raging with the storm of heartbreak. She had never really trusted him.
He snapped his attention back to Lord Cassian.
“How delightful.” Lord Cassian circled them. “You really thought you were being the hero, saving your fair maiden. How arrogant of you to assume you could rummage through my study undetected by me. If did not have guests, I would have been here to apprehend you before you defiled my study.” He clapped his hands, and pointed to Quinn. “As you enjoy acting the part of a nobleman you will perform in my latest play- I will even let you play the part of the love struck dashing hero.” He waved his hands in the air, caught up in the magnificence of his plan. “Your lady fairest here will be forced to watch.”
Quinn looked puzzled.
Lord Cassian laughed. “The play is a tragedy. I will play the dashing anti-hero. We will duel. There will be a tragic accident on stage, the duel all too real. You will die. And your lady fairest will have to marry the anti-hero, heartbroken over the loss of her true love.” He leaned in towards Quinn. “If you refuse to take part or if I happen to lose the duel, I will have men at the ready who will slit her throat.”
Eira whispered. “The witches at the Guild will have sensed your use of a death beetle. You won't get away with this!”
Lord Cassian truly laughed then, bending almost double. He straightened. “I control the Witches Guild.”
Eira looked at Quinn. “Please, don't do this!” She pleaded. “I didn't tell you because I was afraid you wouldn't trust me, or treat me like any other normal person.” Eyes shining, she looked up at him. “Let me die instead.”
Quinn gave her a sad smile. “I understand, truly. But I will not let him kill you. I would rather die.”
Lord Cassian grinned. “Oh, you will.”
Quinn glared at him. “What is with all the theatrics? If you are going to kill me then what is the point of making a big show of it? Are you so big headed that you need to be the centre of attention even when committing murder?”
Lord Cassian laughed. “That sort of magic comes at a price I am unwilling to pay for disposing of your miserable life.” He pulled his fist back and punched Quinn so hard he staggered backwards and fell to the floor.
The last thing he heard before blackness took him was Eira's screaming.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

“One of the most popular Kings of recent times, King Soren still suffers a dent to his popularity caused by taxes raised to support Lord Cassian’s wars abroad. Forgetting the right or wrongness of these wars, they are certainly expensive.”
          Book VIII, A Guide to Avarria
Quinn woke with a start. He recognised his surroundings. He was in the basement of the Phoenix theatre.
He wasn't tied down. No need. With Eira's life in danger he wasn't going anywhere.
To the right of him lay a script. Shuffling across the floor, he picked it up. He held a hand to his head, which was still throbbing.
Revengers Tragedy. Apt, he thought. It was strange, holding the script that was to outline how he was to die. He felt strangely calm. At least Eira would live. He dearly hoped she could escape Lord Cassian's clutches. He would have her married to anyone other than that man.
He flicked open the script. A play bill fell out, acting as a warning he had only two days to memorise his part. Clearly Lord Cassian was quite mad. Surely he could have just killed him earlier whilst he was unconscious.
He wondered if he would get a dress rehearsal, and if his actor friends who worked at the theatre had even the slightest inkling that something was amiss. Dick would normally play the anti-hero but would have had no choice other than to let Lord Cassian take the role if ordered to.
The door opened slightly. Quinn looked up from Act II of his script. A plate with bread and cheese was set down on the floor along with some fresh candles to replace the ones that were almost spent. The door closed again, leaving Quinn alone. Fetching the bread and cheese he went back to the business of learning his lines.
There was clearly to be no dress rehearsal as two days had passed. As there was no natural light in the basement Quinn could only tell the time of day by the amount of bread and cheese he had had delivered through the door. He was relieved as he did not want to see any of the actors hurt. He wondered whether it was a good thing that he would be surrounded by them as he died.
The door opened. This time a costume was placed on the floor. When Quinn picked it up, he removed a note that was pinned to the jacket on the top of the pile.
You have ten minutes to get dressed before curtain call.
Quinn wasted no time in swapping his clothes over. Somehow Lord Cassian had acquired his size, as the clothes fit almost perfectly. He found it almost more unnerving than the idea that he was to perform in a play constructed to enact his own murder. He pulled on his own boots and waited.
A few moments later, one of Lord Cassian's footmen opened the door and signalled it was time for him to go to the stage area.
