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 FORWARD BY THE AUTHOR 
 
      
 
    Just a couple of notes on content if I may: 
 
      
 
    1: Before release, the characters of this book and myself sat down in my favourite pub and had a chat about language. I reminded them of the importance of minding their p’s and q’s. They reminded me that if I am going to put them in life and death situations or positions of stress then naughty words may slip out on occasions. Fair enough I said. 
 
      
 
    2: The other thing. There are a few young ladies and gentlemen in this book and sometimes young people like to do what comes naturally to them. Again, they were asked that, if that sort of thing was going to go on, then would they mind shutting the door behind them (where there is a door to shut). 
 
      
 
    That’s it really, enjoy the book. 
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    This book is dedicated to the dog. Because he insists we walk past the pub every Saturday. 
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    I disapprove of what you say, but I will defend to the death, your right to say it. 
 
    Voltaire


 
   
  
 

 PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
   Y et another arrow whisked past the head of Weska, only seconds after two others had thumped into the other side of the ditch behind which he now found himself. They were close enough that he knew his pursuers had seen exactly which part of the verge he had dived behind. 
 
    The number of arrows also confirmed that he hadn’t got nearly as many of his attackers with his last fireball as he presumed. He had enough strength for maybe one more pyrotechnic display he thought, or maybe a couple of smaller conflagrations, before he would slump, too exhausted to defend himself in hand to hand combat with the last of the gaestnip pack that had waylaid them. 
 
    Weska the Red turned his head to look at his assistant, Gavel Parek. Parek looked pasty, even by Alrunian standards. He looked for the entire world like he could still just be asleep. Gavel’s skin tone gave nothing away about his state of animation, the only clue being the axe blade embedded through the back of his former assistant’s head. 
 
    Despite his immediate concerns for his own ability to escape this mess, Weska felt a sudden (and unexpected) pang of guilt for having allowed Gavel to come with him on this ill fated venture. 
 
    Gavel had been prone to bouts of unfounded concern with his master’s schemes. A voice of worried caution in Weska’s ear. He thought through every possibility, every outcome, saving Weska the headache of such mundane detail. This left Weska with more time to plot his rise through his current employer’s ranks to further, well, his own ambitions.  
 
    He never thought of himself as a mercenary, more of an entrepreneur in these times of opportunity that presented themselves to a man of Weska’s talents. True, he was a good conjurer, but magic skills alone were not his defining talent. No, Weska had a knack for sizing people up, people that mattered, people that could help Weska along. 
 
    Certainly his new employers had seen something in Weska. Most warlocks who came out of the Tower of Theat easily found employment throughout the empires of man, and sometimes beyond, but that was mostly on the battlefield. Most of the larger, well financed, mercenary groups and standing armies could count at least one Theatian battle mage amongst their ranks. This meant training was brutal and a lot harsher than the other enchanters’ universities in Pa-Parag, Oaks Keep and Eadreds Tower, whose book ridden spawn could barely go a week outside their warm dormitories without dying of plague. 
 
    Studying the arcane skills at Theat meant using magic to survive a harsh winter’s night in the Dragonsteeth Hills, often destroying another student in the process, (either for fun or necessity as the mood took you) or possessing a wolf pack to find sustenance. Studying the theorem of some long forgotten Elheren artefact purely for academic purposes was of no use to Theatian apprentices. 
 
    Whilst Weska had progressed well through the Theatian tenants, selling himself for mere battle pleasures never interested him. He was capable enough but the mark of a great warrior in any discipline was to exploit your strengths. So, when Weska concluded his lessons at The Tower of Theat, (which basically meant coming out alive), he looked for his commissions outside the usual posting boards known to take battlemages.  Instead, he looked to the biggest battleground of them all, commercial enterprise, where wealth and power had to be fought for equally hard, albeit with rhetoric, rather than fireballs. True, the odd charm had been needed to get himself to the attention of his current employers lieutenants’, but wasn’t that all part of the battle for power? 
 
    In any event, four years of running other entrepreneurs errands had given him enough time to talk to the right people here and there, waiting for the right moment and opportunity to suggest a scheme of his own. He knew enough that his employers were aggressive, in every sense of the word, with the expansion of their commercial enterprises. They certainly appeared to be able to operate where they chose, sometimes under the guise of more local concerns and sometimes directly with their banners flying from their own guildhalls. Their operation ran in the very heart of Pa-Parag, east to the borders of Tai-Shen (and into it if what he had heard from others was correct), south through the Dragonsteeth Hills and certainly all the way to the western seaboards. 
 
     Any bright individual who had served their apprenticeship could place a proposal for a new venture with his employer. If the proposal was endorsed, then the resources would be allocated; manpower, wagons, mercenary companies, local officials and even city or church representatives. This was on the strict agreement (on pain of death), that all profits would be returned to the guild in question, with a small cut for the entrepreneur thereafter. A gloriously organised franchise. As far as this particular guild was concerned, this meant minimal work and exposure to local or senate laws if the plan failed, and voluminous profit if it went well. 
 
    Weska’s plan had fitted very well with his employer’s larger ambitions (such as he knew what they were). He understood enough through his cunning and guile to come up with this well conceived plan in the first place. His efforts to contact, and come to agreeable terms, with the best pirate fleet on the western coast had taken him the best part of a year. In fairness, he was aware that his employers had instigated a similar plan through the ports on the eastern coast of Tai Shen before.  
 
    Throughout most of this carefully thought out plan, Gavel found some minor detail to worry about, or express his doubts. Weska did not think Gavel had what it took to come up with his own schemes. He was too willing to do his master’s bidding, too subservient in character and too wrapped up in all the finer details of any plan, to have a thought of his own. Frankly, Weska was amazed Gavel hadn’t been killed sooner. He clearly had no idea what he was letting himself in for with Weskas plan although, in fairness, he had not told Gavel what was likely to occur on their trip this far south west of Alrunia, or how long he thought they would be gone. Each time Weska summoned Gavel for updates and progress reports, he half expected the slightly sickly looking younger man to have fled back to Pa-Parag on the first merchant wagon he could find passage on.  
 
    Oh well, too late for the poor sod now and, as far as Weska could tell, with his own nose buried right into the ditch, every mercenary he had hired to protect them. There were certainly no sounds of any continued fighting now. 
 
    In fact, the only sound was the slight crackling from his modest caravan, suggesting it was still alight. 
 
    Hmmm, well, they’re clearly still within arrow range but haven’t charged at me yet, presumably for fear I’ll still be able to toast any of the hairy beasts who try to rush me, thought Weska the Red. 
 
    Weska the Red indeed! That was a joke. Weska the Brown, Weska the Soiled, would be a more accurate description right now. 
 
    His anger returned, not only at finding himself in this predicament, but also by the ease with which the gaestnips appeared to have dispatched the entire mercenary contingent he had hired for protection. 
 
    What had they been called: The Crow Feeders, well their corpses would live up to their own name now!  
 
    He had hired them in Pa Parag, where they were re-supplying and re-arming after a contract they had just completed. Their leader, Koloch, had presented Weska with their credentials which appeared quite genuine, Koloch had told him that they had already been hired for another job in Sha Haram. Fortunately, this meant they would be sharing the same road with Weska’s intended route so they could still accompany him all the way through the south wealds right to the port of Columb where they would part ways, the Crow Feeders on passage to Sha Haram and Weska, by prior arrangement at a specified time and place, to meet the pirate lord and deliver his package. The Crow Feeders had seemed capable enough. They had just completed a contract to rid part of the Dragonsteeth Hills of a brigand camp, which had therefore meant a carefully planned assault. Koloch had spoken with experience and authority and had given Weska no cause to doubt the company’s discipline and resolve. 
 
    So how they had managed to meet their end at a simple bandit raid on a caravan was therefore rather disappointing.  
 
    Weska knew that, by choosing the guise of just a couple of small and simple caravans, he ran the risk of such attacks, but he had figured that would be better than a large, heavily armed, caravan train that would more likely be stopped or searched by overly officious turnpike officers all the way through the wealds. A large or valuable cargo was easy to track through records of travel and he needed to ensure that his trip went very much un-noticed. This meant that he only needed twenty men from the mercenary company, which included a few scouts, who travelled ahead off the road. 
 
    In fact, the scouts had not returned to the caravan before they were attacked. The gaestnips had been very organised and ferocious in their assault. Even Gavel had not thought of such an end, even with his endless scenarios of doom. What such a large group of gaestnips was doing roaming the southern wealds was beyond Weska’s comprehension, particularly an assault on one of the main highways through such a, supposedly, civilised area. 
 
    Well, there was no way he could make a run for it now and, even after some initial fear, the gaestnips would undoubtedly flank him in ones and twos. They would all need to kindly stand in one group if he was to try and vaporise the rest of the pack. 
 
    Even with all his battle training, Weska was starting to realise this was only going to end one way. Shit knows what will happen to the artefact then, he thought. 
 
    Weska had hoped at the back of his mind that the artefact would be kept in a secret vault in the guild’s grand and very visible headquarters in the centre of the merchants quarters in the heart of The Republic of Alrunia’s commercial city; Pa Parag. A country governed as strongly as the wealds but without the tradition to supposedly hold it back. Weska had hoped that the grand ceremony he had in his mind would give him an insight into the guild’s power and their larger plans. That they would make him one of their most visible and brightest young entrepreneurs, who could be counted on and entrusted with larger schemes in due course. 
 
    Instead, the gem had been given to him just before they left Pa Parag. Granted, it had been in the guilds headquarters, but only in a dusty backroom that appeared to have been forgotten about, along with the lone executive charged with meeting Weska, albeit with two dubious looking characters whose potential for violence he certainly wasn’t going to doubt, if he tried backing out or asking too many questions. 
 
    “I do not intend to waste both our times by repeating what we both know” said the fellow, in an extremely uninterested fashion. Clearly this man felt he had better things to do even though, if Weska was right, the artefact was the source of quite some power. Gods, if they treat items like this in such a nonchalant fashion then what else must they have to get them excited. 
 
    “In addition”, the man droned on, “the ritual required to activate the gem has already been passed to you, am I correct?” Weska nodded.  “Good, we have assigned you an assistant as well”. The man looked to one of his henchman, who opened the door to the dusty room that the guild had felt befitting for the start of such a grand adventure. 
 
    When Weska first saw Gavel, he assumed it was the lack of light in the room that made him look so pale. When the executive and his two cronies had left, with no words of comfort, congratulation or encouragement, Gavel led Weska out of the building and towards the edge of the city where their caravan was already prepared. It was only then that Weska realised this was Gavel’s natural colour. 
 
    Weska looked at Gavel’s body now. He still seemed to have that same worried expression on his face even in death, as if the Gods had already given him something to fret about! 
 
    Weska had now made up his mind that his only way out of here was to trade the one thing of value to him. It was possible that the gaestnips would just kill Weska anyway and take the gem but, without the ritual, it would be little more than a worthless trinket. However, the beasts were actually known to barter on occasion, when it suited them, and could pick up the rudimentary language skills of whichever area they inhabited. Some of their pack leaders could be quite cunning and organised, mirroring their basic human nature and tribal hierarchy as much as they mirrored humanity physically, which was to say only broadly. 
 
    “Well old boy” Weska said to Gavel’s body, “this’ll be the sales pitch of a lifetime and, if it goes wrong, I’ll see you shortly”. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
   T he young man lay in the grass unmoving, staring at the tree line. The hot and windy Highsun afternoon may have had the trees in constant motion, but the deer did not appear to have caught Torr’s scent. 
 
    Years of tracking game at this location had led the shipbuilder’s younger son to a patch of grass just below the ridge that was so used to him lying here that it was almost permanently indented with his, or his brother’s, prone body. 
 
    In addition, the lone tree just at this point on the top of the gradient also gave a perfect position for them to get into a shooting stance un noticed by their quarry. 
 
    However, this deer was unusually close to the forest edge. Most animals grazed away from the edge of Drim Forest, to avoid fell wolves or other, un-natural beasts. By the same token, this ensured they stayed within range of Torr’s hunting bow. This one, however, seemed perfectly content to skip right up to the great tree line and neither had Torr seen hide nor hair of the rest of the herd. 
 
    Although the bow was made by the finest woodworkers that Paega’s Bay had to offer, it stopped short of the range of a full military bow and if he tried to get closer, he would have to sneak into the meadow that lay between him and his quarry. Although he had been told how to shoot from a crouched position (with the bow parallel to the ground) the grass was too long at this part of the Highsun season still for him to see clearly. 
 
    He could stay below the ridge and work his way around the coast path that his working crew had just taken and then scramble up a sandstone incline which would allow him to flank the prize and be close enough for a shot. “So much for a sodding easy kill!” he muttered to himself as he withdrew from his current spot and back down the rough path on his side of the hill that led to the main track around a hundred yards below him. 
 
    Torr had commandeered two men from his detail to act as his carriers in the event that his shot found its mark, one of whom was now leaning on the long carrying pole they had brought with them. 
 
    Both men looked relieved that the ‘young master’ as he was generally referred to by the shipyards workers and other staff, was heading back. They presumed that he had given up or shot the beast, and that they would therefore be back at Home Manor well before the rest of the twelve strong crew with whom they had set out. 
 
    The men that Torr had come with, from the supply store at his father’s shipyard were in the process of ferrying the supplies into the lighthouse by rowing gig now. There was enough crew for that to spare two men for his impromptu hunt. 
 
    As luck would have it, foreman Barak had been rostered to lead the supply gang, one of the Skarsdale’s family’s most able and experienced workers. He was more than capable of conducting his tasks without any supervision at all from anyone and could easily teach Torr a thing or two about boat building, supervision, or running a busy shipyard. The labourers who had come out with Barak seemed happy to conduct their duties without Torr’s intervention and neither did Torr take this as a slight upon his own capabilities. 
 
    He had agreed with Barak which two men he could appropriate for his own task when the labourers were loading the supplies from the two wagons into the rowing gigs. “That’s fine Master Torr, just so long as men and the crew get to share your quarry later” said Barak, in his deep Sommerswake tones. 
 
    There was a notable breeze this far into the season of Highsun, which meant two men had to hold each gig steady. Everyone else had to watch their footing down the short jetty anyway as the wood was now prone to moss as it had not been tarred for a season. It was difficult enough, without a large and heavy hessian sack or crate to manage as well. Add in a boat that was leaping up and down on its moorings, and calamity was just around the corner. The two lucky candidates seemed quite happy with their new assignment, therefore. 
 
    Barak knew his duties well enough as did the labourers. Still, a family member should still be present with such a trip. The lighthouse might be theirs by deed, but they still owed a duty to all shipping merchants throughout the land and beyond. A good tariff was taken by the Skarsdale family for the upkeep of the lighthouse (or an onerous one, according to some merchants from the southern lands). A nice supplement to the family’s primary income of ship building and their own merchant fleet. If any problems befell shipping because the lighthouse was out, unmanned or not supplied, then the punishment would be severe.  
 
    Torr really had no need to get involved with the loading directly. The men knew their task well enough. They were paid well for labourers and knew it. Family Skarsdale was generally held in good stead in Paegas Bay and the surrounding villages. Work at their yard was usually long term and as largely free from bodily risk as was likely. Anyone not pulling their weight was generally heading straight for conscription into the army or local militia, and headlong into border patrol and skirmishes with giants, ogres and gaestnips, many of which could be quite one sided! 
 
    Torr could see the lighthouse from the side of the hill he was on, with Drim Forest stretching behind him. The forest ran all the way down the coast, towards the alchemists and mages tower of Oaks Keep and eastwards to the border of the neighbouring town of Tantes. It’s thick, deciduous nature courtesy of the trade and coastal winds that blew mild air to this most western part of Sommerswake.  
 
    Of course, it was God’s blessings that had given the Skarsdale family the balance of navigable waters running past their home. The sheltered natural harbour of Paegas Bay and a ready supply of building material in the form of the ‘Night Forest’ as it was known locally,  had also allowed Torr’s grandfather to start the family shipyard many years ago. 
 
    Oddly enough, there had been no need to exploit this particular part of the forest for primary ship material yet. Their lumber yards had to be situated closer to the river, where there was a good current for the saw wheels. 
 
    Just as well, no caravan would be able to stay upright on a slope as steep as the one he stood on now. Sandstone outcrops would break the wheels at about the same time as it would tip the wagon over. The man hours needed to make a viable caravan trail here were not justified when they had a good supply route just north of their yards. 
 
    However, the timber of the forest still had uses for masts, tillers, oars and a dozen other fittings for their ships as well as wood for the bowyers, fletchers and other artisans, for both Paegas Bay and the nearest trading town of Tantes, on the other side of the forest. 
 
    In fact, the wagons carrying out the wood did so on the far side of the forest, far nearer the road leading into and out of Tantes than Paegas Bay. There had always been skirmishes between the loggers and denizens of the forest, but the increased production, loggers’ mill and camps had meant greater safety in numbers. Wolves (and more fell creatures) were less likely to attack larger work gangs. 
 
    Thus the wild folk and forest creatures had actually been pushed back deeper into the forest, towards the borders of Torr’s own lands. The fields where Torr now found himself had therefore become wild meadow over time as they were not tended by any farm beasts now. It was too far from the nearest farmstead to be used even for long summer grazing, and farm dogs would prove no match for the multitude of wolf packs this close to their forest home. In addition, dryad legends (which most men his age took more than a passing interest in hearing about) and other monsters said to dwell within this natural green habitat, were enough to spook farmhands charged with moving cattle back to their barns. Torr, however, had no such fear, particularly with the twelve men with whom he had come up here. 
 
    Looking down the slope, Torr could see Barak still and the wooden winch that was busy lowering the largest crates that could not be carried by hand to the unseen jetty below. The men had to make their own way separately up and down a difficult flight of stairs cut into the rock face, some one hundred feet below. This most unlikely of places had been deemed the best point to load boats to get to the lighthouse as it was the shortest distance to row against strong tides in a boat that weighed, fully laden, over a tonne.  
 
    “Right then lads, this one’s making me work for my supper” said Torr as he approached his two hunt bearers. “I’m going to have to move quickly and quietly back down along the coast path and try and scramble up the short rock face, closer to the forest edge to get it”. 
 
     The men looked slightly bemused. No one came up here who had any lawful business in the area and Torr had no time to point out exactly where he was going. Three of them would make too much noise or raise too much scent. “Stay here and I’ll come back over the top of the ridge to let you know”. 
 
    Frankly, he wasn’t sure if they heard this last bit as he had already broken into a trot past them as he said it. However, they weren’t following or shouting out for orders or directions. They seemed quite happy leaning on the long spit on this warm, but still breezy, afternoon. 
 
    Torr realised he could use the strong breeze to his advantage as the wind would funnel along the path, not over it, away from the meadow where the deer was. He would still need to be quick and quiet though, the hunting thrill quite palpable in him at this point as he stalked his quarry. 
 
    He had time to note that the first gig was loaded, well below him, but struggling to pull away fully laden. He hesitated for a second. If the boat could not pull away from the jetty cleanly then the wind could turn it into the rocks, smashing all and sundry to pieces. The supplies would be lost and, quite possibly, any men in the water as well. Roping them out would be difficult. 
 
    He took a deep breath and offered a prayer to The Lord for their safety. Some in this coastal region would probably still have made an offering to Stormsen, the old sea god, before setting foot on the jetty. 
 
    He turned away from the jetty and onto the narrow and eroded track of the coast path that ran all the way into Paegas Bay some miles behind them, all the way past Drim Forest and on for many leagues south. It was prone to erosion from the strong winds that tore up twice a year past this stretch of Sommerswake coastline. Even on this mildly windy day, Torr could see regular white crest tops to the waves which, he knew from his previous voyages, could rise as high as the side of his father’s largest ships out into the trade routes of The Great Sea itself. 
 
    He only needed to jog a hundred yards maybe along the path before he found a suitable point in the sandstone up which he could scramble. He had dropped maybe twenty yards from his original point, where he had been lying prone in his favoured spot. The hand holds were easy and obvious enough for him to climb without making any noise that could be heard above him, particularly with his sinewy and relatively tall frame, ideal for reaching for the next outcrop of sandstone to climb up. 
 
    The necessity of climbing meant he had slung his bow over his back so, first of all, he just needed to take a peak over the top to check the damn deer was still there. 
 
    It wasn’t! 
 
    “Sodding hells” he muttered, but then he caught a slight shimmer again halfway along the tree line and, just about, in range. Torr slowly climbed fully over the rock face and knelt next to the tree line. He had emerged right next to the edge of the forest. There was an intangible feeling he got, just crouching next to the forest. Natural instinct cautioned him against going any further away from the rock face, towards the centre of the meadow. To his left, at the crest of the meadow, he could see the lone tree against which he had been crouched before he decided to change position. 
 
    Just as he was about to give up, having decided the deer must have gone into the forest (which would be very unusual), the shimmering became clearer and the deer came into focus, just at the edge of his range. 
 
    It had not seen him nor did it give any indication that its own animal senses were on heightened alert. It appeared to be grazing happily 
 
    Torr just needed to move forwards slowly ten paces, maybe fifteen. At this range his arrow could possibly reach but there was too much risk of deviation and, with the animal’s agility, could actually be avoided by the deer. He needed to be closer. 
 
    His own senses felt unusually focussed and the deer seemed calmer than any animal had the right to be so close to the forest. However, he was buggered if this deer would be getting away after the trouble it had put him through. He was stalking now and had unhitched his own bow with slow careful movements as he paced forwards. 
 
    He started to reach for an arrow and then the deer vanished, back into the forest. “Ogres’ bollocks!” he exclaimed, gave up his stance and just stood upright. He’d had enough now. This wasn’t right somehow though. That deer just seemed to be leading him on and he did not have the time of a full hunt to go after it. Not that he would venture further anyway, at least on his own. He had enough common sense to realise it was time to turn back. 
 
    As he turned, he froze. No more than five paces away, between him and his scramble back down to the coast path, appeared to be three young women. An instant of sub-conscious fear disappeared as he took in their form and clothing. Their dresses appeared to shimmer like the deer he had been chasing. 
 
    It also made it difficult to look at them directly for any length of time. Torr cupped his hand over his eyes, but already it had given him the starting of a headache. Undeterred, he continued to stare, most unbefitting a young man of his station. He knew they were dryads, dangerous and beautiful, but something had him routed to the spot, not least that they were standing in his intended path. 
 
    Conversations amongst groups of men often turned to the topic of dryads, particularly after several ales or glasses of cider. These tall tales playing purely to the fantasies that kept these creatures a common topic of bard song in the taverns. 
 
    Torr had only had one account accurately recalled to him by his father’s ship captain, Gaerulf.  
 
    Gaerulf had told him about one previous encounter sometime ago. “Men can be lured in without the dryads even having to break cover if they need to. Some come to the tree-line or just beyond if their prey is proving too virtuous for their liking. Once their mind is ensnared, then there is no hope for the fool. He would gladly kill any of his former comrades if they tried to stop him and, unfortunately, that is often the only way to stop the fool anyway”. 
 
    Gaerulf had then related the story of such a man in more detail, during a stop made by his old regiment, Valheimers Swords, whilst serving in The Giant Wars to the north. “He put a sword through the first man that tried to stop him and forced the corporal I sent after that to defend himself. Only a bow bolt stopped him”.  A shudder came over Gaerulf. “They gave a terrible hissing then, like some demon serpent, when we took their prey from them. I can tell you lad, we moved camp on the double after that”. 
 
    Despite this horror story, Torr stayed where he was, still hoping that these dryads would somehow be good natured.  
 
    They seemed to be alternating between talking and giggling amongst themselves and flashing their eyes at him. The shortest of the three, looked at him with a playful glint, sweeping away her mousey hair from her eyes and face in the breeze. Torr realised at this point that she had a bow. He could see little more than the nocks at each end.  She wasn’t tall so it could not be any bigger than the training bows Torr used when he was younger in their nearest paddock back at home. She wore her quiver by her hip, which accentuated her curves here. 
 
    The stare he received from the blonde haired one seemed less furtive at times, more intense, but still flashes of a smile would pass her lips. Garlands of wild flowers adorned her hair, ankles and waist.  The brunette was notably taller and slimmer than her two, younger, companions. She seemed to view Torr with an air of inscrutability. Her taller, slender shape partially concealing a wooden staff strapped over her back. The staff did not appear fashioned or worked, but somehow more than a mere dead branch picked by some rambler. 
 
    The motion of their long hair and dresses seemed as one with the wind. Despite the glory and beauty of the visage before him, which was more than he could have dreamed of, Torr couldn’t shake the beginnings of a headache, even over the pounding of his blood and desire. 
 
    “Hail young Torr”. He couldn’t tell which one of them spoke, even just from a few paces, their hair blowing as it was. It was a voice young and fair and he was not perturbed by the fact that they knew his name. “We have watched you upon your father’s errands, both now and before”. Torr could not tell if it was the same voice simply becoming more melodic, or if another of the dryads was speaking to him. 
 
    “We know of your desires and thoughts. Come, join us Torr”. The brunette held out her hand, palm open, towards him now. 
 
    His heart was pounding, but so was his headache. The only time he had previously suffered this level of cranial discomfort had something to do with not paying attention during basic combat lessons and stepping back into the path of a mounted knight. The knight’s mace had been swinging from the saddle and connected with the back of his head. The apothecary who had nursed him back to consciousness had told him that only Torr’s helmet had saved him on that occasion and then only because it was a glancing blow. His war priest had said that if the knight had swung the mace with full force, it would still have caved the back of his head in, helmet or no. 
 
    This time though, his balance and sight were unaffected by whatever malady was causing this, now strong, pain behind his eyes.  
 
    The two younger dryads giggled, furtively shifting their stance as they did. Even the taller, more austere girl, who still stood with slender arm outstretched smiled thinly. As the blonde and mousey haired girls continued to glance at each other with knowing smiles, the brunette spoke, her tones seemingly matching the darker colour of her hair. “We are glad that you have come to us for we seldom have guests stand before our home. Will you not join us?” As she said this, she put her hand lightly on his shoulder. It was only then that Torr realised that he was standing right in front of them, but he could not recall if he had walked the few paces to them or if they had crossed over to where he had stood. 
 
    Even through his padded tunic, her hand felt supple and warm. Still with mirthful smiles the two younger girls eagerly approached, one either side. They were both shorter than him by about a head. As the blonde girl approached him on the left he glanced at her curves down her split and only slightly opaque dress. He was only drawn away from staring at her when the mousey haired girl, now on his right, leaned up on tiptoe and whispered in his ear. “Welcome Torr, will you come with us now, to see where we lie, to enjoy the pleasures of the forest as we do”. The blonde girl slipped an arm around his back. “Yes, Torr, we can show you your hearts’ desire, come now”.  At the same time, the brunette had run her hand down his arm and took him by the hand leading him into the forest. A natural path into Drim Forest now appeared before them which Torr did not recall walking past in the first place. 
 
     The brunette now leading him into the forest turned to smile at Torr. “Do not worry handsome boy, our desire will be your desire soon”. He thought he saw the briefest flicker of a frown cross her face then and, for the first time, he heard other sounds, very much like voices, men’s voices, being carried into the forest on the wind. 
 
    By now, he cared no more about anything. His sole focus was going, willingly, with these three heavenly creatures. The pain in his head had gone but he still felt strange, almost as if in a trance. He was conscious of motion but not if he was actually walking. The brunette then said something which he didn’t catch, a fortuitous gust of wind catching her breath at this point, or so it seemed to Torr. It seemed to be directed at the other two and could either have been their names, which they had not revealed to him, (nor did he care now), or commands to them. The mousey haired girl quickly took his right hand where the brunette had let go and put it around her waist. There was a passion on her face and in her eyes. The brunette was now out of sight but, as he was now pressed against the mousey haired girl, he cared not where their apparent leader was. He thought she must be just behind them.  
 
    “Quickly Eagred, not here, we must get him away”. The voice came from his other side, but he was no longer paying attention to the blonde girl holding onto him. He could not recall, or care, what had become of his bow or sword, which had been sheathed on his belt. His focus now was solely on the mousey haired girl, to whom he had now turned. He was gazing directly at her. 
 
    “Hush Taenna, you know Kaerunda will deal with them. What harm is there in stealing a kiss now from our beautiful boy”. As the mousey haired girl, whose name he now knew as Eagred, said this, she did so without taking her eyes away from Torr, caressing his hair at the same time, “Besides, I have been granted this bow by the Forest Lord for a reason if I am not mistaken”. As Eagred said this she inclined her head towards Torr’s ear, her lips just brushing his lobe as she finished her sentence. 
 
    Torr could contain himself no more, just as the Dryad called Taenna began to protest, he put both his hands firmly on either side of Eagred’s face and kissed her. 
 
    His last vision was of a startled look in Eagred’s eyes, her hands letting go of him just as the sounds of men’s voices could still be heard, nearer now, more than one. He thought the loudest sounded like Barak’s heavy tones, shouting over something that then sounded like an animal hissing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
   A  warmth flooded over Torr the likes of which he had never experienced, even when standing by the fire at Home Manor on a cold Witherings eve, after sneaking in a fine porcelain carafe of Westernesse red wine from his father’s study. His first taste of that velvety mead and its effects paled into comparison with the rush of blood through his body upon that kiss.  
 
    As he closed his eyes, the image of Eagred remained very clear seemingly in his mind’s eye. He could not tell if he had entered a dream state of some magical description, or if Eagred had somehow physically found her way into his head. Given her nature, both explanations seemed plausible. The dryad still seemed real enough. She appeared to be speaking to him, but he could hear no sound, just her visage etched in his mind. The coastal wind still appearing to tug at her thin gown, but there was no forest around her, no path leading through the trees or coast’s edge, just Eagred. 
 
    He felt nothing now, no attachment to any mortal body, but this vision of Eagred was more than a dream, he was sure. When he recalled their kiss, he felt a surge, like a rush of blood, even if he had no conscious physical feeling, as if some unknown power had been awakened in him. Holding on to the image of Eagred though seemed to be getting harder. There was no physical impression of her moving away or becoming less real, just a sense that she was slipping away. As she faded from his mind (if this was truly where he saw her now) the nature of his encounter with these creatures started to dawn on him. 
 
    He started to feel something else now, a sickness in the pit of his stomach but again no other sensation that he was truly alive. That his encounter with these creatures had not been what it seemed, or at least, what he hoped it was or would lead to. However, he remained entirely certain that Eagred may have genuinely felt something for him. This did not waiver and gave him a crumb of comfort as it started to dawn on him that all they had planned was to lure him into the forest, to be slaughtered or left some mindless husk, or to some other unimaginable fate. He was their prey and he had walked into their trap more willingly then any deer he had baited whilst out hunting with his father and brother. 
 
    Another sensation now - anger, the feelings of drunken wooziness all but gone. Still, he knew he was not awake but not dreaming, he thought. This gave rise to some confusion as well now. Where was he then? If his ordeal was over, why could he not just wake? He thought he heard a low moaning sound, as confusion gave way to worry. Was he perhaps still in the dryads’ clutches? Was he still in mortal danger? Was this death? Worry became fear, almost panic. A sensation of movement and more moaning, slightly louder now.  
 
    Then he felt something, not in his mind’s eye, for he could see nothing now but he felt something, a soothing hand on what should be his head he thought. Words as well, a female voice, comforting. He couldn’t make out what was being said but something about the touch of the hand and the tone of the voice seemed entirely familiar. He could feel then. Some comfort returned to him and a feeling of rest. He thought he could hear more voices as his panic subsided, as he could focus, yes, a focus only gained through physicality. The other voices, there were more than one, were mens’, again familiar to him, another females voice now, slightly higher and younger sounding than the first: sister! 
 
    Without conscious thought, he tried to open his eyes, no clear images, but blurry shapes looking directly down at him. All of a sudden his connection to the real world and his body rushed over him, overwhelming his mind. His dizziness returned in abundance. He thought he had the sensation of trying to sit up, but fell back again on whatever he was lying on. He opened his eyes again. Slightly more focussed this time, yes, his sister, brother and mother, and also, his bedroom. He was home! Another sensation; relief. He tried to speak, but could only manage a low croaking noise. The lanterns in his room burned brightly, too brightly. He closed his eyes again, his relief now giving way to a feeling of exhaustion. No feelings of pain, just a mental tiredness he could not explain. He could feel his mother holding his hand.  
 
    As his sense of physicality returned, and a certainty that he was safe and seemingly physically uninjured, so did his sense of humour: Sodding hell, he thought.  I’m in for a world of shit now! 
 
      
 
    **************************************** 
 
      
 
    When he woke again, he knew he had slept, no dreams, no sensations, no visions of Eagred (although thinking about her bought back a feeling of dizziness at first), just waking from a very heavy sleep. He still felt tired, as he often felt on The Sunlord’s day of rest, after nine days of waking at dawn all the time in his heavily regimented world. 
 
    He went to get out of bed, knocking a pan of warm, herbal smelling, water off his bedside table. The clattering had brought in one of the housemaids, Shishgaerd, one of the younger maids (who seemed to blush when addressed by Torr’s older brother). She looked alarmed and unprepared for a conscious, but still clumsy, Torr. “Young Sir, you’re awake! I must fetch Maem and your mother at once”. Shishgaerd turned on her heel, picked up her hem and left, like a fast moving curtain. 
 
    Torr sat back down, not having had time, or the voice to protest. He tried to clear his mind for the inevitable backlash that was undoubtedly to come. Gods, his punishment had been severe enough when he was quite a few years younger, just for wandering unaccompanied further up river from Home Manor to go and see his friend, Raeknor, the miller’s son. Admittedly, he had taken the watch guard’s longsword (without the watch guard knowing!) to protect himself against the bandits that he had heard everyone talking about at the time. It was only when the search party found him three miles further up river that he considered he might be in a spot of bother then as well! 
 
    Oh well, at least father won’t be back for a long time, depending upon the winds and currents. 
 
     Aelboric, Torr’s father, was on one of their ships on a voyage to the island city state of Sha Haram. 
 
    It was not often that Aelboric Skarsdale had the need, or time, to personally oversee a convoy now. Not since their new class of ocean traders took to the waters of The Great Sea some four years ago, but Torr had been told this one was important. 
 
     According to the ship birds that had been sent, all was going well and he was due to start his return trip in The Sunlords Blessing, as the ship had been named. This was much to the approval of The Abbot of Paega at its launch.  
 
    Whilst musing that his father would have enough time to calm down when he learnt about Torr’s latest escapade, his Mother, Mae, entered his room almost at a run and in one fell swoop, attempted to crush poor Torr in her joy at seeing her youngest son up and, seemingly, no worse for wear. “My boy” she had time to exclaim, before the house Maem entered his room as well, looking somewhat terser than his mother although that seemed to be the only expression she could muster, even when addressed by her employer, Torr’s father. 
 
    “What on earth were you doing, wandering off from Barak like that and going into the Forest with those things!” 
 
    Both his mother and Maem examined him closely, looking beyond his face for signs of madness or other, hidden, malady. “I’m fine” Torr said automatically. 
 
    “You said that when you stepped into the path of that knight at the tourney ground yet you couldn’t stand straight for a week”. Mae held him at arm’s length, still staring intently at Torr. “You will worry your mother so”.  
 
    “Your poor mother has been beside herself these last few days and nights, unable to rest, even with the monastery’s best apothecary staying here almost permanently while you tossed and turned in your fever” chipped in Maem, in tones of some disgust. 
 
    Torr’s mother turned only slightly before addressing Maem. “Yes, thank you, Maem, for your concern, I shall deal with our boy now. If I am not mistaken, we shall be hosting the miller’s family tonight”. A thinly veiled command to Maem that she had other duties to attend to. Torr had always known that his mother had never really approved of their Maem, a clash of temperament and personality. Nevertheless, she was one of the best heads of house and staff in the town of Paega and beyond, if his father was right. 
 
    Torr had sat up straighter at the mention of the miller’s impending attendance at Home Manor. That would mean Raeknor would be over as well. Mae sensed why Torr had taken note of that comment. “Alas, Raeknor will not be over I am afraid. He has business in Paega to oversee.  Besides, the apothecary who has seen you through your fever insisted no one but immediate family be allowed to see you when or if”, Mae's face dropped at this last word “you woke”. She quickly composed herself. Maem seemed right though, his mother looked tired. 
 
    Mae looked at her son again. “You will be the death of me I’m sure. Now, I must get someone to ride for Paega. The apothecary insisted on imposing himself on us again upon news of your recovery”. 
 
    Torr reflected on his mother’s worries. Again, only after his latest act did he consider the consequences of his actions (a point he knew his mother meant him to consider when she said this). Not that he felt he really had any choice in the matter. His intentions had been innocent enough. He had hunted deer there for years now, so had his brother, and his father. It could have been either of them that the dryads could have ensnared in their trap. However, something in him knew that he still would have wanted to enter the forest willingly with the creatures. 
 
    True to his mother’s word, there had been no visit from Raeknor that evening and Torr was confined to his room on the order of everyone who seemed to hold, or thought they held, authority over him over the course of the next few days. The apothecary had looked him over again the following day he awoke and prescribed more crushed herbs in all his washing and drinking water for another ten-day. He had at least agreed that Torr could roam the grounds but only during hours of daylight in case of some hidden curse brought on him by ‘those fell night creatures’ as the apothecary had put it. It wasn’t even at night when this happened you daft old goat! Torr thought to himself. 
 
    Torr understood his predicament though. He had placed himself in mortal danger, albeit unwittingly to begin with perhaps. He was not, therefore, in a position to start protesting at anything he was told to do.  
 
    “A large degree of contrition is in order brother” Torr had been told with a grin when greeted by Aelfsige,  his older sibling and his twin sister, Freda. Although they had obviously been among the first to see him, it was only when Torr spoke to his brother that it occurred to him to ask how long it had been before he awoke. “You were asleep and in the grip of fever for two days, and you awoke on the third, scaring the shit out of the young maid in the process”. 
 
    “Yes, and I’m sure you were quickly there to comfort her brother” said Torr, making a thrusting motion with his loins as he said it. Torr was not sure if his older brother laughed at his comment, or the fact that he winced when moving quickly. Clearly he had been in bed longer than even Torr was comfy with. 
 
    “You are both quite foul” said Freda, with her usual admonishment of most conversations that her brothers held. “Your poor mother has been sick with worry and all you can do is laugh”. Her tone turning to slight anger as she cuffed her twin on the shoulder. “You are lucky father is not here, otherwise you would find yourself working in the shipyards all by yourself I shouldn’t wonder, if that’s what it will take to stop you from wandering off so. What on earth possessed you? I will have to fend off questions from my friends and peers about this for at least a month, possibly right through the season of Highsun”. Freda seemed to have the ability to make herself angrier the longer she spoke of a disagreeable topic. 
 
     “Come sister, I am quite sure our brother here will be punished fully in the course of time, but for now, he still appears to require rest”, Aelfsige turned his sister and ushered her out of the room whilst looking back at Torr and winking. 
 
    Over the course of the next few days, Torr had the opportunity to describe his incident with the dryads to his brother without Freda present. Being only a few years older, Aelfsige seemed as keen on the details of the creatures’ figures and garments as he was about the mortal peril that Torr may, or may not, have been in. 
 
    He had also received a visit from Barak, in his brother’s company as well. “Our good Barak here has also been beside himself as a result of your actions little brother” mocked Aelfsige again, who was clearly going to make the most of this for as long as he could. “I do believe you owe him an explanation given that he singlehandedly saved your backside from a bedevilled fate”. 
 
    “Barak...I”, began Torr, but then it occurred to him that he had asked no one, and no one had offered, any explanation what had actually happened. In truth, he had been too ashamed to ask. 
 
    “Now now young master, I will brook no apologies. I am simply glad that you are alive and well. I feared you were dead when I got to you, pale and cold you had gone and I could discern no breath. Me and the lads got you back here on horseback. We unhitched the wagon and rode straight for Home Manor”. 
 
    “But...so, what happened to Eag...?” Torr started to say her name but his brother quickly gave him a stern glance. “Err..those dryads. I was in the forest, I thought, and.....”. Torr quickly realised that there was no point trying to explain his actions. Any male, of any race with a pulse, would instantly discern anything other than a truthful explanation for trying to wander off with three dryads! 
 
    Fortunately, Barak was quick to pick up the threads of the tale’s ending. “The two lads who were helping you could see you and those.....things, so they ran to me double quick. I came to the top of the hillock and saw two of `em carting you off between them, with the third behind. I shouted to you sire, honest I did, but the third one then turned to me. The two lads with you followed me down brandishing the hunting pole and some of the other lads had responded to my shouts and had come up behind me with oars and picks. Fortunately, they had just come back up from the jetty. If they were all in the boats, I would have been on my own. This third one looked awful fierce sir but I realised that if I lost sight of you that....well”. 
 
    Torr swallowed. Barak’s explanation was another nail of reality about the predicament he had put himself in. “I never meant to....well, I am so sorry Barak”. 
 
    Aelfsige patted Barak on the back. “A regular hero our Barak was by all accounts”. Aelfsige had a sense of the dramatic which he now adopted. “He grabbed your sword that you seemed to have dropped near the bottom of the hill dear brother, before charging the foul creatures with nary a thought for his own wellbeing. He forced them to flee appearing, no doubt, to be twice their size before rescuing your sorry backside and returning you here for your family to pick up the pieces”. 
 
    “Now now, sir, it was only the first one that faced me and, I must admit, that is all a bit of a blur. By the time I got to young sir, the other two had already made off”. Barak said with some embarrassment. “Blood rage the apothecary called it, `e believed it made me immune to any spell they may have tried to cast”. 
 
    Something else then dawned on Torr. “Barak, why are you wearing a marine guard’s uniform?” he asked. 
 
    This earned Barak another slap on the back by Aelfsige. 
 
    “Well, in recognition of his bravery, our Barak here is one of our ships marines now”. Barak looked down sheepishly. “I only did what anyone else would `ave done”.  
 
    “Nonsense dear fellow, Sommerswake needs more stout hearts like yours”, finished Aelfsige. Barak bowed and left, claiming his new duties awaited him. 
 
    “Well at least someone got something out of this,” said Aelfsige when Barak had left. Aelfsige leaned on the door frame as he addressed his brother now and looked behind him to make sure no one was listening before turning to Torr again in quieter tones. “Truth is, I suspect he realised how much shit he would have been in, if he came back with either your dead body or no body at all. Still, all the labourers agreed that he charged downhill like a mad berserker, making at least one of your new friends flee”.  
 
    Torr looked instantly concerned. “Did he see what happened to them? There were three of them and one was...” His voice trailed off. Aelfsige raised one of his long, gangly, arms and gripped Torr’s shoulder and winked. “Barak also said he saw you in the clutches of one of them or, at least, that’s how he put it when addressing everyone when he returned with you on the back of one of the packhorses. Your mother and sister have taken ‘clutch’ as a vile term full of the creatures dread. I, on the other hand, suspect any ‘clutching’ may have been more on your part! Don’t worry dear brother, your secret is safe with me”, he said with a wink before standing straight. “But he did not say what became of them, no. Having seen them off with blood rage, he quickly scooped you up covered by the rest of the men and returned forthwith. Don’t worry, I’m sure your new friends have simply retreated to lick their wounds”. 
 
    Aelfsige then left as well. As was the custom in the wealds, or at least in the Weald of Sommerswake, Aelfsige would be expected to take over the running of the family business as the eldest male child, leaving his sister ‘free’ to marry into any suitable family of repute. Fortunately, both seemed genuinely keen with their respective tasks and outlooks on life. Their grandfather had been a boat builder by trade and his father before that a carpenter as well. The success of the Skarsdale business as esteemed ship builders to merchants from all corners of the known world of Gaerd (or at least its known trading ports) was, in fairness, as much down to their geographical position in these troubled times as any other factor. 
 
    Still, they had come to be a well respected family in Paegas Bay and the quality of their fleet had never been questioned.  The disruption of the established caravan trade routes through the lands of the Deeplings and into Theat and the troubles affecting the northern borders of the wealds meant that merchant houses had to become creative, very quickly, with their supply lines if they wanted to survive. The alternative was a mercenary company so large that any profits were instantly wiped out. 
 
    Organised trade with the Deeplings had emerged over the lifetime of Torr’s grandfather and father opening up, over time, new trade routes across the sea, right into the natural shelter of Paegas Bay. Even without this intervention, had been a small port and fishing harbour for countless generations, well before the time of The Sunlords Chosen, just over seven hundred years ago. 
 
    His uncertainty about what became of Eagred played on Torr’s mind over the next few days, leaving him in the grip of something of a morose. He couldn’t very well ask anyone who was there what happened. As he started to feel stronger over the next few days, he contemplated returning but sense played its part. 
 
     It was whilst he occupied himself with these thoughts, looking through the main stone mullioned window in his bedroom, over the formal garden to the south and west aspect of the manor grounds, that his most keenly awaited visitor arrived, quietly entering Torr’s room without announcing himself in an effort to try and startle him: “Sodding Hells you pervert, I can’t leave you alone for five minutes before you try and shag every tree between here and the sea”. 
 
    The voice was enough to break Torr’s malaise and bring a grin to his face. He turned, putting on a deadpan expression. “I only went to warn them about your small dick. Naturally, they couldn’t keep their hands off me”. 
 