He passed Dick Babbage on the way up. He grasped Quinn's arm and smiled.
“Quinn! What are you doing back here?”
Quinn shook his head to indicate he was not able to talk. He inclined his head towards the footman to indicate the source of the problem.
As they moved up the steps that led to the back of the stage, Quinn mouthed. “Do not intervene.”
He was relieved to see a puzzled nod. If Dick stopped the show, Eira's life would be forfeit.
He could hear the low rumble of conversation emanating from the groundlings as he came to the area where he was to enter from stage right. The footman left his side to stand guard in the shadows.
He could hear the creaking of the stairs as Lord Cassian approached. He took Quinn's sword and replaced it with a much more inferior one that was not balanced at all.
“Can't have you showing me up with any fighting skills you may possess. The King is watching tonight.”
Quinn didn't respond. What did it matter, having one more witness to his demise?
Eira had been roughly dragged to Lord Cassian's private box. She had spoken the words on the piece of paper that had turned her hair back to her normal colour. She wanted to be recognised. Sadly Lord Cassian had thought of that- his box had been deliberately poorly lit. Even her own father would have difficulty spotting her.
As she had been brought in well before any of the spectators turned up, she had had time to look at everything, several times over. She had counted the number of grains in the wood on the balcony rail twice.
She had been tied to the chair albeit subtly so no-one would be able to tell from any of the seats in any of the other boxes. Apparently Lord Cassian didn't trust her not to try and escape. The ropes had even suppressed her magic. He had realised that she would have been foolish enough to risk harsh penalties for casting spells in the open, so close to the Witches Guild.
For the hundredth time she grunted in frustration as the tight knots gave no leeway, and seemed to dig tighter into her wrists.
She watched hopelessly as the theatre began filling to the brim with people. She could only feel dread and despair which clashed against the palpable excitement filling the theatre. It was not often a member of the nobility starred in the show, let alone Lord Cassian.
When the King's arrival was announced she didn't even bother to bow her head with the slightest amount of respect.
What did custom matter when Quinn was going to die in front of her eyes tonight?
As Quinn walked on stage. Eira's chest constricted painfully.
His lines, mourning the death of his beloved, were delivered with such heartfelt emotion he had cast a hush over the entire audience. Never before had the theatre been so silent, each member of the audience rapt to attention.
She somehow felt those lines were meant for her as a way of saying goodbye.
Tears fell freely down her cheeks.
Quinn tried to look out to see if he could see Eira in the audience, to see her one last time before he died. The theatre had been dimly lit to make the stage more prominent; he could not see beyond the groundling's pit. Acting was not necessary to put venom in his lines towards Lord Cassian. Little did the enthralled audience know, Lord Cassian's villainous part was more than just a character.
The death count on stage increased as the play reached its inevitable conclusion. Eira wished she could put her hands over her eyes, yet didn't even dare blink lest she missed one single movement of Quinn's.
She barely noticed the muffled shouting and banging from the other side of the door and completely blocked it from her attention until Dick and Pryce burst in.
She almost cried aloud with relief. Pryce hurriedly untied her hands. She leaned over the balcony and yelled to Quinn.
“Quinn! I'm safe! Quinn!” Quinn didn't respond. Clearly her voice had not carried to the stage. People looked up from the pit below, frowning, before turning back to the stage again.
Eira wasted no time in running out of the doors. She had to get to Quinn. Pryce and Dick followed her.
She picked up pace, leaping over the unconscious forms of Lord Cassian's men.
In a gasp, she explained Lord Cassian's plan. Almost in hysterics, she burst through the doors at the end of the corridor, calling for Dick to tell her which route to take.
The final fight scene had begun. Quinn pulled his sword free from the scabbard and flicked it with an impressive flourish.
Lord Cassian pulled his sword free and pulled a defensive stance. “To the death.”
“To the death,” echoed Quinn hollowly.
Quinn lunged forward, striking Lord Cassian's sword with a blow that clanged and reverberated around the room. They circled each other.
Lord Cassian had a toxic spark in his eye as he returned with an impressive counter attack that made Quinn's sword ring in his hand with each blow.
The crowd began to roar, cheering him on and booing Lord Cassian at each turn. The sound disappeared in the roaring in Quinn's ears. He sprung forward, landing two hits against Lord Cassian' sword before dancing back.
Lord Cassian swiped with a wild attack that had Quinn retreating a few steps.
The sword slashed and danced in a deadly dance.
Quinn missed a block, and the sword sliced across his arm. He almost dropped the sword in surprise at the burning pain that screamed forth as blood started leaking down his arm. Clenching his teeth, he side stepped a follow up blow and started pressing Lord Cassian back across the stage.
At the gleam in Lord Cassian's eyes he knew that soon he would have to stop fighting back so well. It wouldn't be hard to fake fatigue; the blood loss from his arm wound seemed to be taking its toll quickly. He felt dizzy.
Lord Cassian flicked the sword out of his hand. The audience had fallen deathly silent; the sword fell to the floor with a deafening clatter that echoed across the hushed theatre.
Quinn staggered and fell to his knees. Lord Cassian placed his sword over his heart. Quinn closed his eyes. The last thing he would see before his death would be Eira. He pictured her in his mind. She smiled at him, her eyes sparkling.
Lord Cassian drew his sword back to gain the momentum to strike the final blow.
“My love! My love!” Quinn's eyes opened, and widened in shock. “I am alive!” Eira ran onto the stage. “You have something to live for! Fight! Fight him for me!”
The audience sprang to their feet, cheering for him to fight back even as whispers started amongst the nobility watching from above.  A woman on stage was a heinous crime.
The audience gasped collectively as they saw Lord Cassian spring his sword forward to deliver death.
Eira picked up Quinn's prone sword and blocked the blow. Lord Cassian, livid, pushed down with all his might, freeing his sword with a rain of sparks.
Quinn sprang to his feet. Eira threw the sword into the air. He caught it deftly, and moved between Eira and Lord Cassian. He carefully pushed Eira so she was standing out of the way.
“To the death!” He called with menace and sincerity in his heart.
Lord Cassian backed a step before running at him with a mad yell. 
This time Quinn blocked, lunged and counter attacked with the fierceness of his cause. He fought for the pain Lord Cassian had caused the people, Pryce, him, and Eira. For Eira he rained blows one after the other with such fury that it had Lord Cassian on the defensive. Eira stepped back in alarm as his eyes began to glow as he drew from his power instinctively.
Spectacularly, he swept his sword across Lord Cassian's guard, knocking it out of his hand so cleanly it flew to the other side of the stage. He pressed the sword against his chest, pushing him backwards until his back was pressed to the side of the stage. “Any last words, my Lord?”
Eira risked springing forward and laid her hand gently on Quinn's arm to restrain him. “Do not kill him.” She whispered.
She met Quinn's incredulous stare with a calm look until the glow dimmed out of his eyes. Quinn flicked his sword the other way and used the hilt to smack Lord Cassian over the head. He crumpled forward.
He left the stage to rapturous applause as one of the actors came on stage to deliver the final speech. A very improvised one, given that for the first time ever in the performance of the play the hero had walked off stage without meeting an untimely demise.
Adrenaline gone, Quinn leaned against the wall and slid down. He peered at his arm wound and pressed his hand to it, wincing as blood poured between his fingers.
Eira crouched down next to him with an elated smile and kissed him on the cheek. Quinn smiled wearily.
Pryce and Dick stepped forward. Pryce held his hand out to pull Quinn up by his good arm. “We need to get out of here and you need a healer.”
Quinn nodded and held Pryce's hand. Pryce hauled him up. Quinn was unsteady on his feet. Pryce hooked his arm around his waist before he swayed back against the wall.
“Thanks.” Quinn leaned on him as Dick led the way through the back passageway into a secluded room full of old props.
Eira wasted no time in pulling a strip of fabric from one of the old costumes. She tied it tightly round Quinn's arm.
Pryce explained how he had followed the movements of Lord Cassian's men for two days. He had seen them carry the unconscious Quinn out of the mansion and load him in a carriage. He was surprised to find the carriage end up at the Phoenix theatre but not as surprised as the next evening, when he read the playbill that stated Lord Cassian would be in the play in two nights' time. With Lord Framwich billed as the main character.
Eira had been loaded into a separate carriage a day later, gagged and tied. Apparently Lord Cassian had grown tired of her screaming and kicking.