    Raeknor grinned back, before a brief look of genuine concern crossed his face. ”But you are alright though. All we were told was that you had been subject to some terrifying ordeal with creatures of the wood. It was only after talking to your brother that I found out what really happened” 
 
    “Oh, Sunlord’s Balls, how many people has he told?” exclaimed Torr.  Raeknors mischievous look returned. “Well he put out a full advert in Paegas Gazetteer saying that Torr Skarsdale likes to bugger tree spirits. We also tried to petition all seven Weald Lords to put up a statue of you entitled:  ‘I am a clueless dickbrain’ but there wasn’t enough money for it. Shame, Aelfsige and me thought we could make a fortune selling cheap replicas to travelling merchants!” 
 
    Raeknors grin dropped slightly again. “But seriously, you alright?” Raeknor knew where and when to draw the line with their mirth although the benchmark between them for this was very high. More than once in their old school grounds and cloisters, passing clerics had overheard their wit and stopped to rebuke them for their ‘rudeness’ to their fellow student. 
 
    Torr sighed. “Yeah, fine mate honest. Fed up with being stuck here”. Raeknor perched himself on Torr’s grand high backed chair, a gift from Torr's father all the way from Sha Haram. Raeknor slid the chair (with difficulty as its stone base was rather heavy and Raeknor was not the strongest of young men) through a half circle so it faced away from the writing table, in order to hear the full tale, first hand, from Torr himself. 
 
     “So, what did they actually look like then and – Raeknor made a curving motion with his hands - you know?” Torr ignored his friends jibe. He knew Raeknor was genuinely an empathetic character, there was just no need for them, as friends, to express themselves in such tones. 
 
    “So who knows what really happened?” Torr probed, not responding to Raeknors request for measurements. He didn’t like discussing Eagred in such terms, even with Raeknor. “Just your family, mine and your family’s apothecary who treated you”. 
 
    Torr took some comfort in this. He accompanied his father and brother on too many functions now that any adverse comments about his ‘activities’, would affect more than just himself. Not that any merchants really had any choice in dealing with the Skarsdales if they wanted the largest, fastest and strongest fleet possible. There were no other shipyards as large as theirs, not only on the coast of Sommerswake, but along the entirety of the western weald coastline. The only other known and approachable shipbuilders of this size were either in the Bay of Suthras or The Shallows, and that meant dealing with Suthrasians, Alrunians and all manner of other folk. 
 
    Nevertheless, a cordial atmosphere in negotiations, meetings and social events always helped matters progress smoothly. If Torr developed a reputation for abhorrent behaviour not befitting his station, merchant families, port officials and other traders would certainly try and use it to their advantage in negotiations. Blackmail was not a problem at this level of financial transaction. 
 
    Their conversation turned to more general topics, albeit still largely involving talk of which girls they would likely meet at the Highsun’s seasons gatherings. 
 
    Raeknor’s father could also count on a skilled trade, as a miller and, over time and with prudent hard work, he had now acquired all the water powered mills that ran along the river Daret and most of the other mills on approach to Paega. Between Raeknor’s and Torr’s family, they had both been elevated into the running of the town as strong traders. This included the inevitable rise into all manner of social events and occasions, the vast majority of which were commissioned and hosted by the Valheimer family, owners of most of the land in and around Paegas Bay and beyond. 
 
    The Valheimers’ were, in any event, directly related to the Weald Lord of Sommerswake, thereby running all of Sommerswake with a suitable mandate from this highest of offices and The Sunlords church anyway. 
 
    In comparison therefore, Raeknors family and the Skarsdales were little more than trumped up peasants vulgar enough to have a trade behind them. Still, any such social gatherings’ were still large enough that most invitees would naturally steer themselves towards a sub group of like minded peers.  
 
    In addition to Raeknors family, the Skarsdales would mix with other merchant families from Paegas Bay and neighbouring Tantes, together with members of the mariners and ship captains’ guild, some minor clergy and more distant relatives of the Valheimers. This presented plenty of families with plenty of daughters for Torr and Raeknor to discuss. Prior to Torr’s encounter with Eagred, he had been known to smile and bow towards a pretty young redhead who actually appeared to be some part of the Valheimer family, but always seemed to spend her time at these functions with more distant relatives, closer (physically and socially) to the Skarsdales. 
 
    The opportunity had still not presented itself for an introduction so Torr and Raeknor spent the rest of their time trying to engineer a chance encounter, with the challenge of ‘may the best man win’.  
 
    This returned some much needed positivity to Torr’s world, a resumption of normal issues and things to look forward to over the remainder of Highsun. 
 
    Perhaps his encounter with the dryad’s could be relegated to just a memory after all. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
   A fter Raeknor had left, Torr wandered out to the walled gardens which were now coming into the late splendour of the season of the Highsun. For a young man, Torr appreciated the aesthetics of the garden, if not the full herbal names of each plant and flower. Herbology and apothecary studies had been one of his least favoured topics at Paegas church school. Technically, it ranked as an abbey but, this far west, the distinction was dropped in common parlance. During canticles, ceremonies, holy days and festivals, its full title was repeated as ‘The Lord of the Heavens Abbey of Paegas Bay’. Even the relatively accepted colloquium of ‘The Sunlord’ was dropped. 
 
    Torr had ended his studies, a couple of years ago, to specialise (with his fathers blessing) as a cavalry officer in training, although he had not actually been called into service yet. As such, he had not formally received his commission. He had therefore spent the last couple of years assisting with overseeing the shipyard, alongside his brother. Raeknor, being more bookish, had elected to study for the magistrate’s exams, something that would stand him and his family in good stead in Paega.  
 
    Torr, however, was drawn by the stories of The Giant Wars to the north which had raged for around a hundred years now. That, and a natural talent for riding and interest in tactics, had led Torr toward a cavalry command. It was this affinity for speed that led Torr now through the walled gardens and into the cider apple orchard round the back of Home Manor, running well past the house itself, towards the stables. One of the bonuses for Torr’s family home here was the abundant cider apple trees which had apparently been cultivated as a Skarsdale sideline for generations before the shipyard. 
 
    It was widely accepted that cider, or scrumpy as it was traditionally called, originated in, and could only come from, Sommerswake and purely from the fermentation of the bitter and large apples that grew here. 
 
    Simply brewing other fruits or adding spices or other such nonsense, did not make it cider.  
 
    The apples on the tree now at this time of year were the size of normal eating apples, still some way to go before they were suitable for fermentation. 
 
    Passing through the orchard path, Torr came to the stable compound on the far side, out of sight of the house thanks to the low hillock on which the orchard had been cultivated.  The yard was empty and there was no sign of any workers still on duty within the stables themselves. Torr’s father did not believe in dedicated stable hands. Instead the role would go to more junior hands taken in, either through the church run houses of destitution, sons of existing workers or those plain found wandering the roads by local merchants.  
 
    The horses could hear him approach. His favourite charge of the moment, Scout, could recognise Torr before he put his head round the stable door. He could bridle up in no time now, plenty of drill practice at school, although he was less keen on the conditioning of his tack.  
 
    Having made sure the stable gate on the far side of the yard was open first, Torr could get Scout up to a canter before they even left the compound, despite the tight nature of the turn out of the paddock. 
 
    This was one of the reasons Torr liked Scout. His ability to change direction, at speed, without upsetting his balance, made them a very quick combination both on the tracks around Home Manor and on the time trials set out at all the major local festivals and regattas. 
 
    He had only competed with Scout since last year. As his control, balance and familiarity improved on practice sessions like this however, he was sure he could wipe the floor with anyone in any category this year. 
 
    True, he had taken a tumble at last year’s race at Moorsmeet. He had not raced that trail before though but had still managed to get a comfy lead before a particularly deceptive, tightening, left hander had thrown him out of the side door. 
 
    Scout had come to a stop quickly and fixed Torr with a stare that made it quite clear who the horse blamed for that. He had learned that Scout needed a rider to chuck his weight about through the bends, something Torr found he could manage with a different saddle. Now, if you stood on the wrong side of a bend, you could barely see Torr at all. Head, knee and elbows so far out and down it looked like the horse had no rider. 
 
    Trotting back to the stable after a vigorous training session, Torr thought to himself: this is going to be a good end to the Highsun.  
 
    The Sunlord had indeed blessed Sommerswake that season, a fact that priests were keen to use  in sermons and blessings, as a mark of the weald’s piety, at the start of the numerous race events that Torr was allowed to compete in that year. 
 
    The point race at Moorsmeet proved particularly rewarding although he did not feel confident when he arrived and prepared. Physical contact between riders was, quite literally, par for the course here, which was also longer and more demanding. 
 
    Many found the transition to this course difficult. Some even decided that riding was no longer for them and that other scholarly pursuits should perhaps be looked at instead. 
 
    However, the disadvantage he had suffered over the last few years, competing against smaller and lighter riders, now worked in his favour. Something the family’s horse master was quick to point out. 
 
    “He’ll be up against bigger horses but Scout doesn’t like a heavy rider anyway, not what he’s built for”, said Caenet, the horse master, in his broad Sommerswake accent. A retired cavalryman himself, anything he did not know about riding (if not the finer points of horse breeding itself) was not worth knowing. He had served with a heavy horse company from Sommerswake in The Giant Wars, rising to company sergeant. He had survived a charge at giants, falling and managing to remount another horse (his own being torn in two when it was picked up by said beast), taking his company captain back with him, who had also fallen in similar fashion. 
 
    “But this course will suit him and you. Just try and ignore the insults that’ll get hurled at you and, for the Lord’s sake, don’t be afraid to use your elbows to barge your way past if needs be. They’ll not think twice about doing it to you”. 
 
    Sure enough, the local riders from Moorsmeet proved to be quite vocal at the start, easily spotting Torr as an outsider, even though Moorsmeet was still in the Weald of Sommerswake. Torr felt his temper rising, something that simply seemed to goad some of the more inbred competitors on in their jibes.  
 
    One or two of the Valheimer family members who were also taking part looked on in mirthful amusement at the initiation Torr was facing. They certainly weren’t going to leap to his aid either.  
 
    Lord Valheimer of Paega was actually the cousin of the Weald Lord of Sommerswake, their predecessors by direct lineage having laid claim to the title for six generations now and, before that, through marriage and careful posturing and politics. The inevitable genetic limitations of narcissism being spouted by those in charge as careful breeding. 
 
    This was more than evident to Torr at school. Six generations had been plenty of time for the Valheimers to permeate every aspect of governance through Sommerswake. 
 
    Paegas Bay, being one of the larger towns, required apothecaries, administrators, magistrates, clergy, scribes and all the other professions whose lofty perch could only be reached through successful completion of studies at the only church school, situated on the edge of Paega. It was perhaps no coincidence that the school had been built at the top of the hill at the head of the main road into the town of Paega itself. Plenty of opportunity for its students to gain practice looking down their nose at those whom they would surely govern in the future. 
 
    Torr's place here had been gained after his grandfather’s death. The shipyard had done well enough that Aelboric was able to purchase title to their grounds and home from the Valheimers. 
 
    The vulgar purchase of rank was something that he was occasionally reminded of by the various Valheimer cousins and nephews with whom he had the joy of previously sharing classrooms and training fields. One or two of the priest teachers were not above such cutting remarks either.  
 
    As such, it was of no surprise now, to see one or two of the younger competitors, sporting the Valheimers Arms embossed on their saddles and riding gear, looking on with amusement.  
 
    Fortunately, the distraction proved to be the undoing of his closest competitors. Out of the corner of his eye, Torr saw the starter unfurl his flag. He nudged Scout forward, with his tormentors simply assuming he was trying to escape them. 
 
    They followed but, as they were in the middle of the starting pack, they moved side on to the start line. Torr timed his start perfectly, leaving enough distance between himself so that when he went past the line, he was already about to break Scout into a canter. At this point, his ‘followers’ were still side on. Not only were they trying to start the race at a ninety degree angle to the course, but they succeeded in baulking half the field behind them as well. 
 
    Only those on the far right hand side of the course had got away cleanly and the first bend was a sharp left hander. 
 
    Only one horse had the legs on Scout but only just, as they approached the bend. Torr knew he did not have the best line in. He was too close to the inside of the track. However, the horse to his right was not fully in front. As they closed right down to the bend, Torr was able to keep Scout alongside enough that he could use his new, closest, friend, to keep himself from coming out of the corner too wide. 
 
    Torr and Scout collided with the other horse and rider more or less, stirrup to stirrup, but there was something of a height difference, meaning the other rider couldn’t lock elbows or reigns, to stop Torr physically pushing past. 
 
    There was a slight scrabble of hoofs but, being smaller and more agile, Scout was able to keep his momentum, coming out of the corner in the lead. 
 
    The move was harsh, possibly questionable, but a gap was a gap in his view. 
 
    His competitor seemed less than pleased with his barging tactics. The verbal tirade behind was clearly audible to Torr. More abuse followed but the thump of Scout’s hooves, mirrored by his own heart beat, drowned out any further specifics. 
 
    He never looked back. He was never far enough ahead that, when he crossed the finish line, there was a lengthy delay before the second and third horses came in but no one got in front through the woods and copse nature of this course. 
 
    Caenet was over the moons and exuded the sort of inherent menace that ensured no one started any trouble with Torr afterwards. The local boys also seemed deflated. Torr could not resist the temptation of discreetly raising his little finger at them from across the finishing yard. A common gesture of questioning someone’s manhood and virility and to round out a good day. 
 
    His form continued during the regatta and rowing season as well. Truth be told, he was only entered in the one race, but it was easily the largest and longest race in Sommerswake and beyond. Understandably, given their roles and location, the shipyard workers had to develop their rowing skills, not only to help pull half built, ocean going hulls up and down river but, also, supplying  a tonne or more of supplies to the lighthouse. Any slacking here, against strong wind, tide and local eddy’s meant, at least, a smashed boat and several hours waiting for rescue clinging to a rock or, at worst, death! 
 
    As such, a thirty mile row up the Great Boar River could seem like a gentle day out by comparison. Despite this, it was still the first year that his brother’s handpicked team (his father still wasn’t home to choose this year’s crew himself) had won the race for the Skarsdale family. Their boat, a six oared working gig, had been polished to within an inch of its woodwork before the long cart journey to the northern edge of Sommerswake. 
 
    This was essentially a week away from the ship builder’s normal routine. Torr’s father still paid them a week’s wage. Consequently, the competition for places during the practice races on the Daret River close to Home Manor and the shipyards was fierce but, this year, it  produced a crew who gelled very well as a sixsome. Timing was everything in these boats.  
 
    He accepted his role as cox rather than rower. The size of the dockworkers next to his far lither frame would have been an issue, nor would he be able to match the sheer stamina gained by working long days over at least twelve years of boat building and rowing heavily laden working boats in heavy seas. The thirty mile course would take at least a morning, even with the spare rower that it was custom to carry. 
 
    His water sense though was good and, during training on the river Daret, the crew seemed happy with his ability to pick out calm waters when against the tide, and the stronger flows when coming back with it. 
 
    Although a longer hull than he was used to, the gig was easier to handle if you had a deft touch at the tiller, something that seemed to come naturally to Torr as well. It felt very similar to guiding a horse at speed. Judging corners on a point to point course akin to clipping the apex of a river bend, as the Great Boar River wound its way past its smaller, feeder rivers. These came down from the peaks of Daretmoor itself and right on towards the inland sea, way past the boundaries of Sommerswake and into the next Weald of Mercaexe. 
 
    Again, Torr found the start of this race very similar to his horse trials. There was lots of jostling and jockeying for position at the start between each group of boats that set off. 
 
     Torr had to allow for the tide to make sure they were not over the line when the starter’s flag went down. Jumping the start meant a time penalty at the end, conveyed down the course by various riders to the finish line officials, using the barge tow path. Starting at the back of the group though meant trying to fight past other boats, losing time early on. 
 
    There were over three hundred boats taking part. Even allowing for the vast width of the Great Boar River, particularly within a few miles of its gaping mouth into the sea, meant that starting groups comprised no more than thirty boats at a time, each group starting two minutes apart. 
 
    The queue of boats as crews loaded up meant that you would actually start rowing anything up to a mile or so before the start line itself. One of the merchant jetties was a convenient loading point for crews to get in. It was built for the vast flat hulled trade barges that carried goods up the Great Boar River itself. 
 
    The riverbed was too shallow for full sized ocean going ships to get anywhere important up river. It was the steep shallowing of the river bed that obviously gave rise to the great boars which occurred every year that gave the river it’s name. It was understood by the wisest of alchemists, sorcerers and stargazers that the twin moons of Gaerdsun and Gaerdtohtor were the cause of tides the world over. By plotting their positions, tides could be anticipated with accuracy (providing a nice little side line of selling this information to the various merchant and ship guilds around the world!) 
 
    Colloquially the moons were referred to as Gaerd’s children. Torr’s father had stated that in the more exotic climes of Suthras, it was believed they were giant eyes, the world being the giant’s head. His vast body stretching below them into space, and it was the eyes that allowed all beings to look out into space and see the stars. 
 
    In practical terms though, the shallowing and narrowing of the river bed meant that small tidal waves, called boars, reared up at the strongest tides of the year. This meant that using adjacent land for any purpose and for many miles around was perilous at best, fatal at worst. Even on the smaller Daret, the minor spring and autumn boars there meant that the Skarsdale shipyard had to be set further back than was ideal and a deep trench required to allow new hulls out.  
 
    The mill houses (many of which were owned by Raeknor’s family) were set atop a high motte of earth and a bailey wall, the adjustable drive shafts and gears allowing the mills to keep going even when the boars were expected. 
 
    Even the solid granite stone slabs that comprised the jetty from which they had boarded their racing gig had to be protected by a series of sliding stone screens, dropped into the water, to avoid the power of the boar sweeping away even these monoliths. 
 
    The thirty boats that Torr started with were all very similar gigs, produced by the smaller, more bespoke, boat makers right along this stretch of coast and down into the Weald of Coombe below. Originally used to rescue stranded merchant ships at short notice, the gigs had developed into a racing vessel by necessity, as only the first crew to reach a stranded merchant ship could expect to get paid. 
 
    As the gigs were one of the fastest boats to compete, they were among the last to go in this handicap system for this race. That meant there would be more than two hundred boats in front of them over the next thirty miles to navigate but, differing hull speeds, accidents and crews who just plain gave up, meant that the busiest period of the race would be the start. Fortunately, his crew were as good at shouting the opposition out of the way as they were rowing past. A couple of the more junior crews steered clean out of the way when Torr’s crew started locking oars, a very good tactic for breaking another crews rhythm (and oars) if you could get it right. Again, his deft touch on the tiller enabled them to steer away just at the right moment, to avoid greater damage or accusations of foul play from the many horse-bound officials who lined the route, together with all the cheering spectators. 
 
     They started like men possessed and were quickly through the batch of other boats in the same starting group just as they reached the first bend in the river. Their rhythm was unbroken and the natural selection of crew’s fitness and rowing finesse meant that each new group of boats they encountered was spread out more, which made it easier to pass. After five miles or so Torr reckoned that none of the boats they started with were in sight and no other had come close to them. 
 
    He found himself buoyed by this and his natural enthusiasm for racing shone out in his encouragement and praise of his crew. He quickly got the hang of passing slower boats without altering course unduly, something that could upset the delicate timing of the oars in a gig. The crew worked like one six armed rowing monster, their stamina topped up by Torr’s praise. The crew had told him they had specifically practiced swapping with the spare rower they carried, to avoid losing time here as well and this was very telling. Boats they were passing often seemed to take twice as long at the same task .  
 
    With the tide behind them (no crew could row this far and fast against this river’s tide), they made good time, causing Torr to exclaim when they passed an official standing next to the twenty seven mile flag, that they could very well win the race outright. His belief was very genuine and, again, urged his crew on. 
 
    With two miles to go though, Torr felt their pace slacken. At around the same point, he thought he saw in the distance a boat that had not shrunk out of view. “Alright lads”, let’s keep the pace up to the finish, don’t slacken, come on, you can do it”. He had surprised himself how easily he had slipped into a commanding tone. 
 
    Their pace increased, but only for a short period and the boat behind them now looked like two. He kept his encouragement lightweight at this point. He had already sized up the possibility that, if push came to shove, he would have to adopt a harsher tone if they got caught towards the end.  
 
    Sure enough, two prows drew slowly closer. His crew could see it anyway as they faced Torr, looking out of the stern of the boat. His glances over the shoulder also became more frequent. 
 
    Just past the twenty nine mile marker, Torr could tell what the other boats were:  twelve oared racing pickets out of North Coombe, the fastest boats in the race and which would therefore have started dead last. Torr had to hand it to the organisers, their handicap system was spot on. This was going to go down to the last few hundred yards. 
 
    “Right lads, looks like we have got a fight on our hands if we want to win this. Now, don’t panic, we will be fine if we keep this pace and this rhythm. They won’t actually have enough time to catch us”. Using his excellent judgment of speed,  they were not actually troubled in the end, although it did not stop him from becoming a little more vocal with his encouragement.  
 
    Their win was celebrated by a large firework being ignited over the finish line, a rapturous applause and a band striking up a rather tired old tune. All this barely mattered to the crew though, whose own pride and heartfelt thanks to Torr were all that concerned them (although the financial rewards offered for the win quickly set in). 
 
    The boat was loaded for them by a well organised group of officials and they were quickly on their way back home after the awards and congratulations of all who greeted them. 
 
      
 
    **************************************** 
 
      
 
    The celebrations at Home Manor on their return complimented the gloriously temperate Highsun evening, with a marquee and musicians being called in from Paegas Bay itself.  
 
    Torr was firmly told by his mother that, after his earlier escapade, he would not be joining his brother in the walled gardens. The wall was high enough that the ladies of the manor could pretend that they did not know what went on because they could not see any debauchery that ensued. Unless someone had invited all the wild denizens of the forest, Torr argued, he was unlikely to come to harm in their own garden. It was to no avail. Besides, they would be hosting more than the miller’s family. The ships-guild captain and others would be over and it was too onerous and unfair to expect all the hosting duties to be undertaken just by his mother and sister. Aelfsige had already claimed that he would take care and control of the outside celebrations so, reluctantly, Torr accepted that as the only other available member of the household (as his father had not yet returned), he would assist with the hosting duties inside. Torr made sure he also roped Raeknor into this when he arrived. As expected, this proved to be borderline torture for Torr. He found polite discourse, at least with people with whom he had nothing in common, almost physically painful, aggravating every ounce of his desire for sharp and cutting wit at every opportunity. Raeknor and he could not wait to excuse themselves as soon as they could. The two young men left when they were able, and sat under the elegant porch and open stone flooring that ran the entire length of Home Manor, facing the walled garden, whose oak gate was now firmly shut.  
 
    They had requested drinks on their way out and originally, two tankards had been brought to the back of the manor where Torr and Raeknor sat, listening to the sounds of the bawdyhouse band that had set up earlier. 
 
    However, their tankards soon became empty. They had both been promised another but nothing arrived for quite some time, leaving the boys with nothing but their imagination about the entertainment on the far side of the wall through the solid oak gate. 
 
    Eventually, the gate was opened by Aelfsige, tunic undone and looking suitably merry with a girl perched atop an entire cask of cider. In turn the cask was in a wheelbarrow, now being wheeled, not completely along the garden path, towards the younger men. “Sodding Hells, she looks just younger than us”, said Raeknor slyly to Torr. “Does being a pervert run in the family then!” he continued, grinning. 
 
    “That’s fine, I’ll leave you with the empty barrel. The tap hole should be about the right size for you” said Torr glibly, holding up his right little finger to his friend. 
 
    “Greetings my young friends” said Aelfsige, having pulled up leaving a notable line in the grass leading to their mothers exotic flower range. “I’m not taking the blame for that” said Torr to his older brother, pointing to the meandering groove left by the wheel of the barrow. 
 
    “Ptth” Aelfsige gave a confident and uncaring wave. “Here, good ssirshs, is your reward”, tipping the barrow forward, making the young girl shriek and laugh as she caught herself from falling flat on the path. She steadied herself with one hand against one of the wooden porch supports and the other on Raeknor’s shoulder. 
 
    “My Aelfsige” said the girl with a broad Sommerswake accent, “is this your younger brother?” she enquired, raising an eyebrow. She seemed slightly steadier on her feet than Aelfsige, but only just. “No that is the young whelp’s friend. That is the toast of the party, that one”. Aelfsige pointed to Torr. 
 
    “Such a dandy young thing, come young sirs, won’t you join us”. The girl took both Torr and Raeknor’s hand but was too slim of frame to lift them from their seats, falling instead slightly between where they were both sitting. 
 
    “I am afraid these young gentleman are devout acolytes of The Sunlord’s Church of Paegas Bay and would not dream of entering into the foul perverted deprivation currently going on the other side of that wall”. Aelfsige took the young girl’s hand, lifting her easily onto her feet and then walking along the porch path, towards the rear door to the house, used largely by the house staff this evening. 
 
    “And where the hells, do you think you are going with her?” said Torr.  
 
    “My dear brother, if you think that I am returning to the noise and vulgarity over there when I have a perfectly warm bed where I can entertain this lovely guest of ours, then you are gravely mistaken”. 
 
    Aelfsige walked off, both he and the girl propping each other up to some extent, towards the servants’ entrance, where both brothers knew they could enter the house relying on the discretion of any kitchen staff catering for the event and avoiding their mother and sister as well. 
 
    He had, however, left the barrow and its cask with Torr and Raeknor. 
 
    They moved the cask back onto the barrow. From its weight, it seemed entirely full although Torr pointed out that his older brother was lucky not to have split the cask and that he would have sloshed all the sediment around. “Well, if you don’t want it, that’s fine”, said Raeknor, reaching for his tankard which, fortunately, had remained steady on the stone mullioned window’s edge. “I’ll drink the sodding lot then!” 
 
    As it transpired, both only required three tankards each of this brew. They only discovered sometime later that it was experimental, the first of its kind according to its brewer, a merchant from the far side of the Weald of Badesk, who had only heard of the concept of cider before buying his very own orchard from a nearby miller. The new brewer had, apparently, never tasted cider himself before. Torr and Raeknor agreed from the outset that it tasted ‘unusual’ but as it had a kick like a mule, they both decided it would be fine to drink still. 
 
    Torr still had sufficient control of his arms to reach the tap to refill his drink, but not really to turn it off fully. He was aware Raeknor was speaking but just thought he was trying to push in to refill his tankard first. 
 
    “Shod off, me fhirst co’s it’s my house you toss” was the extent of his eloquence at this point. 
 
    “I’ll think you will find young man that it is my house as is this barrel and its contents, which I wouldn’t mind trying if that is alright with you two” said a far deeper voice than had a right to be coming from Raeknor. 
 
    With some effort, Torr managed to look up but the porch lanterns were a bit too bright now. He saw a figure he recognised, dressed very much like his father might be, green tunic, fashionable sash and cap denoting a rank fitting to a ship’s captain or, in this case, commander of several trading vessels. 
 
    Torr also thought he might still be grinning from ear to ear when it started to dawn on his addled mind that it was actually his father, back from his voyage to the ports along the northern shores of Suthras. This shock, together with the quality of their consumed brew, made their presence felt all over the porch floor at this point and, partially, upon Raeknor, who had decided to pass out just beforehand. 
 
    Torr tried to stand, pointing to Raeknor with his drink still in his hand, spilling what was left upon his friend’s comatose body. “I’m sho shorry for my friend”, he said, as if addressing a guest at a well heeled gathering, “he’s shuch a lightweight!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
   T he caravan ride over to Paegas Bay was a more sullen affair than usual. Normally, Torr would have many questions to ask his father of his travels, where he had been and what he had seen, questions that Aelboric Skarsdale would be only too keen to answer. 
 
    Torr could learn more from his father’s anecdotal comments than all the dusty tomes in Paega’s Abbey School. 
 
    By coincidence, they were passing the boundary of the school grounds now, on their way to a merchant’s guild meeting that had been summoned. Torr was under no illusion that his attendance here was compulsory.  
 
    Again, he did not feel that the sermon he received the following day was fully justified. How was he to know the brew was that potent? He had grown up with cider, albeit from local Sommerswake brewers who knew what they were doing, as well as their own orchard.  
 
    His sister was full of her usual indignation and holier than thou approach to her younger brother, but, to some extent, so even was his mother. Unfortunately, the decision of Torr’s stomach to reject the foul brew came at exactly the same time that the guild captain and his family were leaving. 
 
    His one saving grace, his brother, had left before Torr had resurfaced from his room. Aelfsige had been charged with overseeing the re supply of their ships in Paegas harbour, with a view to commanding the next voyage back down to Sha Haram.  
 
    He had not even dared to ask what became of Raeknor. Instead, as the caravan lurched on the uneven road surface into Paega itself, there was a stony silence. 
 
    Aelboric had found Torr in his room the following morning and informed him, after the predicted, but still reasonably calm, lecture, that he had decided that his youngest son would be coming with him to this guild meeting. Torr was well used to merchants’ functions but, up until now, these had all been the post meeting social events, not the political and strategical element of their guild’s operation. Aelboric had just advised Torr that his presence at this particular meeting was required. 
 
    In any other scenario, Torr would have swelled with pride that his father was bringing him along to such an event. However, it was the absence of trust in his judgment in the first place that meant he now sat next to his father as they lurched past the large iron gates of the church school boundary. 
 
    Torr did not recall the road being this rough for caravans. Most of his own journeys to school had been by horse and therefore along the tracks that led from the back of Home Manor, along the banks of The Daret itself before skirting around the southern edge of Paega’s high stone wall. 
 
    Those tracks were not suitable for caravans and so their current journey had taken them a longer way round. Torr turned round to look at their cargo. They had taken the largest caravan they had, which meant that four of their larger workhorses had been required to pull it. Torr had been made to assist the workers in pouring their cargo into the wooden barrels. Aelboric had hoped that exposing Torr to more of their own cider so early after the party would also help instil some sense of moderation into him. 
 
    The cider was bound for Sha Haram on their ships’ next voyage. It was a delicacy that could not be grown, at least properly, that far south, even though the island of Sha Haram itself was more temperate than the lands of Suthras immediately below The Island of Trade, as it was known. 
 
    They had taken the cider with them as the new ships in their fleet were of a size that the old supply caravans were not big enough. Any cargo that had to be fetched or transported to Paegas docks now required two or three more trips than before. As such, any trip made at all was an opportunity to cram some more goods into whatever caravan they were travelling in. 
 
    Torr had at least established from his father that they would still be going to the guild’s headquarters in the centre of Paega, where they would leave the caravan to be collected by the dockworkers whilst they were in their meeting.  
 
    Paega, due to its topography, was very steep. Most of the resident’s boasted they had a commanding view of the bay but this meant very little when even the less fortunate shanty town dwellers could share the same view as the rich, for free. 
 
    It would be an easy matter to run the caravan down to the docks on the excellent tramlines and pulleys set up many years ago, to ease the loading and unloading of cargo. This meant less risk of runaway or out of control caravans on the steep slopes, minimising the risk of bodily injury but, more importantly, loss of profit for the merchants’. 
 
    Two horses could therefore be left for Torr and Aelboric to return home on, if that was indeed his father’s wishes. Torr wondered if his father secretly intended to press gang him onto one of their ships to serve as a galley hand for a few months, in the hope of teaching him the lesson of a lifetime. 
 
    This gave Torr plenty to fret about as they entered the port of Paega itself, under the main stone archway and thick double oak gates and into the walled town itself. The road was smoother in the town, having been paved a long time ago. Unfortunately, the cost of upkeep of the road outside Paega was disputed and often took up much of the guilds meetings with various deputations from merchants, both domestic and foreign, about the travesty of the state of the main toll road, particularly into the season of Stormsen, when the winds became stronger and rain lashed the west weald coasts. 
 
    Torr’s musings about his upcoming fate meant he paid little attention to the busy nature of the first part of Paega that they passed through, where the wagon loading area and warehouses were a hive of activity and getting busier season by season, as Paegas importance as a safe port had been growing. 
 
    The smell of brine on the wind mixed with the comparatively small market area and the exotic flavours of spices, tars, and animals that were traded here. Most traders and merchants though treated Paega purely as a loading port. The market town of Tantes, miles in land and more conveniently situated at the junction of key toll roads, had captured the moniker of the main market in Sommerswake or, at least, on its western side. 
 
    They pulled up outside the merchant’s guild grand headquarters, to the south of the market and just before the entrance to the docks district itself. Judging from the number of horses already stabled, the Skarsdales looked like they may have been one of the last to arrive. 
 
    In fact, their journey had been so slow that the dockhands sent by Aelfsige were already waiting for Torr and Aelboric. Mercifully, his father did not cudgel Torr unconscious and shove him in a crate or net, a form of recruiting still popular in Suthras and the far off continent of Num, if Aelboric’s tales were to be believed. 
 
    They were greeted by the concierge and made their way right to the top of the recently refurbished and  refurnished building which had originally been the first motte and bailey built by the original keepers of Paega’s Bay. At that time, it was at the edge of the town but now, not many centuries later, it was barely half way in. It was still warm enough to climb the outside spiral staircase encased in the narrow towers, one on each corner of the building, rather than use the main internal stairs. Torr regained his focus and marvelled at the unparalleled view across the town, over the low stone spiralling parapet. 
 
    Although he was of course rather partisan, given he was born and raised in Paega, the perspective gained from here of the whole town and surrounding countryside never ceased to amaze him. He wished they would stop so he could soak up the busy landscape, the bustle of the port. Most people would never get the opportunity to share this view as they worked, ant-like now to Torr, in this town to which his family had now become quite integral. Indeed, their ships could be seen quite clearly from here, at their own pontoons, which had to be specially extended to take their size. Three were moored, another was out and the fifth was in the process of being decked, with orders for at least three more. They easily dwarfed the other merchant’s vessels from Sha Haram, Suthras and the far southern ports of Telf and Mikat, just outside the wealds. 
 
    There was also a military cutter, the origin of which Torr could not discern which was no bigger, and possibly no better armed, than their own ships. There was still an awkward silence between them. Torr felt it was still not the right time to start asking his father more questions. 
 
    They entered the high merchants meeting room, therefore, in a rather sullen fashion. The grandest, but not largest, room in the already extended building, was full of tapestries and rich furnishings, to which each merchant seemed to add on each trip, somehow without the room becoming more cluttered after each journey. All fifteen pairs of eyes turned towards them. “Ah, Aelboric, we were just wondering where you had gotten to. We thought you had forgotten about us and gone off on one of your fancy ships again” said the large gentleman at the head of the obsidian table, a gift (more likely plunder) from a former royal court of a Suthrasian shoulker or warlord. 
 
    This was greeted by a ripple of laughter from the rest of the table, except for one gentleman whom Torr had never seen before.  
 
    The meeting was chaired by Efaen Valheimer, Lord Valheimer’s brother. The portly, but actually quite impartial and fair, head of Paega’s merchants had presided over the guild for many years now. Torr could not recall who held the title before. He was one of the few Valheimer’s who would actually come up to the Skarsdale’s during their social functions, held in the far larger grand hall that took up the entirety of the floor below, albeit perhaps seemingly out of professional courtesy as opposed to showing any genuine liking for them. However, that just appeared to be his nature. 
 
    He was flanked by the town’s head magistrate: Cuhlaed Tiri, to whom Raeknor would now be answerable. Torr looked around half hoping that Raeknor had been summoned as well to school him in his new magisterial duties but, instead, Tiri had bought with him his chief scribe, who already appeared to be busily scribbling, even though the meeting had not even started. 
 
    On the other side of Efaen was his other brother, Garel Valheimer, the commander of Paegas garrison. It was situated a couple of hour’s march north outside the town on the highest prominence possible, overlooking the bay, but also looking up to the moor of Daret itself.   
 
    Abbot Cleaves was also present, the head of Paega’s Abbey and smaller churches, so the meeting was clearly important if it needed the blessing and input of The Sunlord’s Church. Torr knew very well that Cleaves would recognise him as a former pupil but his austerity and snobbery precluded ‘Ol Big Nose’ (as he was known to all the students), from uttering a friendly greeting or enquiring about Torr’s welfare. 
 
    In fact, Cleave’s expression seemed more austere than usual. This was either a mark of the nature of their meeting to come, Torr thought, or that blabbering apothecary had gone back to the church and spilled his guts about what Torr had got up to over Highsun. In fact, the more Cleave’s glowered at Torr the more he thought option two was the winner. 
 
    Oh great, Torr thought to himself. In fact, Torr wondered if the meeting had been specifically called so that every adult of importance in Paega’s Bay and beyond could have a go at him. 
 
    As Torr averted his own gaze around the rest of the merchants who made up the meeting, he saw a second individual he did not recognise. He was clearly foreign, possibly Sha Haramian, Suthrasian or from beyond the far southern borders of the wealds, into the hills of Balak Crag. He was clad in dark studied leather armour. As he was seated, Torr could not see if he was armed and, if so, with what. His teachings so far had included the equipment preferences of armies and groups from afar, how this was used and how best to defend against them. 
 
    There was also the gentleman who had not laughed at Efaen’s opening remark, but, from his dress, Torr just presumed this was another merchant, albeit perhaps one from farther afield for some reason. However, this individual had an air of amused and confident inscrutability about him. There was something almost palpable, an aura which seemed to make the hairs on the back of Torr’s neck stand on end. In fact, as Torr and his father sat as directed, he put one hand to the back of his neck, at which point the man looked directly at Torr and smiled.  
 
     “Gentleman, you all know why we are here” began Efaen, just as Torr and Aelboric were seating themselves. Champion’s Balls, they really were waiting for us, Torr thought. His chair was heavy and he didn’t want to draw further attention to himself by scraping it across the floor just after the opening comments. He glanced at his father next to him who appeared to have the same problem. Aelboric actually smiled at Torr for the first time since his return to Paega. 
 
    “Rather than stick to our usual protocols and opening speeches, I’ll just hand you straight over to Commander Valheimer, given our situation”. Efaen addressed the comment to his brother, who stood up to address the group, with a slight bow, as was custom. “Gentleman, you have all been briefed on our predicament which, unfortunately, only appears to be getting worse”. Well, I haven’t so would someone mind filling me in, thought Torr. 
 
    “The bandit raids south of Tantes have simply been getting larger and more organised as each season passes”, Garel continued, “to the point where the southern road into Bereofs Town has been cut off to us and all caravans on it on more than one occasion this year”.  This appeared to be news to one or two of the merchants who started to exclaim but Garel continued, in a more commanding tone befitting his station, palm outstretched to halt any interruptions. “We have not made this public as you will appreciate the fundamental damage this information would do to the reputation of Paega’s Bay as a safe trading port and I would therefore appreciate it if you refrained from sharing this information with anyone”. Garel fixed those merchants who did not appear to know this before the meeting with a grim stare to emphasise his point.  
 
    “It is believed that the bandit group in question has been growing steadily over the last couple years and is entirely non human”. Over one or two gasps Garel continued, “Specifically, the bandits are gaestnips and some are believed to be giantkin rather than their smaller cousins”. 
 
    This appeared to be news to his father as well from what Torr could see of Aelboric’s reaction. Torr was also familiar with the types of creatures that made up the known world of Gaerd from his schooling and that included any animal known to be the largest of its kind, giantkin. He knew that the armies of men faced giants and giantkin of all types and manner of creatures in the wars to the north that had raged for the last hundred years or so. 
 
    “It is believed they are firmly established in an old civil war palisade that they have re- fortified just to the north of Bereofs Town. From here they now raid with impunity”. 
 
    “Gods” exclaimed one of the merchants “why in the name of hells have they been allowed to fester and grow?”  
 
    “Why, would you have been willing to have entered their camp and ask them to leave even if there were just two of them?” Garel gazed harshly at the merchant, who snorted his derision in  response, typical of a man who presumed his wealth meant that everyone else would do his bidding without even the courtesy of gratitude or respect. 
 
    “The fact is gentleman” Garel continued to stare down the merchant as he resumed his address, “that the bandit’s existence and growth is a reflection of The Giant Wars to the north. Quite simply, we have struggled to gain sufficient forces to deal with the problem and, every time we think we have, calls for reinforcements to the north have taken precedence”. 
 
    The general exclamations and chatter had died down as Garel had continued. 
 
    “However we believe we now have sufficient manpower and, importantly now, information about their camp to put an end to their activities”. Garel nodded at the foreign gentleman and Aelboric as he continued. “We have just secured the services of the well repudiated mercenary company, The Dog Pack of Kartha, whose Captain, Ahred Ulher, kindly sits with us today. They have sailed back with Aelboric on his last trip from Sha Haram. They are fifty men strong, all seasoned in battle, with twice as many war dogs”. Ahred bowed his head in acknowledgment. 
 
     “We have also taken all the men we can spare from my garrison but I suspect many of you will be surprised to learn that will only account for twenty or so more”. Again, there were gasps as this information was disclosed. All of Paegas Bay and the surrounding area relied on such a small number for peace and protection. 
 
    “We have also been pledged twenty men from Tantes and the same number from the guard of Oaks Keep”. At this last comment, Garel inclined his head to the individual who had made the hairs on the back of Torr’s neck stand out. Holy Days, thought Torr, Oaks Keep, but that’s the mage’s tower to the south of Tantes. Torr looked at the man he thought was a merchant again, who just smiled politely. 
 
    “We still believe we will need a few more men to storm the bandits camp, which is why we have summoned this meeting gentleman as we are hoping that you can assist with our remaining manpower requirements”. Garel motioned to the man from Oaks Keep who stood up just as Garel introduced him. “May I allow Master Wizard Bernhart Rowe to address you further on the information that he has gathered on the current strength of our enemy”. 
 
    The man introduced as the head of one of Gaerds few known and recognised sorcerer’s towers stood up. Torr was even more convinced when he stood that he was a merchant, not a powerful mage which, surely, he would have to be from the title just given to him. 
 
    In fact, there were only four accepted wizards towers that he had learnt about at Paega’s church school: Eadreds Tower, a soft and academic affair just outside the capital city of Wincaston, in the Weald of Middleswake. The tower in the centre of Pa Parag, far to the east in the commercial heart of Alrunia and also the legendary Tower of Theat itself, just to the north of The Dragonsteeth Hills, where most of the famed warrior mages of legend had been trained, including, if Torr’s teachings were to be believed, the right hand and lieutenant of God’s Chosen himself, in the battle against the Arch Dragon some seven hundred years ago. 
 
    By comparison, Oaks Keep, was quite a modest affair, just a few days ride to the south of Tantes. Still, it was a renowned place of learning and record keeping so anyone being introduced as the head of this faculty was clearly a man of considerable magical power and knowledge. 
 
    “Good day gentlemen, thank you for your time and hospitality. I have personally undertaken a trip to our friend’s camp which, as your good commander has just pointed out, is in fact an old civil war palisade”. 
 
    Bernhart carried on as the stunned silence continued. Torr gained the impression that everyone else in the room thought the same as he; surely this short mild mannered and seemingly middle aged gentleman was the most unlikely person to go anywhere near a gaestnip camp, let alone actively undertake a scouting mission to it. 
 
    Torr gained the impression that Bernhart had perceptively picked up on the scepticism as he continued. “I suspect they have been there for quite a few years now, from what I could see and I would estimate there number to be around fifty now and”, he paused, “some do indeed unfortunately appear to be giantkin”. 
 
    As murmurs began across the table, Bernhart continued. “I suspect their strength has gathered over time, suggesting the reputation of their leader has grown as the raids have continued to meet with success. Even the walls of Oaks Keep have now proved to be an attractive target for them as well so....” The merchant who had interrupted Garel earlier now stood up, his face going a deeper red as his verbal thunder erupted. “So are we to understand my good wizard that you have known about this camp for quite some time and yet, it is only now because your own walls have been targeted that you choose to ask us for help? If you want to save your own skin then you should have....” 
 
    “As your good commander has pointed out to you earlier”, Bernhart raised a single finger to the merchant, which surprisingly for all the merchants bluster and rage, had the desired effect of shutting him up, “what would you have done had I come to you before now, without the manpower to deal with the problem then?” 
 
    It was a good enough question to ensure that the merchant sat down and allowed Bernhart to continue. “The camp is well hidden by a surrounding wood but still with surprisingly good lookout positions, so any single direct assault would prove difficult”. 
 
    Bernhart looked towards Garel as he made this last comment, clearly denoting that there had already been a debrief between the head of Oaks Keep and the garrison commander. 
 
    Garel took the opportunity to continue the briefing. “It is situated just north of Bereofs Town on the borders of Coombe and Middleswake and, before you ask sir, no, Bereofs Town garrison commander has been unwilling to commit any men to the venture at this point, although I believe it is something that is still up for discussion”. 
 
    Garel addressed this last comment at the most troublesome merchant, anticipating his next outburst of feigned indignation. 
 
    “The camp is still in the Weald of Sommerswake so it is our problem to deal with and, deal with it gentleman, we shall. Whilst it is nearer Bereofs Town, almost all of the raiding is actually taking place on the roads over which we here in Sommerswake hold jurisdiction”. 
 
    It started to dawn on Torr why this meeting had been called and, specifically, why they had been invited. Their labour force at the shipyard easily accounted for fifty men as a minimum, sometimes quite a bit higher, depending on the stage of ship building they had reached. Momentarily, Torr forgot his place in all this and began to open his mouth to exclaim that their workers were not fighters, save for a retinue of a few of them, but Garel continued before Torr could draw his breath. “As I eluded to earlier, we just need a few more men”. He looked at Bernhart again as he continued. “We believe around forty more men would be sufficient for our plan which is why, gentleman, we have called you all here as heads of households who, between you, could assist”. 
 
    Torr saw the blustering merchant seemed to be on the verge of another tirade but something appeared to be holding him back as Garel continued, something that, once again, was making the hairs on the back of Torr’s neck stand up. He glanced over at Bernhart and saw the wizard appeared to be focused intently on the merchant. If anyone else felt the palpable sensation that Torr did, they did not show it. 
 
    “I am convinced this issue will now only get worse and that it is only a matter of time before the bandits strike at a larger target. Possibly Tantes, possibly even us. Particularly if they realise the small size of my garrison on its own”, continued Garel. “It is therefore in all our interest’s to deal with this together. Given the families I have called here today, I am hopeful you will agree to this. If so, we can then get to planning the attack”. 
 
    “If you have calculated the number of men required then, presumably Garel, you already have a plan in place?” Torr was surprised to see his father had stood to raise this question. 
 
    “Yes we do indeed Aelboric”. Garel responded, almost sounding grateful that someone had raised a question that would actually take the meeting forward, “Again, I will ask Bernhart to fill you in”. As Bernhart Rowe rose again, Torr heard the objectionable merchant splutter and wheeze, almost as if he was catching his breath after having had his head dunked underwater. 
 
    As Torr was sat next to his father, Bernhart was looking in his direction. He thought he caught the flicker of a wink from Bernhart as he continued the address. “Thank you...Aelboric Skarsdale I believe, yes....a pleasure to make your acquaintance sir and this is...?” Bernhart looked directly at Torr. “My youngest son sir, Torr, yes, a pleasure to meet you as well”. 
 
    Aelboric acknowledged the man without sounding toady, who then continued. “Well gentleman, as I have said, the palisade is well protected and the tree clearances on all sides means it cannot be approached by stealth. There are lookout towers on all approaches that appeared occupied by keen eyed gaestnips and there are doubtless patrols and scouts for miles around. In fact gentleman, I should say from the evidence of bones I saw that hapless wanderers to the area, whatever their reason for straying from the roads, have given our unwanted guests some considerable entertainment and meals!” 
 
    Most around the table were now open mouthed at the amount of information that this permanently smiling and mild mannered gentleman was able to offer about the workings of quite a large and organised bandit camp. Bernhart was about to continue when he appeared to catch the stares of those listening to him. “Ahh...I should say gentleman that I am not without...umm... certain skills and knowledge, shall we say, that kept me well hidden from our friends at the camp”. 
 
    Bernhart continued as those around the table remembered this man’s status and profession. “Anyway, there is a tunnel that leads directly into what was the courtyard of the camp. It was doubtless an escape route for the royalists who built and used the camp so they could melt into the countryside in the event of attack from the wealds forces”. Bernhart looked between Garel and Efean Valheimer. “Sorry to bring up past conflicts gentlemen”, he said with a pained expression. Garel and Valheimer looked a little nonplussed but acknowledged Bernhart with due deference anyway. 
 
    The Valheimers were one of the larger winners of The Weald Civil War. When the last hereditary monarch of all seven wealds was killed at The Battle of Kings End over one hundred years ago now, the Valheimers, whose forces fought against the royalists anyway, assumed control of Sommerswake along with six other prominent families from the other wealds, to form a new ruling council, albeit one that still required the blessing of The Church of the Sunlord. 
 
    “In any event sirs”, Bernhart continued, “From what I could see, it does not look like this palisade actually saw any action, both from my own observations and our records at Oaks Keep. This also means that the escape tunnel was never used and, thus far, has remained undetected by the gaestnips”. 
 
     Bernhart looked to Garel, the pause in the wizard’s field intelligence allowing the garrison commander to continue the briefing, giving some hope that this was, therefore, quite a well thought out plan. 
 
    “The tunnel though is narrow and it is doubtful that we could get enough men out into the courtyard to form an effective fighting formation before the gaestnips knew what was going on. However, if we can draw their main force out and engage it, we can then strike out of the tunnel relatively unopposed”. No one in the room was really an experienced military man which Garel realised after there was no reaction to his strategy. “Basically gentleman, we will feign an attack from the outside and then those coming out of the tunnel will shove their swords up the arse of the gaestnips!” 
 
    Fortunately, the room caught on quickly to these plainer comments. Above the general murmurs of approval though, Garel continued. “Well, when I say swords, I should perhaps say teeth and claw as that part of the plan actually calls for The Dog Pack of Kartha”. Garel nodded to the man who had earlier been introduced as Ahred Ulher, the captain of the mercenary group that, completely unbeknown to Torr, had come back with his father from his last trip south.  
 
    Clearly, his father had been aware of this for some time prior to his departure then, but had not told him. Torr wondered if Aelfsige knew. 
 
    This time Ahred stood and spoke without really the slight bow to his audience that all others present here were accustomed to. When he spoke, he did so with quite a strong Suthrasian accent albeit still in perfect Weald. 
 
    “Health to you gentleman” was his opening etiquette instead as he jumped straight into his own part of the briefing. Torr saw he was not particularly tall but his leather armoured cuirass actually had a number of notches, as did the scabbard on his sword, clearly denoting previous strike marks. The insignia of a war dog in the centre of his armour though was unblemished. 
 
    “We can mask the scent of the dogs from the gaestnip filth, either through fair wind or other means”. Again there was a nod in the direction of Bernhart at this last comment. “Once the foe is committed to your forces outside the camp, then we will release the dogs through the tunnel upon their flanks and they will feast upon your enemy”. There was conviction with the captain’s advice and, certainly by this point into the briefing, no more interruptions of doubt from anyone at the meeting. Torr looked at the fat merchant again who looked far meeker, almost dazed. Torr looked at Bernhart again who was simply paying attention to the mercenary now. 
 
    Garel then chipped in. “Our job, gentlemen, will be to gain the gaestnip’s attention by simply marching up to their fort and getting them to commit to our forces. They will obviously need to open the gates and attack us. We will then simply hold and fix the bulk of their forces whilst they are then torn apart from behind. When they break, we can then give chase as well”. There was continued silence from the table. “It is important we leave none alive, save maybe one, who we will send on his way to tell any bandit within a hundred miles of here that we are not to be fucked with, if you will excuse the parlance. If we let enough of them get back inside, they will just regroup. We need to finish this now”. Garel thumped the table with a lightly mailed fist. 
 
    The band around the table nodded to each other, causing Garel and Bernhart to exchange glances again and smile. “So gentleman, with your approval and, more importantly, manpower, we will proceed with haste. We need to prosecute this plan at the earliest opportunity, before Ahred’s dogs eat me out of house and home!” 
 
    There was laughter at this last comment as individual discussions broke out around the table and Ahred performed a mock bow. 
 
    “Just one more thing before we adjourn gentleman, we are obviously only expecting individuals with fighting experience or volunteers to accompany us”. Garel was now having to raise his voice a little over the excited chatter as the individuals in question now started to discuss amongst themselves what great warriors they could count amongst their staff and retinues. 
 
    “And Aelboric, is your son ready?” Initially, Torr just presumed they were referring to Aelfsige but he immediately picked up on his father’s discomfort at this comment. Garel was looking directly at Torr as well. By this time very few people were paying attention as they discussed the plan amongst themselves and got up to talk with others who were sitting elsewhere around the table when the briefing began. Torr turned to his father, with startled concern. 
 
    “Truth be told Garel”, Aelboric spoke to the garrison commander whilst looking directly at his son, “I hadn’t actually had the time to tell him..ahh...my apologies”. 
 
    Garel seemed unconcerned by the admission. “Oh well, no time like the present then”. Garel continued to look at Torr. “You will be leading the small cavalry detachment young man”. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
   T o begin with, the ride back after the meeting was just as silent as the journey there, between Aelboric and his son. There had been a brief conversation with Bernhart Rowe, who made a point of coming over to them, politely making reference to the fine shape cut by Aelboric’s ships as they past Oaks Keep, which was close to the coast, south of Drim Forest. 
 
     “I gather from your reaction son, that this was all news to you...including the part that you will play”. Before Torr could answer, as he was still generally lost for words, his father responded. “Ah..yes sir, something of an oversight on my part what with only having just returned from Sha Haram with the Dog Pack you see..ahh, we shall discuss his part as we return home”. 
 
    Bernhart shook both their hands. As he did, Torr felt that tingling on his neck again and Bernhart’s smile widened. “I have every faith in you good sirs. We shall meet again. I have stirred up this hornet’s nest, only fair I should come along to lend a hand with its prosecution”. Again, Torr wondered what help a man of Bernhart’s appearance could be, before reminding himself that he was apparently standing in front of one of Gaerd’s master wizards. 
 
    The meeting adjourned shortly afterwards, but not before each merchant readily pledged men to Garel and Efaen, now in a typical bid to outdo each other for status, rather than consider the quality of the men they were offering. 
 
    Aelboric suggested he could spare nine men, which would include Caenet the horse master. At the mention of Caenet, Torr’s nerves lessened a bit more. At least he would have the experience of a seasoned cavalry sergeant to draw on then. Still, this was clearly no laughing matter and if his father wanted to teach him a lesson then, well, job done. 
 
    Torr was deep in thought though on the ride home. His mind raced about the plan. Whilst it was still mainly nerves, fear and apprehension, a small degree of curiosity had also started to settle about exactly what part his (even the term ‘his’ caused some nerves) cavalry unit would have to play in the attack. 
 
    As they rode out of Paega and back to Home Manor, Torr eventually decided to ask his father what would happen next. “You and the men will undertake training and drills up at the garrison, starting in a couple of days, that’s all I know son”. Aelboric turned to Torr as he continued. “You are the family’s representative now on this venture. Sometimes we have to fight to keep what we want and take responsibility for our position here”. His tone grew softer though as he continued. “But I pray to The Sunlord with all my heart that everyone comes back from this affray in one piece”. His voice started to tail off. “But I fear my prayers will not be answered”. 
 
    They got home in time for a prepared supper which Aelboric said he and Torr had to cut short. Apparently, Torr was not the only one who knew nothing about this. Caenet looked annoyed when they told him. Aelboric took to the foreman’s platform in the main shipyard to address his workers and outline the plan. Even after the obvious dangers were expressed, more than the eight men Aelboric had pledged volunteered. Some were clearly thinking of the more adventurous side and the tall tales they could tell in the taverns, to the ladies, when they returned. Aelboric picked the men he could spare from each part of the new hull that was well underway. 
 
    Aelboric had mentioned that Gaerulf, his ship’s captain, would obviously have been a very good addition to this attack but he, and his ten marines, who now included Barak, the former foreman, were now just leaving with Aelfsige on their ship. 
 
    Aelboric then had to make arrangements to fill in for the absent workers and change the shifts, according to the remaining workers skills, something that normally he would leave to Aelfsige. 
 
    Aelboric told Torr he would deal with this. There was a more even and normal tone between them now. His mother had wept though and Torr found himself telling Mae that it would be alright, before he returned to his room. 
 
    The news had not sunk in yet and he did not sleep well. 
 
      
 
    ******************************* 
 
      
 
    He woke early the next day, not that he had really been asleep since just before sunrise anyway. It was the last day of Highsun. The winds had been warm this year and there was certainly no sign of change to wetter or windier weather. At least the cavalry would therefore have firm going under them, making them slightly more effective and easier to turn, if needs be. Not that he still knew anything about his role in all this. He had most of the morning to over analysis what might be required of him, eating little before his father told him it might be a good idea for him now to go see Caenet and the others to prepare for the trip to Valheimer’s garrison, just north of Paega itself. 
 
    Torr did as his father asked. Caenet still seemed stern. He was probably the only one with any true military experience amongst the group. He appointed a sergeant from all the other men, who would fight on foot and then asked Caenet to accompany him to the stables to pick the best supplies and horses as his father had suggested. Torr knew he really needed to start thinking for himself if he was going to carry off the facade of being the cavalry officer in charge. 
 
    Still Caenet got into the swing of things a little when they reached the stable and went about taking the best tack and discussing which horse to take. “Right, well Scout’s a no go I suspect” said Caenet, much to Torr’s relief. “Obviously we don’t know what’s required of us yet, whether we’ll be in the thick of it or not, but, it’s a safe bet if there is giantkin amongst our enemy, we’ll be better off with the biggest horses we’ve got”. Torr had obviously relayed everything he knew about the plan. Caenet had listened intently and did not seek to correct or interrupt Torr at any point, suggesting he had at least explained what he knew in a well ordered fashion. 
 
    “Well, we will know more when we get there lad, but, I’ll tell you this, I had hoped never to see giantkin again. They can rip a warhorse in two whilst munching on its rider and their speed is deceptive, even the big ones. I’ll tell you boy”, Caenet was getting into his stride now, “I’ve seen ones as tall as our ships! If they are that big, we’re done for”. Torr tried to nod politely without letting on that Caenet’s last comments had almost made him soil himself! 
 
    Caenet seemed to be looking elsewhere, beyond the walls of the stables, clearly recalling some horror that Torr did not want to know about. The cavalryman shook his head a little and then looked at Torr, standing to attention and saluting as he did so, as he remembered his soldiering ways. “But don’t you worry sir, Sergeant Caenet of the fourth heavy company will see you right”. He winked at Torr as he saluted and gave him a pat on the back as they left. 
 
    Torr slept only slightly more than the night before. He was genuinely a little tired as he had taken it upon himself to practise some horsemanship as well. He had been tempted to take Scout out for another run but realised he would really need to take the heavy horse to acquaint himself. Scout gave Torr a withering look as he took Raelf, the heavy horse, out. Raelf was surprisingly quick though. Caenet had spent some time with Torr as well, getting their horses used to charging at each other, whilst they made as much noise as possible. “If we are going up to the garrison for a week, then they will drum it into the horses’ more then....but we would need more than a week to do it properly. Still, these buggers are used to all the crap that goes down at the docks without losing their caravans...and that can often resemble a battlefield”. Caenet laughed as he finished, taking the opportunity to give Torr’s shield a good bash with his mace, just to try and catch the young man off guard. Torr was quick though and raised his shield and braced himself before the impact. 
 
    Both were using their own gear. As a sergeant, Caenet had been allowed to keep his after he was retired from service. Both had maces, which was standard fare for weald cavalrymen, rather than swords. The maces had long shafts for extra reach and momentum, especially designed for cavalry. Torr could not answer Caenet when the older man asked if they would have lances as well. 
 
    “Depends on formation and such but, from what you have said, maybe not. Depends on how many of us there are, and if there is anywhere to hide. A cavalry charge up their arse will make quicker mincemeat of them over and above a hundred dogs”. 
 
    There certainly sounded like merit to Caenet’s thoughts and, as the day wore on, training took the fear from Torr’s mind. After he had finished with Caenet, he took the opportunity to practice with his largest hunting bow at the impromptu training field that he had set up where the ‘infantry’ were now practising weapons drill. 
 
    None of these men had any real armour but they had been equipped with large and extremely long bill hooks that were actually designed to hook on the sides of their ships and help haul them in to their mooring. There was a certain knack to this that led to, not only very strong men, but also a certain technique that, Torr thought, could be useful in hooking and dragging down giantkin, in his own mind at least. 
 
    Torr found himself shouting words of encouragement to the men as they practised, two of whom he recognised from the regatta win earlier during Highsun.  
 
    One of the men also had a hunting bow so Torr entered a friendly wager with him, to see who could get more bulls eyes in the hastily erected reed targets that they had made. 
 
    The other men had gathered round half way through and shouted bets as the two men drew and loosed their practice arrows. Torr won, but only just. After they had finished, Torr turned to the men and, without really thinking, said “Alright men, back to training” with an authority that surprised half the men. 
 
    Torr quickly turned and told the sergeant to carry on. Just like the regatta, Torr felt oddly comfortable with the commands he issued. 
 
    Just as he turned to leave himself, he saw Caenet, leaning forward in his saddle, grinning at Torr. The cavalryman saluted Torr as well, but winked as he did so, then, turning his horse, he returned to the stables. 
 
    As Torr went to put his hunting bow back in one of the store buildings on the other side of the grounds, he suddenly thought of Eagred. It was the same bow he had when he went out hunting that time. It couldn’t hurt to have three dryads on our side, he thought. 
 
      
 
    ************************************** 
 
      
 
    The following day was a dawn call, not unusually early or late for the start of the season of Stormsen. No one seemed to have told the weather that man had ordered a sudden change in season. There was no mist or dew as the men gathered in the training ground they had hastily prepared just a couple of days ago. 
 
    The billhooks had been loaded into a caravan with all the men’s other equipment they had been allowed to take. The largest caravans still had not returned from the docks after Aelfsige had loaded The Sunlords Blessing at Paegas docks. A rider had returned to advise Aelboric that there had been a delay in the delivery of iron ore, ironically, due to a bandit attack south of Tantes. It was unclear if the caravan or supplies had survived. 
 
    There was only one caravan left, which was little more than a patchwork of working spares cobbled together. The shafts of the billhooks sat at least a foot out the back of the wagon, whose wheels were three different colours. It only needed two horse to pull, which was also just as well as Torr and Caenet obviously rode on the two horses they had chosen. 
 
    After a brief inspection, Torr had moved them out. His father, mother and sister had watched from the sidelines but had said goodbye to Torr in private. He thought his mother was trying to open a new tributary of the Daret with the amount of crying she had been doing. He could not tell her it wasn’t helping his nerves. 
 
    Even Freda had embraced him with a worried expression on her face although she quickly composed herself, stood back from him, whilst still holding both his hand. “Don’t do anything that will embarrass us”. He caught a slight smirk on her lips though as she said it. He smiled back. Too often he forgot that his older sister was very much cut from the same cloth as himself regarding his sharp sense of humour. 
 
    Before he could retort, his father had taken over the embrace and hugged his youngest son. There was a worry in his eyes that Torr was not used to. For all his father’s quiet anger at his son’s antics this year, he was entrusting him to the arms of The Sunlord if this all went wrong. 
 
    Torr re-settled his plate breast plate which his family’s hugs had done their best to dislodge and left with the men, he and Caenet riding in front, heading up to Valheimer’s garrison north of Paega. Even with dry roads, it was a good few hour’s march, although it was no longer really hot now, just pleasantly warm, the clear and fair weather completely masking the fear of what was to come. 
 
    Valheimer’s garrison came into view when they got past the abbey grounds. An imposing fortress as well it might. Essentially, if The Giant Wars spilled over into this part of the wealds themselves, over Daretmoor, Valheimer’s fortress would pretty much be on the front line, with Paega right behind it. 
 
    The lack of watchmen that could be seen tied in with Garel’s earlier comments that he was operating on a skeleton staff anyway. 
 
    Torr had obviously been to the garrison a few times before, but the lack of personnel had never really caught his attention previously. He had just presumed that was normal. 
 
    His earlier outlook whilst studying and coming to the garrison for training and practice seemed a world away from Torr now as he approached the drawbridge which was, hospitably at least, down for them. Torr had to look closely to see if there was even anyone on the tower above the drawbridge. He saw two guards only. That tower alone could easily accommodate twenty or so. 
 
    The training ground was the first open area as Torr’s party came out from under the drawbridge and portcullis and it was already a hive of activity even though it was not yet noon with Torr, presuming, that the guard from Tantes and the other merchants could be well behind them. A quick count showed perhaps twenty men or more, all infantry, undertaking noisy shield drill, with two or three other smaller groups coming and going from the second area that had been roped up since Torr had been here last. 
 
    The garrison was nothing short of a full blown castle so even this many men were swallowed easily by the size of this outer bailey. Torr knew there were two other baileys, one of which was a cavalry tourney, before another portcullis and inner castle wall, which led to the keep and headquarters of Garel Valheimer. Torr had always looked forward to this element of his schooling. The constant feeling of apprehension that had settled on him the last couple of days temporarily lessened as he took the sights and sounds in. 
 
    There were servants carrying buckets of water to the edge of the training grounds and taking empty ones away. He could see smoke rising from the next bailey where he knew the smithy was located, doubtless repairing and making arms and armour as best he could. 
 
    There was also the smell of the stable straw wafting over as well in the breeze. Torr shut his eyes and drew a deep breath as Raelf, his horse, came in at a plod now. When he opened his eyes again, he saw a guard approaching him on foot, who quickly took Raelf’s reigns. Torr’s first instinct was to pull the bridle away from this man before he quickly remembered that he was now coming here again as a cavalry officer.  
 
    He quickly dismounted and, without a word, let the man lead Raelf to the stables, before turning to Caenet. 
 
    “Sergeant, you can accompany the horses to the stables. Once fettled, please rejoin us. I will lead the rest of the men and see if I can find the drill sergeant”. Although he knew what to say, there was still a lump in his throat when he addressed Caenet this way, for the first time, purely as his commanding officer and not as someone he looked up to and respected. 
 
    “Very good sir,” Caenet responded, without giving any emotion away now either in this setting. 
 
    Torr turned to the men who had obviously spent the last few hours marching from Home Manor to the garrison and were leaning against the caravan. 
 
    “Attention please gentleman,” Torr said to them calmly, “remember where you are”. 
 
    The men fell in readily enough and followed Torr around the perimeter of the nearest training ground as he could see the entrance was on the far side where a drill sergeant appeared to be shouting commands at some of the more hapless looking recruits. 
 
    Torr looked around for a familiar face as he looked across the bailey. It had been dry enough for the last few weeks of Highsun that the training grounds were kicking up quite a bit of dust. He could still see the trail being left by Raelf and Caenet’s mount, and also the horses who drew the caravan, as they disappeared into the next bailey. He could see no one he knew. The drill sergeant looked towards him. Torr had hoped that he was carrying the bearing of an officer but conceded that it was highly likely that it was just the coat of arms on his breast plate and shield, which generally only officers or sergeants would carry, that gave the sergeant any reason to look in his direction. 
 
    The Skarsdales family crest, naturally, was a large ship, plain and simple, but it was doubtful that the drill sergeant would have known who he was. As he approached, with his men behind him, the sergeant stood stiffly to attention and saluted Torr, who, nonchalantly  saluted back as he walked towards the man, who seemed a good half foot taller than Torr, bushy sideburns only adding to the impressive spectacle. Torr had at least seen he was bearing the Valheimer crest, two crossed swords. “Sergeant Bourne sir, garrison sergeant”, said the man. “Ahhh...Commander Skarsdale, sergeant”. Torr fumbled over his rank. In all the rush, no one had actually told Torr what it was yet. His commission at the completion of his training was not rank specific, merely that he held a scroll granting him a command. He had his scroll of commission with him but he only now recalled that, when he received it on completing his studies and exams, he was told it had to be presented to the officer in charge of wherever he had been posted. Only then would he be given his actual rank and assignment. Torr winced inwardly at the fact that he had possibly just promoted himself two or three ranks. If Sergeant Bourne realised this, and Torr thought he probably had, then he did not show it. 
 
    “Ahh, we are obviously reporting for duty, just ten of us though, eight infantry, myself and my sergeant who has just gone with our horse”. 
 
    “Very good sir” said Sergeant Bourne evenly. “Would you like a hand moving your wagon sir”. 
 
    Torr turned around and closed his eyes in despair. He’d not told his men to move their wagon after it had been unhitched and the horses led away. It was right in the middle of the entrance to the castle, blocking the end of the drawbridge. 
 
    Well that’ll give them something to laugh about in the sergeants’ mess later on, Torr thought shamefully to himself. “No need sergeant” Torr responded quickly gathering himself. Torr hailed his foot sergeant who was also still lumbering along just behind. The former shipyard worker also seemed to remember where he was and straightened his back and stopped. The man had actually just been promoted to shipyard foreman after Barak had gone with Aelfsige, so he seemed like a natural choice for their foot sergeant. 
 
    “Yes sir?” 
 
    “Sergeant, take four men and move the caravan off the drawbridge will you”. Torr turned to Sergeant Bourne. “Ahh...where would you like it moved Sergeant Bourne, this is your castle after all”. 
 
    “Just to the side I would say sir. We’ll get runners to move it after your men have been billeted and taken their equipment out. Would you like me to find Commander Garel for you sir?” 
 
    The last comment seemed more like a very strong suggestion but Torr was quickly picking himself up mentally after the embarrassment of leaving his wagon blocking the entrance to the whole castle. 
 
    “No, that’s fine Sergeant, I think I can remember where everything is, if you can just tell me where Commander Garel is at the moment, I am sure I can find him”. He was winging it a little but was pretty certain he knew where most buildings and rooms were. 
 
     “Very good sir, he is in the keep currently”. 
 
    “Thank you sergeant” Torr turned to his foot sergeant again, who was now starting to look a little out of his depth as he had turned, slightly slack jawed again, to look at the men in the training compound. “Sergeant”. Torr had to raise his voice slightly, again with some embarrassment, to get his attention.  
 
    “You heard Sergeant Bourne, take the men and move the wagon”. Torr turned to Sergeant Bourne again. “Sergeant, I’ll leave the men with you for, ahh... drill instruction until my return”. He was starting to chance his orders again, even as he regained his composure a little, but it mattered not. As a drill sergeant, the side-burned sporting Sergeant Bourne was too much of a soldier to give his own thoughts away.  
 
    “Yes sir, as you wish”. Bourne saluted just before Torr had the chance to do so, almost as if the sergeant had already had enough of him. Torr saluted back as stiffly as he could.  
 
    He made his way through to the next bailey, starting to quickly feel comfortable again with the sights and sounds he had grown accustomed to over the last few years of his training. There was only one way into each of the three outer baileys, all portcullised and with reinforced heavy oak doors and set as far away as possible from the other bailey entrances, so the maximum distance had to be covered by any attacking force, in between each defensible portion of the castle as a whole. 
 
    Torr entered the second bailey and was actually looking towards the entrance to the third, some distance away, when he caught sight of a thin young man backing out of a door, that, Torr seemed to recall, was a store room. The young man indeed had two full hessian sacks of what he suspected was grain. As the young man came out, two other men followed him out of the store room, similarly encumbered. 
 
    They had their backs to him as Torr walked towards them. They were still probably half-way between Torr and the next bailey entrance. All three were loading a cart which had a pack mule harnessed to the front, which was quite uninterested in anything other than the little patches of grass that it had not yet chewed. 
 
    The first figure turned slightly as he and the other two loaded the supplies, heavily, onto the wagon. They were all wearing the padded tabard of Paegas Magistrate Militia. It was Raeknor. 
 
    Torr laughed as he walked towards the three men now, more urgently. Of course, Cuhlead Tiri, as the magistrate of Paega, commanded a small force of militia officers responsible for breaking up tavern brawls which, certainly in the docks, was every day. However, that took a big brute of a man. The two other men with Raeknor were only slightly larger but, Torr guessed quickly, Cuhlead could not really spare his best men. If the magistrate’s best enforcers were killed in the upcoming battle with the gaestnips then most of Paega would probably be alight with more gusto than the bandits could manage themselves anyway. 
 
    Raeknor had not spotted Torr yet. He was clearly breaking a sweat. His magistrate’s tabard was askew and dirty with marks left by the hessian sacks where he had just slid them off his chest, rather than throw them, with strength, onto the wagon. 
 
    As he continued to cover the distance between them, it still did not explain to Torr why Raeknor was here. Surely he wasn’t going to fight was he? Raeknor gained his commission from the church school as a magistrate, which did not entitle him to a military command. Raeknor had certainly never excelled at military studies or weapons practice and, frankly, was shit on a horse. Maybe he was just overseeing the supplies, or something. 
 
    Raeknor had paused to wipe his brow after he had flopped the last two sacks onto the wagon and was now broadly standing facing Torr. He was not one for manual labour either, so was looking pretty miserable with his lot. 
 
    Raeknor paused and kept his hand above his eyebrows, furrowing his brow and squinting at Torr. By now Torr wasn’t too far away and, having already seen Raeknor, clearly had the element of surprise over his best friend. He knew Raeknor was very sharp of wit though. He had to be to pass the magistrate’s exams. Still, Torr was going to enjoy their verbal sparring on this one. 
 
    The two men with Raeknor now also stopped, having become aware that Raeknor had stopped as well. They turned and, as they saw Torr approach, stood stiffly to attention and saluted. They were no older than Torr or Raeknor but Torr did not recognise them so presumed they had not, unfortunately been given the same opportunity that Torr and Raeknor had so gratefully received. Unlike most of the students with whom Torr and Raeknor attended school, Torr realised (and he knew Raeknor did as well) that schooling and your situation was down to the luck of your birthright, not some god-given right to rule just because your father said so. 
 
    Raeknor did not salute though. The two men next to him remained as they were but they looked alarmed at Raeknor’s response. Torr stopped, just short of them now and saluted back and then raised his eyebrows at Raeknor. This made the two men even more nervous. 
 
    Raeknor, sighed audibly and rolled his eyes before saluting half heartedly. “Gentlemen, carry on” Torr said to the two men. “I would like a word here with...your sergeant is it?” The question was quite genuine as, truth be told, Torr did not know what rank Raeknor would hold in all of this either. 
 
    “Yes sir, it’s Magistrate Millerson sir”, said one of the men, eager to please, referring to Raeknor by his surname. “Ahh..of course, Magistrate Millerson it is...yes”, said Torr, in a patronising way. The two men remained fixed to their stance, staring at Torr. “Yes gentleman, carry on” Torr had to say with some emphasise. “I doubt this wagon will load itself”. 
 
    The two men lowered their hands, one saluted again for good measure and then looked at Raeknor, with an expression that suggested they probably would not see him again, this side of a public hanging. They then scurried back into the store room. 
 
    Raeknor was still standing there saluting. Torr noticed that his friend had managed to raise his small finger away from the rest of his palm, indicating the insult that Torr had used on Raeknor when they saw each other last at the party at Home Manor, before Raeknor had passed out. He now had a grin on his face from ear to ear. 
 
    “Well well Magistrate Millerson and what, may I enquire, are you doing here?” 
 
    “Well, you see, Captain Skarsdale....”  
 
    “Actually, it’s Commander Skarsdale” Torr maintained, even though he knew it had not been endorsed yet.  
 
    “No it’s not you moron, you got a cavalry commission, so your starting rank is captain”. There was a pause. “Wait, you haven’t been introducing yourself as Commander have you?” Raeknor finished the sentence with a laugh. “No” lied Torr defensively.  
 
    Raeknor’s laughter got louder as he continued. “Oh... that’s priceless! Commander is generally a naval rank, or a garrison officer’s rank”. 
 
     “Oh for fuck’s sake, I’ve just introduced myself as Commander Skarsdale to the sodding garrison sergeant!” 
 
    Torr had lost their verbal contest almost instantly as Raeknor was now laughing so hard he was incapable of entering into further conversation, leaning against the mule cart that he had dejectedly been loading just moments before. 
 
    Torr half hoped the two young men who were helping Raeknor load the wagon, would come back out, forcing Raeknor to adopt a suitable posture in front of ‘Captain’ Skarsdale. Torr suspected that the two individuals would remain buried in the store room until the situation had blown over. In fact, if they could hear Raeknor laughing now, and surely they could, they probably wanted to stay there until Raeknor had seemingly come to his senses. 
 
    Raeknor’s laughing subsided anyway, if only to wipe away the tears from his eyes.  
 
    “No but, seriously, what are you doing here?” Torr said to Raeknor, before he could display any more ignorance about a topic that, by rights, he should know more about than his friend. 
 
    “Holy Balls, you don’t think I’d let you do this on your own would you?” said Raeknor. “Gods’ you can’t even get your rank right”. Raeknor started to laugh again. “By the time, we got to the gaestnip camp, you’d introduce yourself as Marshall, probably”. 
 
    “What, seriously, you’re coming along?” said Torr, in a genuinely alarmed voice, now ignoring his friend’s continued mirth. “The only place you could find for your own sword was up your backside wasn’t it?” This was a bit of a late and low blow by their standards but Torr was still trying to genuinely work out what Raeknor was doing here. 
 
    “Ohh...dear, I needed that”. said Raeknor, recovering from his last bout of laughter. “Yes..I’m coming along”. Raeknor was calming down now but still wiping his eyes free from tears. “Cuhlaed thought the plan sounded good so he’s lent five men from his militia, who I am in charge of. Why, how many are you in charge of?” 
 
    “Dunno yet, depends on how many horsemen are available across the volunteers”, said Torr, matter of factly now. He would have to wait for another opportunity to find a chink in Raeknor’s verbal armour. “So, really, you’re here to fight?” The question was still genuine. “Yeess...” responded Raeknor fixing his friend now with a stare to emphasis his point. “We’ve sort of been folded into the other merchant’s volunteer force, so, in total, I believe there are about forty of us”. Torr wasn’t sure where Raeknor had drawn this figure from. “What...forty what, men in total?” Torr was starting to sound perplexed. 
 
    “No...oh for fuck’s sake you cretin, Garel and the other two sold the plan so well...what were their names...Bernhart and Ahred.....that the other merchants coughed up another thirty five men between them. So...with our five from the magistrates, that’s forty. Gods’, hope I’m not in your command, you don’t know what your rank is or how many men there are”. 
 
    Torr really was at a distinct disadvantage now. He recalled that, with the number Garel had calculated, they would need another forty in total, but with Raeknor’s information, they already had this number even before Torr and his men from Home Manor had been taken into consideration, another ten. 
 
    “So we’ve got enough?” said Torr.  
 
    “And that’s not all” continued Raeknor. “Rumour is Bereofs Town have reconsidered and may lend their weight to the fight as well”. Torr had no idea how Raeknor knew more about this thing than he did, but it quickly dawned on him that he may actually have been privy to more post meeting discussions than Torr anyway. Torr was still trying to take in the fact that Raeknor was here. “The last time I saw you, you were lying unconscious on my porch...wait...it’s probably all your fault I’m here isn’t it?” 
 
    Both realised that a continued lengthy discussion would prove difficult, given that Raeknor was supposed to be loading the grain wagon and Torr said he was on his way to report to Commander Garel. 
 
    They both agreed there would undoubtedly be time to catch up at length, given that both knew they would probably be in training for at least a few days here before they set off for the assault. 
 
    It was difficult for Torr to say goodbye in the end as he wanted to see what else his friend knew. By the time Torr reached Commander Garel, he was bursting with questions. 
 
    “There will be an officers’ briefing this evening when all the units have arrived Captain Skarsdale”. The first thing Garel had done was to accept Torr’s scroll of commission and to confirm his rank of captain and command of the cavalry unit charged with destroying the brigand camp to the south. Garel’s command room had a large map on the wall. Torr had to resist the urge to ignore Garel and study it in depth. The map took up a wall and a half as Garel’s room was not that large, not at all in keeping with the size of the castle.  
 
    Still, it was naturally very well appointed with a solid oak desk, full of scrolls scattered over yet another map, but only three chairs, suggesting any meetings held in here were confidential affairs.  
 
    “I suggest you reacquaint yourself with our little outpost here whilst we await the rest of your command”. Garel continued. “We have been quite fortunate in that the merchants at our recent meeting seemed confident enough on our little plan to cough up more men than we had actually asked for so, if they are good to their word, your cavalry command should number about thirteen, plus yourself and your sergeant”. 
 
    “That’s very good sir” said Torr, a little surprised. He had anticipated (having had plenty of time to think about it over the last couple of days) that he may end up in charge of maybe half that number. Perhaps picking up on Torr’s pleasantly surprised tone though, Garel continued. “However your unit more than most will be drawn from different households so your training over the next week may have to be more vigorous than others. I don’t need to remind you that cavalry can often be one of the most over-worked units on a battlefield so they need to be fit and well led, Captain Skarsdale. But don’t worry, we will have more experienced officers and men to draw on I believe”. Garel gave Torr a firm pat on the shoulder before he was dismissed. 
 
    Garel’s comments gave Torr plenty more to think about until the evening’s briefing. He returned to the outer bailey to find his men in drill practice. They were looking a little ragged against the men of Garel’s garrison who were of course professional soldiers, plus the long march they had undertaken first thing in the morning. Sergeant Bourne showed Torr his billet, which was actually back in the third bailey, closest to the keep. Torr could not see Raeknor or the mule cart as he retraced his steps back towards his new quarters. It looked like Raeknor may have been on a supply run and had probably gone back to Paega, or possibly his own family’s mills, for more grain or flour. Torr thought that was probably the safest thing for Raeknor to do. He really did not want to be worrying about his friend in the heat of battle as well. 
 
    Torr struck up some brief conversation with Sergeant Bourne on the way, establishing that his men would get their break soon anyway and that they would soon get into the training regime here.  
 
    Torr saw the stables as they walked through the baileys and that their horses had been settled and were being tended to by the stable hands. Caenet was not in sight but Torr gleaned from Sergeant Bourne that Caenet would be billeted in the sergeant’s mess. The men’s barracks would be in the outer bailey. “I have served with Sergeant Caenet before. A good man sir, he will see you right”. 
 
     “Thank you Sergeant, I have no doubt of that. Where did you serve with him may I ask?” enquired Torr. “In the hills to the north sir, near Eastrek. Not a warm place sir I can assure you”. Sergeant Bourne didn’t seem to be willing to expand on the subject so Torr let it lie. No point annoying the garrison sergeant on your first day, he thought, at least, any more than I have probably done already. 
 
      
 
               ************************************ 
 
      
 
    Torr was shown his billet, which was a medium sized bunk house. It was a galley room as it was set in the outer wall but it was on the first floor, so there was access to the battlements, which Torr had never been given cause to use or walk when he had been here previously. He thought he would settle himself in and go take a look. 
 
    He realised that he must be one of the first group of men to arrive. The troops from Tantes would take longer to get here. It seemed to Torr that they would have to spend more time than anyone travelling if they were then going to march back south a week later, well to the south of Tantes anyway. In fact, as Torr sized up which bunk he wanted, he thought about the garrison from Oaks Keep that had been promised. That was several days travel just one way so what was the point. Surely better to meet them on the march down. 
 
    As Torr eyed the storage chest at the bottom of the bunk he had chosen and started to put what stuff he was carrying in there, he felt he was being watched. As he had entered the dimly lit room in the first place, he thought he was alone. 
 
    He turned round and saw a man lying on a bunk a bit further towards the back of the room. The man seemed content to continue lounging, just staring at Torr. He did not recognise the man and he didn’t seem to fit in somehow being in the officer’s mess. The more Torr stared back he realised that this man must be from The Dog Pack. He had a tanned complexion and dark leather armour which had perhaps helped keep him hidden from Torr in the first place when he entered the room. There was a short sword at the bottom of the man’s bunk. 
 
    Torr finished putting his equipment in the chest at the bottom of his bunk and walked towards the man, who just remained where he was, smoking some form of pipe now. 
 
    “Ah..hello... you’re from The Dog Pack yes....?” enquired Torr. The man moved slightly at being addressed but did not actually get up to introduce himself. “Sharak”, responded the man. “Sorry?” said Torr. The man looked a little frustrated. “Ah...Sharak el qeubel goren”. The man, looked intently at Torr to see if he understood. 
 
    “Oh you’re joking, you don’t speak Weald do you”. The man predictably looked blankly at Torr. “Well, I don`t speak a word of Suthrasian but here goes then”. Torr pointed to his insignia on his armour. “I’m Captain Torr Skarsdale from Paega...look”. He pointed to the ship on his armour vainly hoping that would help. 
 
     “Peegaa?” said the man. Oh what the hell, thought Torr, “Yes, Peegaa”.  
 
    “Oh,” the man pointed to his own armour which Torr now saw did indeed have the war dog embossed on it. “Dagel Sharak,” he said proudly but then he pointed to himself so Torr now wasn’t sure if that was his name, rank or if, frankly, he was asking Torr for a dance! 
 
    “OK then Dagel Sharak”, Torr thought he could not go far wrong with that response. Given the monumental mistakes he had already made this morning, he was already past caring. “I’m going for a wander”. 
 
    Torr marvelled at the view from the battlements on the west side of Valheimers garrison, looking down towards Paega and right along the coast. It was a good clear day but with a greater breeze this far up. He could see the Daret quite clearly as well and fancied he could see Home Manor too. He waved to no one in particular as the only guards he could see were just the two on the front battlement that he had seen when entering the castle earlier this morning. It really did feel empty, almost ghostly. The castle was designed to be large enough to keep, train and feed maybe a thousand men and associated animals, and he’d been told they had been holding it with a little more than twenty. By the time they emptied it out for the forthcoming raid he thought any of the staff left behind, such as stable hands and smiths, would feel as if they had been abandoned by the world. 
 
    As he was on the west side, the view to the north, up to Daretmoor was blocked by the keep behind him and he could not see across the east wall on the far side down to the Valheimers actual residence, known as Valheimers Court. He hoped there might be some function there over the next week. The only time he had been there was on the last day of his schooling where Lord Valheimer of Paega himself, Garel’s and Efaen’s older brother had addressed the class, albeit in rather disinterested and boring rhetoric about how it was their duty to secure Paegas legacy for generations to come. More like so we can keep you in the manner to which your fat arse is accustomed, thought Torr. 
 
    Valheimer’s Court was an opulent affair, supposedly as grand as their cousin’s palace, the Weald Lord of Sommerswake himself, over near Moorsmeet, which was actually the capital of Sommerswake. Moorsmeet was not any larger, and certainly no more important, than the two other large towns of Sommerswake; Paega and Tantes. Still, Moorsmeet had been the traditional home of the Valheimers and the capital of Sommerswake since its founding. 
 
    Torr was quite happy to continue taking in the view. After all, how often would he get the opportunity. In fact, if everything went wrong, this could be the last decent view he had! 
 
    Torr was half joking with himself, he realised, just to try and put his nerves and fear in their place. 
 
    As he continued with his contemplation, he saw dust tracks, still some distance from the castle, but definitely heading their way. He moved further along the battlement to the south, where the main entrance was. It was a short column of men with two caravans. As it drew closer, he could see the caravans were well kept and had a banner on the back, fluttering spasmodically in the slight breeze. The banner was of a caravan, the symbol of Tantes. Riding on horseback at the front was a young man who Torr thought he recognised as they drew closer. By now Torr was at the most southern part of the battlements that he could get to. The castle was obviously designed so that it was not possible to access the entire upper walls from any one point, so he would have to find another way down to greet the new arrivals. 
 
    From his current vantage point though, he was now overlooking the outer bailey and the training ground. He saw his own men were now leaving and heading to a building that he thought must be their billet. Six groundsmen had come to move their own battered caravan from just next to the entrance and appeared to be looking with some intrigue at the billhooks which were still in the back, just as the new arrivals from Tantes entered under the portcullis and archway. 
 
    Their officer’s name was Carodin Culos. A fellow graduate with Torr and Raeknor, Carodin’s family were one of the larger merchant families in Tantes and, like Torr and Raeknor, no relation to the Valheimers. As such, the three of them got on well as Carodin had a similar sense of humour, albeit one that perhaps was not as cutting as Torr and Raeknor. Carodin, was, however, an excellent swordsman. In fact, Torr recalled, Carodin was always one for trying to use two shorter swords, rather than long sword and shield as was customary in the wealds. Come to think of it, Torr thought, as he now made his way back up the battlements so he could find a staircase down to greet the new arrival, it had something to do with Carodin’s Suthrasian heritage. His grandfather had been one of Sha Haram’s premier merchants but upped sticks to Tantes, where he married into a merchant family there. 
 
    He can probably help us translate with our new doggy friends, Torr thought, as he found his way back down a different staircase, coming out close to the outer bailey. It was not where he thought the staircase led, as a mark of the castle’s design to throw off any would be attackers. 
 
    Torr made his way into the outer bailey just as Carodin was organising himself and his men, as Torr had done earlier. 
 
    He watched casually as the twenty men from Tantes were again greeted by Sergeant Bourne. However, Carodin had the good sense to move his caravan out of the way. Carodin’s sergeant seemed capable and well drilled, which appeared to help. 
 
    Torr noted that four of Carodin’s men were on horseback, suggesting these men would be seconded to Torr’s cavalry unit. The horse seemed heavy and even kitted out with some light armour. 
 
    Torr waited for Carodin to address his own men before he approached the second bailey entrance. Torr leant against the gatehouse wall, waiting to see how close Carodin got before the slightly taller and broad shouldered young Tantes man saw him. Torr figured that Carodin would be on his way to see Garel as well, to hand in his commission scroll. It seemed unlikely that Carodin had somehow seen action before all this. 
 
    Carodin duly noticed Torr from a reasonably observant distance but still stopped dead in his tracks. “As I live and breathe, Torr Skarsdale” said Carodin with some excitement. “I’d heard the cavalry officer might be some young pup from Paega’s Bay and wondered if it might be you”. 
 
    “The very same”, responded Torr, half bowing in acknowledgement. “On your way to see  Garel to relieve you of your commission scroll?” he enquired. 
 
    “Yes I am. Have you had yours?”  
 
    “Indeed”.  
 
    “So.... if you are cavalry, then that makes you captain right?” Well that’s typical, thought Torr, everyone but me remembered what rank everyone should be. 
 
    “Correct again, infantry for you?”  
 
    “Yes”, responded Carodin. “Which will make me a lieutenant. So, anyone else here we know yet and what do you know about this little venture?” Carodin enquired. 
 
    Torr agreed to walk back towards the keep with Carodin to fill him in on what he knew and then wait for him, whilst he met Garel, so he could then show him the officer’s billet. “Actually, what’s your Suthrasian like? Only one of the officers, well I guess he’s an officer sort of, from The Dog Pack, was in there but he doesn’t speak a word of Weald” said Torr to Carodin. 
 
    “Rusty, but I can get by” responded Carodin. 
 
     When they eventually got to the officers’ billet, the man from the mercenary group had gone. However, new arrivals were also starting to come in from the groups of men raised or levied by the merchants of Paegas Bay, although it was a very eclectic group, with some archers, spearmen, a few horsemen and swordsmen all mixed together. 
 