Pryce had bumped into Dick in the theatre on his way to rescue Eira. He had reasoned that she was the reason Quinn was willingly on stage. Although he had had no idea what Lord Cassian's plan was, he knew it wasn't likely to be good.
Dick's help was invaluable in defeating the men posted outside the door. Eira had realised that Lord Cassian would be restricted from striking a blow against her, by the limitation of his own plan to ‘accidently’ kill Quinn on stage in front of hundreds of people.
By the same plan, Lord Cassian’s life had been spared by necessity - Eira could not allow Quinn to strike him dead in front of all of the witnesses. With the King watching Quinn would have been immediately sentenced to death.
Quinn closed his eyes for a second. He had been so very close to killing him; caught in the moment of revenge so powerful he had only just been stopped by Eira at the very last minute. He had completely blocked out the audience to the point where he had forgotten they were there.
There was a soft knock on the door. They all tensed. Quinn and Eira ducked behind an old screen.
The door opened. A tentative voice carried towards them. “Hello?”
Eira ran out from behind the screen with a squeal of joy. “Father!” She ran into his outstretched arms.
“Eira! Thank the Ancestors!” He pulled back to stare at her.
Quinn remained behind the screen as he thanked Pryce and Dick. Eira explained that she had been kidnapped by Lord Cassian and rescued by them, casually skipping over the part of the story where Pryce was one of the highwaymen who had held up the coach all those months before. She pulled Quinn out from behind the screen.
Quinn could not look Lord Winsworth in the eye as he was thanked profusely many times over for his bravery. He was pleased Eira had been reunited with her father but now she could return to her father and the life she had been snatched from.
“Father, I saw the paper Lord Cassian was using to blackmail you with.”
Lord Winsworth winced. “I am sorry; I should have forfeited our lands before forcing you to marry that man. I have stashed aside a small fortune since your disappearance. You will not have to marry him.”
Eira smiled. “We don't need to forfeit our lands. Quinn destroyed the paper.”
Lord Winsworth looked at Quinn with wonder. “Is there anything you have not done for my family?”
Quinn smiled weakly. “Pryce helped a lot.”
Pryce waved the compliment aside. “Pish, you did all the dangerous work!”
Eira cupped her father's face in her hands. “I want Quinn to come with us.”
Lord Winsworth beamed, and shook Quinn's hand warmly. “Excellent! It was about time she found a husband!”
Eira elbowed him. “I said I wanted him to come with us, not that I wanted to marry him.”
Lord Winsworth winked at Quinn, who was agape with disbelief. “I am not a nobleman, sir. I only pretended to be Lord Framwich.”
“I know- Lord Framwich is my niece's son, and you look nothing like him. Besides, as you no doubt read in that piece of paper, my family has no more claims to nobility than yours. You may stay at our mansion until we can find a way to get you a new identity worthy of what you have done for my family.”
There was another knock on the door. Eira and Quinn dived behind the screen again. It seemed the secluded room was not so private after all.
There was a hush as the boots of a man came in through the door.
Lord Winsworth bowed deeply. “My King.”
Quinn's heart thudded loudly against his chest. The King had clearly come looking for retribution for what had happened to Lord Cassian. It was no secret he was his right hand man.
King Soren cleared his throat. “Perhaps Lady Winsworth and her male companion would like to come out from behind the screen.
They came out sheepishly. Eira grabbed Quinn's hand. This time she would not let him go.
“Ah, the infamous Lord Framwich. Could I have your real name please?”
Quinn bowed deeply, one hand to his wounded arm. “Quinn Tannin, my King.” He kept his gaze fixed to the floor, partly to avoid passing out.
The King clapped his hands together. “Excellent. Although I would say your name is Lord Quinn Tannin.”
Quinn whipped his head up. “I beg your pardon?”
“Lord Tannin. Although perhaps I should think of a better family name? Lord Drakwyn. A bit of an old fashioned name but I like it.”
He pulled free his sword and signalled for Quinn to kneel. “I name you, Lord Drakwyn.”
Quinn rose to his feet unsteadily, completely disorientated. “But what about Lord Cassian?”
“That is precisely why I have named you a Lord.” He glanced around surreptitiously. “I need your help in defeating him.”
“Defeating him? I thought he was your right hand man.”