    The only groups now missing were the Oak Keep contingent and Raeknor’s five magistrate’s militia. However, The Dog Pack themselves were not to be seen, save of course for the earlier sighting of, what appeared to be, Ahred Ulher’s second in command. 
 
    “So where are they then do you think?” Torr asked Carodin as the afternoon wore on and they set about re-acquainting themselves with the parts of the castle they knew about and explored the bits they did not. 
 
    “I dunno, but, from what I gathered before I set off, it is their plan to be away from us when we set off anyway, so perhaps they want to start as they mean to go on”. Torr thought that sounded reasonable. If so, it was quite impressive to hide fifty men and a hundred dogs. 
 
    The two men were given the opportunity to catch up with each others exploit’s since they had finished their studies, for the rest of the afternoon, as Garel did not find them to assign any tasks to his two newest officers. Although Torr said he had seen some dryads (which he gained the impression Carodin was not convinced of anyway) he left out the full details. 
 
    Carodin had apparently seen some action against the bandits already as he had been busy helping his father’s merchant caravan’s although it transpired there were only two gaestnips and ten guards with the Tantes wagon. Carodin was his father’s only son, although he had some sisters Torr recalled, so Carodin would be expected to follow in his father’s shoes. 
 
    A castle runner found them in the officer’s mess later on after they had eaten, together with Ahred Ulher’s second in command, who had returned. Carodin did indeed know a few words in Suthrasian but barely enough to establish from the man, who gave his name as Balahak, that the main force of The Dog Pack was not in the castle and camped outside, somewhere. 
 
    “Sirs”, said the runner, “Commander Garel wishes to start your briefing now. I am instructed to escort you”. The three men followed their new guide into the keep and to a larger room away from Garel’s own office on the next floor of the keep.  
 
    At the far end of the room was Garel together with an older man dressed in fine clothing and cloak and also Ahred Ulher, who was also out of his armour and dressed in loose black robes. 
 
    Torr and Carodin looked at each other. Although not fully armoured, they were still just dressed in their padding and riding clothes. Neither had thought, or been told, that they did not need to run around in their under armour all week. This was a problem for Torr, who was the world’s biggest slob (as Raeknor had described him). He would happily go around in his dirty riding clothes as he had no interest in fancy or dandy items that seemed to be the latest fashion one week and then cast off by the time of the next social function. Frankly, he could not abide that nonsense. 
 
    Garel clearly had more important things on his mind than what his two new officers were wearing. He directed them to sit at the large oak table, in the nearest vacant matching, chairs, of which there were twelve in total. 
 
    The map that Torr had seen in Garel’s office earlier was now above the large fireplace, which was not yet lit, given they were just at the end of quite a warm Highsun season. Still, the room was full of candle’s, some on ornate and large candelabras as tall as a man with a dozen candles in each on all corners of the room. There were also a number of smaller candle holders on the table, making their seating arrangements reasonably warm and quite bright. 
 
    Garel turned to the older man and said “These are our newest officers, Lieutenant Culos of Tantes and Captain Skarsdale of Paega, who will command the Tantes squad and cavalry respectively. Gentleman, this is Captain Braetol”. The older man had no need to stand as, by the time he had been introduced to Torr and Carodin, they were sitting down and moving their chairs in to the table. Captain Braetol merely nodded at the two new recruits. 
 
    “I believe you have both been introduced to Ahred Ulher, leader of The Dog Pack”. Carodin had not, but easily guessed who this was when Balahak, who they had just shared the officers mess with, went and spoke to Ahred in Suthrasian and sat next to him. “And this is your second in command I believe”. Garel paused hoping that Ahred would remind him of the man’s name. “Balahak” responded Ahred dutifully. Balahak nodded in acknowledgment. 
 
    “Well gentlemen” proceeded Garel, “all are present who will be. The remaining contingent is just the Oak Keep guard who, obviously for logistical reasons, will not be joining us. There’s no point bringing them up here to train. By the time they get here, it will just be time for them to march back, more or less. It is not ideal but I am assured by Bernhart Rowe that they are training rigorously as we speak. Also, if it has not been made clear up to this point, Bernhart will be coming along which, I’m sure you will agree, will do our prospects of success no harm at all”. 
 
    Torr saw that Ahred was whispering to Balahak, which initially sparked his indignation at such rudeness but he quickly realised Ahred must be offering his impromptu services as an interpreter. 
 
    “Also” Garel continued, “Bereofs Town have just made some positive overtures about their garrison joining the fray, another twenty perhaps”. Torr feigned pleasant surprise, having already learnt as much. 
 
    “If they join, then we will have one hundred and ninety five men for this venture plus a hundred dogs - more than I had hoped for”. Garel paused, seemingly hopeful for comments of congratulations. When none materialised from the men sitting around him, he carried on undeterred. “So gentleman, I will draw your attention to the map before you now”. Garel did not point to the map hanging above the fire place but a similar one, that must have been scribed from the original as some of the annotations were different. The copy on the table also had lines and arrows which Torr instantly recognised as troop positions and types. 
 
    He looked eagerly to see where he would be as Garel went into detail about the tactics for the attack itself. 
 
    The briefing lasted some time as the officers raised questions as Garel went along. Torr saw the cavalry, which was to be fifteen in number, was set to the side. “Your job Captain Skarsdale will be to flank any enemy attack you safely can and lend support to any of the infantry structures that look like they are in difficulty. I suspect you will have a vital role to play so don’t be afraid to rely on your own experienced sergeant”, emphasised Garel. 
 
    The role of the infantry had been divided into five other units. The largest, in the centre, comprising of fifty men, mainly spear, to fix what was hoped to be the main thrust of any enemy attack. This was to be led by Captain Braetol whom, it transpired, had served with Gaerulf previously. 
 
    The two groups on the side comprised of twenty men each, mainly sword, to ward of any flanking attacks or even launch their own attack if an enemy’s flank looked exposed enough. One of these was the Tantes irregulars to be led by Carodin and the other would be troops from Valheimer’s own garrison which would be led by Garel himself. “You didn’t think I would let you have all the glory now did you?” smiled Garel to his two newest officers. 
 
     There were two other groups noted, which Garel confirmed would also be twenty strong each. These would be mixed groups of spears to plug any gaps and what archers they had as well. These would be led by Oaks Keep garrison commander and the troops that Garel was now hoping would come from Bereofs Town. 
 
    “Meanwhile, whilst we are dancing with the enemy, Ahred here will hopefully put in a timely appearance right up the enemy’s rear”. Garel glanced at Ahred who nodded. 
 
    “Sir, may I enquire where The Dog Pack are currently?” Carodin confidently addressed the question to Garel but it was Ahred who responded. 
 
    “My men and the hounds are...ahh. how you say... becoming used to your earth, so we may best stay hidden from the bandits. You will not see them, young one, in this coming week although they are surprisingly close”.  
 
    Ahred’s answer made Torr suspect there would be a world of difference between most of their hastily assembled forces and the battle hardened men and dogs of this mercenary company. God’s, Torr hadn’t even noticed that Balahak was in the officer’s billet to begin with. Plenty of time for the quiet Suthrasian to have slipped a blade in his back. He took comfort in the fact that they were on the same side. 
 
    Torr was looking at the map as he was thinking but suddenly asked a question of Garel as he spotted something else. “Sir, what are these here, they are marked as caravans?” 
 
    “Ah yes, well spotted Captain”. Torr was still getting a rush of blood every time he was addressed by his new rank. “Those are our mock siege engines”. 
 
    Carodin and Torr looked at Garel blankly. “If we go marching up in force all ready for battle and just knock on the gaestnips door to see if they will come out to play, then I think they will simply wait it out until we have gone home for tea gentlemen. I have been reliably informed by Bernhart that they have plenty of food and supplies. After all, where do you think all the caravan supplies they have pillaged and the corpses have ended up?” 
 
    Torr considered the implication of this, his mind trying to race to keep up with Garel’s tactical appraisal. 
 
    “But if they think we are going to actually make camp, build some siege engines and such, then they are unlikely to sit on their hairy backsides until we have, or so they think, assembled some catapults to flatten them with”. 
 
    Torr wondered how much of the plan Garel had come up with and how much was Bernhart’s idea. It would be a sorry day for the Valheimer garrison commander to admit that a mage had come up with a better order of battle than he could manage. 
 
    “In truth”, Garel continued, “the contents of the caravans are little more than spare parts, designed to look like they can be assembled into a catapult. We do not have the engineers or capacity to assemble real ones I am afraid. The caravans and the mock show of assembling them will be handled by the men of Paegas magistrate militia instead”. So that was to be Raeknor’s role then, thought Torr. He still did not like the thought of Raeknor exposed to a danger from which he may not be able to defend himself, but at least he would not be in the front line or, in fact, anywhere near the enemy. If the plan held together. 
 
    After a few more details, Garel dismissed his officers but, as they were leaving added, “Oh, gentlemen, I almost forgot to say. There will be an officer’s ball in our court mid week. Enlisted men will be given their own festivities the same night”. The older three men who left with Torr and Carodin seemed particularly disinterested in the idea of a party but, to Torr and Carodin, it was an excellent idea, almost enough to make them forget about the task at hand. Perhaps, thought Torr, as they discussed the ball on their way back to the officer’s billet, that was the point. 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
   T raining started reasonably early the next day and Torr had even gone to the trouble of polishing his armour the night before. Balahak was staying with them for a day or two apparently which helped Carodin with his rusty understanding of Suthrasian. It also gave Torr and Carodin the opportunity to teach Balahak some choice swear words and inappropriate phrases for young ladies at the ball (although they weren’t sure if Balahak would be coming but, nonetheless, just in case he did). 
 
    Captain Braetol seemed less than impressed with being stuck with two young pups that had not really seen action before, although he did enquire after Gaerulf’s welfare. 
 
    Torr’s thirteen horse had all arrived, a few from each merchant’s house. There small number was dwarfed by the massive stable complex that was designed to house probably ten times as many animals. 
 
    This also meant they looked quite lonely in the tourney field as well. Even whilst training through the church school, there were more people on horseback than there were in Torr’s unit now. It comprised of men who obviously owned, or had family access to, their own horses and by presumption therefore, some ability to ride. Fortunately, this proved to be the case. All thirteen men, from various backgrounds, seemed very competent on horseback with one or two citing some form of battle experience as well.  
 
    Caenet seemed happy with their ability which enabled them to move onto target practice quite quickly. They had gleaned there would be no lances but Caenet suggested, from Torr’s description of the battle plan, that they would not be much use over short distances. “Only much good against other cavalry or formations of larger creatures, not designed for relatively confined areas sir, best we stick with the maces”. 
 
    So practise with the maces they did, against the plentiful straw targets which, as the harvest was being taken in, could be spared. The target dummies at Valheimer’s tourney field were also set into metal runners which could move in four different directions from their resting points. Two were even set on small circular roundabouts. By a system of simple, but long, pulleys the targets could be moved by the stable-hands just as the horse and rider approached, to try and simulate a live enemy who actually had the ability to dive out of the way, in an unpredictable direction. 
 
    The dummies on the roundabouts could also swing on their own axis, thumping a rider in the back as they went past with a knotted rope flail, which could unseat any inept horseman as well. 
 
    All in all, the cavalry tourney at Valheimer’s Castle was a typical example of the training facilities throughout the wealds, which helped to cement their reputation as the best cavalry in the known world. 
 
    All the maces had also been fitted with metal shafts, replacing those that had older wooden ones, to avoid being broken against any large creature they may encounter. 
 
    Most of Torr’s footmen had been folded into Captain Braetol’s unit. Sergeant Bourne would be Garel’s second in command. 
 
    The two men from Torr’s shipyard who had some skill with a bow would be in the back ranks so they were put to work on their marksmanship with the dummies in the archery ground as well. These were also on a system of pulleys that could move from side to side, so shots could be taken against moving targets although the pulley systems for these sometimes broke as the rope had to be very long in order to ensure that none of the pulley operators were hit by anyone with a very poor aim. 
 
    Still, Torr had bought his hunting bow and took the opportunity of casually trotting over on Raelf and taking shots whilst still on horseback, so he could fire over the heads of the enlisted men. His former teaching marshalls had discouraged that sort of behaviour when he was at study here, but he still enjoyed it on an intrinsic level that he could not really explain. Fortunately, there were no signs of his former instructors to tell him now that that was not how weald cavalry officers conducted themselves on the battlefield. The only sign of disapproval came from Sergeant Bourne’s looks as he tried to drill the men whilst Torr did his level best to interfere. 
 
    Torr even took the opportunity on the third day of training to ask the master bowyer if he could commission a full heavy longbow for him, if he had time of course. Torr hoped that at the end of all this, whatever happened, he would therefore end up with something to take back with him to Home Manor. 
 
    By this time, much of his fear and apprehension’s was replaced by the confidence that he and his men were showing on the training ground at least. Even Caenet seemed relatively satisfied with the progress made. 
 
     “Well at least we haven’t had to train them from scratch on the horses and most of them have been used to heavy lifting in one guise or another anyway so their arm strength is there for the swing o’ the mace. It’s just drilling the technique into them really sir”, said Caenet as the two men watched from the edge of the tourney while the men took turns to go through the maze of shifting targets. 
 
    “Good, sergeant, very good” responded Torr. It was late afternoon now and Torr could not be more removed from the reality of his purpose here now. It was almost time for him to excuse himself, get changed and head over to Valheimer’s Court for the officers evening. 
 
    He had sent a rider out with a message to Home Manor asking for a set of clothes suitable for the function. He was actually glad that Aelfsige would, by now, be at least a couple of days into his voyage. If his older brother had picked up the message, Torr had no doubt that Aelfsige would have wrapped up one of Freda’s dresses for him to wear. As it was, the messenger had come back earlier during the day with suitable apparel for him, together with his mother’s best (but worried) wishes. 
 
    As Torr dismissed himself from Caenet, his only concern was that he had not seen Raeknor again, after their meeting outside the grain store. 
 
      
 
    ************************************ 
 
      
 
    Torr and Carodin got ready and agreed to walk over to the house in unison, which was on the east side of the castle. Once again, the evening weather was holding up nicely into the start of Stormsen. They could hear the sounds of a quartet coming from the main hall, but also the sound of a larger band that appeared to be coming from a marquee erected in one of the, numerous, gardens situated to the rear. The grounds of Valheimer Court could swallow the entirety of Home Manor and all its shipyards with ease. The sounds of the different music competed with each other for Torr’s and Carodin’s attention as they approached the circular and paved track way, where numerous carriage’s were dropping off their guests and then making for the stable house around the far side. From what Torr and Carodin could see as they approached, it would be a well attended gathering, both young men trying to pick out people or families they may recognise. Carodin had told Torr as they passed the concierge and through the two sets of large double doors into the hall, that his father was already trying to set him up with a frumpy maid from another of the trading costers who had connections to markets in the Weald of Coombe to the south. 
 
    Just as Carodin was recounting his future tale of woe, Torr caught sight of Raeknor who was standing on his own, munching at platters of meat, cheeses, pies and fruit that had been laid out on a long table which reached almost two thirds along the length of the hall itself. For a thinly framed young man, Raeknor had always eaten like a man possessed. He was stood with one arm leaning against the table, one hand full of different meats whilst he picked at other plates with his other hand, looking for all the world like a young urchin on the brink of starving to death and suddenly faced with a table of heavenly delights. 
 
    “And where in all the hells have you been may I ask?” said Torr to Raeknor. 
 
    Raeknor turned to them as Torr and Carodin approached. He had difficulty grinning as his mouth was stuffed full. This also meant he did not have time for a witty comeback. It was all Raeknor could do to swallow and then wash it down with the contents of a large goblet, almost spilling his drink on his dress shirt. 
 
    Torr thought he had time for a second blow but Carodin was too quick. “You sure you are in the right camp, Raeknor Millerson, ‘cos you’re eating like a gaestnip!” 
 
    The three of them then greeted each other in hearty and genuine fashion before they caught up on the weeks events so far. It transpired that Raeknor and the magistrate’s men had also been in charge of garrison supplies so there had been a lot of travel, loading and unloading back at Paega’s Bay.  
 
    “But haven’t you been doing weapons drill?” asked Carodin. “Oh...yes...yes” said Raeknor half heartedly, before he changed the topic to the more agreeable sights before them, not only on the table, but also in the hall itself. All three took the opportunity to wander into the marquee as well. However, they got a shock when they all asked for a second glass of wine, only to be informed by the head butler, who was quick to come over, that Commander Valheimer had expressly forbidden the waiters from allowing the three young men anything other than one glass each.  
 
    “Well shit, we are going to have to find other ways to enjoy ourselves then aren’t we?” said Raeknor. As he had been the first to arrive he had gleaned that the function had, essentially, been called in honour of their forthcoming attack. Unfortunately, this also meant a blessing which, in turn, would mean a sermon from Abbot Cleaves. 
 
    “Do you mean we are going to have to listen to Ol Big Nose prattle on whilst we are sober?” Carodin exclaimed in horror.  
 
    Whilst the sermon was indeed compulsory it was, mercifully for the young men, quite short lived. However, as young officers and magistrates who were undertaking this most dangerous but righteous of quests, they were also in demand for conversation from many of the guests afterwards. All three therefore had to spend much of the evening accepting the thoughts and good wishes of almost everyone who approached them. 
 
    The enlisted men were elsewhere and the only other weald officer was Captain Braetol, excluding Garel Valheimer himself. 
 
    Ahred Ulher was in attendance though and Balahak also made an appearance, which offered some much needed assistance in diverting attention away from the three friends. Both Suthrasian men were clad in their traditional long flowing black robes that were the source of many polite, but largely insincere, enquiries about their origin. Ahred was clearly used to weald hospitality and the polite falseness offered by the elite guests. Torr gained the impression that Ahred would have quite happily murdered most of the people here without feeling guilty, a view with which Torr empathised. Balahak on the other hand was clearly no social climber. His manners were worse than Raeknor’s and each time a well heeled guest tried to converse with him, he tried speaking with his mouth full, not that he knew much Weald anyway. 
 
    In fact, Balahak had come over to the three young men after one group of guests had backed away from the poor Suthrasian after he had used the front of his robes to wipe some particularly greasy food off his hands. Carodin interpreted to his two friend’s that Balahak wanted some more help with what to say. He had apparently forgotten the two or three inappropriate phrases that Carodin and Torr had tried to teach him earlier in the week. Torr and Raeknor looked at each other and grinned. Perhaps they could have some fun after all. 
 
    As the evening wore on and the three young men had gone their separate ways to see which particularly eligible and attractive young ladies they could speak to, Torr caught sight of the young redhead he had seen before at earlier functions. The girl in question had spotted Torr as well, smiled politely and then looked down. Another drink wouldn’t have gone amiss for some courage, thought Torr, but he made his way over to where she was standing anyway which, fortunately, was by the table in the marquee. By this time though there was not much food left. Torr presumed from the empty plates that Raeknor and Balahak must have had an eating contest. 
 
    In fact, as Torr walked over towards the young lady, politely pretending to be going towards what little appetisers were left, he heard the sound of Balahak practising one of the phrases that Raeknor had taught him on an older, rather starched and austere, lady who had come over to try and converse with the Suthrasian. “Fook off you olda baeg”, said Balahak as casually as he could. He had to say it twice as the lady seemed either deaf or not interested in anything the Suthrasian had to say anyway. 
 
     Torr grinned as he listened, head down with his ear cocked to try and see if the old lady caught on. Raeknor and Carodin would want to know how the old lady reacted. However, when he looked up, he saw that the girl he had been smiling at was now standing right next to him. He hoped he didn’t look shocked. Dragon’s Balls, he thought. He was about to go off and fight a battle so it was a bit worrying if he was startled by a slim petite red haired girl about a head shorter than him. 
 
    “Hello”, she said, matter of factly, with something of a deadpan expression on her face. Her green dress went well with her hair, he thought, but realised this was not the way to introduce himself. The more he thought about what he should say the more he realised that he was now just staring without saying anything. “Umm...hello” the girl said again, “I am Elswyth Roedart, pleased to meet you”, she said, half curtsying very quickly. “This is the bit where you introduce yourself” she continued, given Torr’s ongoing surprised silence. 
 
    “Umm...I like your dress”. 
 
    “Oh, well, it’s nice to meet you Master I like Your Dress, what an unusual name, care to ask me for the next dance?” As the girl, who had confidently introduced herself as Elswyth took Torr’s arm and pulled, he tried to say something but realised it might sound like he didn’t want to dance when, actually, he did. So, without the courtesy of having given the young lady his name, he followed her dutifully into the centre of the marquee, just as the larger of the two bands struck up another tune. 
 
    Torr and Elswyth were quickly joined by others but they were close to the band so conversation was difficult. This gave him time to compose himself and suggest, after one dance, that they perhaps go for a walk in one of the walled gardens. 
 
    “Sorry, my name is...”  
 
    “Torr Skarsdale I believe”, finished Elswyth for him. “In fact, isn’t it Captain Skarsdale now?” 
 
     “Yes... how did you...”. 
 
     “My father has provided ten men to the forthcoming unpleasantness, two of whom will be under your command in fact Captain Skarsdale”. 
 
    “Ahh... I see, well, obviously, I will do my best to take care of them.” 
 
    “Yes, please do” she said, with some authority as she linked her arm under his. “Now, let’s go wander through the garden”. 
 
    It transpired as they walked and Torr regained his wit, that the maiden name of Elswyth’s mother was Valheimer. As such, she was a distant niece, she believed, of Efaen and Garel and, therefore, also of Lord Valheimer of Paega, hence her familiarity with the court gardens which she was demonstrating now as they found paths that other guests were missing. 
 
    Because of the assistance her father, she had listened (through closed doors at her home) to the plan as her father disclosed to her mother what was happening and also found out what was going on from their men who had volunteered as well. 
 
    “So I thought I would come and seek you out at this function, particularly as you were taking your time to introduce yourself to me,” Elswyth continued, “and I suspect I needed more liquid courage than you”. Torr looked at her and thought she seemed more confident than she had looked when he had previously seen her earlier in the year. “Umm... we’re not allowed to drink - well, one glass,”  he explained. 
 
    “And quite right too”, she patted his hand as they continued. 
 
    Their conversation turned to topics and people they had in common. Elswyth knew Carodin and his family as her own father was also a merchant. Their estate was on the far side of Paega to Home Manor but she obviously knew of Aelboric’s shipyard as well. 
 
    Elswyth asked about the plan and Torr saw no harm in confiding a few basic details to her, his humour returning as he asked her to promise not to run and tell the gaestnips. 
 
    By this time they had walked back past the marquee and into the main hall. People were starting to leave now, including Elswyth’s family. 
 
    “Well, nice to spend time with you” she said with all requisite politeness. “Likewise” said Torr smiling. 
 
    She looked at him somewhat more sternly, “Be careful”. Elswyth then stood on tiptoe, kissed his cheek, and left. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
   T he last three days of training went well which also buoyed Torr’s confidence in addition to the outcome of the ball. 
 
    Garel had also come over to Torr to enquire what the billhooks in the back of their wagon were for. Garel had noticed them in passing as they had been left in the old caravan in which Torr and his father’s men had come up to the garrison. Torr had forgotten all about them as the men had been quickly folded into Captain Braetol’s command, with sword and shield or spear drill commencing shortly after that. 
 
    Torr explained what they were and his quick thought about what they might be useful for, when he saw the men using them before they left Home Manor. 
 
    “We do have pike formations, specifically for use against giantkin anyway” Garel informed Torr, without being too patronising to the inexperienced new cavalry officer. “But as we have none here then, yes, I think we can make use of them. As it is your men who are used to handling these things, we will assign them accordingly I think”. Torr wasn’t sure if he had therefore placed his men in more or less danger by bringing the billhooks.”Generally though, we find it is best to just run the damn giants through with long shafted weapons like this, rather than just try and hook them down, but let’s see”.  
 
    The men from Home Manor were dutifully re assigned as an impromptu pike squad and managed to impress the senior and experienced officers with their drill and ability with the longer weapon. 
 
    By the time they came to set off, Torr had little apprehension. Even the first leg of their journey would be quite easy. 
 
    They set off from the garrison with the intent of marching to Tantes, where they would make their first camp, and then set off the following day for the rest of their journey to Oaks Keep. A rider had arrived the evening before they had set off with a message to confirm that twenty men from Bereofs Town guard were already on their way to Oaks Keep and ready to join the fray, which buoyed Garel noticeably. 
 
    When they set off from Valheimer’s garrison though, there was no fanfare or crowd to wave them off, just Garel, on his heavy charger at the head of the column of men, horse and caravans. 
 
    They started their march in disciplined silence, the noise of armour, horse, caravan and equipment more than making up for the lack of human voice. 
 
    Again, it was a dry day but Torr could sense a change in the wind direction today, which was now slightly at their backs and therefore coming from the north, starting in The Whistling Plains and caressing Daret Moor with its colder touch. 
 
    It was still dry though and the condition on the road good, therefore, for horse and caravan. 
 
    Some of the men made camp within Tantes much smaller garrison, which was little more than a fortified militia barracks. There was insufficient room for all the men though, so part of their camp had to be set up outside of Tantes itself, for the less fortunate troops of the command. The officers had been invited to spend the evening with Carodin’s family whose hospitality was gratefully received. 
 
    Tantes was slightly smaller than Paega in size but the market area was larger. It was the biggest and most important market in Sommerswake. But it was far more bohemian in approach. Many residents still believed in the natural healing powers of Drim Forest, rather than the church apothecaries approved remedies. Truth be told, most who believed in that alternative approach were actually the wives of merchants with nothing to do all day except gossip amongst themselves about how important and self righteous they were, whilst casting scorn on the less fortunate workers who kept them in their gilded estates. 
 
    Those too busy and with suitable skills and intelligence to hold down employment, accepted Drim Forest for what it was, a dangerous and difficult environment for any sane or intelligent being. 
 
    House Culos was probably larger and taller than Home Manor but with less estate, hence Carodin’s affinity for fighting on foot. There had not been the grounds for horsemanship, just sufficient room for him to practice throwing his short swords, which he had insisted on keeping. 
 
    Raeknor had joined them, the three young men catching up on their successes and failures when they parted company at the recent ball. 
 
    It was only at this stage that Raeknor directly confirmed that he and his magistrate’s men would be in charge of the caravan that held the false siege equipment. It was their job to make a show of erecting it as soon as they entered the battlefield and to do their best to make a show of protecting it, to ensure the gaestnips thought the threat of death by fiery catapult ordinance was real. Raeknor was also in charge of the entire column’s supplies and the camps each night on their journey down to Oaks Keep, effectively giving him more to take charge of than Torr and Carodin put together. 
 
    Torr remained unsure if this was a safe job or place for Torr to be on the battlefield, but decided that was probably better than in one of the main ranks of infantry. Torr promised The Lord, in his prayers, that he would endeavour to keep Raeknor safe. 
 
    They took turns that evening to try and emulate Carodin’s skill, which actually seemed considerable, of simultaneously throwing two short swords at two already battered targets. Clearly, Carodin had spent many a long evening venting his frustration at these, around the back of the tall Culos family townhouse. 
 
    The officers left just past dawn the following morning, to join the men who were already striking camp for the onward march to Oaks Keep. It was hoped that, with luck, they could make the trip in four camps, not five. Garel had also confirmed that The Dog Pack had sent word to him in the night that they were progressing as planned, somewhere well out of sight on their left flank. Garel and Ahred had agreed that, if The Dog Pack encountered any gaestnip scouts as they drew closer, that they were to be left alone. If the scouts failed to return then that would probably be a greater general warning to their leader than if they just knew a large military convoy was passing. As such, their column displayed Valheimer’s arms as flags, not that of any merchant house. Not that it was thought the gaestnips had any knowledge of the various coats of arms and flags, but the lack of visible caravan booty, not to mention a hundred or so armed men would, it was hoped, be sufficient to stop the gaestnips from attacking them on the road. If they did, then even outnumbering them two to one at this stage (if Bernhart was to be believed about their numbers), would mean an encounter too close for comfort. 
 
    The main turnpike road that, eventually, led to the Weald of Coombe and beyond to the southern coast ran directly adjacent to Drim Forest between Tantes and Oaks Keep, with nothing but a ditch for protection against the wild animals and creatures of this place. 
 
    Torr kept looking into the tree line, not out of fear, but hope that, somehow, Eagred could and would make herself known to him. However, his time with Elswyth just a couple of nights ago, had clouded his emotions on this. Elswyth’s kiss had not at least left him a mindless husk. To the other side of the road, on their left as they marched south, was the start of The Great Fields. Square league after square league of fertile and rich soil that gave Sommerswake its unofficial moniker of breadbasket to all the wealds. 
 
    Even at the pace of the slowest supply caravans, the column of a hundred or so men and horse managed to make the journey south in four nights, striking camp efficiently each dawn. 
 
    Oaks Keep came into view just as the men were starting to tire at the end of the last day’s march. The first clue of their arrival was a thinning of the forest, which peeled back from the road to reveal the solitary tower that comprised this major place of learning and record keeping. It’s library, which was supposedly in a separate building, was said to be home to a greater collection of tomes than anywhere else in all the wealds or Alrunia.  
 
    Despite its name, the Keep itself was not a wooden structure. It was simply named after the location in which it was founded. It was originally part of the forest itself. Over time, as the wealds became more civilised and more visitors came to learn and seek knowledge from the first few generation of mages, the trees had been cut back, allegedly with the agreement of the forest denizens. The walled settlement was now stood several hundred yards from the nearest copse. The only honour to its title was the row of oak trees which lined the track from the turnpike to the gates of Oaks Keep itself. The main structure of the tower was of worked light coloured granite slabs although with plenty of wooden beams from the variously sized windows. There were also several large doors, half way up, which opened out onto precarious looking and un-railed decking platforms. 
 
    A few workshops had settled here which, in turn, meant an inn, stores and all the other associated structures and buildings. Eventually, this led to a small garrison even though Oaks Keep was as entitled to the protection of The Weald Lord of Sommerswake as any other settlement therein. All were situated around the outside of the tower that had evolved into Oaks Keep itself. The ancillary buildings were nestled up against the boundary wall, forming a circle around the tower, as if each building were paying homage to the keep that had given rise to their existence in the first place. 
 
    In fact, due to the small size of the garrison, in addition to the fact that twenty men from Bereofs Town were also now housed here, the hundred strong column that had set out from Valheimer’s garrison, would be camping outside the walls of Oak Keep. 
 
    Bernhart informed Garel though, as the still smartly dressed wizard greeted the garrison commander, that rooms had been found within Oaks Keep itself for him and his fellow officers. A petition was also put to Bernhart on Raeknor’s behalf by Torr. Whilst not a military officer, he held an equivalent rank as a magistrate. Raeknor was still well to the back of the column with the caravans and was busy sorting out the logistical supplies. The young magistrate had found time to get word to Torr, whilst they marched south, that a proper bed would be appreciated. The request was gratuitously accepted by Bernhart, but on the understanding that Raeknor would be sharing a room with them anyway as there were only two spare rooms between all the officers (which now included the captains of Bereofs Town and the Oak Keep garrison as well). 
 
    Garel and his officers were introduced to the various heads of the faculty here, each seemingly far more obvious about their profession in their dress and mannerisms. They were also given a quick tour of just part of the library which had apparently been extended into two levels of vaults below them and a second level built around the circumference of the original keep, with the possibility of a third being added, as the keep’s notoriety for being a repository of all knowledge grew. 
 
    Even the small glimpse they had of what they were told was just part of the library complex was inspiring, particularly to Raeknor, who was the most bookish of the three young men. They also had a large apothecary facility as well, the practical benefits of which Garel was quick to note as this would be the nearest place for them to bring back any wounded they had. 
 
    As they took in the sights of Oaks Keep, Torr was amazed how large it all looked given the size of the outer wall of the settlement itself. It had also taken them a lot longer to walk around the circumference than the outside of the building had suggested, and that was only a portion of the first floor. A young man found them, out of breath, which again Torr found strange as it looked like he could have run around the outside of Oaks Keep without breaking a sweat. The shaven headed apprentice was dressed in a very plain brown robe. He did not speak, but merely looked at Bernhart and the other wizards who were with them. “Ah, supper is ready for us gentleman”. 
 
    “How the hells did he know that?” whispered Carodin to Torr, “he hadn’t said anything”. 
 
    They were accompanied to the fourth floor of the keep. Torr also made a mental note to check how many floors there were when he got outside the keep afterwards as, looking up the large staircase, it seemed the stairs wound on for several more floors, which was at odds with the relatively modest height of the main tower when viewed from the outside. 
 
    Torr was therefore starting to become slightly less surprised when he saw the size of the room into which they were escorted by Bernhart and three other wizards, who remained with them for the evening. It seemed as large as the main hall where Garel gave his briefing to the officers in the keep at the garrison around a ten-day ago now, but that keep had a far larger and squarer circumference than Oaks Keep itself. Naturally, none of the wizards made any reference to any illusions or enchantments that they, or the keep itself, were subject to. 
 
    However, since arriving Torr had that same sensation on the back of his neck as he did when he met Bernhart Rowe for the first time. In addition, a feeling almost like pins and needles was developing at the ends of his fingers. He had mentioned it to Carodin as they were being shown around but the Tantes man looked at Torr blankly. Torr wondered if it was just some strange manifestation of nerves, so he tried to forget it. 
 
    Torr had also found it strange that there did not seem to be many wizards about. He had presumed Oaks Keep would be brimming with them but, if you did not know where you were, it would just seem like a very small, but normal, settlement. As it turned out, the subject formed part of the party’s polite conversation over the dinner table where it transpired there were around fifty residents here who were either described as practioners’ of magic or gatherers of lore, but many more apprentices. That made Torr wonder even more where most of them were. 
 
    During their after dinner conversation, a similarly brown dressed young man (Torr could not tell if it was the same person that had found them earlier) entered the room with another guest, Ahred Uhler himself. Ahred stated - having sat down without asking and tucking into the fare on the table without thought of a plate - that his scouts confirmed Garel’s column had indeed been watched from mid way through the afternoon, but without any obvious sign that the gaestnips were aware of their intention. The gaestnip scouts were not hurriedly running back towards their camp, just observing the column as The Dog Pack, in turn, observed the gaestnip scouts. As agreed, they had been left alone but it was now agreed between Ahred and the other officers that, tomorrow morning, any new gaestnip scouts that took up watch were to be dispatched. 
 
    Once the column reached the path that led to the bandit camp and left the turnpike, any rouse that they were just a passing military column would be over straight away. If the gaestnip scouts could be disposed of when the column turned off the road, this would mean that the only warning the bandits would get would be just what their own lookouts on the guard towers gave to the camp as a whole when the column of men came into view. 
 
    At this point, Bernhart clarified (stating he was obviously going to mention the point anyway) that the path off the turnpike, which led directly to the bandit camp was possibly two miles long, but that visibility from the guard towers on the palisade was half that at the most, given the tree lined nature of the path. Bernhart also confirmed, to Raeknor’s worried questioning, that the path was wide enough for their caravan of false siege equipment. After all, the gaestnips needed a path wide enough to drag all the caravans and plunder they had looted from passing merchants, so it was well used again. 
 
    The officers agreed that they would simply continue in column formation until the gaestnips knew they were coming, so as not to exhaust the men by running until it was completely necessary. 
 
    Once they had lost this element of surprise they would take up position in the formations shown on Garel’s map, which Garel had brought with him for the benefit of the two officer’s from Oaks Keep and Bereofs Town, although Bernhart confessed he had already verbally outlined this to the two men, with all due haste. If the gaestnips panicked and decided their only option was to rush them, Garel and Braetol agreed it was likely they would do so when the men were still in their marching columns. 
 
    The final parts of the plan agreed, Ahred left to rejoin his men, assuring the weald officers’ that the gaestnips had no idea that his mercenary company was there. 
 
    Torr’s fingers were now starting to itch, despite his best efforts to ignore them. He could see a couple of the wizards looking at him as their evening concluded and the officers were shown to their quarters. Torr, Carodin and Raeknor were given one room and the three other guest officers being shown the way by the garrison commander of Oaks Keep, whose own room he was partially giving up. The three young men followed Bernhart who offered to show them their room, a floor below. The corridors seemed strangely tight and twisty. Before long, Torr had lost his bearings. To ensure they did not lose their way in the morning Bernhart confirmed that an apprentice would escort them first thing, back out to the rest of the men. 
 
    “Is something troubling you there young Captain Skarsdale?” Bernhart enquired as Torr once again shook and scratched his hands. “Umm...it’s nothing I’m sure” responded Torr. Carodin and Raeknor looked at him with some concern. 
 
    “Nothing more than nerves I suspect”, continued Bernhart, “but if you would like to accompany me, I believe our apothecary will still be in his ahh... workshop, and that he has something for such a thing”. 
 
    Something in Bernhart’s tone told Torr this really was not a suggestion being made out of polite conversation so Torr dutifully followed the wizard down, what he thought, was a different flight of stairs. By this time, he could not be sure.  
 
    As they descended the stairs, Bernhart continued with his conversation quite matter of factly even though the topic was anything but. “Actually Torr”, this was the first time Bernhart had been familiar enough (overly familiar by the standard of Torr’s upbringing and schooling) to use his first name. “The symptoms you are feeling are unlikely to be nerves but an indicator that you may have some innate magical ability”. 
 
    Bernhart dropped this bombshell just as he opened a door in the corridor they had come to, motioning the, stunned, Torr inside. “I’m sorry!?” Torr just stood in the doorway, part perplexed and part angry that the wizard, whom he was just starting to respect, would mention such a thing so casually. Torr wondered if this was just some form of joke. It was the sort of thing Raeknor would come up. He followed the wizard into the room, half expecting to see the young magistrate jump out of one of the large cabinets, which were stood in each corner of the room. 
 
    There was also one long alchemy table running across the room, but no benches to sit on. All the shelves on each of the four walls seemed overflowing and the aroma was rather overpowering, not that Torr could place a single smell currently assaulting his nose. 
 
    A variety of implements lay on the table with various ingredients left out, but no sign of anyone using the room currently.  
 
    “If I am not mistaken, you sensed a feeling on the back of your neck when we first met in Paega, am I correct?” continued Bernhart, seemingly not in the slightest bit concerned that he had just uttered a phrase likely to turn anyone’s life upside down. 
 
    “What...umm...yes, yes I did. Wait....are you saying...” 
 
    “Indeed I am young man” responded Bernhart, still not paying Torr any real attention. Instead, he was setting up two candles on the table as he continued. “That is a build up of magical energy making its presence felt when it senses a similar force which, in that case, was me. And it has now become even more apparent in a place full of magical energy such as this”. Bernhart made a sweeping gesture with his arm as he continued to focus, for some reason, on the two candles that he had just set up. Neither were lit. 
 
    “But that means you’ve known for ages” Torr felt himself becoming angry at Bernhart for not telling him and, at the same time, scared of the revelation itself. “So...what...you decided the best time to fucking tell me is the night before we go into battle?” 
 
    Bernhart casually ignored the young man’s expletives and rising temper. “Ahh...uhhuh, yes that’s right. Could I ask you to focus on these two candles please young man”. Bernhart stood to one side and pointed to one large thin red candle and a smaller, fatter, blue candle. His last words uttered as if he was paying no attention or showing any concern for the young man’s plight behind him. 
 
    The tingling in Torr’s fingers was growing as he became increasingly angry with the wizard’s nonchalance and sudden lack of tact. 
 
    “Now look here, I don’t give a shit who you think you are but in case it had escaped your notice, there is a chance tomorrow that me, or people I know, could very well die. I haven’t seen action before so I’d appreciate it if you could keep your...” At that point Torr realised the tingling sensation had gone, Bernhart was beaming at him and the long red candle was now alight, albeit only just. 
 
    “Wait...have I done...what, you weren’t joking. Really, I’ve made that candle...” Torr was dumbfounded to the core and just stood there, looking at the flame, pointing. 
 
    “Indeed, you have young man” said Bernhart, now sounding far more affable. “Congratulations, it would seem you may have an affinity for pyromancy. The blue candle denotes a young wizard who is more likely, initially at least, to start controlling water or ice, which is known as aquamancy. There are quite a few other types of elemental control and conjurations that can manifest themselves initially, for which we have several other types of catalysts. However, the symptoms you displayed are strong indicators of either the above mentioned forms of magic use.” 
 
    Torr was still standing there, open mouthed, unable to process what had occurred, although his anger had subsided, along with the pins and needles in his fingers.  
 
    “But...” was all he could manage. 
 
    “We do have some understanding you see of recognising the signs, saves setting out all the catalysts at the same time. Fire and water are difficult to distinguish though, for some reason”. Bernhart had been in the process of putting the candles away whilst talking to Torr (having put out the flame himself) but stopped as his last comments seemed to give him cause to ponder this point. Torr was just stood there now, still open mouthed, his arm that had been pointing at the candle now fallen limply by his side. 
 
    Bernhart seemed to snap his thoughts back into focus. “Oh, apologies for my unpleasantness as well dear boy only, you see, anger and stress are the most likely emotions to bring out any hidden talents. Here...”. He took hold of Torr’s shoulder and shuffled him back a bit, towards a chair that was almost behind the door. Torr half fell into the seat, before Bernhart continued his explanation. “So, you see, the last thing I wanted was for your newly discovered ability to manifest itself outside of a controlled environment and certainly not on a battlefield”. Torr was starting to feel the colour drain from his face. 
 
    “The candles you see are specially designed to channel any new found magical energy and dissipate it safely, thus ensuring the young warlock lives for another day, and those who intend to tutor him have a way of ensuring there are no magical accidents. I am afraid there are too many documented accounts of young men and women only finding out about their rare talents during an argument with loved ones or in times of mortal fear, only to set fire, disintegrate or transmute either themselves or those around them. So you see, young Torr, my last wish was for you to discover your magical affinity on the battlefield tomorrow by torching either yourself, half your men or, Sunlord forbid, me!” 
 
    Torr managed a half nod. Bits of what Bernhart was saying were starting to register but he had a horrible feeling he was in shock. 
 
    “So I hope you will forgive my rudeness, but it is the quickest way to resolve the test and I am afraid we were pressed for time”. 
 
    Torr felt his hands and torso were shaking a little as well now. 
 
    “Oh, and another thing. I am afraid that after the first use of magical energy, that most apprentices are often...” 
 
    Torr vomited on the floor. 
 
    “Sick... oh well, not the first time that’s happened so, don’t worry, I will find someone to clean that up. Why don’t you go and sit over there now instead”. Bernhart indicated to a sturdy looking foot locker up against the next wall. 
 
    “In the meantime” Bernhart helped Torr up and escorted him away from the remains of his earlier meal whilst reaching into his jacket pocket and removing a small flask, unscrewing the top. “I suggest you take a big gulp of this”. He offered the flask to Torr, who took it now feeling physically overwhelmed and just looked at it. “Don’t worry dear boy, it’s perfectly safe, here, look”. Bernhart took the flask back and took a swig. “See”. He offered the flask back to Torr who just did as he was told and took a big gulp and swallowed. 
 
    He did so just as they reached the chest where he sat down heavily as Bernhart released him. 
 
    There was an instant burning at the back of Torr’s throat that almost made him spit out the concoction but, at the same time, something slightly familiar. “Demon’s tits!” he exclaimed almost choking. “What is that?” 
 
    “Whiskey!” responded Bernhart, grinning. 
 
      
 
    ***************************************** 
 
      
 
    Before Bernhart went to find someone with a mop, he left the flask with Torr, who was still just sitting there, trying to gather his thoughts and come to terms with what had just happened. All worries about tomorrow now completely gone from his mind at this point, nor was his focus on the flask. It was only absent mindedly that he took another swig, just coughing this time, as he started to get used to the initial strength and the following earthy taste and aroma it left. 
 
    Questions were now building in his mind faster than the manifestation of magic that he just produced, his mind wanting to burst in a similar fashion. 
 
    He had just decided that the best course of action would be to take a third swig when Bernhart returned although the wizard still seemed to be on his own. After checking on Torr’s welfare, he suggested they maybe comfier in a nearby lounge. Bernhart led Torr out of the alchemist’s laboratory, back along the corridor. Torr could not tell if they were heading back towards the stairs or deeper into this level of the keep.  
 
    Bernhart opened another door in the corridor that led into a softly lit lounge, with comfy looking sofas. There was a slightly sweet, but not unpleasant, aroma coming from the candles in here. Torr was assured by Bernhart that these particular candles were non magical so they were perfectly safe from Torr’s new powers. 
 
    Bernhart invited Torr to ask him any questions he wanted, which resulted in a torrent of seemingly unstoppable requests for information.  
 
    Bernhart had reiterated that what had just happened to Torr actually happens across the globe far more regularly than anyone might consider. 
 
    “We regularly receive visits from parents at their wits’ end when their young son or daughter, often many years younger than you, has set fire to their crops for the fifth time. Some have very strong natural abilities and some are far more modest. From your demonstration I believe that you will...ahh...fall into the latter category”. Bernhart looked down a little when he said this. Torr gained the impression that he had never got used to telling each new wizard he encountered that they would not, quite literally, be setting the world of Gaerd alight. As a case in point, Torr felt slightly deflated at this news. He was just starting to marvel at his situation and had somehow hoped that he could now, single handed, vanquish the foe tomorrow. 
 
    Bernhart explained that was another reason for getting this done tonight. “There would be a distinct possibility that any magic you inadvertently channelled tomorrow could interfere with anything I try and conjure. The results could be spectacular but likely disastrous” he explained. 
 
    “Once their skills are triggered we keep the new student here to teach them how to control their gift and the responsibilities that come with it. Each new warlock then has a choice whether to remain here or go back out into the world to rejoin their old life. Sometimes it takes young student’s years to master their abilities and some only need stay for a few months. We are also lucky here that we have the facilities never to have to turn any young soul away but, unfortunately, we can only help those who can reach us. There are three other similar facilities in both the Wealds and Alrunia but, unfortunately I fear, many young people who need help with their new found gifts outside our continent or at the far edges of it, are either killed out of fear by their own communities or have their abilities abused by others or turn to demons for help”. 
 
    Bernhart had another faraway look in his eyes, as if he had seen more than his fair share of tragedy on this topic. 
 
    “So is it just humans that can...I mean, are we likely to encounter any gaestnips tomorrow who can...?” 
 
    “Oh no dear boy”, Bernhart said, snapping out of his thoughts. “There are many creatures that can use magic, gaestnips included”. Torr must have gulped visibly at this. “But I discerned no such power or signs when I visited them before”. Bernhart re assured the young man. “It is possible to mask the signs but, generally, only by the more powerful and experienced warlock. Gaestnip magic is a base and untamed thing, as are many other types of magic which course though our world and all its denizens, past and present”. 
 
    Bernhart focussed his gaze more intently on Torr now. 
 
    “Which perhaps leads me onto the source of what has caused your powers to trigger themselves, or perhaps more accurately, who”. Torr was starting to look a little perplexed again. 
 
    He had gathered, during their short time in the lounge, that magical ability, amongst humans at least, was quite random and not genetic. It almost always required some form of event, often tumultuous, before it triggered or became evident. Bernhart had asked him whether he could recall ever feeling the tingling sensations or the hairs standing up on the back of his neck, or fires starting near him unexpectedly, but Torr could think of none. His home environment had been quite measured and, by most people’s standards, quite safe and predictable. 
 
    “I do not wish to pry or seem forward” continued Bernhart, “But I gather you may have had ahh... how shall we put it, an adventure earlier this Highsun?” 
 
    If Torr was still feeling a little peaky, then this latest revelation certainly put embarrassed colour back in his cheeks. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but how did you know about that?” Torr said, trying to keep his tone even and anger in check. He thought he saw one of the candles flicker a little out the corner of his eye. 
 
    “Now, now, don’t be bashful young man, who wouldn’t want to be the object of affection of three such lovely creatures, although as I am sure you now know, their desires were not altogether altruistic or carnal. Or, at least, as you would understand them. And, as for your indignation at my knowledge, I would be a poor neighbour if I took no interest in the activities of all creatures with whom I shared this land”. 
 
    Torr gave up, slumped heavily back in the sofa and waved his arms in despair as it now seemed every occupant of the wealds knew about Eagred. He half wondered if even the gaestnips would try and taunt him about it tomorrow. 
 
    “No”, continued Bernhart. “I mention it because no man would likely survive the kiss of a Dryad. From that moment on, they are little more than a mindless husk at best”. This was something of a slap from reality for Torr. No one, up until now, had been able to explain what might actually have happened to him if he had been taken into the forest. At least with any authority. Certainly the church’s apothecary seemed completely clueless then in this regard. 
 
    “Unless, of course, they had some inherent or latent magical ability”. Bernhart raised his eyebrows waiting for the penny to drop. 
 
    “Ohh...you mean...” started Torr. 
 
    “Yes indeed I do. Not only did your magical ability save you from the fate reserved for most, but it also acted as the trigger for what has transpired in the alchemist’s lab just now”. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be...” exclaimed Torr, who almost felt like laughing, although he quickly felt a pang of resentment that Eagred may have been quite willing to discard his mindless body after whatever it was they were going to do. Perhaps I’ll go back and snog her again, just to teach her a lesson, he thought. 
 
    As if to interrupt his internal monologue, Bernhart added that time was marching on and they both needed to be at their best tomorrow, despite having just found out what would be earth shattering news for anyone. 
 
     Bernhart agreed he would try and stick close to Torr tomorrow, just in case of any magical accidents but, for now, it was time for him to return to his fellow officers for as much sleep as time would allow. 
 
    Torr was still bursting with questions and, as they got up, was still asking about the nature of what he could do, what he could learn in the future and what different types of magic there were. Bernhart, reluctantly, provided a few brief details about the different schools of magic, and that the more powerful mage could easily learn most of these different disciplines. It was also agreed that Torr would probably need to return to Oaks Keep sometime after the battle, so he could be evaluated more thoroughly. It was also suggested that Garel was not to be informed of this development, at least for now. 
 
    “I do not wish to break confidence with Commander Garel as I find him to be quite a fair man but, in my experience, military men have quite a narrow dogma and he may not appreciate the news so close to the culmination of our plan. Should you feel the need to confide in your friends’, however, is another matter for you to ponder. For now, I shall bid you goodnight young man because, if we both do not get some rest soon, we will fall asleep in the middle of the battle I shouldn’t wonder”. 
 
    Bernhart had opened the door from the lounge as he finished his sentence. Standing outside was another robed young man. Although there had not been time to broach the topic, Torr suspected these were the young trainee’s. He wondered if they had a rota for clearing up the puke left by every poor sod who went through the test he had just been subjected to. 
 
    Bernhart confirmed the silent and robed young man would show Torr back to his room. The excitement of all the questions now finished, Torr’s body was starting to complain how tired it was. He hadn’t considered if he would tell Carodin and Raeknor about his new found gift when he got back to their room. 
 
    As it happened, there was no need. Both the other young men were sound asleep in their bunks when Torr returned. It did not take long for the new young wizard to join them. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
   T orr awoke with a sharp pain in his shin. Voices were coming into focus as well. “Oi, are you actually going to join us today Captain fucking Skarsdale?” 
 
    “Would be nice, if we had a cavalry officer, yes”. 
 
    The second voice sounded slightly further away. Torr turned his head and saw Carodin adjusting the buckle on his scabbard belt. 
 
    “I hate longswords. Didn’t I tell you I hated longswords”. How am I supposed to swing this thing around quickly?” Torr rolled over slightly in his bunk to see Carodin trying to swing his sword around, in its scabbard, in their bunk room. 
 
    “Careful you moron otherwise the gaestnips won’t need to skewer us” said the first voice. “Come on, get up cavalry boy”. Torr felt another sharp pain in his shins and realised Raeknor was kicking him. 
 
    “Yes, alright, I’m coming” said Torr blearily. 
 
    “Well that’s very good of you considering we need to be outside mustering the men in just a few minutes”, continued Raeknor. 
 
    “What, why, what time is it?”  
 
    “Well you’ve missed breakfast, put it that way” answered Raeknor. 
 
    “You can have some of mine” said Carodin, still examining his longsword, “not really hungry”. 
 
    Torr was levering himself out of bed as Raeknor continued. 
 
    “So how is your new boyfriend then?” Torr was still not fully awake but the panic of oversleeping was starting to make itself felt as well, so he was only half paying attention to his friend’s jibes. 
 
    “What? Oh...I see...yes very funny. Shit, where’s all my riding gear?” 
 
    “One of those brown robed men took it all first thing this morning when he came to wake us up” said Carodin. “So really, where did Bernhart take you last night?” Carodin had given up waving his sword around and was now trying to adjust the buckle on his shield. 
 
    Torr had fallen asleep last night before he had the chance to consider what he was going to tell his two friends. 
 
    “Umm...just nerves” Torr lied. He wasn’t awake enough to explain it and, if he tried, they would probably end up missing the battle. 
 
    “Yeah, right” responded Raeknor. However, the young magistrate also realised that he did not have time to try and beat the truth out of Torr either. “Look, I’ve got to go. The wagon with all the equipment on had to be parked about as far away from the sodding horses as these blasted magicians could manage so I’ve now got to go and get all that crap ready”. Raeknor turned to Carodin. “Make sure dickhead here doesn’t fall back to sleep. I’ll see you when we muster outside”. Raeknor had to shout the last comment as he was already outside the room in his hurry to carry out his duties. 
 
    Carodin seemed quiet once the noise of Raeknor had gone so Torr quickly got ready, ate a few mouthfuls of Carodin’s large bread roll, meats and slices of fruit, whilst splashing water on his face, in order to save time and hurriedly get into his armour. 
 
    He was still trying to adjust the strap on his open faced helmet as they were shown out of their room and tower by another robed apprentice. Torr presumed Raeknor must also have been guided out as well as the corridors he and Carodin were shown seemed to be taking them in a different direction from when they came in. Torr presumed this was some form of similar defence to how you got around Valheimer’s garrison but Oaks Keep was so much smaller, on the outside at least. 
 
    Torr was still trying to come to terms with last night’s revelation as they quietly made their way out of the tower and into a blaze of activity. Carodin was clearly nervous otherwise the young Tantes merchant’s son would have been as vocal as Raeknor was before the young magistrate left them. Torr also thought that Raeknor’s earlier comments had been to mask his friend’s fears of what was to come. 
 
    Torr now had too much on his mind to be fully focused on the battle as he parted from Carodin and went to the small stable yard to get Raelf. It was no bigger than the stables at Home Manor. As he got there, Caenet was bridling his own horse. Torr realised he would have to put last night’s events out of mind if he was going to perform as the officer in charge of this small cavalry detachment. He wondered if there was some magic trick he could suddenly perform to accomplish this. 
 
    He tried to snap his mind out of his whirring thoughts. “Sergeant”. He greeted Caenet as professionally as he could. Caenet turned quickly and saluted in the same vein, the two men giving nothing away about any nerves or reluctance to see their task through. 
 
     “The men have just mounted and are mustering outside now sir”. Caenet pointed to the main entrance to Oaks Keep and Torr saw the last few of his men trying to jostle for position under the main gate, which certainly wasn’t built to accommodate so many men trying to leave at the same time. It put Torr in mind of all the riders at his last race trying to jockey for position as they reached the start. He also felt relieved that, despite oversleeping, he was not noticeably late. His men were, essentially, just in front of him. In fact, he realised Caenet’s horse was still to be saddled. “Did you sleep well sergeant?” 
 
     “As well as can be expected on the night before a battle. And you sir?” 
 
    “Likewise”, Torr responded, which was partially true at least, save that Torr’s thought’s before he fell asleep were not bandit related. 
 
    Torr felt he needed to confide in the older man as they saddled up. “I know I’ve not seen action before but I will do my best to lead the men well sergeant”. 
 
    Caenet responded with the hint of a slightly softer response, in deference to their previous roles. 
 
    “I know you will sir, but you will have Sergeant Caenet with every step of the way for good measure”. 
 
    By the time the two men had saddled up, the troops were being mustered. Each units sergeant competing with each other’s voices to make themselves heard. There was also the clanking of equipment of some one hundred and forty men and the general clamour of the troops and horses themselves. 
 
    The bottleneck under the main entrance to Oaks Keep meant that Torr and Caenet left this sanctuary right behind the last two riders from their unit anyway. Both the young cavalry officer and his sergeant quickly realised, when they came out into the organised chaos of around one hundred and thirty footmen, being formed into their five different units for the march, that the best thing they could do was move the cavalry well away. As the most mobile unit they could do so far more easily. They were also the smallest unit here, if you didn’t count Raeknor’s five militia and wagons. 
 
    The magistrate’s men came out last, the two wagons being pulled by two horses each. By this time, the infantry had formed up and Garel had gathered all his officers for a final briefing, before the two hour march to the track that led to the camp. 
 
    It was a terser Garel that addressed them now. “Right, gentlemen, let’s be clear on our assignments and positioning. Be prepared to be attacked from any point this morning, just in case The Dog Pack has missed any scouts or the gaestnip pack just decide to attack anyway. Torr, keep your cavalry at the back of the column and be ready to shore up any flank that looks like it’s in difficulty. As soon as we are off the track at the far end, I want the infantry units formed with all the haste they can muster. If we’re attacked before this, then there’s a good chance we’ll all get butchered”. 
 
    Torr had plenty of time to reflect on Garel’s warning as they left Oaks Keep and headed down the continuation of the main turnpike. He wondered if his nerve, or that of his men, would fail when those around needed them - whether he would flee for his life, forsaking those around him. The fact that he had allowed the thought to enter his head made him angry. He checked his gear again as he rode. His breastplate and long splint leggings seemed well adjusted and he flexed his greaves on the stirrups. His open faced helm seemed firm and Raelf seemed content with his barding on. He looked behind him. All fourteen cavalry marched slowly and sullenly at the end of the long column. Raeknor was just in front with the wagons. Even from a distance, Torr thought the young magistrate seemed nervous. He resisted the impulse to go and check on his friend but he resolved himself to be the first one there if the wagon got into difficulty or was targeted.  
 
    It had been dry enough that the long column threw up a mist of dust as they marched onwards now. The events of last night quickly retreated to the back of his mind. At any other time, he wouldn’t have been able to think of anything else. He wondered how his powers could develop. Torr realised that it would matter little if he left his head on the battlefield. 
 
    His fear and focus on the upcoming conflict kept any thoughts of magical prowess firmly suppressed.  
 
    Just as Torr was working out how long it would take his riders to gallop from one end of the column to the other if they were needed, he felt the presence of another rider just pulling up behind him on his right. He turned to see Bernhart, clad in a thick cloak that looked like some form of exotic leather. Torr fancied he could see swirling patterns on it but, as soon as the thought focussed, the spiralling disappeared. The wizard had a matching cap of thick leather as well. Torr also saw that he had a sword swinging by his leg and a wooden staff strapped to his back, at least six feet tall. At least he actually looks like a wizard now, he thought. 
 
    However, his demeanour still seemed polite as he greeted Torr a good morning, as if two riders had just come up on each other quite by chance on the road south. 
 
    “Sleep well?” Bernhart enquired. “Yes, well, well enough”. Responded Torr. 
 
    “Just remember young man, keep your focus and we’ll be fine. I promised to keep an eye on you and I shall, but I also promised Garel I would give what aid I could at his direction as well, so I shall be at the head of the column for now”. Bernhart gave Torr a nod, before he galloped off, racing past the column to the front where Garel was riding. In addition to his own cavalry, Garel and the other officers were mounted. Even from the rear Torr could make out where each of his counterparts were situated. 
 
    The clanking of armour, spear and sword became quite rhythmic, Torr thought, as they marched the two hours to where the track off the turnpike was situated. In the distance, even at the rear of the column, the road was straight enough that he could see what looked like a fork in the road at the very edge of his horse backed horizon. The fork to their left would take them to Bereofs Town. Torr knew they were close now to turning off the road but he could see no sign of the wood to their left thinning. 
 
    However, Torr then saw Garel charging back towards them just as he thought he saw the front of the column disappearing into the trees on their left. As Garel drew closer Torr could now see the troops at the head of their force disappearing, as if willingly walking into the mouth of their fate. The troops in front of Torr’s cavalry were slowing down though, to the point where Torr had to keep stopping Raelf as their march was reduced to a shuffle. By this time Garel pulled up alongside Torr, having stopped to speak to each officer in turn. 
 
    “Front of the column is starting down the track. It’s too narrow to march as we have been, so the column will be stretched out twice as much as we are now”. Garel tried to keep his tone flat but Torr still caught a strong air of concern from the commander. “I’ll need two of your men to act as messengers, one at the front and one in the middle. And may The Sunlord protect us if the gaestnips know we’re coming now”. Garel turned his horse sharply and galloped down the outside of the column and now out of sight. Torr quickly realised he wasn’t waiting for the two messengers so Torr instructed Caenet to get two riders to fall out, one to follow Garel to the front of the column and the other to report to Carodin who, Torr knew, was in the middle. 
 
    The two riders quickly followed Garel down the outside whilst Torr and his remaining men inched forward, towards the path themselves. 
 
    Torr could feel his angst rising and, when he eventually got to the path, he could see why even the experienced Garel seemed concerned. 
 
    The path was only just wide enough for two men to march side by side. Raeknor’s caravan was brushing limbs of sturdy fir trees on both sides which, on their left, were also jutting from the mossy and stony bank that rose on that side of the path. To their right was a tangle of ash trees, saplings and, given the time of year, the start of briar and thorn bushes as well. Garel was right, if they were attacked now, if a single scout got back to the camp to warn the main force, then there would be nothing anyone could do to defend themselves effectively. Every man would have to fight as an individual and not in formation, which was their strength. Torr knew a gaestnip could best most men in single combat. Even the smaller kind were possessed of a brute strength that even a seasoned or heavily armoured warrior could barely withstand.  
 
    Torr could still see the two messengers that had been dispatched even before they left the turnpike. They had still not got to their new posts as they could barely muscle past the, now very long, column of men. The only consolation was that the track seemed very straight.  On horseback, Torr could just about see the head of the column still, albeit only just. All this meant was that Torr would just be able to see which part of their column got attacked as there was no way at all he could get to them. 
 
    He and Caenet agreed they did not want to stretch their own lines any more than they could so they would try and ride side by side. The path was narrow enough that it meant the men’s stirrups were almost getting tangled with each other. 
 
    Raeknor’s caravan was also lurching badly from side to side. The dry spell meant the ruts in the path were quite deep. There were also some gouge marks in the track as well where, Torr presumed, the caravans taken by the bandits had been physically dragged back to their lair. His opinion on this firmed as they carried on. After quite some distance, Torr saw a broken caravan wheel that appeared to have been thrown into the undergrowth on their right. 
 
    The physical appearance of debris brought it home to Torr that the bandits were real enough and that this was not all some elaborate training hoax. Just at the point where the broken wheel lay, Raeknor’s caravan lurched heavily, almost tipping onto its side. The cavalry were brought to a dead stop behind them as the magistrate’s men had to man handle the caravan back on track. This also underlined the strength of the bandits to Torr as there was no sign of the rest of the caravan to which the wheel was previously attached. Gods’, they must have physically lifted and carried the rest of it. 
 
    They continued in silence, the air in the wood feeling quite thick which, at least, masked the sound of one hundred and thirty men, fifteen horses and two caravans by some margin. The track rose quite harshly at points as well, creating crests over which Torr expected to be confronted with their enemy, tensing each time they neared each new rise. The wood was thick enough though that visibility above the tree tops and to either side of the path was restricted. Bernhart’s reconnaissance had therefore been sound. If Ahred’s men had done their job, then the gaestnips would have no warning until they got a lot nearer the palisade. Torr started to listen intently for any suspicious noises but the forest masked all sound. Raelf appeared settled below him though. He knew horses had a good nose for trouble and might, therefore, be his first warning something was amiss.  
 
    His nerves calmed momentarily, only to allow his thoughts about last night’s meeting, with the master wizard, to raise their head. What if he did inadvertently conjure something? What if he set all his men alight through his own fear or anger? Torr thought he could feel the hairs on the back of his neck start to stand up again, almost as if he was subconsciously giving his fears a life of their own. 
 
    He tried to concentrate on scouting for signs of life, as if he was hunting, but there was no sign or sound of danger. Instinctively, his hand went to his bow. He still only had his hunting bow with him. The bowyer had still been treating the wood for his new commission when they left Valheimer’s fortress. 
 
    He figured that would be the best he could do to assist from here as the path showed no signs of widening. In fact, it was starting to twist up the hillside as well so the column had to negotiate sharp turns as well. Once again, Raeknor’s caravan got into difficulty negotiating the tightest of these, to the point where they had to quickly unhitch the pack horses and, with Torr’s and Caenet’s help, bumped the caravan around the rising turn. 
 
    This meant that Raeknor’s men had to try and break the packhorses into a trot to catch up with the still slow moving infantry in front of them. Eventually, the path straightened and evened out. Torr fancied that the sunlight seemed a little brighter in the distance ahead. In the thickly wooded area, Torr had no idea how far they had travelled or how much further they had to go. He also realised that, even when they got near the clearing where the palisade was located, the front of the column would be into open ground before the cavalry or the back of the infantry column could deploy. Until they did, the front of the column would be vulnerable. 
 
    Just as Torr was pondering this dilemma, he caught the sound of some noise, just general sound at first.   
 
    As the cavalry came over the last crest though, Torr saw the wood was indeed thinning out. As he looked further into the distance, towards the head of the column, he caught a rush of movement, from their right, which appeared to be accompanying the noise. Both sight and sound came into focus at the same time; gaestnips! 
 
    A small savage wave crashed into the front of the infantry column. Even from this distance, Torr saw bodies flying backwards from the enemy. This was Garel’s fear. An attack before they could form up into a shield and spear wall. Individually, the gaestnips could tear them apart if there were enough of them. The two units that were supposed to be commanded by Garel and Carodin, as flanks to the main line, were actually starting to deploy as the wood had thinned enough for troops to move off the track. The two reserve units were now breaking into a run up the path. Torr realised they needed to act as well. 
 
    “Caenet, we need to get up there and charge their flank”. From what Torr could see, they would be better off going round to the right, which was the same way as Carodin’s unit was moving.  
 
    It was only after Torr broke Raelf into a slow canter that he actually looked around to check Caenet had heard him and was following. Dutifully, his sergeant and riders were behind him. He was having to move further over to his right than he wanted. Otherwise, he could see he was going to get stuck behind Carodin’s troops. Although the wood was not as dense, the trees were still thick enough to stop the cavalry galloping at full pace to aid their comrades. Over the top of Carodin’s troops though and, in between the trees, Torr could see that the group of gaestnips were already being held up by the infantry that had survived the initial onslaught. The noise came into sharp relief as Torr, over the pounding of Raelf’s hoofs, could hear the individual, shouts, screams and roar of man and beast alike. Torr realised in his eagerness, he had not unbuckled his mace. He fumbled with the top strap it was fastened by, as Raelf had to twist and turn. “You’re not Scout are you”, he muttered to his horse, as he made frustratingly slow progress round the side of Carodin now. 
 
    Just then he heard a sound like a thunder clap followed by a flash of lightning but the sky was bright blue, as far as Torr could tell. A gaestnip was propelled backwards only some twenty yards in front of him but it was already a good fifteen feet in the air when Torr first saw it. Its body still crackling from whatever had killed it. Torr knew he would have to go past the line of attack first before he could turn to hit them at their back. As he drew really close though, he quickly tried to take in the size of the enemy. Torr could only see some fifteen gaestnips or so now, a few on the ground and, as he looked, another thunder and lighting clap immediately followed by a flying, but very dead, creature. Its hairy hide had been charred in parts.  
 
    Torr could not see Garel, Braetol or Bernhart but he suspected that the wizard had something to do with the airborne gaestnips, so must still be very much alive. There were a lot more dead and wounded infantry though but, despite this, the remaining bandits looked like they were already wavering. The few who were not being quickly enveloped by the flanks of the infantry were backing away. God’s, thought Torr, by the time we get there it will be all over. In fact, just as Torr was about to turn his horse, the gaestnips who were able to flee started to run towards the edge of the wood, towards where, Torr presumed, the palisade was. Strange, they had attacked from the right though and the palisade was supposed to be on their left if Bernhart was correct. There should also have been a lot more of them. 
 
    Torr’s only shot at glory now would be to club one of the fleeing gaestnips. He had to turn Raelf again and get his lumbering mount up to speed. The creatures that were running seemed to do so with more speed than they had when they charged. He looked around and saw Caenet was just been behind him. It would be a race then, to see who could chase down the gaestnip that was closest to both of them now. Torr urged Raelf on. As he did so, he realised they had been closer to the edge of the wood than he thought. The trees thinned further, to the point where Raelf was now at a gallop. As he closed on the creature, Torr fancied he could see the palisade itself. It was indeed to their left, as Bernhart had said, about three hundred yards away maybe. As it came into view, Torr heard the sound of a loud horn, coming from the palisade. Shit, there’s more inside. He was catching what appeared to be the last live gaestnip, which had run to its left, slightly away from Caenet. Torr readied his mace, practice giving rise to focus now. The creature was looking behind, miraculously not having run into one of the last few trees as its horse mounted death approached. In the background, the horn was sounding continuously. Five yards past the end of the tree-line, Torr judged his swing connecting firmly with the back of the gaestnip’s bare head, making a sickening noise of rapidly crushed bone. The gaestnips body was flung forward, off its feet, by the blow as well, an able demonstration of heavy horse and mace at a gallop. 
 
    Torr bought Raelf to a halt. Caenet pulled up quickly and congratulated the young officer on his first kill. Truth be told, Torr felt nothing for the creature. He’d hunted deer for quite a few years now and felt no different to when his arrows had pierced his earlier quarry. Only this time, he would not take the gaestnips body home on a spit to roast it! 
 
     “There’s more in there Caenet”. Without acknowledging the sergeant’s praise, Torr continued to look at the palisade, which was quite a size. The earth around it had been dug out so the wooden structure was raised by some twelve feet at least. A rampart led to the only entrance, two solid looking wooden gates, which were currently shut. It was well over one hundred yards long and perhaps almost half as wide. The tree stakes that comprised the walls were two deep and well worked. It had aged well and even appeared to have withstood the inevitable lack of maintenance visited upon it by its current squatters. About half way along its length, Torr could see the remains of two caravan frames, which had just been left to rot outside. 
 
    Bernhart was right, they were not going to get in there in a hurry. If the gaestnips’ saw through the ruse of Raeknor’s little caravan of spare parts, this might all be for nothing, the bandits perhaps even picking them off as they tried to retreat. They were known for their vicious animal cunning. 
 
    Torr now looked behind them, to see one of his men galloping towards them on the path that led out of the wood. The horn continued to sound. 
 
    The rider was the messenger assigned to the middle of the infantry column just as they left the road. Torr hadn’t even had time to register that these two men were not with him when the engage had started. 
 
    Before the rider could reach them though, Torr heard a great creaking noise and saw the gates of the palisade start to open. Almost immediately, a sea of brown matted hide poured out and started down the ramp towards them. Gaestnips never wore armour, as far as he had been told, and that certainly appeared to be the case from what Torr could see now, save for the odd shield. Some appeared to have no weapon at all, their fists and teeth all that most of them needed to kill with. 
 
    “Sir, Lieutenant Culos sent me to tell you Captain Braetol is dead, and Commander Valheimer is wounded as are a further twenty three men, dead and wounded, from the main infantry unit. The officer from Bereofs Town is folding half the reserves into the main line sir”. 
 
    There was already too much shock in the messenger’s tone for it to rise further at the sight now starting to charge towards them with a roar that was beginning to drown out the sound of the gaestnips’ own horn. 
 
    “Well, you’d better tell Lieutenant Culos that all the hells are rushing towards us so the infantry need to get out from behind the tree-line and form up. We stick with the plan. Tell Magistrate Raeknor that we no longer need his caravan as well”. Torr surprised himself at the calmness with which he directed his response and dispatched the messenger back to the column, some of which was still some fifty yards behind the edge of the wood. 
 
    “And when you’ve done that, rejoin the rest of your unit here”. The messenger was under way when Torr shouted his final command, but the man turned and nodded as he galloped off. 
 
    The rest of Torr’s cavalry had joined him and Caenet now. He could sense they were waiting for orders too. “Sergeant, I think we had better get back into the tree-line. No point us charging ahead without infantry”. Torr’s gaze was still fixed on the mass of gaestnips coming towards them. The first were now at the bottom of their rampart but their number filled the earth-worked ramp itself, so that they were still coming out from the gates. Two were clearly giantkin, standing about twelve feet tall or so he estimated from this distance. In total, it looked about fifty, plus maybe the twenty or so that had just attacked them already. So Bernhart had underestimated the strength of their foe, or the number had increased since the wizard’s reconnaissance here. Torr’s fear was trying to choke his resolve and discipline. He could also feel the familiar tingling on the back of his neck and also into the ends of his fingers as well. The messenger had not said what had become of Bernhart. 
 
    Caenet agreed and suggested to his young officer that they position themselves to the right of where they anticipated the right flank of Carodin’s infantry should be. Torr looked back and saw the men were starting to mobilise, but only slowly as the troops in the main shield wall took in the reserves from Oaks Keep and Bereofs Town. Torr had barely registered the messenger’s comments that Braetol was dead. He had no idea how badly wounded Garel was. Torr also presumed that, as the messenger had come from the centre of the column, the rider that had been dispatched to the front had also been killed or wounded. 
 
    The cavalry moved back as the infantry broke into a slow run towards them, loosely now in formation, drawing closer to the tree-line. Torr didn’t fancy their chances of actually getting out from the tree-line though and setting their shield wall before them, such was the speed of their foe’s advance. The gaestnips showed no fear of being outnumbered as they started to fan out, still at top speed as the flanks of the infantry started to take shape as well. Torr saw that the two giantkin gaestnips had moved away from the cavalry, and were heading towards the far side of the battle line, on the flank that Garel should have been commanding. Torr could see Carodin’s line coming out to fill the gap between Torr’s cavalry and the shield wall. The closer the creatures got, the more eager they seemed to be, to engage with the humans in their battle lust. It was going to be too late. Torr could see the line would not form in time. He had already brought the small cavalry detachment back into the tree-line by a short distance, to avoid being caught out himself. 
 
    Torr felt another tingling in his palm. He swore he could start to see small sparks come off the top of the head of his mace. As he looked again towards the tide of savage death still rolling towards them, Torr thought the creatures were slowing. The air in front of them had become slightly opaque and the enemy at the head of the charge looked as if they were almost trying to claw their way through some largely invisible soup. The lines behind bashed into the leading edge of the charge, forcing their struggling comrades onwards as they, in turn, became wrapped in this conjured fog. 
 
    Torr looked to his left and could see Bernhart, right at the far side of the infantry line to himself, leaning against the staff that Torr had seen the wizard carrying. The mages head was down and he was almost kneeling. 
 
    The check in the enemy’s speed gave the infantry much needed time to start forming up, spears and shields being thrust forward now with one or two of the Skarsdale’s family’s billhooks on display in the rapidly forming lines behind. 
 
    They had not met the enemy square on though. The main thrust of the gaestnips looked as if it would crash against the left hand side of the line and that flank Torr’s cavalry were, once again, the furthest from the action. Carodin had already seen this and had diligently started to moves his right flank forward. 
 
    “Sir, we need to move forward with Lieutenant Culos so we can get behind all of this and charge round from the back”. Caenet was right. For all their vigour, the gaestnips had just charged forward in one mass, with no concern for their backs, relying on their brute force to pummel through the interlopers. 
 
    Having acknowledged his sergeant and given the order, Torr broke Raelf quickly into a lumbering canter as they cleared the tree-line in a few strides. He was already looking at the best point in the enemy lines to charge into. As he scoured the charging creatures for any sign of weakness in the large formless mass, he caught sight of the two giantkin gaestnips heading straight for Bernhart. The viscous air that had materialised just moments ago appeared to have gone and the wizard was now fully upright and alert, now making a large swirling motion with his hands. The tingling in Torr’s fingers that really had not dissipated completely flared again. This time, he definitely caught sight of flames, albeit short lived, coming from the head of his mace.  
 
    The main thrust of the gaestnips was now only paces away from the spear line, that was still forming in the back rows. The giantkin could be no more than ten paces from Bernhart. Torr had made the decision to help the wizard at just the same time as a fireball erupted just inches in front of the wizard. With the speed of a crossbow bolt, it flew towards the two large creatures, striking the nearest in the chest. The resulting explosion appeared to instantly vaporise the wizard’s would-be assailant’s but also detonating close enough to the left side of the battlefield to cause gaestnip and swordmen alike on that side of the battle to be blown from their feet. This included Bernhart, whose body was thrown into the air back into the wood. The explosion also caused Raelf to slow suddenly and veer away, almost throwing Torr off the side of his mount. Torr tried to gather himself as the fireball had, physically and metaphorically, blown away his plans of where to charge. He stopped just in time to see the main thrust of the gaestnips jump at the shield wall, completely unperturbed by the thrust of spears as they reached the line of humans. Those that were not skewered, shattered the spears and jumped over the shields, trying to break apart the main formation of the troops. For all their lack of planning, the gaestnips still had battle cunning and knew how to best exploit their strength. As the first row of spears started to disintegrate, the bodies of men were flung around with almost as much force and speed as Bernhart’s fireball. Torr could see the wizard had not re-appeared. 
 
    “Sir, we need to charge there now!” Caenet had to shout above the bawl of battle, not only because of the noise but to snap Torr back into action. As Torr looked towards his sergeant though, he caught sight of more movement coming from the palisade gates. 
 
    This time, however, the colour of the animal running from the gates was not green but largely black, on all fours and, even from this distance, snarling and barking fiercely. 
 
    “Merciful Sunlord it’s The Dog Pack”. Exclaimed one of Torr’s men. The moment of Torr’s panic and inaction had just been saved by the sight of one hundred war dogs pouring from out of the palisade with a speed the gaestnips would not have had a chance of matching. In their animal ferocity, they tore towards the bandits now. However, man and gaestnip were joined together in their dance of death now as the shield wall started to break. It was only Carodin’s flanking unit that still appeared to have any semblance of its original order. The young Tantes man had dutifully engaged the right flank, and even appeared to be beating back the gaestnips on that side of the battle. Torr had not got much further in from behind the right flank before Bernhart’s pyrotechnic display. However, Torr’s inaction reared its head again though as he looked at the wall of snarling death fast descending upon them. There was not a sign of a single mercenary with their beasts and, from the whites of their eyes, Torr was not sure the dogs had been taught friend from foe, or that gaestnip flesh was preferable to horse meat. Raelf appeared to pick up on his rider’s fears and started to shy away once again, as had several of the other horses, from the fast descending canines. 
 
    Fortunately for Torr, one of Ahred’s men chose this moment to make his presence known on the battlefield, albeit not in a manner of his choosing. 
 
    Just as the cavalry involuntarily shied out of the way of the wall of snarling death that was just about to add itself to the confusion of what had been the main shield line and bulk of their infantry, Torr caught sight of the trees being pushed apart from just behind the path that led out of the wood. Instinctively Torr thought that this must be the men of the dog pack itself, perhaps having concealed themselves in the wood until they got very close to the battle, running parallel to their dogs after they had, presumably, left them to run through into the escape tunnel and right through the palisade itself. However, it was the tops of the trees that were shifting, not at man height.  
 
    The first member of the dog pack to introduce himself to the battle did so very much in the manner in which Bernhart Rowe had exited, at tree top height and, seemingly, already dead. The flying corpse was quickly followed by two more giantkin gaestnips. Both had other members of the dog pack crushed in their fists with another hanging limply from one of the large creature’s mouths. As these new assailants roared their presence, the half masticated body fell onto the field of battle below. 
 
    By now, the dogs themselves were upon the enemy. Perhaps sensing that their masters were in peril, the nearest also charged at the giantkin, without a moment’s hesitation. 
 
    Once again, the new threat had made itself felt on the far side of the battle from Torr, which had fared the worst of the fighting so far. The gaestnips closest to Carodin though were actually starting to break. Torr thought his cavalry, once again, might only be reduced to the role of mowing down fleeing enemies. However, as the thought left his mind, he could see the tree tops closest to his side of the battlefield, start to be brushed aside with ease.  
 
    Caenet had just enough time to open his mouth to ask his young officer for their orders when an entire tree, roots and earth flailing behind, was thrown onto the battlefield crashing directly into the cavalry. 
 
    The tree had narrowly avoided Torr and was close enough that it would have crushed Caenet had he not ridden directly alongside his officer a split second before. Those poor souls and beasts not crushed by this insane missile were thrown from their now terrified mounts. Raelf ran, with Torr in a grim fight with gravity to try and stay on. He had a brief glimpse of Caenet and his mount running in completely the opposite direction. The rest of his unit instantly killed, dismounted or, similarly, just trying to slow a panicked horse. 
 
    After about fifty yards, Torr managed to get fully back into the saddle and slow Raelf who had obviously considered himself far enough out of harm’s way. As Torr turned, even from this distance he could see the last creature to enter the battle was a good three feet or so taller than the other giantkin. It was in the process of uprooting another tree. The few archers that had survived the battle thus far in the reserve ranks had the presence of mind to start firing at this massive gaestnip, but this simply appeared to enrage the creature further. It let out a bellow loud enough to send shockwaves as far as Torr. Despite his distance from the battle, he realised he was probably one of the first that could reach the creature. The reserve rank were firing what arrows they had and Carodin’s men had waded into the battle on the far side. As Torr looked, he could see more gaestnips starting to flee only to be cut down by some of the dogs. He could also see a lot more of the mercenary company coming out from the palisade as well. But for the three new massive assailants who had now appeared, the battle looked won. 
 
    If the archers could keep this giant busy then Torr realised he could strike. He had already got Raelf moving again but had to be firm with his charge to get him to gallop towards the point from which they had just fled. 
 
    Spurring his horse on, Raelf was quickly at a gallop. As he got closer, he caught sight of Caenet out of the corner of his eye. He had, somehow, also remained mounted and appeared to be of the same mind as Torr. The cavalry sergeant was charging towards the beast from Torr’s left and had also had the presence of mind to pick up a billhook to use as an impromptu lance. 
 
    Torr scoured the carnage of the battlefield in front of him but he could not see another billhook to use. He gripped his mace looking at the best point to strike the beast. 
 
    As he did so, it occurred to him that, throughout all this, he had not seen Raeknor. He realised he had told the messenger at the beginning of the battlefield that there was no point in Raeknor continuing with the charade of the false siege engine. Gods’, that meant Raeknor and the magistrate’s militia had probably joined the fray somewhere. As he closed the distance to the biggest gaestnip he suddenly saw that Raeknor was one of the archers, firing quite ineffectively as the beast’s hide was clearly as thick as armour. The biggest gaestnip had uprooted the next tree by this time but, instead of hurling it, had taken to using the trunk as a two handed club. Even with the small but constant rain of arrows, the beast had raised the tree fully above its head and brought it crashing down, causing a similar shockwave to its war cry, but also a tirade of wooden shrapnel in all directions, cutting into some of the nearest men. Torr felt a sudden pain in his leg making him cry out but his adrenalin quickly kicked in as he maintained his focus. He was now close and could also see that Caenet had raised his polearm ready to skewer the giant gaestnip who, at this point, had decided just to use its fists to pummel anything and anyone, leaving the tree it had used as a club buried several feet into the ground with the force of the blow. The creature’s fists gave off a percussion almost as bad as that made by the tree it had used, picking up men trying to flee or dodge the beast’s quick and surprisingly dexterous grasps. This close Torr could see his mace swing would be at just the right height to smash into the creatures knee joint, such was its misshapen body. A huge torso on strangely short legs.  
 
    As he steadied his mace, the gaestnip picked up its last victim – Raeknor - snatching up the young magistrate and quickly opening its maw. Raeknor was struggling with the strength only a man who could see his own death approaching could muster. He somehow managed to twist himself partially free from the vice like grip instinctively holding his arm up to protect himself. The gaestnip bit into Raeknor, severing his arm and then throwing the hapless young man with full force into the tree-line.  
 
    The giantkin had disposed of Raeknor with just enough time to consider the threat now posed by Caenet and Torr. Caenet’s polearm made for a more obvious threat so it attempted to stop the sergeant by thumping its fist to the ground just in front of man and horse. Caenet had no time to pull up or dodge the sudden wall of knucklebone placed in his path. The left flank of Caenet’s horse glanced against the giant fist but not before Caenet’s twelve foot polearm had found it’s mark, gouging the beasts arm. At full gallop, the tip of the polearm went deep into the creatures flesh, before the sudden deceleration of the blade sinking into flesh and bone, propelled the older cavalryman backward off his horse. 
 
    In the very next moment, Torr swung his mace with all his might, connecting squarely with the beasts protruding knee joint, in a similar bone crunching sound to that of his weapon’s first victim shortly before. 
 
    The creature collapsed as it roared in agony, nerve centres overloading with the pain of the two wounds delivered almost simultaneously. 
 
    Instinctively, the creature was trying to get up by using its arms and stubby legs, only to fall down again, roaring in pain. It started to thrash around violently at anything that dared approach it. 
 
    Torr was oblivious to all else now, save for the determination to kill the beast that, he believed, had just killed his best friend. Determination turned to anger and a complete disregard for the size of the task at hand. As he turned Raelf calmly around to finish the creature, he felt his anger as a palpable burning sensation. Instinctively, he looked at his mace again. The head of the weapon erupted into flame, but not a flash fire. Instead, the weapon now burned constantly as Torr, quite calmly rode towards the roaring head of the beast now trying to get up on its one good leg and arm. Torr got Raelf up to a canter; the horse was now surprisingly calm given his earlier instinct to flee. As his speed increased, Torr aimed his mace with full force, at the back of the creatures head. Despite the thrashing movement of the gaestnip as it writhed on the ground, it was a big enough target. This time, Torr’s blow left embers of flame to add to the creature’s miserable demise. As the giantkin continued to writhe around now in even greater pain, Torr quickly realised it would take several blows to kill the beast. Out of the corner of his eye he could see men approaching with polearms. This was personal now though. This creature’s death belonged to him. He was not even sure the gaestnip was aware of his presence, by the back of its head, as he rained several more blows down upon the creature until it started to go limp and silent. As its head dropped, Torr could see that his blows were becoming slightly less effective from horseback so he decided to dismount Raelf, who was now calmly standing by the biggest and foulest creature that the horse would ever likely encounter. 
 
    As Torr dismounted, he felt the sudden pain in his leg again, collapsing, just as he had caused the great creature next to him to do just a moment before. He forced himself up, still unsure and unconcerned what was causing his own pain. With strength made largely of his own will, he brought his mace up over his head with both hands. By this time, he was not even sure if the beast was still alive. The head of his mace was still firmly ablaze though. For the sake of his anger, for the sake of his friend, for the sake of all men who had fallen here today, Torr delivered one final blow anyway with his remaining strength, before collapsing in a daze next to the corpse of the giant creature he had just destroyed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
   T orr felt himself being half carried and half dragged a short distance as he tried to regain full control of his senses and balance. He was aware that he was being supported by two men, one either side of him, as he tried to bear weight on his right leg. It hurt but, as his focus returned, the men did not need to support him fully. 
 
    He was placed, sitting down, in a long line of walking wounded. He could see three of the armoured splints on his right leg had been torn and broken and his leg was clearly bleeding. There were bits of tree splinters still protruding through the broken armour. The shrapnel generated by the tree-wielding gaestnip must have come off the main trunk with the speed of an arrow in order to twist the long metal armoured splints between his thigh and knee. 
 
    The pain was starting to increase now. He was sitting with men from all over the battlefield as details had been formed to clear the dead and divide the wounded into those with mortal wounds and those who would live to tell the tale. Fortunately, Torr found himself in the latter line. Some of those with the most minor injuries were even starting to dispense the water each man had bought with them. What skins of rum had been kept for courage before the battle were now being used as pain relief, both by drinking and pouring on any obvious wounds. 
 
    One man approached Torr wielding a rum skin and, with all the subtlety of a man of battle, poured the alcohol on his wound, causing Torr to cry out monetarily, before the impromptu pain relief went to work. There was no salute, no acknowledgment from the soldier, just the duty of a man who, moments ago, had been subject to the life threatening horrors of battle. 
 
    Torr started to look around. He could see two men from his cavalry close by but no sign of Garel or any of the other officers. He got up instinctively without thinking, his right leg giving out almost straight away. As he slumped back down, he could see a branch to his right. He half limped, half crawled, over to it, brushing off the worst of the foliage and cleaning the ends, before levering himself up on his new crutch. He decided he needed to re assure the men. Before the battle, it had been agreed that Oaks Keep apothecaries and medical supplies would be kept ready and were to depart shortly after the main force left. Torr went along the line of men to re assure them that help and wagons would be arriving. He spoke to two of his cavalrymen, one of whom confirmed he was from the men volunteered by Elswyth’s family. He had similarly wounded his leg when his horse rolled over on him, after the tree thrown by the giantkin had almost crushed them. The tree that had been thrown by the largest gaestnip had instantly killed three of the cavalry and their mounts, injuring two more, one gravely. 
 
    As he limped his way towards the end of those with minor injuries, perhaps some twenty men in total, Torr could see a billow of smoke and ash now rising from where the fighting had been thickest. He started to take in the entirety of the post battle visage before him now. 
 
    The wounded had been placed close to the rampart, leaning against the earth worked ditch that the gaestnips, disconcertingly, had been organised enough to continue. 
 
    The next line of mortally wounded men appeared to be of at least a similar number, possibly ten or so more. He started to look for Raeknor, and saw, not only the young magistrate, but also Bernhart Rowe. The wizard was bending over Torr’s friend. The head of Oaks Keep had his back turned to Torr as he limped his way over to the row of badly injured. The master wizard looked as if he was trying to treat Raeknor. He should have been killed by his own fireball, thought Torr but, from what he could see, he looked none the worse for wear. Torr hobbled over as fast as he could, dropping his crutch and throwing himself next to Raeknor’s convulsing body. He was coughing up blood whilst Bernhart was trying to get the injured young man to drink from a flask. It didn’t look like the skins’ supplied to each man before they left Oaks Keep. 
 
    “I thought you were dead” blurted out Torr.  
 
    “No, very much alive, but I need you to keep your friend here as calm as possible”. There was no joy in Bernhart’s relief at being told he was alive, just a calm urgency about the task at hand. Torr did his best to calm Raeknor and keep him still. He was not even sure his friend knew he was there. The gaestnip had bitten right through almost to the shoulder joint but the wound had already been cauterised by one of the more able and medically minded men making their way through the more severely maimed soldiers. 
 