“Yes, but not through my wishes- he rose to that position through power. My hands are tied. If I have him arrested for treason, it could spark a war amongst the nobles that would cost me the throne.” He smiled at Quinn. “I sense you are the one to defeat him.” He held his hand over Quinn's arm wound and chanted briefly, his kind blue eyes glowing. The wound knitted closed as he took his hand away.
Quinn, eyes wide at the King’s use of magic, sighed in relief as the pain faded away to nothing. “Thank you.” He swallowed. “How can I be the one to defeat Lord Cassian? Surely everyone is going to wonder why Lord Framwich is suddenly Lord Drakwyn?”
The King studied Quinn for a moment. “The nobility are fickle; you will spend a year away from court, and will be reintroduced as a lost part of my bloodline, newly discovered. Lord Cassian will be unable to call you out openly but you must be very careful around Aelin in particular. Sadly, the only lands I can grant you are the Wastelands.”
Lord Winsworth interrupted. “He will be a laughing stock! There is nothing there!”
King Soren regarded him patiently. “Precisely. Lord Cassian cannot take a threat seriously if it is disguised as being harmless.” He leaned towards Quinn and spoke softly in his ear. “Be careful, it is a dangerous place but one that can hold a great reward. There is a prophecy that when the true Lord of the wastelands comes to claim it he will have access to a great source of power.”
Quinn nodded. “Thank you, my King.”
The King nodded regally as he stepped to leave. “Now I suggest you all leave before Lord Cassian regains consciousness.” He went to close the door behind him but called through the door. “And Pryce, consider yourself a Sir. I will grant you a modest parcel of land and five hundred pieces of gold.”
Quinn glanced curiously at Pryce. How did King Soren know his name?
Pryce smiled deeply. “Thank you, my King. However I will have to respectfully decline.”
“Oh?” The King's eyebrows knitted together.
“I need to stay close to Quinn. Someone has to keep an eye on the accident prone boy!”
The King laughed. “The offer will remain open whenever you wish to claim it.”
“Thank you.” Pryce nodded deeply as the door closed again.
As soon as the door closed, Quinn pulled Eira to him and they spun round in circles, whooping and yelling.              




EPILOGUE

Quinn was certain he would wake up and find it was all a dream. However he was delighted to find that when he woke up in the morning he was still in Lord Winsworth's mansion. They had ridden there in the night upon his insistence.
Eira had been forced to sleep in a separate wing. Her father would not allow any improper behaviour under his roof.
Eira insisted she would be coming with him to the Wastelands. Unfortunately, that meant that her father would also be coming, ensuring proper behaviour continued.
Quinn took a deep breath. Lord Drakwyn. He hoped he would be able to live up to the King's confidence in him.
There was a soft knock on the door, and Eira tiptoed in.
“Hey.” Quinn smiled down at her as she stood next to him.
They watched the sun rise together.
“I guess I had better get started on claiming my lands.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Where do I even begin?”
Eira put her arm around his back. “Together. We begin together.”
And though Quinn was too shy to admit how he felt just yet, even to himself, he settled comfortably into her touch. 
Lord Cassian had yelled himself hoarse with fury, destroying his study with fists, kicks, throws and magic. He cursed the fact that the spell to help him survive the fulfilment of the prophecy had required a sacrifice witnessed by many innocents. His clever attempt to publicly sacrifice the boy during the play had turned into a public embarrassment. Otherwise he would have just done away with the upstart boy on the spot. Furthermore, he had lost Eira Winsworth, and she was vital to his plans.
Unfurling the forbidden cracked scroll from the Guild library, he re-read the requirements of the spell. He could still complete it. It would take him much longer and would require more effort but would avoid the need for the sacrifice to be public. He could force himself to be patient. He strode out of the room with renewed purpose.
The prophecy would be turned to his advantage.
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Find out what happens to Quinn and Eira next…












Chronicles of Avarria

Book Two
The Lord of the Dragonstone
Jacob summons Quinn with an impossible task. Find his sister, who has disappeared. The only way to achieve this task is to infiltrate the Witches Guild.
Can Quinn come to terms with his magic, find Jacob’s sister and find the lost power to bring down Lord Cassian, without losing his life in the process?
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