    Torr felt panic rising as it became clear that Raeknor’s life hung in the balance. His friend’s wound had been caused not by a clean blade, but by a force laden with decay and disease. Torr knew Raeknor was not a strong man. He was surprised the wound and subsequently being thrown into the wood had not killed him, so maybe, maybe.... 
 
    Raeknor’s body started to go limp. Torr pressed his head to his friend’s chest and then his mouth. He was breathing, but shallowly. 
 
    “I have done all I can for him”. Bernhart paused. “I am glad to see you alive though. You have fought bravely here today” Bernhart then looked at Raeknor. “So did young master Millerson and all who have come to this place of death”. The wizard sounded truly remorseful as he also surveyed the field of battle. 
 
    Torr, reached for his crutch and hauled himself up. Bernhart glanced at his leg and pointed. “Has that been treated?”  
 
    “Yes, thank you. I thought you were dead” repeated Torr.  
 
    “So you said. I’ll take your comments as surprise rather than wishful thinking” mirthed Bernhart. “But, suffice it to say, it did take me some time before I could compose myself”. Torr looked at the wizards cloak that, earlier, had appeared to swirl with patterns until looked at directly. Now, it looked like a battered and, rather singed, old leather cloak. “I also suspect people will need to speak up when talking to me for at least a ten day or more because, frankly young man, I can hear bugger all after dropping my last spell rather closer than I anticipated”. 
 
    Bernhart smiled. Torr wasn’t sure if the wizard had genuinely found his sense of humour at a time like this, or if he was trying to keep the young man’s spirit up. Before Torr could consider this, Bernhart carried on. 
 
    “I did note, with interest though, as I made my way back out onto the battlefield, that a certain young cavalryman’s mace was alight and obviously not by natural means”. 
 
    “I couldn’t really help it”, protested Torr, “but as I charged, I just felt like I did the night before the battle, with, you know...” Torr waved his fingers “so I thought..., actually, I didn’t really think, I just..well...focused, and then...” 
 
    Bernhart patted Torr on the shoulder. “Good job. It seemed focused enough not to spread and set fire to you, your horse and all around you”. If Bernhart had spectacles on, he would have been peering over them now at Torr. All Torr could do was shrug in response. 
 
    “Well, we shall have time to discuss your new found talents in a little more depth when we return to Oaks Keep. The wagons should be on their way and I had best see if I can be of assistance with those”. Bernhart pointed to the gates of the palisade behind them. Torr lurched round to see four well kept caravans being manhandled down the rampart by some of the men. 
 
    “Where did those come from?” exclaimed Torr. 
 
    “Our bandit friends. They needed some way to transport their ill gotten gains out from their little fortress here. Or did you think that gaestnips like to wear silk and the other fine garments that were taken from the caravans they ransacked?” 
 
    Torr grinned at the wizard’s light sarcasm. What the gaestnips had been doing or their purpose had not really been discussed and nor had it entered Torr’s head about the why’s or wherefore’s of their mission, just how to deal with it. They were hardly civilised creatures. They just grouped together in packs, generally causing mayhem and death whenever they crossed paths with human settlements. Whilst banditry wasn’t beyond them, staying in one place for so long seemed unusual, even from the little Torr knew. 
 
    “Hang on though” Torr caught on quickly. “Does that mean there is more than one base or more...” 
 
    “Possibly, I’m afraid dear boy, possibly. But I do believe we will find some answers within the palisade itself. Once we have cleared the area and evacuated our wounded”. 
 
    This was no small task. It took the rest of the day to clear all the bodies and clear out the fetid camp. Of the one hundred and ninety or so men to take part, around fifty lay dead, another fifty wounded, leaving just about half the force to tend to the injured, until the apothecaries and their staff arrived and started loading up the injured on the steady flow of caravans that were starting to materialise. The caravans found in the palisade were stripped to help evacuate more of the men most in need, back to the infirmary at Oaks Keep and also Bereofs Town as well.  
 
    Another detail had been formed to collect the bodies of all the gaestnips and burn them, which Torr quickly realised had been the cause of the smoke and ash he had seen as soon as he got up. 
 
    He had been approached by an aide and told he could be evacuated but Bernhart’s last comments had intrigued and worried Torr, so he declined and, eventually, limped off after the wizard, up the rampart and into the palisade itself. 
 
    The fortress was probably over a hundred yards long and at least fifty yards wide. It was entirely open inside except for a small corner on one side at the far end, where some small stakes had been erected to make an enclosed area, almost room like. 
 
    Torr limped his way through the stench ridden fortress, which was littered with bones, refuse, dung and broken pieces of caravan as if the largest of the gaestnips had picked up all the waste and flung it, as evenly as they could, right across the earth floor of their habitat. 
 
    Men were still bringing bodies of dead gaestnips from out of the compound together with the war dogs that appeared to have perished chasing them out. 
 
    As Torr approached the far end of the fortress, he could see a hole in the far end of the earth ramp, just below the bottom end of the wooden wall. It was just large enough for a man to crouch down and get through. The tunnel had just been covered in earth but, as he got up to it, there were some wooden supports built in, to stop the simple earthen escape tunnel from collapsing and bringing down the part of the rampart above it. 
 
    “Ahh...Captain Torr, good to see you are up and around, if just slightly worse for wear”. 
 
    Torr recognised Garel’s voice. He turned awkwardly and saw the commanding officer, together with Bernhart, Ahred, the officer from Bereofs Town and Sergeant Bourne looking down at him from the small enclosed area, which was also slightly raised on an earth worked platform, accessed by three steps cut into the slope. 
 
    Torr tried to salute with difficulty as he was still propping himself up with his branch. 
 
    “Don’t stand on ceremony young man. I can’t salute you back anyway”. Garel indicated to the sling that kept one arm in place together with another thick tourniquet around his neck. 
 
    Sergeant Bourne helped Torr up the stairs and also offered his congratulations to the young cavalry officer. “Wasn’t sure if you’d made it after that giantkin started throwing trees all over the place. Couldn’t see from the far side, but I did see it go down, well done sir”. 
 
    Torr nodded and it only then occurred to him that he had not seen Caenet. 
 
    “Sir, do you know where my sergeant is?” inquired Torr.  
 
    “Still helping burn the bandit’s bodies I believe, despite being battered and bruised himself. Surprised you missed him on your way up, given the number that have had to be piled up”. Garel then turned to Bernhart. “Do we have a final number yet?” 
 
    “Around ninety in number, almost twice what you had reckoned on”. It was Ahred who answered but he directed his comment at Bernhart. 
 
    Torr leant against the small number of wooden stakes separating them from the rest of the fortress, partly for extra support but also on disclosure of this news. 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes, Mr Ulher. But the twenty or so gaestnips that attacked us before we even got out of the forest looked as if they had been travelling for quite some time. So I suspect they were not part of the original number. We were therefore fortunate, or unfortunate, depending on how you wish to look at it, to come across this group.  I suspect they were just reaching the palisade at around the same time as we were about to attack”. 
 
    “You mean coincidence?” 
 
    “Yes sir, coincidence”. Bernhart responded to Garel’s question. “These caravans were laden up with goods, yes, but certainly not with four years worth of plunder. I had no doubt that someone would be quite willing to deal even with gaestnips if it meant making a profit  selling stolen wares, but the sudden arrival of this additional group, which had come from the south and not from the direction of the palisade, leads me to quickly conclude that the bandits were moving the goods somewhere else”. 
 
    “My scouts have reported fresh tracks to the south, wheeled tracks, so that might be right, yes,” added Ahred. 
 
    “Unfortunately, that may mean they have another base of operation but, possibly, one that maybe empty now if as I say by good fortune, we arrived at the same time as they intended to move their latest cargo. At least, largely empty perhaps”. Bernhart seemed to become lost in his thoughts before composing himself. “Either way sir, we have dealt a mortal blow to this operation even if it does mean a further hunt for some form of discreet bandit’s warehouse somewhere else”. 
 
    Garel looked pained, both physically and with the thought that these bandit’s may have somehow been able to move goods, en masse, without detection. 
 
    “Isn’t that a bit beyond normal gaestnip thinking and behaviour?” He mused out loud. 
 
    “Oh undoubtedly, which does leave one or two further questions I am afraid. At least, ones that I cannot possibly answer here or now. As for now, gentleman, it is getting late so, unless we wish to stay here the night, we may want to think about leaving”. 
 
    “Before we go though, there is the question of this small box”. Ahred indicated a very small silver inlaid chest on the floor near Garel’s feet. There was no furniture in here, save for some straw that appeared to pass as a bed, presumably for the chief, whichever one of the creatures that had been. It did not seem large enough for any of the giantkin though. 
 
    “Yes indeed, well, unfortunately, that is anther mystery I cannot solve here and now, given that, despite its small size, it appears to be of a weight that none here can lift it. Or the enchantment upon it will need more time to evaluate”. 
 
    Torr had not noticed it until Ahred had pointed it out, so shuffled towards it. “Why, what is it?” he said, instinctively bending down to try and pick it up. 
 
    “We are not sure”, said Ahred. “But there is a small gem inside the box which none here can take out or lift. Another oddity to this place”, mused the Suthrasian. 
 
    Torr looked at the box which was only just bigger than his fist. He thought Ahred was joking with him. 
 
    “Yes, indeed”, continued Bernhart, “Though obviously it’s difficult to see how it got here if none can lift it. I shall resign my post if it turns out that a gaestnip has somehow managed to carry this trinket around with him where I cannot. It may well be....oh...”. 
 
    Torr had just picked up the box and taken the gem out to examine it when he turned to look at all the shocked expressions directed at him. 
 
    “What...I thought he was joking”, exclaimed Torr. 
 
      
 
          ****************************************** 
 
      
 
    Shortly after, Carodin approached his fellow officers’ to confirm that all the creatures corpses had been disposed of, the largest having to be dragged up to the large pyre by the few horses that remained. 
 
    This was the first time that Torr wondered where Raelf was, only to be told that Torr’s mount had actually been one of the first to leave with the more seriously wounded. There was also a heartfelt exchange between the two young men at finding each other largely in one piece. 
 
    Carodin’s unit had remained mainly unscathed as the full force of the gaestnips had fallen on the other side of the battle. So, for their sins of survival, the men of Tantes had been tasked with clearing the dead and wounded, albeit with help from elements of the other units. Some had started the march back to Oaks Keep and Bereofs Town respectively. 
 
    This bought Carodin onto the final part of his de-briefing. All the wounded had been evacuated, once all the spare wagons that could be mustered from the above mentioned settlements had arrived. However, there had not been time or the space to load the bandit’s stolen goods up as well. 
 
    As at least one crate contained some diamonds and most of the others were full of silks, salts, spices and other valuable materials, Carodin had volunteered to set up camp with his men overnight to guard them, rather than wait for another spare caravan which would not be back until after nightfall.  
 
    Undoubtedly some of the men would figure that they were due a greater recompense for the horrors they had faced here today and news of the contents of the stolen cargos had spread as quickly as the pyre used to burn the dead bodies. 
 
    One small wagon now remained to take Garel, Torr, Bernhart and Sergeant Bourne back to Oaks Keep. It was at this point that Ahred confirmed that he would be departing with the officer from Bereofs Town. His remaining men and dogs had assembled and already started their separate march south, rather than head a few hours north or so, back to Oaks Keep. They would be heading south out of the wealds and back to Sha Haram anyway. 
 
    Garel confirmed that their agreed payment for the mercenary company would therefore be ready in time for their departure from Bereofs Town, tomorrow morning. 
 
    Garel saluted the Suthrasian mercenary captain and offered his undying gratitude for their timely arrival on the field of battle. Ahred turned to each of the other men in turn, offering them employment with his company any time they wanted. As he shook Torr’s hand though, Ahred fixed him with an intent look. “You are an interesting young man Torr Skarsdale. I would not be surprised if our paths crossed again”. 
 
    By the time they left the palisade together, the pyre was still burning, with the carcass of horse, dog and gaestnip. The light of the early Stormsen sun was starting to fade over the treetops of the hill where the fortress had been strategically placed. Shadows danced across the wooden wall of stakes - a funeral jig of flame for the dead. 
 
    The bodies of the dead men had been laid out as best as possible in the time available. The commander from Bereofs Town had confirmed, before he left with Ahred Ulher, that he would ensure their Abbot would return the following day. A suitable ceremony would be required in order to commit the dead to the arms of The Sunlord, before a separate pyre could be lit for them. 
 
    Carodin’s men were in the process of setting up camp, having cleared out enough of the palisade for a bearable night’s sleep. 
 
    Torr, Garel, Bernhart and Sergeant Bourne mounted the last caravan, although Torr had to be helped up. There was a silence on the ride back deeper than just the contemplation of men happy to be alive or battling to forget the horrors of the day. Torr could feel Garel’s gaze on the back of his neck and even Bernhart seemed strangely silent. Sergeant Bourne, his duties ably dispatched earlier, had fallen asleep after they had passed the most uneven part of the path, back towards the turnpike. 
 
    Torr had picked up the gem and box it had come in and stored it in a leather pouch which he affixed to his belt. There had not been time to consider the young man’s ability to pick up the object that no one else could. Carodin had come in before further questions could be asked about what may just be a simple magical curiosity.  
 
    Torr wondered if it was something to do with his new found ability. He had turned to ask Bernhart the question but saw the wizard also appeared to be asleep now. The head of Oaks Keep still appeared to be wearing his almost constantly polite and inscrutable smile upon his face, even at rest. 
 
    Garel was still looking at Torr. “So what happened to you sir?” Torr indicated his commander’s arm and neck. 
 
    “What..oh” Garel seemed to start at the long silence having been broken. “Gaestnip bit clean through my plate, right into my neck, bastard!”. Garel seemed half annoyed at himself but went on with his recount to the young man. 
 
    “They came out of nowhere whilst we were still marching. Killed half the main unit before we could deal with them, including Braetol and, I’m afraid, the messenger from your unit. Savage fucking beasts”. Garel caught himself losing his composure. 
 
    “You did well today Torr. That was a large beast you killed. You showed skill and courage, as did your sergeant. Aided by your mace though I am told”. Garel fixed Torr with another stare. 
 
    He was too tired to beat around the bush or postpone, what would otherwise be, a continual line of questioning. Besides, for a Valheimer, Garel did indeed seem to be a reasonable man. 
 
    “He says I can use magic” Torr pointed to Bernhart’s sleeping body as the only additional explanation he thought his brief answer required. 
 
    “Ahhh... so does that also explain the umm...” Now it was Garel’s turn to point at inanimate objects in place of conversation. 
 
    Torr retrieved the box, took the gem out and rolled it between his fingers. It was quite a boring dull and dark amber colour. It had no sheen or sparkle that he could discern but it did give him a disquieting feeling now that he studied it properly for the first time. 
 
    “Maybe sir. I don’ t know”. 
 
    “Well, I think, after today a little thing like that can wait to be scrutinised, don’t you?” Garel instinctively tried to stretch his arms behind his head wincing in pain as he did. “Try and get some rest son”. 
 
    Torr couldn’t really sleep, even after Garel appeared to have dozed off. He studied the gem for signs of intrigue. He still wondered if everyone else had been joking when they said they could not lift such a tiny thing. Maybe it was something to do with his new found magical ability. But, if so, why couldn’t Bernhart pick it up? 
 
    When they eventually reached Oaks Keep it was dark. The track off the turnpike leading to the wizard’s enclave was lit with glowing lanterns set into the trees. 
 
    Once the light from the lanterns reached the occupants of the wagon, Bernhart awoke. After the other two had been roused, they entered under the gatehouse. With the back of the wagon open, Torr saw that some men were still camped outside the walls of the settlement itself. Even with their greatly diminished number, there was still not quite enough room for all the troops to be garrisoned in the barracks. The wounded by now had been taken into the infirmaries, and the dead left on the field of battle. Before they left the palisade, it had been agreed a monument would be erected to honour their sacrifice, once men could be spared to complete such a shrine and it had received the proper blessing of the church. 
 
    Torr had to be helped off the caravan again. A surprising number of apprentices in their now familiar brown cowls were now acting as orderlies, assisting the walking wounded and carrying food and water. 
 
    For the first time Torr noted that some among the apprentices were girls. The robes and shaved heads giving them all an air of androgyny. Bernhart had helped him down but the four men were quickly approached by one of the apprentices although Torr noticed her robe was interwoven with red and blue bands around the hem and wrists.  
 
    “Sir, are you alright, are you injured?” This was the first time Torr had heard one of the apprentices speak. He had presumed, up until now, that they all had to take vows of silence (or worse) and that all were equal in the eyes of their tutors, until he heard the young woman speak. Perhaps she was at the end of her training or, even, in charge of all the other apprentices. 
 
    Torr had no idea how it worked as his life, up until recently, had been entirely magic free, as far as he was aware. Whilst he was aware of the presence of Oaks Keep and it’s nature, it had never been mentioned in detail, as far as he could remember, during his own studies. He wondered if the church perhaps disapproved of wizards as a whole. As he continued to muse, he felt someone tugging at his impromptu crutch which he had kept almost subconsciously. He half turned and saw another apprentice, trying to take his staff from him. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    Unlike the first apprentice to approach them, this one did not respond, but just looked pleadingly at Bernhart. 
 
    “That’s fine”. Bernhart waved the orderly away before turning to the other who had asked after the wizard’s welfare. 
 
    “Cedwyn, we could all use baths I suspect. Can you arrange for tubs to be placed in each of these gentleman’s rooms”. So they do have names at least, Torr thought. “Also some food and, if we have any spare, some wine from the cellars bought up as well”. Bernhart was now talking to the back of Cedwyn, who was already rushing off with her newly assigned task. 
 
    “Gentleman,. I do not believe there is anything further we can do tonight. All who need treatment have the best care that can possibly be found and I believe we have discussed all that is vital for today. We would all best be served with some rest and concluding any other issues tomorrow morning, whilst we await Lieutenant Culos and his men”. 
 
    There was no argument from Garel or Sergeant Bourne. The number of orderlies running into and out of the keep itself again seemed out of kilter with the relatively small size of the settlement and the main floor of the keep that they were scurrying from. Again, Torr wondered where they all slept and went about their daily routines as yet another approached him and led him back to the same room that Carodin, Raeknor and he had shared only the night before. 
 
    Two others led Garel and Sergeant Bourne to their separate quarters. The girl that had been charged with leading Torr had to stop occasionally as Torr limped his way up the stairs, returning to her charge every now and again to silently offer him support. 
 
    “That’s fine, I can manage”, he said still using his branch for support, “unless you have some way of magically getting me there that is!” A grim smile passed his lips for the first time that day but, predictably, he got no response. 
 
    He realised he was starting to stare at the girl’s backside as they, slowly, made their way to his room. 
 
    “So what’s your name then?” he enquired politely but again, got no reply. 
 
    His leg was now starting to hurt more so, reluctantly, he asked for aid. He put out his left arm for her to put her shoulders under to help support him. She appeared to buckle a little with the effort. “I’m sorry, once we get into my room I can take my armour off. That’s half of the weight I’m afraid”. 
 
    Eventually, after the girl appeared to have broken a sweat, they reached the door that Torr recognised. To his amazement, a full bath-sized oak bucket was already steaming nicely in his room. 
 
    The girl released his weight, with a slight thump, onto the bench that ran under the window. She started to add what appeared to be some oils to the bath, which gave off a very sweet aroma. Torr quickly noticed the wine which had just been delivered in a large pewter jug. He reached across with one hand whilst fumbling with his belt with the other.  
 
    Ignoring the matching goblet, Torr just drank the wine from the jug, taking great gulps, as if drinking his favourite cider or ale. The effect, coupled with the exhaustion of the day, was quick to hit him. 
 
    He had just enough time to place the gem, still in its small silvered container, on the bench next to him before he returned to struggling with his armour. The young apprentice was just finishing with her task when she noticed that Torr was still struggling to remove his chain hauberk. She motioned to him to lift his arms, which he willingly did, instructing the apprentice on which buckle needed to be undone in order. His top armour and padding removed, he turned his attention to try and get out of his twisted splint leg protectors. 
 
    The blood on his wound had now dried, causing him to involuntarily cry out when he tried to remove it. The girl leapt back. Torr took the opportunity to pick up the jug of wine to help with the inevitable pain he would feel as the broken splints, soaked through with blood to the under padding on his leg and caked to his skin, would have to be pulled away. 
 
    “Right, I’ll try not to shout again he said, beckoning the girl forward. She couldn’t have been any older than him. He genuinely started to wonder what her story was and how she came to be here. For now, a final dose of pain seemed due before he could get into the bath.  
 
    The girl stood where she was and pointed to the bath, then to Torr, then back to the bath.  
 
    “Yes, I know, I’d love to get into that and, frankly, I’m happy for you to join me”. Torr took another gulp of wine. But I need you to help me out of this first. 
 
    The girl shook her head and continued to point to the path.  
 
    “Oh look, I’ve managed to kill a fifteen foot high gaestnip today, watched men being butchered and, only just the night before, been told I’m like you and now I’ve got to play mimes!” 
 
    The girl’s eyes widened. Torr was a bit slow to realise that he had just claimed to be an apprentice wizard. He also then realised that, if he got in the bath as he was, the water would help him with his armour. 
 
    “Ohh...sorry...you mean if I get in like this, it’ll loosen the armour”.  
 
    The girl smiled for the first time and nodded. 
 
    “Right but you’ll still have to help me in ‘cos I can’t lift my leg up - look”. Torr made a display of trying to lift his leg up over the three foot high barrel bath. 
 
    The girl stooped down slightly so Torr could hold his arm out again. With some difficulty and attempts by the girl not to forsake her apparent vow of silence by exclaiming with the effort, she deposited Torr in the bath very unceremoniously, almost knocking it clean over. 
 
    The girl’s show of facial expression now doubled to include a slight scowl as the act of getting Torr into the bath had meant she was now wearing a fair bit of the water. 
 
    Torr grinned as the wine continued to take hold. “I’m really sorry. Tell you what, why don’t you take that rather drab garment off and come and join me. I’ll probably still need help to take the armour off you know”. 
 
    The girl smiled, and left the room! 
 
     
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
   T orr should have slept soundly, but he didn’t. He had managed to fall asleep in the bath, spilling the rest of his wine into the water. When he came round, he found he could take his armour off and his leg felt better. 
 
    In the dimming candle light, his wound looked quite deep. He would have a scar. Torr wasn’t sure how he felt about that as he half fell out the bath, which had stayed quite warm, and into the bunk he had occupied just the night before. 
 
    In his dreams, he saw Elswyth, but she was joined by visions of another red haired woman as well. Her skin was even paler than that of Elswyth. Their surroundings were utterly alien to him. A thick forest, but not like any deciduous tree he recognised, shapes dancing around the edge of the clearing that he and the two women found themselves in. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he could see the chest that contained the gem opening on its own. It was next to him where he lay on his back, on a strange grass that seemed very soft. The two females approached him, smiling. The sensations seemed very vivid as the both girls sat astride him.  
 
    The gem flew from the chest, a brilliant glowing amber, blinding Torr and turning the two girls into vicious demons, twisted and horrible to behold, now tearing at his flesh. Torr let out the silent scream that only those stuck in a true nightmare can utter. 
 
      
 
                   ************************************ 
 
      
 
    He had not closed the wooden shutters as the light of dawn broke through his room. He had been too tired to blow the last candles out, before falling into his nightmare. He was sweating now as well. He got up wearily, as the wine made its presence felt in his head. He looked at his leg, which was now almost completely bruised and slightly swollen from thigh to knee joint. He hobbled over to his now trusty staff, testing the temperature of the water with one hand, before dunking his head into the cold water. It still had bits of foliage floating in it. The last remnants of the tree that had left its mark on him. . 
 
    He looked at his under garments and padding, which were still wet. His splint leg mail had fallen apart once he had taken it off. But his chain shirt still seemed serviceable. However, fresh garments had been laid out for him. Sunlord knew when they had arrived, or if it was the same girl from last night that delivered them. The nightmare was still fresh in his head so it was with trepidation that he picked up the silver box and tucked it away in his belt pouch. He got dressed, with some difficulty still, and left, hoping that company and the light of day would banish last night from his mind. He only reached the first flight of stairs though before his sense of direction failed him. He grabbed the next apprentice walking past and asked for assistance. He was still having difficulty managing the stairs with just his staff anyway, as well as the fact that he would have lost himself forever if he tried to find his own way out. 
 
    It was not far past dawn when Torr hobbled downstairs, clutching his trusty branch as he was helped out, into a bustle of activity. 
 
    Men were preparing wagons for those who could not walk back and equipment was also being gathered. He went to the stables to find Raelf, seemingly none the worse for wear for his encounter yesterday. The horse was munching contently on the fodder trough. 
 
    He walked back towards the gate, to see if he could find Garel or anyone but, as he did, he saw a young infantryman being helped out of the door that, he thought, led to the infirmary. For all his tiredness and relief at his own survival, he had not gone to see Raeknor. 
 
    He tried to run but could not. So he lurched, as fast as he dare, to avoid falling flat on his face, back into the lower floor of Oaks Keep. He collared the first apprentice he saw who, bewildered by Torr’s sudden approach, pointed to the infirmary. 
 
    Once again, the hallway down which he limped seemed longer than the side of the building. He saw in the distance wounded soldiers walking between rooms or being helped by what now appeared to be an entire army of apprentices. He burst into the first door on his left, startling a man dressed in robes, sitting behind a table close to the door. 
 
    “Raeknor, the young magistrate, Raeknor Millerson, where is he?” 
 
    The man stared at the impertinent young soldier before him now. Keeping his calm and dignity he, slowly, started to thumb through pages of a ledger in front of him. Torr felt like ripping the book from the man’s hands. As his anger grew, so did a tingling in his fingers.  
 
    The man looked up in response, his stoic expression dropping, although he said nothing and continued to thumb through his list. 
 
    “Next door along”, the man said to Torr, as he hurried out, having forgotten every good grace he had been brought up to give. 
 
    He lumbered down to the next door, but there was one on each side of him. He opened the door nearest him and took in a long galley room, with bunks on either side, full of injured men. As he went along, ignoring the stares of the few apothecaries and their assistants, he saw men lying as still as death. Some were still thrashing around in pain and some just sat, staring at their missing hands, feet or arms. Despite the best endeavours to mask the smell with strongly scented candles, there was a putrid undertone which made Torr wonder if death in battle was a more fitting end to this purgatory. 
 
    He found Raeknor, towards the end, either dead or sleeping, Torr could not tell. He tried listening for sounds of his friend breathing but could hear none. He was dressed in a white gown which was still bloody on his shoulder, even though it was heavily bandaged. 
 
    “I’m so sorry” Torr said to his friend. “I just couldn’t get to you in time. I tried but.... If it helps, the bastard’s dead. They’re all dead and, by the Sunlord, I will kill every gaestnip in the world. Just, come back”. 
 
    Torr could feel someone standing behind him. He turned to see a man dressed in a thick flowing robe, armed with a belt of surgical equipment. A flask half full of a green potion, swung at his belt and he was clutching a scroll. 
 
    “Keep going young man. Your friend maybe half way between here and The Sunlord but he can still hear you”. The apothecary was looking at Raeknor now as he spoke. “Many who have come out of his form of deep sleep often say they recall what loved ones have said to them with crystal clarity”. 
 
    Torr just looked at Raeknor. “So he’s.....” 
 
    “Alive, yes. And his wound, as far as we can tell, is free from infection. It is in The Lord’s hands if he returns to us now or not. Either way, we will know in a day or so”. 
 
    “Thankyou, I tried to stop....but, he was too far away and...” Torr felt an unexplained need to justify why Raeknor was now lying here, even to this complete stranger, whilst he was still walking, well, limping around. 
 
    “You don’t need to justify your bravery to me. It’s Torr, Torr Skarsdale isn’t it?” enquired the man. 
 
    “Yes, how did you...” 
 
    “Bernhart Rowe told me”. The apothecary looked him up and down. “Described you very well. In fact, he asked me to come and see you, when I had a spare moment but, as you can see”, the man waved his arm to encompass the room, “it’s been a bit busy. Still, looks like you’ve saved me the trouble. Of trying to find you that is. You’ll want that leg looking at won’t you?” 
 
    As the apothecary sat Torr down and examined his leg, he introduced himself as Silus Widekson, chief of medicinal studies at Oaks Keep. 
 
    Before Torr could protest, an orderly had been summoned, with fresh bandages and some form of cold liniment, which was applied, before the bandage. Silus continued to talk to Torr as the orderly treated his wound. 
 
    “That should keep you going until you get home. Word will be sent to Paegas church and the infirmary at the garrison on everyone’s wounds. We will send what supplies we can”. Silus paused. “I think they will be very busy for some time to come. Such an unfortunate mess”. Torr noticed that he had the faintest of Alrunian accents. 
 
    “And I believe we may be seeing you again, yes, but not for your wound”. Silus wore half rimmed spectacles, ideal for peering down his nose, asserting his authority and wisdom. 
 
    “Umm..I’m not sure. It hasn’t really been explained to me what...” 
 
    “Ahh..I’m sorry, you have more immediate concerns, yes. Well, I suspect Master Rowe will wish to speak with you before you go but, for now, I must try and sort through those who are well enough to travel and those who must remain”. Silus held out his hand. “A pleasure to meet you young sir”. 
 
    As Torr went to shake the apothecary’s hand, he felt that sensation on the back of his neck again. Silus winked at him and left. 
 
    After his leg had been bandaged, Torr said goodbye to Raeknor and promised he would return as soon as he could. 
 
    The liniment seemed very cool and soothing and he’d even been given a long shaped cane with a crook at the top, for support. 
 
    He had a strange desire to keep his branch that had escorted him from the battlefield though. It was now at his feet. He picked it up also and made his way out of the infirmary, into the courtyard, where he found Caenet now at the stables, helping groom the horses. 
 
    “There you are Caenet...I mean Sergeant”. Torr had almost forgotten that he was still, essentially, on an active commission. Addressing his old horsemaster by rank was still a requirement, particularly with other men walking past with tack and hay. 
 
    Caenet turned and saluted. “Good to see you up and about sir. How’s the leg?” Caenet pointed. 
 
    “Oh...fine” Torr dismissed the concern and asked after Caenet’s welfare and an account of what had happened after both men disappeared from each other’s sight when the giantkin fell between them. 
 
    “The thing almost fell on me and my mount, which also tried to trample me in his efforts to get out of the way of the brutes fist. And I damn near skewered myself on the other end of that sodding billhook, but it did the trick. Afterwards, I looked and the point had disappeared right through the other side of the beasts arm”. 
 
    “But you, what about you...are you...” 
 
    “Injured. No. Not even a scratch. Got some bruises but Sergeant Caenet lives to see another day”. 
 
    Caenet looked to either side to check no one was in ear-shot and put his hand on Torr’s shoulder and squeezed. 
 
    “You did well sir, you really did but, if I may, what happened to your mace? I could see the head had burst into flame”. 
 
    Torr realised that he may end up explaining this a lot. Gods, he didn’t even know how he would broach the topic with his family. 
 
    “It’s...ahh...difficult. Well, you see...ummm... I may have some talent for magically setting things on fire”. 
 
    From the look on Caenet’s face, Torr was going to have to get used to that mixed expression of bemusement and concern as well. 
 
    Fortunately, any further discussion on the topic was cut short by the arrival of Sergeant Bourne, who also seemed none the worse for wear. His uniform somehow cleaned up and fit enough for a parade. Torr wondered if Sergeant Bourne had some inherent magical ability of his own for keeping his armour so clean. 
 
    “Sir”, he saluted. “Commander Garel and Master Rowe are looking for you sir. They are outside sir”. 
 
    Torr left Caenet with the horses, having confirmed that he would help tack them up for use with pulling the wagons which, it seemed, would include Torr. He had been told by Silus no riding for a ten-day, whilst his leg healed. This was poor news indeed for the young cavalry officer. 
 
    He limped on behind Sergeant Bourne, who also politely enquired about his leg, which did feel less swollen and painful already, having now been dressed and treated properly. 
 
    The men had largely struck camp and one or two wagons were already fully loaded with injured men and the supplies that Oaks Keep could spare. 
 
    Garel and Bernhart looked deep in conversation when Torr arrived but they duly noted him limp his way up to the two older men. Torr saw that Garel’s wound also had fresh bandages as he saluted the commander. 
 
    “Ah yes Captain Skarsdale, good morning. How’s the leg?” 
 
    “Fine sir, how’s your neck?” 
 
    Oh...I’ll live I’m sure. You’re to ride back on the wagons, I believe?” 
 
    “Yes sir”. 
 
    “Very good, well, before you go, Master Rowe here has put forward the possibility of your new...trinket...staying here for evaluation”. Garel looked at Bernhart who nodded and continued the conversation. “With your blessing of course young man as it would seem you are the only one who can pick it up. May I enquire how you slept last night”? 
 
    “Like shit sir actually, pardon my manners”. 
 
    “Hmm, yes, I think, if you will allow, I would like to study it. I still do not believe it truly belonged, or at least, was destined for the bandits and, I presume their leader so...” 
 
    “Please, you don’t have to ask again, you are welcome to keep it for all I care”. 
 
    Bernhart turned back to Garel. “You are happy he has given it freely?” Garel just nodded. 
 
    “Very well, the gem will stay here for our examination and we shall of course, report back to you sir, although I anticipate we will be seeing Captain Skarsdale again anyway. Perhaps when he is well enough to travel under his own power again, yes?” 
 
    Bernhart turned from Garel and addressed the question to Torr.  
 
    “I guess so...yes?” By now Torr just wanted to get home. Riders had already come from Paega and Tantes with requests for a list of casualties. They had already been dispatched back, by fast horse, to ease the minds of some families but confirm the fears of others. 
 
    At least his family would know he was alive, but not necessarily that he was now a fire-wielding wizard who was the only person who could pick up an item of loot from the bandit camp, apparently. Torr had still not even seen anyone else try but there was something genuine in the look of each man present when Torr picked up the box in the palisade. To confirm Torr’s thoughts, Bernhart continued: “I am afraid there is no choice but for me to ask you to come back to my laboratory where, clearly, the gem will not move again until you return to reclaim it”. 
 
    They clearly were not joking then. Somehow, Torr had ended up with an artefact that no one else could pick up or move, and, he suspected, gave him nightmares. The questions started to boil over. 
 
    “But, what is it then? Why can I pick it up? How did it get there? Whose was it...I mean...” 
 
    Bernhart held up a finger and then put his arm round the back of Torr, encouraging his legs to limp him back towards the tower. 
 
    “Best go with him son, we need to get going as soon as we can” said Garel as Torr, dejectedly and with new found uncertainty, limped back towards the tower of Oaks Keep with the Master Wizard - Bernhart Rowe. 
 
    Torr’s resentment grew as this damn stone now caused him to limp all the way back into the tower, in addition to the lack of troubled sleep he suspected it had bestowed upon him last night. 
 
    Torr continued with his questions but Bernhart seemed genuine in his ignorance of the gem’s nature and origin. 
 
    He did, however, try and allay Torr’s worries and continued questions about why he would need to return to Oaks Keep in the future. 
 
    “We do not want your powers to manifest and grow without giving you the opportunity and discipline to control them. That is why those you see around you” - he pointed to the nearest apprentice, still scurrying through the courtyard as the remaining troops now fell in to leave - “agree to undertake the vow of Oaks Keep whilst they study here”. 
 
    Torr stopped. “You mean I’ve got to be like....” Torr also now pointed to the back of the same apprentice as the brown robed figure ran, arms full of swords, towards the main gate. 
 
    Torr’s look of horror was obvious to the master wizard. “No, not necessarily young man” pushing Torr onwards as his legs unfroze from the fear of being shaved, robed in one garment and not being allowed to speak for Lord knew how long. “Many young wizards come here either for simple guidance or advice”. Bernhart grinned at Torr. “We do not keep people here against their will. Those you see around you stay because they wish to. Because they want to master their abilities. Some are content just to understand their gift before they return to whatever role they have outside Oaks Keep. Or perhaps decide they wish to study and train at another faculty.” Bernhart paused. “Although the training elsewhere can be harsher than here”. 
 
    Having placated Torr’s over-riding fears that he would not be kept here against his will for the rest of his life, they slowly continued back into the tower. Torr had no idea how far in they would have to go and was surprised when Bernhart opened a particularly heavy looking oak door, close to the entrance on the ground floor. 
 
    “Ahh, here we are”, Bernhart exclaimed with an obvious tone of joy. “My refuge”. 
 
    The room seemed very large again and disproportionate to the narrow corridor from which they had entered. 
 
    “Is it my imagination or are all the rooms here....” 
 
    “Not quite within the confines of the real and non magical world, yes. The sense of proportion becomes clearer with study and time spent here though, as the spirit of the place makes its presence felt on the residences here”. Bernhart responded to Torr’s question without looking at the young man. The wizard was busy removing a candle from under a glass flask on an extremely long bench full of dishes, containers and flasks of all sizes and materials. 
 
    As Torr took in the magnitude of the room, he saw that all the walls were lined with large cabinets, most of which were secure with very heavy and solid looking padlocks. There were also what appeared to be dead creatures, or parts thereof. One instantly took Torr’s attention and even made him step back. 
 
    It was some distance away but even so, its visage was terrible to behold. Its body was secured by way of heavy steel chains to the wall. Even though it was clearly just a dead trophy, its scaly skin still appeared to shimmer in the candle light. It was around seven foot in height and powerfully built. A series of small humanoid skulls still hung, belt fashion, around its waist. It had a strong but strangely shaped, mandible, with quite large tusks at each corner of its mouth. Its thick legs were shaped like those of horse’s rear legs and long feet. Otherwise, it had a roughly human shaped torso and arms, albeit with four of the latter emanating from its shoulder joint. 
 
    “What in the hells is that?” he exclaimed. 
 
    “Ahh...perhaps my most prized possession”, said Bernhart, who had now moved on to fiddling with the next experiment on his long, sturdy table. Torr noticed it was secured to the floor just as the creature was tethered to the wall. 
 
    “That, young sir, is a creature I hope you will never have to face”. Bernhart continued without looking up. “Its kind will not be found on any map you will come across, which is fortunate, as the civilisations of man would suffer again as they did in The Wars of the Dragons some seven hundred years ago”. Torr looked at the older wizard blankly. “It is called a Shak-Ra, and can now only be found in the largely undiscovered home of the Elheren”. 
 
    Bernhart dispensed this information regarding the semi mythical Elheren quite matter of factly. They were not a topic really discussed within his own teachings, merely that they were responsible for bringing demons into this world millennia ago, when man was little more than another animal. They had been forced into a war, siding with the dragons, to banish their own creations. They were said to have exiled themselves for their mischief in creating the demons in the first place, only for the dragons to rule in their place. The dragons then persecuted mankind until God’s Chosen defeated the Arch Dragon some seven hundred years ago. No Elheren now walked the land of men as far as Torr knew. 
 
    The existence of the trophy in Bernhart’s study was no myth however. Torr plucked up the courage to sidle closer to the creature, half expecting it to leap at him, breaking its chains with ease and devouring him. 
 
    “Impressive isn’t it?” Bernhart had moved closer to Torr whilst the young man kept his gaze on the creature, fearing it would snap his neck if he turned away from it. The Master Wizard’s voice made Torr jump slightly. “The Shak-Ra have the ability to almost disappear before your very eyes, a camouflage on a very grand scale. I believe the Elheren hunt them now. Suffice it to say, their skin is much sought after by men and women like myself for certain...ahh...magical properties”. 
 
    “Holy Lord, is that what you used to scout the bandit camp then?” 
 
    “You catch on quite quickly young man”. Bernhart sounded impressed. “Not the creature itself of course, but its skin, when distilled in the proper fashion, does seem to generate the same effect. Fascinating really”. 
 
    Bernhart looked as if his inner thoughts were starting to take over, and it was only with difficulty that he recalled the purpose of their visit to his lair. 
 
    “Anyway, feel free to put your burden over there”. Bernhart pointed to a slightly less cluttered area of the long table, indicating where Torr should put the gem. 
 
    “And now, I suspect we will need to return you to the care of Commander Valheimer and your fellow troops, before I get blamed for holding up proceedings...again”. 
 
    Torr turned to leave and started to limp towards the heavy oak door. 
 
    “Actually, before you go, you may also wish to consider leaving that with me as well”. Bernhart was pointing to the branch that Torr still had with him. Although he was using the more clinical crutch offered by the apothecaries he had still, subconsciously it seemed, retained the branch he had taken from the battlefield.  
 
     “What...oh yes...hang on, why would this be of any use to you?” 
 
    Torr had started to put the branch on the table next to the gemstone, before considering why the wizard would want a large stick. 
 
    “I may be able to fashion it into an item of some use for you when you return” 
 
    “What, you mean a magical staff?” 
 
    “Again, you are quick on the uptake young Master Skarsdale: yes indeed. It is often the case that we transfer a part of our essence, spirit or soul, whatever you wish to call it, into inanimate objects at times of stress, mortal danger or other, similarly emotionally strained times. For those with the skill and intuition to sense this, the object can be fashioned into something with magical properties, given time and the right skill and resources of course. The stronger the being, the more powerful an item may become. So, a person with magical prowess, or a being of magic itself, may create an item of similar strength. The correlation though is not a constant for some reason. Adventurers and bounty hunters alike, who have killed mighty beasts or warlords’ have come here with wagons full of objects closest to the creatures death, only to be disappointed with the strength of the end result. Nevertheless, I do sense some worth in leaving your modest stick with me ”. 
 
    Bernhart had opened the door as an indicator that they should get moving. On leaving the tower, the last wagon was waiting directly outside for Torr, to save him walking any further than he had to. 
 
    Bernhart helped him up. “I am grateful for the trust you have shown in me Torr. I wish you a speedy recovery and, rest assured, I shall keep an eye on your friend as well”. 
 
    Torr thought the wizards comments sounded genuine enough and he had no cause to doubt his sincerity. He still thought he seemed little like a wizard or, at least, how he had imagined a wizard to be and, therefore, set off relatively content in the knowledge that if, or when, he came back, he could count on the support of one of the most senior and experienced wizards alive. 
 
    The wagon lurched off, Bernhart waving a brief farewell before Torr disappeared from sight, under the gateway. 
 
    By the time they left the walls of Oaks Keep, the entire detachment which was fit to return to Paega’s Bay had formed up, save for a few remaining walking wounded who would share the wagon with Torr. They were fit enough and in sufficient spirit to salute the cavalry captain as they mounted the wagon, before gratefully sitting down on the long road home. 
 
    Just as they were leaving though, a small column of men could be seen approaching Oaks Keep from the south. It was Carodin. As Torr was at the back of the column as it snaked out onto the turnpike, he was close enough to see Carodin wave and salute, before the Tantes men made for the refuge of the wizard’s settlement themselves. It had been agreed they would rest here for a day, following on behind the wagons sometime later.  
 
    Ironically, therefore, the convoy of soldiers came towards their overnight rest at Tantes, a few days later, without any of the men from the town itself. Nevertheless, even as they reached the outskirts, the road started to fill with onlookers. Just a few at first, children running around and along with the wagons, before larger groups of townsfolk started to line the road into the town itself. Eventually, what appeared to be the entire town had come out to welcome them home. 
 
    Garel and Torr were hosted again by Carodin’s family. Even allowing for the earlier message that they had received to confirm that their son was alive and, pretty much, unscathed, their questions over dinner clearly denoted a desire for confirmation from first hand sources, as well as an account of their son’s heroic deeds and valour. 
 
    The column moved out early the following morning, still with well wishers stopping cheerfully as they passed out of Tantes and onwards to Paega. Despite the fact that the threat of banditry had largely been eradicated, the road still seemed unusually quiet. As if those with lawful trade were giving the soldiers who had made it back alive time to reflect on the blessing of life and limb, although also as word slowly reached more faraway settlements. 
 
    Torr also considered that Paega would have far less to celebrate than Tantes as the men from the town and the garrison had borne the brunt of the onslaught. This was reflected in the fact that they were now returning with, more or less, half the men that had gone south about a ten-day before. Torr would be returning to Home Manor with a similar casualty list. His family’s messenger had been dispatched with the news and the names of the fallen and injured. He wondered if this accounted for the lack of revellers as they drew close to the town now. 
 
    The men were clearly becoming weary as well, not only with the length of the march itself, but also as the mental weight of battle set in. Torr was also having difficulty staying awake, even after a slightly better night’s sleep at Tantes. He still saw the gem in his unsettling dreams though, even after leaving the thing at Oaks Keep. It replaced the sun in his subconscious thoughts, overseeing the utterly alien landscapes and creatures that also appeared to him during the night now, leaving him tired throughout the day. 
 
    As they drew close to the fork that divided the road between the entry to Paega and onward to Valheimer’s garrison, the wagon stopped, stirring Torr. He looked round to see Garel approaching. Despite his injuries, Garel had decided to ride still at the head of the column. He did not want to look like a defeated force, which it might seem, if the commanding field officer was not at the head of their return. 
 
    “Captain Skarsdale” Torr saluted in response, trying to rise slowly and clumsily from his position on the wagon. 
 
    “There is no point in you or any of the men who have come from Paega itself marching all the way up to the garrison, only to walk back several hours later, just so you can be formally dismissed from this service and action in the grounds of the castle itself. We shall therefore parade here so you and your men, and those from the other merchant houses, can fall out and return home”. 
 
    Torr understood and, again, this break from military formality painted Garel as a reasonable man and commander. In any event, Torr noticed that Garel looked tired and also a little pale now. 
 
    All men who could stand were instructed to form up by Caenet and Sergeant Bourne, with Torr limping to the front of the parade with Garel. 
 
    Garel addressed the men and ordered them to fall out. It was agreed that, as there were wounded who could not walk and needed to go to the garrison and Paega separately, the two remaining wagons would be divided accordingly. 
 
    Garel also confirmed that there would be a sermon in a ten-day to honour those who had fallen. Given the time of year, this would fall within the usual harvest celebrations that were very prevalent in Sommerswake, given its arable heritage. 
 
    Some onlookers had gathered as the impromptu parade took place, with one or two children racing back into town, no doubt instructed to let their families know they had returned.  
 
    By the time the right men had been swapped onto the right wagons, a small throng of people from Paega were starting to make their way up the hill to the crossroads, just as Garel and what was left of his garrison men, left for the last part of their journey.  
 
    Even as Torr stood by the wagons ready to go, he realised that he, Caenet and the few remaining men from Home Manor would also need to make their way separately from the rest of the other merchant’s surviving men. He was also now the only officer here (albeit technically just having been relieved from duty when the men had been dismissed just beforehand). 
 
    Out of instinct, the men started to look to him for instructions. He had not returned to the wagon. Instead, he instructed Caenet to take Raelf, which was the only horse not now attached to the wagon, and return to Home Manor with a request for another caravan to meet them at the merchant’s guild. Torr would head there and wait for Caenet to return, so the two men from Home Manor who could not walk along with Torr, could get back.  
 
    Caenet galloped off leaving Torr to limp along next to the two horses who would pull the wagon down into Paega itself. This was hardly a glorious entry back into the town. A young man with a limp walking alongside a small parade of equally tired looking men. 
 
    People stopped to look as they entered the town, passing the small market and into the larger warehouse district, but there was no praise or celebration initially, just the stares of people looking up momentarily from their normal routine. Torr started to feel himself getting angry. They had received a warmer and more organised welcome from Tantes, even though they were now entering their own home port. However, most people working in the warehouses were not, in the main, natives of Paega, having just arrived here with their goods from quite far and wide, or taken delivery of loaded wagons bound for other towns. Many may not have even been aware of the raid on the bandit camp at all. 
 
    He quickly grabbed an urchin boy standing by the side of the road, who had been quite happily minding his own nose and chewing on a piece of dried meat. The men automatically stopped behind Torr. 
 
    “You...do you know where the merchants guild is?” The boy nodded, wide eyed at being accosted. 
 
    “Right, well run to it and tell whoever you find that Captain Skarsdale and the survivors of the raid on the bandit camp are almost upon them and require the courtesy of their sodding hospitality...now!” 
 
    The boy ran off at top speed, leaving Torr and the remaining men left with him to limp, walk, or be carried by the wagon, towards a building that, ordinarily, most of the men with him would never venture into. Only after sending the boy running did Torr consider that he had, essentially, given his authority to the men to dine somewhere when normally it was not his place to say. Torr didn’t care now. They deserved it more than most. If any puffed up fat merchant tried to stop him then, frankly, Torr was quite willing to use the authority of his mace, which he had tied to the head bar of the wagon.  
 
    He was getting grumpy with fatigue and lack of uninterrupted sleep. However, he also felt a growing sense of confidence that, he presumed, came from surviving the battle and his deeds thereon. He was determined to lead the way, even if that meant the men would have to go at the slow pace he could muster.  
 
    Eventually, as they left the warehouse district, towards the centre of the town, one or two townsfolk met Torr’s gaze, smiled and started to clap. As they passed the magistrates and the harbour masters, people were coming from these more distinguished buildings and starting to cheer as the men slowly made their way to salvation.  
 
    By this time, word had reached the outlying reaches of Paega’s Bay, to the houses where the workers, dockhands and labourers lived. The men who formed the backbone of this ragged column. Families started to come out of the line of gathering well wishers now forming, when they caught sight of their husbands, sons and fathers, dragging them off in pure joy or hugging them as they walked. Torr saw though other families looking on with fear as they failed to spot their loved ones returning now. 
 
    Eventually, with what men that had not been waylaid by family, or those who had insisted on returning for their just reward, they reached the main doors to the merchant guild. They were opened just as Torr thought he would have to batter them down. Two doormen stood either side, with the figure of Efaen Valheimer himself appearing at the far end of the large entrance hall. This room essentially took up the entire ground floor, aside from some smaller meeting rooms on each side. Just as they entered, further staff were coming down the stairs laden with food and drink on large silver platters, together with two of the, more reasonable, merchants who had lent men to the expedition. 
 
    Torr grinned. He wouldn’t have to smash anyone’s skulls or set fire to the building after all. 
 
    He also noticed, with amusement, that the guild’s prize entrance rug, that ran almost the length of the hall, had been taken up, exposing just the bare stone, but still polished, floor. Can’t have the riff raff getting our prized possessions dirty. 
 
    Nevertheless, despite this vanity, Efaen Valheimer greeted each man in turn before sending him, with a pat on the back, into one of the rooms where food and drink lay. 
 
    Torr had gone to the back of the wagon, to ensure that everyone was helped off and that the two horses, no lesser survivors themselves, were taken to the main stable and given all the fodder that could be gathered. He also grabbed his mace before the wagon was moved off 
 
    As such, Torr was the last to enter. By the time he did, the men had already ravished the tables of the contents. He saw, as he drew closer to the door where the men had been herded, prized oil paintings being taken out and put safely elsewhere. When he got into the room himself, he conceded that the precautions seemed necessary. The floor was already swimming in wine, ale and food as men sat heavily on two long padded benches lining each wall, becoming increasingly oblivious to the serenity of their surroundings. 
 
    He took a swig himself from a wine carafe, after the men had offered it to him. He offered his thanks to all of them, making sure each had a drink in hand so they could toast their return. 
 
    “You have done well I believe” Efaen said to Torr as the men got deeper into their own revelry. The head of the merchants guild of Paegas Bay and the young cavalry officer had moved just out of the room to ensure they could communicate without having to shout. Before they did Torr had taken another full carafe out of the hands of a servant, a line of whom were now locked in a desperate fight of their own to replenish the returning men’s cups as fast as they were being emptied. 
 
    “News travels fast sir”.  
 
    “Not really, Garel sent me a message yesterday. He assured me he is well”. Efaen’s comment was clearly a question to the young man. 
 
    “Yes sir, wounded but not mortally”. 
 
    “Ah...good, good. And you are aware that Master Millerson is also alive?” 
 
    Efaen realised from the look of shock on Torr’s face that he was not. 
 
    “I’m sorry young man. It hadn’t occurred to me that news may not have reached you. Oaks Keep sent a message bird to Cuhlaed’s office, confirming that he had come out of his sleep, together with updates on some of the other wounded, whilst you were all on the road back up to Paega. He is, however, not yet fit enough to travel so will convalesce with them but it is good news nonetheless yes?” 
 
    Torr could only nod, tiredness and wine already taking their toll on his physical and emotional strength.  
 
    Efaen offered Torr a chair, which the young man took, instead of leaning against the stone door frame any longer than he had to, whilst he took in the news. He ensured Torr was given another wine cup before the older man left, allowing Torr to reflect on the news in as much privacy as their current setting could give. 
 
    He had brought his mace in with him before the wagon was sent off. It was now laid beneath his chair, crossed over the crutch given to him at Oaks Keep, both items looking like a new coat of arms. Torr was just content to listen, now slightly removed from the rest of the men’s increasing revelry, whilst he silently gave thanks for his friend’s recovery. 
 
            He was too tired to think of anything anymore, the wine now starting to numb his aching leg as well. He had decided though as he waited for Caenet, or someone else from Home Manor, he didn’t care who now, that he would give his mace a name: Skullsplitter. He had mused over Kneecapper but, somehow, that had less sense of menace about it. 
 
    He had started to think if he should name his crutch as well before his father arrived. By this time Torr was perhaps only slightly more conscious then he was when Aelboric returned from his voyage to find Raeknor and Torr under the barrel of their rather dubious cider. Torr grinned at the irony of the thought. It was his behaviour then that, arguably, had led his father to take the action which, in turn, led to Torr sitting where he was now. 
 
    He saw his father grinning back though. Either his father had been drinking as well or he was just relieved to see his son back in one piece, more or less.  
 
    Aelboric ran over to his youngest son, hugging him and dragging him up. 
 
    “Sunlord’s balls”. He had never heard his father blaspheme before. “We were told you were alive but wounded. The damn messenger I sent didn’t have the brain to write down anything else. Your mother has been beside herself...again!” 
 
    Aelboric, took his son by the shoulders before hugging him again. Through the open main doors to the merchants guild Torr could see it was getting dusk. 
 
    “Come on, we need to get you and the men back before it gets too dark. Where are they?” Torr just pointed to the room behind them which, he suddenly realised, had become very quiet. He had no idea when or where Efaen had gone either. 
 
    Aelboric had used the caravan that was generally reserved for Torr’s mother and sister. It was covered and with thick padded bench seats in the back. The few men that were to return to Home Manor were roused from their slumber and helped onto the wagon before Torr. As they left Paega’s Bay he caught the feel of a Stormsen wind. The cooling air revitalised him sufficiently for the ride home to answer some of his father’s continued questions. It seemed strange to Torr that his father was now seeking answers from him when most of their caravan rides together in the past had resulted in Aelboric dispensing much of his worldly wisdom to his son. 
 
    Torr was aware that his father had been forced to fight on more than one occasion before, when attacked by pirates. There appeared to be some understanding in the older man’s tone now when he listened to his son. 
 
    When they arrived, his mother and sister threatened to squeeze the life out of him, Mae once again weeping, partially at her son’s safe return, but also with some concern at the state of his leg, which was still black with bruising and appeared to have swollen up again. 
 
    He was dismissed to his room and ordered to rest, Mae insisting that Aelboric sent word to the Abbey for one of their apothecaries first thing in the morning.  
 
    Torr did not have the strength now to argue. He was helped upstairs by Maem and Shishgaerd, who also then washed and re bandaged his wound, before the young man collapsed willingly into his own bed. 
 
     
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
   T he next ten-day was more excruciating in its boredom as it was with pain from his leg as he was, essentially, housebound. He was unable to ride, hunt or do anything else worth talking about. 
 
    The Apothecary came once, assessed his wound and then left the dressing and application of ointment to the house staff. 
 
    Gradually, he was able to bear weight without having to rely on support although it became clear quickly enough that the scar would be large and permanent.  
 
    A messenger also arrived confirming details of the ceremony at the Abbey to mark the battle and honour the fallen, requesting the attendance of the entirety of the Skarsdale family and all those who fought. 
 
    By the time of the family’s ride up to the Abbey on a clearing Stormsen morning after overnight rain had soaked the fields after their freshly harvested bounty, Torr was able to ride, so he had taken Scout on ahead. His leg was slightly stiff though when he dismounted at the Abbey’s stables. His apparel of full dress riding gear, appropriate for the venue and gravity of the event, was tighter than the loose robes he’d been able to wear around Home Manor for the last ten-day. He was therefore still limping a bit. 
 
    Garel was there to greet him, dressed in his formal military doublet. The garrison commander had made a point of insisting that he greet all who fought and survived and the family members of those who had not. He was also still bearing the scars of battle, only being able to greet guests with one hand still. 
 
    There was an Alms prayer at the beginning of the ceremony, once all guests had arrived, filling the Abbey nave beyond its seating capacity. The price for any late comers was a long morning standing up for the entire event, faced with the constant glare of priests tapping the stone Alms fonts. Most merchants gave gladly. It had been their own retinue’s who had lost their lives. It was better to pay Alms to the families now, than face an increased demand from Cuhlead Tiri’s office, for tax to house and maintain them later. 
 
    As Torr’s family and their own surviving men caught up after their slower wagon ride and sat down, Torr saw Elswyth and her family take pews on the far side of the large nave. Truth was Torr had raced ahead on Scout hoping he would be able to catch up with the Roedart’s before the ceremony commenced. Instead, Garel had commandeered the young man to help with the duties of greeting all the guests. 
 
    Carodin and his family had arrived shortly after. Both the young officers took the first opportunity they had to talk at length since parting on the battlefield. They left a queue of guests waiting to be formally greeted to the ceremony as custom demanded. 
 
    They agreed they would talk further at the end of the lengthy sermon. Torr’s leg was starting to hurt again as the nave was open to the winds that were now starting to blow in earnest along the coast. They remained sitting on pews which Torr thought had been designed to cause pain to anyone who ever thought of nodding off, or getting too comfy, through prayers. 
 
    After the names of the fallen had been read out, their souls salvation requested and the thanks for the harvest, all guests were invited into the Abbey’s cloisters, a short walk away. Torr had to ask his father for a helping shoulder by the end. The walk improved his gait but he still found it more comfortable to rest as much of his weight as possible against the large and heavy oak tables that had been laid out with all the local produce of the season which, fortunately now, included cider. As this was the Abbey though, the glasses were small to observe the tenants of moderation, something that Torr did not appreciate today. Still, this was a place of worship to the Sunlord, not a dockside tavern. 
 
    Torr recognised the tables as those used by students at the Abbey during mealtimes. They must have been dragged or lifted from the usual resting place, into the largest hall in the square cloister, to accommodate all the guests. 
 
    Carodin had found him again so both young men stood by the table as their respective families cast off all the spirituality of the event aside and started to mingle with other merchants’ families. Carodin was concerned that he could see his father talking to the family of his prospective bride to be, no doubt filling them with tales of their son’s daring in the hope, probably, of gaining a larger dowry. In fact, Carodin froze as he saw the bride to be in question. 
 
    “Oh...well, yes, she looks...umm...lovely” said Torr with a smirk.  
 
    “Gods’, hide me will you. We can use the old monk’s quarters and I’m pretty sure I can still pick the lock on the outside door to get the hells out of here unseen”. Carodin looked as if he was in greater peril here than they had been during the battle. 
 
    “Nope, sorry old chum, we’ve been given orders to politely greet any family members who approach us, so we can offer our condolences, so that’s our duty”.  
 
    In fact, several of the merchants themselves had approached them, to offer their thanks and appreciation for what their own men had told them of the young men’s endeavours during the battle. 
 
    Carodin had decided to carry out his duties elsewhere when he saw his potential bride to be getting closer, leaving Torr on his own just as Abbot Cleaves himself approached the young cavalryman. 
 
    The head cleric was still wearing his trademark frown of disapproval as he looked directly at Torr on his approach. I swear if he gives me a hard time about anything now I’ll cave his head in with a loaf of bread if I have to. 
 
    “Congratulations, young man, you have served your town and Abbey with distinction if what I hear is correct” 
 
    As Abbot Cleaves spoke he held out his hand, frown disappearing in an instant. Torr’s lower jaw went slack in response. In all his years at the Abbey school, he had never ever seen the Abbot smile, let alone speak to anyone in anything other than tones of admonishment, even his own priests. As Torr continued to stare, his eyes at least had the opportunity to take in the fact that Cleaves other hand held an empty cider glass. 
 
    In view of the young man’s lack of response, the Abbot grabbed Torr’s hand, that the young man wasn’t using to prop himself up with and firmly shook it in both of his. Empty glass and all still clutched in the priest’s hands. 
 
    “Umm...yes sir, thank you”.  
 
    “And how is the leg? I trust our apothecaries have treated you well yes?” 
 
    Torr regained some of his composure. “Yes sir, yes, thank you...again”. 
 
    “No thank you young Captain Skarsdale...it is Captain isn’t it? I’m afraid I was never a battle priest”. Abbot Cleaves looked away for a moment, shaking his head as if reminiscing about some aspect of his youth, not that Torr could ever conceive of the man ever being young, or this jolly. 
 
    “Ahh..yes sir, that’s right, Captain”. 
 
    Either the Abbot was under some spell or he had received a very sudden personality transplant. However, his next comments shed some enlightenment on his condition: “Marvellous vintage this year, don’t you think son?” Abbot Cleaves held up his empty glass admiringly, but only upon closer inspection seemed to realise or recall it was empty. 
 
    “Must find the kitchen staff, we’ll have to see how many barrels the head gardener gave them”. 
 
    The head of the Abbey turned and wandered off, still leaving Torr open mouthed. 
 
    “Well that’s not an attractive look is it?” 
 
    Torr heard the far more melodic, mirthful and pretty voice just behind him and, as he turned, also felt a single delicate finger under his chin push his jaw shut. 
 
    “There, that’s better isn’t it” said Elswyth smiling her bright green eyes at him. 
 
    “Uhh...yes”. Torr pointed at the departing Abbot. “He’s just...well, I’ve never seen him like that before, you know...smiling”. 
 
    “I know” grinned Elswyth, still full of her confident composure. “He’s had more than anyone. Still, with him gone, that’s one less pair of eyes to watch over us...come on”. 
 
    She grabbed at his arm, which was still pointing in the direction of Abbot Cleaves, and tried to drag him away from the table. 
 
    “Hey, hang on, slow down, ow, mind my leg”. 
 
    For such a lithe and petite figure, Elswyth seemed quite strong, pulling Torr upright, who did his best not to limp as they walked across the room. They ducked through the guests, and into the open cloister courtyard, where only a few people had started to venture. 
 
    “So - I’ve gathered the gist of what occurred but I was hoping you could fill me on some of the other stories that some of our men had come back with”. Elswyth was still leading Torr as they drew level with the large statue of The Sunlords Champion, set in a pose of pious prayer, said to depict his final supplication before battling the Arch Dragon. The statue was set in the middle of a large water feature around the circumference of the statue itself. It was only as Torr walked past it now, as he had done countless times before, that he realised it was probably the same size of the giantkin he had killed. 
 
    The size of the statute and surrounding shallow pond meant that Torr and Elswyth were actually disappearing from view from most of the other guests, despite the young man’s slightly slower pace. 
 
    “What do you mean...look, why don’t we sit here” Torr pointed to a bench on the far side of the statue, facing three doors on the opposite side of the cloister from the room where the guests were being entertained and fed. 
 
    Torr knew that two of the rooms led to dormitories and the third, he thought, was just a store room. 
 
    “Actually, I was hoping for a little bit more peace and quiet”. Elswyth pointed to the doors. “Which is best? Oh come now, you studied here not me, which one will give us some privacy whilst we talk”. Elswyth had to close Torr’s mouth again. He wondered if most of his conversations with this entirely innocent looking girl would end up with his mouth agape and no eloquent response. 
 
    “Well, I think that one, maybe”, pointing to what he thought was the storeroom. “The other two are dormitories and might have one or studious or tired acolytes in them still”. He half sat on the bench anyway to try and rest his leg. 
 
    “Righto then, let’s give it a whirl shall we”. Elswyth pulled at Torr’s hand again, which she had not let go of as they walked across the courtyard, and led him towards the middle of the three doors that Torr had indicated. 
 
    It was open. Torr gave a surreptitious look over his shoulder before they disappeared into the straw laden room and shut the door behind them. Torr took a broom handle and wedged it under the handle as best he could. There was a single window of the far wall of this room, which housed some grain and some straw bales, for the Abbey’s bestiary, which they used to sit on. The shutters on the far window were closed though so the only light was that coming through the cracks underneath  the window and door but it was still light enough that they could just about see. However, Torr could make out the shape of a candle in a lantern hung by a short metal chain on the wall. He suddenly had an idea. 
 
    “Want to see a magic trick?”  
 
    He concentrated on picturing a flame and started to feel the, by now, familiar tingling in his hands. During his compulsory rest over the last ten-day he’d had plenty of time to practice. Eventually, even though the candles in his room were also in brass lanterns, Torr had managed to set them aflame. This one should be no different, he hoped. As he focused, the candlewick started to smoulder and then a small flame appeared, burning constantly, and dimly lighting up the room. 
 
    Torr turned to Elswyth with a big grin on his face. Now it was the young girl’s turn to look astonished. Torr went to put his hand under the girls chin but, quickly, she grabbed his hand whilst still staring at the flame. 
 
    “So that answers my first question then” she said, still with a dumbfounded expression on her face. 
 
    “Learnt I could do it the night before we went into battle, which didn’t help my nerves, I might add”. 
 
    “I’m sure”. Elswyth was still looking at the flame but still firmly grasping his hand. “Oh...here”. She reached into her dress and drew out two small silver hip flasks and passed one to Torr. She unscrewed her own and took a swig, giving a slight cough as she swallowed. 
 
    “From father’s cabinet - go on” she encouraged. Torr sniffed and caught the scent of a strong, distilled, flavour. He looked at her again as he took a swig and a smile returned to her lips. Elswyth seemed the most unlikely of girls to get herself into such trouble. He had no doubt she could present herself as a paragon of well heeled virtue yet there was a confidence to her character that she had displayed even when she had dragged him onto the dance floor before they left Valheimer’s garrison. He remembered then  that she had mentioned having had a drink before approaching him. He wondered if this was the source of her courage now but, somehow, there was just an aura to her that suggested she was a far more observant and perceptive person than she would let on.  
 
    “Whiskey?” he ventured, trying not to cough himself from the small sip he took. He recognised the broad fiery taste and texture on his throat from Bernhart’s offering the night before the battle. 
 
    Elswyth gave another cough and nodded as she took, what appeared to be, a larger gulp than Torr was willing to take. “Mm...hmm...yes. All the way from The Whistling Plains. Very nice during The Withering, which I guess is why they drink this stuff a lot up there”. 
 
    She shifted on her straw bale so she was facing him directly, which meant she was astride the bale, another clue to her mischievous side as this was certainly not a seated pose that she would dare take in public. 
 
    “So, is there anything else you can do, I mean can you summon creatures or conjure great wealth or more whiskey?” 
 
    Torr shook his head as he took another swig. “No, well, I don’t think so, well, I don’t know yet. I’m supposed to go back once my leg has healed properly so they, I guess, can assess me. I don’t know really what you call it. There wasn’t really time to go into it in detail but I don’t fancy staying there. Their apprentices take some sort of vow of abstinence”. 
 
    “Ghastly”. Torr wasn’t sure if it was the thought of going without or the whiskey that made Elswyth shake at his advices. 
 
    “I want to go back though. Raeknor is still there and...” His voice trailed off. She took both of his hands this time, cupping them in her own and moving closer to him so they were now just inches apart, facing each other on their straw bales. Although he knew Raeknor was alive, he needed to see his friend for himself. What if he had fallen ill again since the message from Oaks Keep had been received? 
 
    “I understand the men of Paega bore the brunt of the attack but I’m also told that a certain young cavalry officer killed the biggest beast there was with his magical flaming mace, even though he was injured”. She placed a hand on his upper leg. Torr’s immediate thought had been replaced by feelings of guilt and worry. That he was here, able to enjoy himself and Raeknor was not. So many others had not returned either, including men from their own shipyard. He felt his head drop. 
 
    Elswyth was silent for a moment before she placed both hands on each side of his face, lifted it so it was right in front of her own, and kissed him. After a while she pulled back, pushed him off his bale and then quickly straddled him before he could get up off the straw covered floor. 
 
    “Now, let’s see what we can do to help heal that leg of yours shall we”. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
   A s the season of Stormsen started to take hold, Torr had been allowed to start riding again, although the going was starting to get softer under foot as he took Scout out for regular runs. He had also been gifted with the full military bow that he had commissioned whilst training at the garrison. The bow had been presented along with a message scroll from Garel. His officer’s commission was to remain open as he was to report back to Bernhart Rowe as soon as he had fully recovered. Torr was to send a return message to Garel when he departed for Oaks Keep.  
 
    Actually, he had received a scroll bearing the Oaks Keep seal the day before, as a mark of the master wizard’s efficiency, confirming that he should be receiving orders from Garel to report to Oaks Keep and that he was very much looking forward to seeing Torr again. The message also confirmed that Raeknor continued his own road to recovery whilst staying at Oaks Keep. 
 
    He had hoped as much. Raeknor’s parents had actually visited the Skarsdales just two days ago, to convey the positive news also. They had even been able to make a trip down to Oaks Keep and were able to confirm that Raeknor actually seemed content remaining at Oaks Keep as the library had been put at his disposal. Torr had hoped to see Raeknor’s family, to get this news earlier, at the Abbey ceremony itself. He presumed they would have been invited, but Elswyth intervened before he could find them. 
 
    The young cavalry officer and merchant’s daughter had parted company, cracking the store room door open and leaving individually when they could. He had not seen her again before he left and there were no other scheduled festivals or ceremonies set to take place before Torr would be leaving again. 
 
    He therefore concentrated his efforts over the next ten-day building up his strength again before he and Scout set off for Oaks Keep. 
 
    He took one of his heavier and freshly waxed riding gear sets to allow for poorer weather on his journey down to the wizard’s enclave, making his first stop at the coaching house just south of Tantes. He noticed far more single travellers using the road and a healthy dose of merchant’s caravans also flowing as news spread further afield of the bandits’ demise. 
 
    Although the showers were frequent, the petrichor and scenery along the road made for a pleasant journey. The road had been recently re-soiled as well, in anticipation of the change in season adding to the sight and smell of travel over the next few days. 
 
    Torr arrived at Oaks Keep just in time for supper. He dined in the hall where he, Bernhart and the other officers had sat and made their final battle preparations sometime before. Oaks Keep had a far more tranquil feel to it now, without the chaos of over a hundred armed men arriving. The soft clanking of the smithy even seemed to compliment the evening birdsong. He had been greeted by two of the apprentices who silently took Torr’s gear and Scout respectively. As Scout was led away, he was then greeted by Cedwyn, the only apprentice who appeared to have gained the right to speak again. She had told Torr that he would be quartered in the same room that he had stayed in previously. 
 
    He had then dined with Bernhart and Silus Wideksun who now had the opportunity to introduce himself by his full title of Chief Apothecary and Master of Apprentices. One or two other senior wizards joined them. Torr gained the impression that this was not the greeting reserved for most apprentices. He still presumed that was to be the main purpose of his visit here. His instruction scrolls from both Garel and invitation from Bernhart had made no reference to any specific topic. The conversation was cordial and unspecific until the end.  Silus then announced that, if Torr wished, they could go and see Raeknor now. Torr was surprised, and a little disappointed that his friend had not come to great him or sat with them over supper. 
 
    Silus led Torr not to the infirmary but to the library complex. Again, the walk seemed longer than it should have taken, Silus advising Torr that the main libraries were one of the most important aspects of the keep and were therefore buried deep in the heart of the facility. There were no locks on any of the doors as Torr was confidently told that any would-be thief who somehow found the libraries in the first place would never find their way out alive. Torr did not doubt what he was told. Silus had made so many turns along identical looking corridors that he found himself walking as closely as he could to the master wizard for fear of losing him around one of the turns. 
 
    They descended a final flight of steps. As they did so, Torr could feel a breeze on his face. As they descended the last step, the corridor appeared to be opening out in front of them, almost cavern-like. Until now, the difference in scale between the inside and outside of Oaks Keep was subtle, only hinted at through different twists and turns. Now the settlement was about to shout out its magical heritage as both men left the corridor and came out into a ravine. Each side was spanned by a large stone bridge maybe one hundred yards long. There were no supports as the ravine seemed bottomless. On the other side was an entirely separate building, bigger, far bigger, than the keep itself. Its rounded stone aspect was lined with small windows, almost too many to count and on at least five different levels. From some, the flicker of candles and lanterns could be seen. There were two smaller wings, one on each side, of the main building but identical in architecture and shape. The terracotta coloured slate roof was topped by a large gleaming statue of an opened book, at least fifteen foot in height, probably higher, as they started to walk across the bridge. It looked to be made of solid gold. 
 
    “Mind your footing young man. It’s not unknown for guests to get lost in the spectacle of The Library of Oaks Keep and walk clean over the edge”. 
 
    “How...” 
 
    “Well, I guess they stop looking where they are going and just...oh, you mean how is this possible?” 
 
    Silus put a hand round the back of Torr’s shoulders as it was becoming evident that the spectacle of the library might claim another victim as the young man started to walk closer to the edge. 
 
    “It predates the founding of Oaks Keep as we know it but the cavern is actually natural enough, well, sort of. Successive generations of master wizards have added to the building as our little repository of knowledge grows”. Their pace had slackened as Torr tried to take in the magnitude of what was before him. He was starting to see why apprentices would want to stay. 
 
    They crossed the bridge and walked towards the huge entrance to the main building that was set back from its side of the ravine by low walled and meticulously maintained gardens, apprentices working the horticulture oblivious to the two men’s approach. The grand hall of the main library was no less impressive. Huge statues of wizards acting as structural supports to the roof high above them as they walked across a polished marble floor. Torr could see no natural sources of light as they walked across and found a small staircase on the far side of the hall, invisible until they were only a few steps away. It was a traditional spiral staircase only wide enough for one person at a time. Surely this could not be the only access to the rest of the building? Torr thought as he followed Silus’ flowing gown. They came out onto a large landing with a balcony on the far side. Two loungers had been placed against two of the walls and most of the polished floor was covered with a deep furry-looking rug. 
 
    “In the guest room there you will find your friend”. Silus pointed to the door on their left. “When you have finished, I shall be over there”. He pointed to an identical door on their right. Silus smiled at Torr who was still slightly dumb struck with awe. The master wizard had to nod to Torr, to encourage his legs to move and open the door where he was told Raeknor was waiting for him. 
 
    It was with some trepidation that Torr put his arm out to twist the metal ringed handle, wondering what he would find on the other side. A full blown castle perhaps? 
 
    It was, however, quite a modest, but exquisitely furnished room. It reminded Torr a little of the meeting rooms in the merchant’s guild back in Paega. Both walls were lined with bookshelves, crammed with tomes of all sizes as well as individual parchments, some of which were opened on the central table. There were two padded chairs at each end. 
 
    Torr noticed a fireplace, although the logs in the hearth had not been lit. Given the time of year and their proximity to a bottomless ravine, the building seemed noticeably warm from the moment they stepped into the grand hall. 
 
    The unmistakable figure of Raeknor was standing, back to Torr, engrossed in a book. Torr was not even sure the young magistrate had heard him enter. 
 
    “This place is insane!” Torr blurted out. Raeknor turned at him and smiled. It was not his usual grin and there was no retort or wit. With his remaining arm, Raeknor just motioned to Torr to take the seat nearest him. Raeknor went to do the same but moved towards his own chair and seemed to stop, having instinctively moved his shoulder joint to pull the seat out from under the table. Momentarily a pained expression crossed his face as he put the book down he had been holding, before reaching across his body with his one arm to pull the seat back. 
 
    Torr felt like rushing over to his friend and hugging him, but there was a distant air about the young magistrate that was palpable. Strong physical shows of emotion between these two friends had never been required. They knew each other on an intrinsic level but there was something now that made Torr want to cry.  He sat down and, for the first time in his life, did not know what to say to Raeknor. 
 
    “So, how are you then?” Even Raeknor’s opening gambit was devoid of emotion or mirth. Just the polite enquiry of two individuals only loosely acquainted with each other. 
 
    “Never mind me, how about you, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Oh nothing, nothing really” Raeknor did not meet his friends gaze to begin with but then looked up and smiled. “Been getting used to this place actually. Fantastic isn’t it?”  
 
    “Yes, marvellous - when you coming home. Got some things to catch up on”. 
 
    “Oh, I’m not sure actually. Silus said I’m probably well enough to travel but... I may stay, at least for a while. I’ve found plenty here to keep me occupied and” - Raeknor paused “I could stay to become a Lore Master if I choose”. 
 
    “A what, a master what?” Torr was starting to raise his voice. He could see embers on the fire start to glow with his anger. 
 
    “Not everyone here is a wizard you see, or apprentice. Many people with no magical ability can actually go on to become keepers of the library, studying different topics. Did you know that there are so many books here that many have not been read?” 
 
    For the first time there was some emotion in Raeknor’s voice, an excitement at being left here, seemingly content to be alone, with books as his new friend’s, rather than people. 
 
    Torr sank heavily into his chair. Raeknor’s body may have survived the battle, but his spirit had not. The giantkin had taken more than his arm. It had taken part of what Raeknor was, in turn, taking part of Torr with him. Raeknor’s parents had said nothing of any change. Torr guessed they were just happy to have their son alive and, he conceded, how many people would have the opportunity to study here? Perhaps they both still had that in common then, albeit for different reasons. Torr wondered if some of his friend’s vitality and wit  may perhaps return in time and with patience. He straightened up and steeled himself for polite discussion about the, admittedly, amazing place they were in with the, changed, man in front of him. 
 
    *********************************************** 
 
    He was still in a sour mood when he left Raeknor. The young magistrate seemed unconcerned when or if he would next see Torr so his night had not started well in the first place as he was escorted, all the way, back to his room. 
 
    Silus was unable to offer any words of comfort to Torr as they made their way back, even though the master wizard had easily picked up on the reason for Torr’s stony silence. 
 
    “His spirit may return in due course although, as I understand it, young master Millerson was always a studious person. He is not the first man of law and study to become enamoured with this marvellous place. Time will tell though and, in truth, I have indulged his request to study as part of his healing process anyway. Even after he awoke, he looked like he could just waste away again. I needed something to occupy him, to engage his mind. Give him something to live for. It is important we all support him in this I think yes?” 
 
    Torr reflected on the wizards comments as he leant out of the window in his room. Begrudgingly, he started to accept that, what he was mourning was something that would have faded naturally with time as the young men’s paths went their separate ways anyway. Still, the severing of the connection was perhaps as emotionally sudden and harsh as Raeknor’s physical injury itself had been. 
 
    Perhaps as a reflection of his conscious worries, he did not sleep well again when returning to Oaks Keep. Nightmares kept him company all night, the gem itself appearing in the sky across each torment visited upon him. His sleep had actually started to improve, over the last ten day whilst he was at home, a point that Bernhart seemed interested in the following day, when the master wizard himself was the one to greet Torr in the morning. 
 
    Torr insisted he was alright, just a little tired. He followed Bernhart to his large study again, where an apprentice had just laid some breakfast for them. 
 
    “Hope you don’t mind breakfast on the trot, young man, but there is a lot for us to do in the time we have”. 
 
    The fact that Bernhart had just suggested that his time here would be limited was his first relief that morning. At the back of his mind, he wondered if he would remain at the enclave against his will, either until he was assessed as being in control of his powers, or for the rest of his life if he was classed as a danger to others. As if sensing his thoughts, Bernhart continued: “I judged from our last conversation on this topic that a lifelong pursuit of mastering the magical arts was not for you”. Torr just nodded as he took some fruit and bread. 
 
    “Very well then, I have but a short time in which to teach you little more than the briefest of knowledge that, ordinarily, would take a year of full time studies to master. But first, let us see if we can do something about the lack of sleep you appear to be suffering from; here”. Bernhart opened a drawer in his long worktable and drew out a finely chained bronze necklace with a small emerald coloured stone, but one that was flecked with varying shades of yellow throughout. It was mounted in a thin bronze frame.  
 
    He handed the necklace to Torr and motioned for him to put it on. “It’s Simirinthine. A gem only found in remote areas of Tai Shen or the Spine Mountains”. As soon as Torr put it on, he felt faint. Had he not been sitting on one of the high stools dotted at various points either side of the long table, he thought his knees would have buckled. “It is supposed to instil an air of calmness or drowsiness”. Bernhart reached out and caught Torr from falling off his stool. “But its best left for this evening perhaps as it does take some getting used to, so I’m told”. Bernhart took the necklace off Torr, who took a moment to shake himself of his dizziness.  
 
    “I recall you slept poorly after the battle. Aside from what would be expected under such circumstances, the research I have managed to do into the gem suggests that it maybe the source of your night time maladies”. Bernhart pointed to the stone on the table. As far as Torr could tell, it was exactly where he had left it before he returned to Paega.  
 
    “I’d guessed as much. I’ve still had problems since returning to Paega. It’s sodding horrid”. 
 
    “Well” Bernhart rattled the Simirinthine necklace, “I’m hoping that will help”. He put the necklace back in the drawer. “In the meantime, that does bring us onto the topic of this most unlikely trophy”.  
 
    Torr took another slice of fruit as he turned to face the dull amber coloured stone, sitting in the small box in which it had been found. Bernhart moved and sat next to Torr, taking a swig of apple juice before he continued. 
 
    “I believe it is Elheren in origin. Its name or exact purpose or anything surrounding its actual use in Elheren society now completely lost to us however. Suffice it to say, it appears to be some form of amplifier of ability. So, for example, a local councillor or other gifted orator could go on to become a great leader. A promising field officer could be the greatest general. A local merchant may end being the richest man or, someone with a modest magical talent could go on to be a powerful mage”.  
 
    Bernhart reached into another of the desks under the bench and took out a candle very similar to the one he had managed to ignite the night before the battle. 
 
    “Perhaps in order to demonstrate, could I ask you to...” Bernhart waved generally at the candle. Torr needed no further instruction. He had spent his enforced rest at home magically lighting the lamps in his room. He had actually managed to get their maem quite confused by waiting for her to snuff the lanterns out, only to come in some time later to find they had been lit, in the knowledge that Torr could not use both hands and remain holding his crutch to light them again. The candle on Bernhart’s desk ignited instantly and burned with a long and fierce flame that took Torr by surprise. Anything he had managed to ignite up to this point still took a lot of concentration and only produced a modest light. The intensity of the flame now was already starting to melt the wax and he could feel a strong heat associated with a warm hearth, not a candle. 
 
    “Ogreshit! What was that....that? Wasn’t me was it?” Bernhart waved his hand and the flames went out. He nodded at Torr. “It certainly was”. 
 
    “So, what, does that change anything I need to do here? Will I have to stay for longer? And how does that work exactly? I’ve got to be near the thing I suppose for me to able to do that. Is it just my magic then it will affect? Can I do anything else? What if....” 
 
    Bernhart held up his silencing finger. Torr could have rattled off a hundred questions. This time, he felt no nerves or worries. The one thing he had time to do after he returned from Oaks Keep the first time was come to terms, a little, with his magic. Now, the thought that he could do more, far more, with the aid of this artefact, instilled a curiosity and excitement in him. As if to check his enthusiasm, Bernhart carried on imparting what knowledge he had gleaned. 
 
    “If I may, young man, I will deal with the strange trait that only allows you to pick it up, to wield it, so to speak”. Part of Torr was listening but the other part wanted just to take the gem, thank Bernhart for his time, and get back out into the world to see what he could do now. What he could become, perhaps. He had actually picked the gem up for the first time and was rolling it around in his fingers again. It was such a dull colour. No one would look at it twice he thought, if they did not know what it was. 
 
    He was only vaguely aware that Bernhart had stopped and narrowed his eyes at the young man, studying Torr as Torr studied the gem. 
 
    “Clearly, it can only be used or controlled by one person or being but how does it change hands or ownership then?” Bernhart stopped, waiting for Torr to respond. As Torr continued to look at the gem, Bernhart decided to continue. “Well, the death of the previous owner seems a logical conclusion and does appear to be backed up by the few vague and obscure entries I have found on the topic. Curiously, there does appear to be reference to more writings and history on the matter but we do not appear to have it here, strangely”. Now it was Bernhart’s turn to get lost in some thought of his own and, a little to the master wizard’s surprise, it was Torr that continued the conversation. “So, what, you mean the giant gaestnip I killed?” 
 
    “Ahh...now that is interesting because giantkin are not necessarily known for their wit, even among their own kind. The stone requires a bond which, in turn, requires some intelligence at least. Whilst there are known exceptions to this rule, I am not sure the large creature you felled was the leader. Do you recall killing any others?” 
 
    Torr paused, now returning all his attention to the master wizard. “Umm, wait, yes I did. Before we actually got out past the trees when we, well, you, were attacked by the first lot, there was one left. He was running away so I can’t say if he was their leader or not”. Torr’s thoughts managed to race ahead of his answer. “Didn’t you say you thought the first lot were from somewhere else?” 
 
    “I did and, yes, I believe so, far more now than I did immediately after the battle for reasons I shall outline later. I believe that the camp we raided was not their only base. In fact, I suspect it was just where they launched their attacks from”. 
 
    Torr had picked up the last bread roll, casually taking a bite as he continued their conversation. “So you think the little one I killed, that was their leader”. 
 
    “Yes, well, I think so. It probably doesn’t matter, it was certainly one of them, but the question still remains...hmmm”. Bernhart appeared to get lost again in some thought of his own 
 
    “So, what, I killed their leader, who had the gem and now it answers to me? So where did he get it from then?” 
 
    There was a physical shake of Bernhart’s head, almost as if the rest of his thoughts had landed, suddenly, bringing the older wizards focus back to the young man. 
 
    “A very good question, yes, where indeed. Logic dictates that the bandit leader must have killed the previous owner but the wherefores, I am afraid, still elude me. There is one alternative. What if the owner of the gem dies a natural death, who does it go to then?” 
 
    Torr hadn’t anticipated the quiz so, with the last of the bread roll in his mouth, just shrugged his shoulders in response. 
 
    “Well, it would seem that the gem then becomes dormant, so it is inert and thus can simply be carried by anyone. By the same token, it can then be reactivated, presumably in some form of ritual which, as I’ve said, we strangely appear to have no inkling of here in Oaks Keep”. “So, what, someone gave that to the gaestnip, but why?” Torr was starting to pick up on Bernharts fascination with the origin of this artefact. 
 
    “Again, I have no firm answers, but I suspect not, albeit maybe not intentionally. No, I suspect that it may have been destined for someone else, elsewhere.  As I’ve suggested, in the wrong hands, this stone could wreak havoc or, in the right hands, heal nations. And what if it’s not the only one?” 
 
    “What, you mean there are more of them?” 
 
    “Undoubtedly Torr, yes. But, as I’ve said, these are Elheren in origin so cannot be accounted for. It is possible that they could have been stumbled across in archaeological sites where Elheren remains are found in the known world. There are plenty here in the wealds and many a strange Elheren artefact surfaces now and then. Or it is possible that the stone is a natural phenomenon, mined in, as yet, some unknown and exotic place”. Bernharts focus appeared to drift once more. 
 
    “Well, whatever, I just hope the git suffered from the same sleepless nights that I do when I’m around the thing”. 
 
    “Oh, I suspect not, I am afraid”. Bernhart appeared to land back fully in the conversation again. “You see, it is Elheren in origin and, therefore, designed for the Elheren mind, which is quite alien to our own. I suspect the nightmares you are suffering, is some form of resistance by the gem to the simpler human mind”. 
 
    “Thanks”. 
 
    Bernhart ignored the glib response. “I dare say it will reduce in time, as you become accustomed to it, and it to you. As for the gaestnip you took it from, they are not known for their higher cognitive function, so I suspect many of the gems side effects were either greatly diminished, or nonexistent. I would say though that to keep that many gaestnips in check and possibly run, or help to run, such an operation from two different sites, would require a great cunning. I would not expect to find that in such a big lug as the last beast to fall on the battlefield”. 
 
    “So, what, I’ll become an Elheren in due course?” 
 
    “Well, I’d start carrying a mirror with you to check for grey skin and your head and eyes changing shape then”. Bernhart grinned and Torr responded with a smile as well. He was missing the sharp repartee between himself and Raeknor and, to a large extent, with Carodin as well. He stopped himself from responding though. He didn’t know how far he could push the master wizard and there was also the whole pupil and teacher thing between them as well. Before he could think of responding anyway, Bernhart carried on. “No there is no danger of that, I am sure. Simply that any other creature who wields these things does so with only a fraction of the power that the properly attuned mind could accomplish”. 
 
    “So, should I keep it here with you then. Do you need to study it for longer or should I...” 
 
    “No. It is yours now to leave or take where you wish, safe in the knowledge that no other can lift it”. Bernhart fixed Torr with another stare, as if he was now studying the young man, not the gem. “I have learnt all I can from it. All other answers, I suspect, will come from the journey ahead, both yours and mine”. There was a sudden, sterner, glare from the wizard now. “It is vital however that you tell no one, no one, of this matter. The gem, its power, its potential, must remain secret. Your life may depend on this. Arguably, the gem is power incarnate and men will kill for far less. As it is, those present when it was found in the palisade know of its existence, if not its nature, and that is more than enough”. His glare melted. “I hope you feel you can trust an old wizard though. I am keen to help, truly. And, of course, we have your forthcoming lessons to look forward to. I have no doubt that, with your new asset, you may prove something of a revelation, if you are not careful. In fact, that is my first lesson to you here Torr. Resist the temptation to use the gem to best every test you are given. Some may become suspicious. We can think of a suitable rouse to explain any better than expected results”. Bernhart gripped Torr’s arm as the master wizard got off his stool. “This thing is death, you must be careful on your road ahead”. The wizard seemed to have the ability to darken his tone and features at a moment’s notice. Torr felt himself gulping at the older man’s last words before, once again, a smile cleared across Bernhart’s face.  
 
    “Ohh...I almost forgot. I have something else of yours here”. Bernhart walked across the room, to a large cabinet next to the stuffed Shak-Ra chained to the wall. He took out a long staff, some two thirds the height of Torr himself. It just looked like a rough branch, albeit one that had been sanded or otherwise turned a little. It had two chains embedded in it which were attached to a leather carrying strap. It had been shod at each end with two silver cups, covering the ends of the staff. 
 
    “Recognise it yet?” Bernhart held it up, almost as if he was examining it himself.  
 
    “My crutch” exclaimed Torr excitedly. He got off his own stool and walked towards the wizard, albeit still keeping a wary half eye on the body of the Shak- Ra, which still un-nerved him. 
 
    “Yes indeed”. Bernhart handed the staff to Torr who grasped it and assessed the marvel of the  work that had transformed a dead branch into quite an elegant travelling staff. Torr started to weigh the balance of the staff and admire the finish. As he did, he noticed what appeared to be letters cut into the shaft, but, when he ran his fingers over them, the surface remained smooth to the touch. It seemed difficult to discern how deep they were or how they had been cut into the wood to remain visible. If they spelt out anything, Torr could not see what it said. 
 
    “It is called Victory’s Pain. A verbal synopsis, if you will, of its origin”. Bernhart took a step back. “Now, carefully, just focus on the staff and think as you would when trying to light those candles but, whatever you do, don’t...” 
 
    Torr was ahead of Bernhart’s comments. There was something, an intangible feeling, that made him realise he could set the staff ablaze. It still took him by surprise when the staff  engulfed itself in flame. In his reaction and common sense, he instinctively dropped his new possession on the floor, his brain presuming the fiery object had burnt his hands in the process. 
 
    “...drop it, as it won’t burn your hands”. Bernhart sighed, motioned with his hands as an invisible bucket full of water materialised, over the staff, dousing the flame. Unlike the staffs magical fire, the water conjured by Bernhart did not disappear, soaking the floor of his laboratory. 
 
    “Right then”. Bernhart sighed and walked towards another of his large cabinets, this one on the far side of the room. Torr presumed he was going to fetch some rare object that could magically clean the floor. Instead, the master wizard returned with a mop, which he handed to Torr. 
 
    Clearly Bernhart was used to such occurrences. He picked up the staff as Torr gripped the far more mundane wooden shaft and set to work as Bernhart continued. “Now then. The staff is attuned to you. Others may successfully scry its nature and try to use it, but, it will burn them. It will not harm you, so you can wield it without fear of pain, although, as you have ably demonstrated, it takes some time for the brain to adjust. It cannot easily be doused by natural means either. Throw it in a river and it will still smoulder or burn. But another wizard could counter it”. Bernhart pointed to the pools of water Torr was trying to mop up. 
 
    “May I suggest that you continue to practice with it - outside”. 
 
    “Does your staff have a name sir?” 
 
    “My what”. 
 
    Your staff, you know, the one you took into battle with you. Only, when I was drawing to the front of the line, I saw gaestnips flying through the air looking, well, for all the world, as if they had been struck by lightning”. 
 
    “Ah yes...Boom Stick you mean”. 
 
    “Sorry sir?” 
 
    “Yes, Boom Stick, for that is its name”. 
 
    “Boom Stick?!” 
 
    Bernhart sighed again. “I took it from a Troll shaman in the Balaks Crag Hills. He clearly had in turn taken it from its rightful owner many years before. I am afraid I did not have time to question the shaman at length about the origin of the staffs name as, you see, I had just pushed him off a cliff edge! What the staff’s original name was and the identity of its creator still elude me. Still, as you saw, very handy in certain situations”. 
 
    “And will you be able to teach me to throw fire spells like the one you cast on the battlefield as well?” 
 
    “Under normal circumstances, in the time we will have, I would suggest not. However, with your Elheren gem, I do wonder what we will be able to accomplish with you.” 
 
    Torr had finished mopping and was now standing, leaning against the mop handle, preparing to try and fire as many questions as he could at the master wizard whilst he had Bernhart’s undivided attention. In anticipation of the young man’s plan, Bernhart held up his customary finger, to pause any conversation, and advised Torr that they would impart as much knowledge as they could over the next ten day. Thereafter, Bernhart was expecting new arrivals. He did not elaborate who, or why the new guests would affect Torr in anyway. Bernhart opened the door to his laboratory, suggesting that, as it was still relatively early in the morning, they would find somewhere for Torr to get used to Victory’s Pain, where he could not set anything else on fire and where someone would not need to keep mopping up after him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
   H e had been guided to a small paddock area, much like one of the training grounds in the baileys of Valheimers garrison. It was outside of Oaks Keep, hidden behind the tree lined path that led to the settlement. Torr saw there were patches of grass that already looked scorched. In some areas, the earth looked like giant moles had erupted from the ground and two of the wooden posts defining the outer edge of the paddock had been nailed back together.  
 
    He left his own scorch marks on the ground when he instinctively dropped the staff again when he gave the mental command for it to light. It lay on the grass, burning away, so he carefully put out his hands, expecting to feel the heat as one would when trying to get as close to a lit hearth as possible. The heat never came. Laughing, he picked it up and started to wave the staff around, sparks occasionally flying off the edge as he did. He thought he was going to enjoy his time here, as he came to terms, not only with his inherent ability, but whatever the reason was that, seemingly by chance, he had been the one to kill the bandit leader who, in turn, had somehow come into possession of an Elheren artefact. He began to understand Bernhart's curiosity on this point. 
 
    The story had been put out that Torr was a visiting merchant’s son, which wasn’t really stretching the truth anyway, who had actually received some training already (in an effort to try and pre-empt any questions about his abilities appearing to be quite well honed). Certainly this helped explain his practical abilities of Pyromancy, but not his most basic and incessant  questions on every other area and discipline of magical lore and training. After just the first day of many a sideways look from all the other apprentices at his complete ignorance, it was decided that his education would have to take place in private. So it was that every afternoon for a ten day, the respective heads of each discipline tried to instil the basics of Necromancy, Illusions, Aquamancy, Charms and Possessions, Caelimancy, magical crafting and Petramancy.  
 
    In addition to the paddock that Torr had been directed to initially, he was accompanied to another such area, on the other side of the entrance track, equally hidden. The second training ground was replete with a large pond and a rocky outcrop that seemed very out of place against the back drop of manicured fields, from which the settlement drew its sustenance. 
 
    In addition to his Pyromantic displays, he found a particular affinity for the opposing skill of Aquamancy, which he was told was not uncommon. The pond, therefore, was not for keeping fish in. Any aquatic life forms hoping for a new home were very short lived as students practiced snap freezing the water, or causing strong currents or waves. Necromancy was only taught in theory, as it was the branch of magic responsible for binding demons to the bodies of dead men or creatures. It was supposedly the oldest and most dangerous form of magic which the Elheren used to bring the first demons into the world millennia ago.  
 
    He also learnt that, what he thought were the blacksmith and carpenter here were wizards in their own right and that the commission of magical implements, by wealthy lords, merchants and adventurers, was a serious money spinner that helped the enclave to fund and house it’s apprentices. One overriding lesson he was taught for each discipline was focus. Focus on the object to be transformed or the conjuration of the required material.  
 
    By the end of the ten-day, he was able to freeze the top of the pond, conjure the image of a wolf (albeit one that then walked straight through the nearest tree to end the pretence of the illusion) and, much to his delight, cast a glowing orb in his hand that combusted into a fist sized ball of flame which he could hurl, just as if throwing a stone. 
 
    He had greater trouble trying to thicken or manipulate the air around him. It was hard to focus on something you could not really see, nor did he have much joy trying to ease crystals to the surface of the stones in the training arena. He also could not really tell if he had been able to charm the robin perched in the tree-line to land on his hand, or if, perhaps, the bird was so used to seeing apprentice wizards holding their hands out, that it thought it was just some novel form of fleshy perch. He was told that a strong connection was required with, or to, the intended target of the charm. This was why most victims of charm or possession were known to their controlling wizards in some way. The more intelligent the creature, the harder it was to charm them. Torr made a mental note to practice on Elswyth when he got back, to see if he could get her to perch on his arm! 
 
    Doubtless the gem had a large part to play in his success. He experimented with keeping it on him or just leaving it in his quarters, but his abilities did not appear to square with his immediate proximity to the stone. The Simirinthine ward appeared to do its work well though. In fact, he was pleased that his lessons had been scheduled for the afternoon as he had difficulty raising himself from his bed for the first few mornings as he adjusted to his new mineral medicinal support. It had clearly had the desired effect, albeit not entirely. He still saw the gem in his dreams, as it replaced the sun in the strange lands and vistas that his sleep took him to. 
 
    He was therefore grateful for the spare mornings to clear his head. He would take Scout out a good hours ride from Oaks Keep, having found a path that led beyond the walls, away from the main turnpike, and out to the coast, towards an astronomy tower that the wizards had laid claim to. It reminded Torr of the lighthouse, where his adventures had begun earlier in the year. This was not surprising as it was part of the same coastline, just on the south side of Drim Forest. The circular limestone tower before him now even had the same, dome shaped, roof, albeit to allow for the protrusion of a telescope, rather than a beacon to warn shipping. 
 
    It was good deal windier now though. It occurred to him that, somewhere out there, was his brother, possibly just about to start his return voyage now. He found a relatively secluded slope where he could practice with his new bow, which he had obviously bought with him but, also, Victory’s Pain as well. In fact, Torr sometimes had difficulty choosing which to practice with, like a child gifted with too many toys at once. 
 
    For the first time, Torr did not feel overwhelmed by events either. Up until now, other people, creatures, events or objects had control of his path. Now, the bandits were gone, he could sleep, had accepted and come to terms with his new abilities and had even started to enjoy them. Now, he was in charge. Not that he craved any more action or fighting but, if it came his way, the world had better watch out.  
 
    To compound the fight for his attention though, Torr also practiced his Pyromancy skills, towards the end of the ten day, seeing how far he could cast his small fireballs into the sea or if he could draw his bow with sufficient power to get an arrow to go further. A strange twist on the child’s game of seeing how far a pebble could be thrown into a shoreline wave. So Torr threw his projectiles into The Great Sea itself, as if trying to draw the attention of the old sea god Stormsen, after which this season was named. 
 
    He had found that, after continued casting and concentration, he started to feel strained, as if he had been exercising heavily, something his teachers readily confirmed to be a side effect and that fitness of body was as important as discipline of mind (although they added the exhaustion would lessen with practice anyway as the body acclimatised). 
 
    He had also had plenty of opportunity to visit Raeknor. He had accepted the wisdom Silus had to offer that not all healing came from medicinal potions. For the sake of his friend then, he listened with what he hoped appeared to be eagerness, as his friend recounted what he had learnt. Torr even started to realise that it could not hurt to have a friend so full of lore and knowledge perhaps. At their last meeting as well, Raeknor even asked about what had been happening in Paega, giving Torr the opportunity to mention Elswyth, albeit only briefly, before Raeknor’s interest waned. Nevertheless, Torr left his last meeting in a more positive frame of mind about Raeknor’s wellbeing. 
 
    True to his word, after a ten-day of, what had started to become a very care free time, Bernhart requested Torr’s presence in the hall where the officers had met to discuss their plans the night before the battle. He half thought Bernhart may simply want to review his training but, when Torr entered the hall, he saw two other figures sat, with their back to him. 
 
    “Ahh, Torr, come in, come in, please, take a seat”. Bernhart waved, generally at the table and the numerous chairs, but also at the selection of late morning appetisers set out as well. As he approached, the two seated figures turned anyway, revealing a woman, perhaps just a few years older than Torr. He was shocked to see that Carodin was the other person sat at the table. By the look on his face, Carodin seemed just as pleasantly surprised to see Torr as he was to see Carodin. 
 
    Torr greeted his friend with a handshake that turned into an appropriately firm hug, before Torr turned to great the woman. 
 
    She was clearly Suthrasian by her tanned olive complexion and dress This was, essentially, a soft leather cuirass shaped top that was secured to her belt by buckles and a hardened leather splinted skirt, which seemed quite short, together with shin guards and short boots. He noted two short swords in matching leather scabbards hung on her belt as well. She regarded Torr through impassive hazel eyes. Her long dark hair was worn loose, not in a ponytail. Initially, he wasn’t sure how to great her, but he quickly recalled Ahred Ulher had not offered to shake his hand either. It seemed that a curt nod was a sufficient Suthrasian greeting. Taking the initiative, Torr turned fully to the woman and gave a brief nod. He thought he caught the faintest of smiles cross her lips as she responded in kind. 
 
    “Captain Torr Skarsdale, may I introduce you to Guild Captain Perezia Sala of the Sha Haram Court”. Bernhart offered the introductions just as Torr was moving to his seat, reaching for some apple before he sat down. 
 
    “I should explain gentleman that Guild Captain Sala, and her troop of eleven men are here at my invite after I learnt of her mission to the wealds”. Torr looked round half expecting to be joined by eleven more men, given the amount of food that had been laid out. He wondered how long they had been here as he had seen no sound or sight of any other visitors on his regular rides out of Oaks Keep during the last ten-day, and that included Carodin as well. He was at a loss to guess the purpose of the meeting, of this rather eclectic group. 
 
    As if sensing Torr’s thought, Bernhart continued. “I think it is best of I allow the good captain to explain in her own words”.  
 
    Guild Captain Perezia Sala had quite a light voice. She was slim, quite attractive and, for all the world, looked like she would be more at home in noble’s court, not a battlefield. She also spoke flawless Weald, with only the hint of a Suthrasian accent.  
 
    “Gentleman, stolen goods are entering the markets of Sha Haram”. 
 
    Carodin snorted in derision as he reached for an olive. “Tell us something new. There have always been stolen goods coming out of your markets”. 
 
    Carodin looked up with some surprise at the stony silence in response to his blunt comment. 
 
    “What?” he shrugged. 
 
    Torr tried not to grin and Bernhart looked as if he was pretending not to have heard. 
 
    Perezia looked only slightly taken aback briefly before she smiled, politely, and addressed her response to Bernhart. “The young man treads heavily, but he his right”. She turned to Carodin. “More stolen goods than we have seen before are entering Sha Haram. Not the open markets, but the closed markets”. It was clear that Perezia had hoped that should be a sufficient explanation, as an opener anyway, but the blank expressions on both Carodin’s and Torr’s faces suggested otherwise. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and drew a deep breath of patience, before Bernhart intervened to save her the trouble of explaining how the markets of Sha Haram, which roughly translated as the island of trade, worked. 
 
    “There are, very broadly, two types of market on Sha Haram, open and closed. The open markets are those where purveyors and producers of all manner of goods, take their produce to sell or arrange contracts for supply with the, larger, merchant houses, who then ship the goods they have purchased onto other markets across the known world. These merchants operate out of the closed market and, by their very nature are large, international, concerns. Sha Haram is a good logistical base for them to operate out of due to its position in between the Wealds, Suthras and, to some extent, the continent of Num as well. It is equal in size and importance to the city of Pa Parag in Alrunia. Naturally therefore, every merchant house operating out of that city has interests, offices and guilds on Sha Haram. Both of your families use offices there. In fact, Perezia, Captain Culos here is related to the Ahrea family”. 
 
    Both Carodin and Perezia looked surprised at this, Carodin for wondering how or why Bernhart would know about his family tree and Perezia as to how this young Wealder could be related to one of Sha Harams longest serving merchant houses. 
 
    With her gaze still fixed on Carodin, Perezia continued with her story. “Yes, stolen goods will always get into the open market with theft a common problem even before many items have made it out of the northern ports of Suthras. There are also the shanty town dwellers that set up outside the open market. The area is rife with criminal gangs and smugglers. We only have so many men to patrol this part of our island and the coast. These petty matters are dealt with in our punitive courts as those issues only relate to a stolen casket here or a familiar looking chest there. No, the issue we now face relates to the closed markets. Large quantities of goods are being shipped off Sha Haram, only to turn up months later in the hands of other, well established, merchants. The financial courts cannot cope with the volume of writs being issued by the guilds operating out of the closed market. Many, once profitable, merchant houses are being forced out of business with the amount of goods they are losing. This is no accident. So, I have been placed in charge of the investigation”. 
 
    There was a pause as Perezia looked at Bernhart, having hoped that the two young men would now be able to make the leap required from that briefing to work out why she now found herself in Oaks Keep. Bernhart, to save any further blunt comments from Carodin, intervened. 
 
     “Guild Captain Sala’s investigation so far has led her to conclude that most of the goods are coming out of the southern port of Columb which, therefore, is within Weald jurisdiction. It has been agreed between myself and Lord Valheimer, well, Garel actually, I’m not sure if the Weald Lord of Sommerswake himself has been made aware of the issue. Anyway, it has been agreed that we will assist our Sha Haramian friends with this matter, given that the goods are clearly coming out of our territories. Garel has agreed to loan you two to me for this purpose”. 
 
    A slight realisation dawned on the two young men why they had, therefore, been called to Oaks Keep, but this was quickly replaced with further uncertainty and questions. 
 
    “Hang on, Columb is in the Weald of Delsk. So why are we getting involved”. Carodin seemed indignant that, somehow, it was Sommerswakes problem. 
 
    “As goods are coming out, in quite large quantities I gather”, Bernhart nodded at Perezia. “It was not felt prudent to allow the matter to be dealt with internally by a Weald who has allowed the problem to persist”. 
 
    “That is a polite way of saying that the customs and port officials in Columb are corrupt and my men and I would be in grave danger if we placed our trust in them”, Perezia grinned. 
 
    “Still” she continued, “we had to make some enquires and the port officials of Columb did seem suitably polite and helpful when approached, at least to our faces. Clearly they had loose tongues though as we then received an invitation”, Perezia pointed to Bernhart “that suggested a trip to Oaks Keep would benefit all concerned. It is many days ride north from Columb and I did wonder if we were riding into a trap. Still, why make us ride for days when our throats could be slit so easily as soon as we arrived in Columb. In any event, the note rang true”. 
 
    Again, Bernhart helped fill in the blanks that were still dogging the two young men. “I had indeed learnt of the captains arrival on our shores through my own contacts and mentioned our little bandit problem and the goods found in the palisade. They are some of the goods that have gone missing from Sha Haram. This is no coincidence gentleman and, unfortunately, does confirm my suspicion that, not only do the bandits have, or had, another base from which the goods were smuggled out, but that they were acting on instructions from an as yet unknown third party. All the goods found in the palisade were high value cargos. It could not be by chance that they happened across all the most valuable caravans. This has also meant maximum disruption to the balance of power in Sha Haram. Many of the merchants targeted could not afford these losses and have now been bankrupted”. 
 
    “Holy God, you mean there is another base we have to attack. What good will the four of us plus eleven men be”. 
 
    Bernhart held up his silencing finger at Carodin’s latest exclamation. “As I said after the battle, I believe the twenty or so gaestnips who attacked us first had come from their other base so, I am hoping, that will now be empty. We just have to find it. Hopefully, there may be some clues therein which will allow Guild Captain Sala to return home with evidence of a culprit. If we had not dealt with all the bandits, I believe we would have known about it by now. The safety of the caravans now on the turnpikes re affirms this.” 
 
    “So where do the two of us fit in to this then?” Torr waved his hand between Carodin and himself. “I mean, we’re just two young officers from Sommerswake. What can we help with?” 
 
    “Ahh...what indeed Captain Skarsdale. Officers you maybe, but you are also from merchant families and have some understanding of how bargains are struck”. 
 
    “Well I do, his family just hammer bits of wood together”. Carodin grinned at Torr as he took more food for his plate. Torr noticed that the pile of entrees had gone down considerably. He had not been watching as he paid due focus to Bernharts and Perezia briefing, but presumed Carodin had been eating everything he could. 
 
    “Yes, well, be that as it may, it was still felt he, and yourself Captain Culos, would be suitable companions for the ruse we have planned”. Torr had gained the impression that Bernharts wit would be sharp as well, but considered the master wizard felt the need to stand on ceremony in the presence of Perezia. 
 
    “What information we had gathered in the port pointed to somewhere called Buxtor, north of Columb”.  
 
    “It is a mining town. The surrounding area is given over to stone mines as the quality of the limestone there is world renowned, so I am told. However, it is also a haven for smugglers. We know the first gaestnips had come from the south. Whilst it is many days travel from the palisade, it would not actually be too difficult for them to move the goods, perhaps with the aid of some local villains, that far, for onward shipment. Through Columb and then back into Sha Haram”. 
 
    “What, you think that the gaestnips may have had human accomplices?” Each new revelation was still causing Carodin to exclaim with obvious surprise. 
 
    “I do indeed. In fact, that would also tie in with our suspicions that their base of operations will be somewhere in the hills around Buxtor as the people there are not renowned for their civility, compassion or scruples”. 
 
    “So”, continued, Perezia, “the Master Wizard and myself have come up with a plan”. She looked to Bernhart who willingly jumped in. 
 
    “A few days ago a note was sent to the stonemasons guild of Buxtor from a merchants coster in Moorsmeet. The enquiry related to the areas ability to supply stone for the commission of a new public building in the city of Moorsmeet. A small delegation from said merchant’s guild is to arrive several days afterwards to assess the ability of the local mines to supply the stone for this wonderful new construction. The commission is quite false but it provides us with a suitable subterfuge to spend a few days in the wonderfully cosmopolitan town of Buxtor, looking for likely suspects and empty bandit lairs. The representatives of the coster will comprise myself and you two gentleman and we shall be escorted by a mercenary company” he nodded at Perezia “which is not unusual for three merchants on such a long journey. With your background’s it was hoped that you would make suitable and convincing accomplices as well as, obviously, being capable young men in your own right”. 
 
    There was a slight pause as Bernhart expected either questions or objections from the two young men but, instead, Carodin and Torr just exchanged glances and a qualified nod to each other. As with the wizards plan for the attack on the bandit’s palisade, it sounded like a reasonable strategy. At least in theory. 
 
    “Very well gentleman, we shall leave first thing tomorrow as it is several days ride to Buxtor at least, provided the rains do not get any worse”. As Bernhart had done a lot of the talking, he had not really taken any of the offerings that had been laid before them. Torr had not seen the wizard look surprised before, but his expression was obvious when he saw how little had been left. Although he quickly composed himself, Carodin grinned sheepishly before the two young men adjourned themselves from the meeting hall. 
 
    “Where do you put it all?” Enquired Torr as he and Carodin made their way back to their room. With focus, Torr could now find his way there without assistance, although he needed to concentrate so his conversation on the way back meant more than one wrong turn still. 
 
    “What can I say, I’m a growing lad. Besides, women like to see a healthy appetite in a man don’t you think?”. 
 
    “I think you’ve done all the growing you need to. Plus, I don’t think they like to see where it goes”. Torr patted Carodin heavily on the stomach. “I presume you’re referring to our new female captain friend?” 
 
    “Yeah, wait, don’t tell me you didn’t?” 
 
    Torr hadn’t really thought about it. She was attractive but, and this came as a bit of a shock to him, he really liked Elswyth anyway.   
 
    He felt the best response was just to shrug at Carodin’s question as they made their way back to their quarters. 
 
      
 
    **************************************** 
 
      
 
    The two men took the opportunity to catch up since they saw each other last at the Abbey ceremony.  
 
    “I came back to where you were stood, when the coast was clear for me to come out of hiding but you had gone”. 
 
    “I went to find a dark corner with the cider”, Torr half lied.  
 
    “So how long you been here then?”  
 
    “A ten-day”. 
 
    What, how come so long. Oh...wait, does this have something to do with all the rumours I’ve been hearing about you and your mace?” 
 
    Torr just nodded. Whilst he was getting used to his magic himself, he was still not sure how anyone, particularly friends or acquaintances, would react. 
 
    Torr undertook his obligatory candle lighting trick. Carodin looked like a young boy at a puppet show. However, he was now able to pour conjured water over the flame to douse it now, as a new, but rather messy, end to his parlour piece. 
 
    “How excellent is that, what else can you do then?” 
 
     He was pleased with Carodin’s positive response. His own family had been far more reserved, perhaps understandably when Torr had the, rather awkward, conversation with his father about what Aelboric had heard from the surviving men regarding his youngest son’s new found ability.  
 
    Carodin fired just as many questions at him as he did at Bernhart but, unlike the master wizard, there was little Torr could tell his friend. Carodin even went as far as trying to light the candle himself but Torr suggested he looked like he was about to soil himself if he concentrated any harder. Importantly though, Carodin seemed completely unfazed by his friends new parlour trick.  
 
    “That’s nothing, I got a little bonus off the battlefield, look”. Torr opened his long chest at the bottom of the bunk he had chosen and pulled out Victory’s Pain, handing it to Carodin, who tilted it in the small space of the room, checking it’s balance. 
 
    “Yeah, nice, not really my thing though. I didn’t think it was yours either. Not much use for that on horseback is there?” 
 
    Torr couldn’t resist showing off the staff’s party piece. He took his new weapon back from Carodin and watched the Tantes man fall back over his bunk and swear in amazement as Victory’s Pain burst into life. Torr had, at least, been able to master getting the flames to die out, but not abruptly. Just like the last burning embers of a dying fire, the licking flames took time to go out. Unfortunately, Torr had not seen that he had set fire to the bed clothes on the bunk behind him. He thought Carodin’s lack of speech and vigorous pointing was still in amazement of the staff. He stood there grinning, until he felt some heat behind him. 
 
    Carodin found his voice just as Torr started to turn. “No look, you fool, you’ve set the fucking room on fire!” 
 
    “Oh shit”. Torr froze with indecision. Carodin composed himself first, picked up the large wooden tub of washing water, instantly emptying it over the bunk. There was a sizzling noise as the water hit, but the flame did not abate. 
 
     “Oh that’s right, normal water won’t work, only magical” 
 
    “Oh, that’s marvellous then. Well, I tell you what, master mage, you set fire to it, you sodding well put it out”. 
 
    Torr turned to try and conjure some more cold water but panic was starting to affect his focus, so was Carodin’s repeated exclamations. All he could manage was little more than he conjured to put out the candle, which just doused a corner of the blanket. 
 
    “Quick, throw it out the window!” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    “Throw it out...oh for God’s sake, out the way”. Carodin barged past Torr, picked up the soggy bit of cloth that Torr had managed to extinguish and tried to throw it out the window. Torr tried to help, but Carodin had the only part of the bedclothes that were not alight. As the Tantes man frantically waved the blanket around though, Torr noticed that the fire did not seem hot. On a hunch, and in a panic, Torr grabbed at the piece of cloth that was still well alight. It did not burn. 
 
    “Sod’s, it’s just like the staff!” he exclaimed, to a bemused looking Carodin. “Look, give it here, it’s alright”. Torr took all the cloth from Carodin, rolled it up, told Carodin to move back before he set himself on fire and chucked the burning blanket out the window. 
 
    “What’s below us?” enquired Carodin. His voice had no tone by this point. 
 
    “Oh no. You didn’t check? Now who’s the idiot?” 
 
    Torr leant over the window parapet as much as he dared. They seemed a lot further from the ground then he thought their bunkroom was situated. Torr had time to see the blanket, flapping, unravelling slightly in the breeze as it slowly parachuted its way to the ground, some distance from the tower, landing on a patch of grass close to the boundary wall of Oaks Keep. By fortune or God’s grace it had missed the smithy and the stables, landing in between these two flammable landmarks. The bed-clothing smouldered to itself as it blackened the grass around it. 
 
    It was not yet late enough that there was no foot traffic around. A shout from the smithy was soon followed by a rush of several guards from different directions and two apprentices, who quickly ran from the scene. They came back a minute later with another, more confident looking colleague, who motioned with his hands, producing a jet of water that immediately extinguished the, by now, crispy linen. 
 
    The guards started to look around but the senior apprentice almost immediately looked up. Had he done so a moment sooner, he would have seen Torr and Carodin leaning out their window like proverbial naughty children. 
 
    As Torr slumped down, he turned to grin at Carodin , who had done the same, only to see Carodin’s deadpan expression. “You’re on fire now!” 
 
    “What, oh shit!” Torr looked down to see his jerkin was smouldering with embers at the waist. 
 
    He rolled to one side, still not wanting to stand up, even just with his back showing out of the window. He took his jerkin off and threw it in the empty wash bucket. 
 
    “Don’t do that, the bucket will catch fire!”  
 
    “Hang on, shush, let me concentrate, watch”. The adrenalin was flowing now, allowing Torr to concentrate enough to conjure sufficient water into the bucket to douse the last of the flame, before he slumped onto his bunk. 
 
    Carodin mirrored his actions on his own bed, the two young men looking levelly at each other before relieved smiles crossed their faces together.  
 
    “You are a lunatic” Carodin started to laugh. “I love it. What else can we set fire to then?” 
 
    “I think we’ve done enough damage for one night”. Torr looked down and, at the same time, noticed his feet were wet. The floor was swimming in water now from his earlier Aquamancy displays plus Carodin’s decision to tip their entire water supply out of the bucket as well. 
 
    “I hope the floors are well tarred otherwise anyone below us will be enjoying a good shower about now!” 
 
    Carodin got up and took the sheets off the remaining spare bunk and started to mop the floor. Between them, the two young men managed to soak up most of the water, depositing their impromptu sponge into the bucket where Torr’s jacket now lay. They also found an old rug in one of the cupboards which, they dragged around the floor for good measure as well. 
 
    “So, what, anything your staff sets fire to doesn’t harm you then?” Carodin enquired after the two had caught their breath. 
 
    “I guess, I don’t know”. 
 
    “What d’ya mean, you don’t know?” 
 
    Torr became lightly defensive. “I don’t know. I’ve only just worked out how to turn the damn staff itself off”. 
 
    He paused before his brain replayed events. “But, yeah, maybe. I guess that would make sense. Gods’, that means I could set fire to a barn full of hay and walk through it”. 
 
    “Wow, can we try that tomorrow?” 
 
    Torr gave Carodin an amused glare. He was starting to feel tired again now and both men knew they had a long journey ahead of them tomorrow morning.  
 
    They simply agreed that, if anyone came asking, they knew nothing about what had just happened! 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
   T he journey to Buxtor started in a slightly frosty atmosphere as Torr, Bernhart and Carodin waited for Captain Sala’s men to fall in. 
 
    There had been sufficient room to billet them in the settlement’s barracks and also for each of the eleven men’s horses in the stables as well. Their mounts were, more or less, the same size as Scout, breed for speed not for heavy charge or plough work. All eleven men wearing leather riding gear, as was Perezia. Trying to ride through the wealds wearing her short armour would have been cold and unflattering, although it was much to Carodin’s disappointment. Most of the men sported crossbows and a variety of short swords, some with shields, some without. All their armour was without marking. Their ruse would have been short lived had they announced themselves with the crest of Sha Haram emblazoned on their chest armour, a lighthouse, specifically, the Halabi Lighthouse, said to be the oldest in the world. 
 
    Bernhart seemed quieter than Torr had experienced before. As the master wizard had asked the young men if they knew anything about flammable and flying laundry, however, the source of the master wizard’s discomfiture was soon apparent to them. Both gained the impression that Bernhart was less then convinced with their denial. 
 
    The journey to Buxtor took six days, the party stopping each night at the wayside taverns and hamlets that, naturally, sprung up along the road. There was evidence of repairs and refurbishment to the hostelries as the expected level of trade returned to normal volumes. Another indicator how serious the bandit menace had become. Buildings were being repainted and re tarred later into the season than would be expected. Fences and stables being mended and fully stocked and, of course, full rooms each night they stopped as well. 
 
    On all but one of the overnight stops they were all camped together in large common rooms, albeit with less proportion taken up by mercenary companies. Merchants were taking the opportunity to test the new found safety of the roads through this part of the wealds again. The Sha Haram guard therefore drew their fair share of attention, as was Perezia from Carodin. On more than one occasion Torr had to dig Carodin in the ribs and point out that he was staring. However, Torr was starting to notice Perezia smiling back at the young Tantes man as well. 
 
    On the night before they reached Buxtor, they had been fortunate enough to find a tavern in the small town of Ashbaern. They had now ridden right through Coombe and had entered the Weald of Delsk that morning. The road had started to cut through shallow limestone gorges as the going became hillier. It was the richness of the limestone that gave many parts of Delsk its prosperity in the form of some of the largest scale stone mines known. Torr could feel that the winds were that little bit warmer as they approached the far southern coastline of the wealds as well. 
 
    Many of the public buildings in Ashbaern were of course sourced from local stone, giving the place a light and airy feel, which was complimented by the approach of the locals. They only soured when the party mentioned they were looking for Buxtor.  
 
    On this evening’s final rest, there had been sufficient room to place Perezia’s guard in their own room with separate, albeit rather snug, quarters for the remaining four of them. Largely, the Simirinthine had been doing its job and Torr had managed to return to a, relatively, normal sleeping pattern. However, the gem made its presence felt every now and again in his dreams still, albeit not so violently. This night, Torr felt a general sense and fear of imprisonment, as if he had been chained. The clasps on his ankles seemed to be getting tighter though to the point that he woke. He was startled to see, through the gloom of the unlit sleeping quarters, what appeared to be Perezia, kneeling down facing him. She had hold of his ankles. She looked breathless and a contorted expression on her face. Torr started to feel panic rise as something clearly wasn’t right, only then to focus on the broad shouldered shape of Carodin behind her, hands clasping her hips. He looked to his right. Bernhart was asleep or, at least, had the decency to pretend he was still asleep. Torr, however, felt trapped in a limbo of awkwardness, until Perezia’s hands started to slide up from his ankles. 
 
      
 
    ******************************************* 
 
      
 
    The party were told, by the hosteller’s family the next morning, to take the left fork in the road by the copse of ash trees at the bottom of the next gorge. The road to Buxtor was apparently unsigned otherwise. 
 
    They reached the fork around midday and had been told they would get to Buxtor a few hours later.  
 
    As they journeyed through the morning they could see from the road, where they reached the crest of hills, wagons on tramlines on the tops of hills running adjacent to the road. Large wooden tower structures could be seen at the steepest parts of the line. They were close enough to see pulley ropes being lassoed to large wheels slung under the towers, onto smaller pulleys on the wagons to help the loads up the hills, and slow their descent down them. 
 
    “A larger scale version of the wagon system that runs down to your docks young man”. Torr turned with a start, having become engrossed watching the wagons full of cut and dressed stone as the rhythm of a new days riding had set in. Bernhart had ridden up beside him. If there was any awkwardness at last night’s fumbling, no one showed any sign. They were getting closer to their destination now anyway. Torr felt less apprehension than when their small army had left Oaks Keep last time. It was not as if they were definitely heading into battle now. If all went well, then there may be no need for bloodshed anyway. Bernhart had ridden up to each of them in turn though, just to ensure their version of events was well rehearsed, but still convincing. There was little dispute that as much of the talking as possible should be left to the master wizard. 
 
    They could tell as they approached Buxtor though. For some strange reason, this small mining town and its satellite villages had chosen to use the dark grit stone that permeated the hills, instead of using the lighter coloured limestone. The effect was to give their town a dark and dismal look which appeared to have made its presence felt in the expression of its people. To a man, woman and child, the party was greeted with dour glares even through, what appeared to be, the centre of the town. 
 
    There was just one run down tavern, which seemed less than a town of this size should have had. There was no sign of any guild or merchants quarters, let alone anyone to greet them. The Suthrasian crew gained more than their fair share of disapproving looks. 
 
    “Gods’, it feels like they’re going to jump us at any moment”. Carodin whispered to Torr as they rode through the town. It was late afternoon by the time they found their way into Buxtor. There were only one or two other people on horseback. Torr gained the distinct impression that not many people from this town travelled further than they needed to. 
 
    “Right then, let us introduce ourselves shall we”. Bernhart’s tone appeared to be deliberately light, as if to try and ward off the dark and uninviting presence, which appeared to ooze from the very buildings themselves. 
 
    Six of the Suthrasian men remained outside with the horses whilst the rest went in. 
 
    The interior of the hostel matched the exterior. Moth eaten animal head trophies lined the minstrel’s gallery. Tables and chairs in the open guests lounge were mismatched, missing legs or backs and the foyer desk looked as if it had been kicked around the entire lower floor. 
 
    The fat middle aged man behind the desk appeared to be reading a gazette, almost in the hope that, if he ignored the guests, they would go away.  
 
    “Excuse me my good man but we require accommodation for this evening. There are fifteen of us all told plus, of course, an equal number of horse for the stables”. The man had not even looked up by this stage. 
 
    “I presume you have stables? In fact, perhaps I am making an assumption sir that you hear and speak at all”.  
 
    Even Bernhart was starting to lose his patience and overwhelming civilised disposition. Frankly, he had seemed sunnier when they were on the battlefield. The master wizard finished his sentence with what sounded like a growl which did at least have some effect as the man looked up for the first time and proved that he did have some power of vocabulary. 
 
    “Ow many, fifteen. Yer joking aren’t you. Well, awright, but I can only spare a room t’all of you”. 
 
    Torr looked around and up. The building looked very big, at least, four storeys tall. They were clearly the only ones in there. Carodin leant forward. “I think we’d be better off camping outside” he whispered again. 
 
    They were pointed to, rather than shown, their room which was, at least, clean. There appeared to be several large rooms on each floor but no signs of any other life, apart from their own company. 
 
    Perezia agreed she would remain here with the men whilst Bernhart, Carodin and Torr went to try and find the stonemasons guild. 
 
    They found it at the end of a small row of shops at a dead end of what appeared to be the market area. At least, they presumed it must be the stonemason’s guild. The uniformly accepted crest of the stonemason’s guild throughout the wealds, a worked stone piece overlaid with a crossed hammer and chisel, was missing. Through the window though, pieces of worked stone could be seen as the only clue to the buildings purpose. 
 
    “Gods, how do these people end up with any work at all if they are so uninviting?” mused Torr. 
 
    “Normally they work through brokers outside of this town, hence why they generally have no need to deal with outsiders” answered Bernhart. 
 
    When they went in, they were met with a large surly man whose power of speech was even less capable than that of the tavern owner. When addressed, he simply disappeared into a door behind him without a word, having just scowled as Bernhart introduced themselves. 
 
    “I am starting to see why this place has such a bad reputation”, he said turning to the two young men. “Nevertheless, we will try and stick with the plan, although at this stage, I am seriously considering beating a confession out of all here”. Torr and Carodin grinned at each other as an older but more wiry man came out from the back room. The larger man did not return with him. 
 
    “Yes, we got your scroll, Master Alsric isn’t it? And these two?” The man pointed to Torr and Carodin. “These are my associates, Master’s Bartrich and Sigwyrth”. 
 
    The wiry man was not, at least, as blunt as the others appeared to be, but Torr still felt he was deeply untrustworthy. His thin smile could be taken as a sneer. There was simply something about him that Torr disliked, even more than everything, and everyone, else here. 
 
    “And your Suthrasian guards, where are they?” Torr felt himself gradually, almost subconsciously, reaching for Victory’s Pain, which he was carrying on its leather strap, slung over his back. His bow he had left at the tavern. They had almost come straight here so someone must have hot footed it all the way to this guild, if indeed that’s what it truly was, to warn of the outsider’s approach. No doubt their number and perceived strength as well. 
 
    “They are back at the tavern.” 
 
    “Ah...I see.” The man appeared to ponder this point before he continued. “Well, we believe we can assist with this new building of yours. Starting tomorrow you will be accompanied to the quarries so you can decide which best suits your needs”. 
 
    The man held out his arm, indicating to the door. “For now gentlemen, I am sure you have had an exhausting ride and will wish to rest”. Torr actually felt a surge through the hairs on the back of his neck and swore he caught sight of sparks coming from one of Barnhart’s hands. The master wizard turned on his heel without a good day, or instruction to Torr or Carodin. The two young men looked dumbfounded at each other before they had to half run after their erstwhile leader, who was muttering to himself as they made their way back to the tavern. 
 
    “In all my days I have never encountered such a people or place, never!” Bernhart had barely calmed down even after they had returned to their single, but very large, room. Torr and Carodin had gone back downstairs to find there was, at least, a large kettle steaming away on an open hearth in the lounge. Some tea leaves and roasting beans had been put out on a plate on a large, but uneven, old table, together with an assortment of unappetising refreshments. 
 
    There had been no instruction, no invite for the guests to eat their fill. The Suthrasian men had even had difficulty finding the washroom facilities as there was no sight or sound of the man that had greeted them or any kitchen staff. They had filled a mug and bought it back to Bernhart, but the master wizard remained vexed for some time. Out of curiosity, Torr and Carodin had tried the door handles on each of, what they thought were, the other guestrooms, but each was locked. 
 
    “There is clearly no one else here yet they want us all to be in one room. I never thought I would have to say this whilst in a weald tavern, but I believe we would be best served with a night watch.” Bernhart sipped his tea anyway through his agitation. Up until now, Torr had thought that Bernhart Rowe was the most unflappable man in the world. A battle with gaestnips did not appear to faze him but, it would seem, bad manners sent him up the wall! 
 
    “Agreed. I do not like this. I fear it is a trap. Are you sure they have not seen through your ruse master wizard?” 
 
    “I do not believe so Captain Sala, merely that we are in the presence of the most ignorant town I have had the misfortune to come across”. 
 
    “Very well, a guard it is”. Perezia gave instructions to her men on the order of their watch before they settled down. It was agreed that members of their group could wander the tavern, but in groups of no less than four and armed at all times. If Buxtor refused to be civil to them then they would happily remain ready for battle or ambush. 
 
    Torr, Carodin and, once he calmed down a little, Bernhart did actually venture into the town later on. There did appear to be a number of inns. They chose the largest, next to the town bandstand and criers pulpit, in the hope this would represent the most accepting of ale house for outsiders to wander into. Some people were too engrossed in their own conversations to notice the three men come in. Those that did greeted them with what, by now, appeared to be the official greeting to Buxtor, a contemptuous scowl. 
 
    They found a suitable table at which to sit and found the only positive thing to their visit so far, the ale! 
 
    Despite this enjoyable distraction, it seemed clear that they were not going to overhear anything worth listening to, or that anyone would be willing to loosen their lips to three outsiders. 
 
    They rejoined Captain Sala and her men, having noted the main streets had become eerily quite, even though it was by no means late still. 
 
    Since their absence, the hosteller had apparently made another appearance and lit the fire in the common room they had all been herded into. Even this far south, the change of season was taking hold and the building seemed generally cold. 
 
    It was agreed that they would get a good night’s rest and hope that there escorted venture into the hills, over the next few days, would pay more dividend with their investigation.  
 
      
 
    ************************************** 
 
      
 
    Torr woke and had difficulty reconciling his pounding headache and nausea with the, single, pint that he had enjoyed the night before. He was having difficulty focussing on his surroundings as well. A sense of panic started to creep in as he saw that he was not in the common room of the tavern anymore. His new accommodation was a lot smaller and with sturdy looking metal bars which were padlocked. He could just about see the outline of Carodin shaking the bars. However, Torr’s brain appeared to be reacting slowly to their new found captivity.  
 
    He could at least see Bernhart with them but no signs of anyone else. He tried to sit up, focussing a little further past the bars. The only thing in front appeared to be a long corridor but, maybe just at the edge of his vision, the bottom of a flight of stairs. Looking left or right made him feel sick still. He saw Carodin turn and try and help him up. He could hear some echoing. Carodin sounded as if he was speaking to Torr from a long way away. 
 
    As Carodin picked him up, Torr was sick, narrowly missing Carodin, who had the good sense to drop his friend quickly. There was not a hard landing, Torr looked around to see they had been lying on thick straw. His head was pounding but he no longer felt nauseous and Carodin’s voice was coming into focus. ”..ing marvellous, just what we wanted. As if being held captive in a small cell wasn’t enough, Paega’s finest has decided to redecorate our new accommodation”. 
 
    Bernhart was sitting on, what appeared to be a small chest to one side of the bars, head slightly bowed, looking for all the world like he was praying. He guessed that whatever affected Torr was affecting Bernhart as well. Carodin, as the larger and, probably, fittest of the three may not have been feeling the effects so much now. But what of the others? He tried to speak but realised his mouth was bone dry just as he managed a feeble croak. “Others, where are the others?” he managed with some effort. 
 
    Carodin pointed to their right. Torr felt better enough to risk standing again, albeit clutching the stone walls for balance. He could have used his staff at this point. A sudden realisation swept Torr, where was their gear and where were their horses? God’s, if these shits have done anything to Scout I will level Buxtor with fire. He shuffled over and looked to his right. Pressing his head against the bars, he could see what appeared to be all eleven men and Perezia herself, in a cell not much larger than their own. To his left was another cell which appeared empty, except for what looked like all their equipment. It may as well have been on the moons given their own caged status. The bars were solid metal and inches thick, as was the padlock as well. There appeared to be nothing else to the room, save for the long corridor away from them. It had all the appearance of a store room or makeshift brig, or both. The straw appeared fresh and there were a couple of well maintained barrels on the edge of the corridor.  
 
    It did not take long for it to dawn on him that their plan, well, Bernhart’s plan, had this time been a complete failure.  
 
    “So where are we then? Who took us? How did we get here anyway? I don’t remember a thing but...” 
 
    Bernhart held up his customary finger to counter Carodin’s questions. The master wizard still had his head bowed. Torr went over and sat beside him. Having been sick, he was starting to feel more composed as his stomach settled, but he could kill for some water. “How are you feeling sir?” 
 
    “Like everyone else I suspect young man, but thank you for asking. I believe Captain Culos here seems to have recovered quicker than most as a mark of his constitution no doubt and the fact that I recall he was sleeping furthest from the fire”. 
 
    “Wait, you think, what, somehow they...” 
 
    “All very excellent questions young man but, yes, I suspect the logs were hollow and burnt off whatever they were filled with, which is why we now feel the way we do”.  
 
    “So do you think we are now in the hands of whoever the smugglers are?” 
 
    “I do, yes”. Carodin, let out a low moan. “But, before we despair, we are still alive. If it was their intention to slit our throats, I do not think they would have gone to the trouble of moving us somewhere and giving us the chance to recover. No, I suspect, whoever is behind this wishes to question us, possibly ransom us. Or at least try to anyway”. Bernhart tried to stand but had to be helped up by Torr. The wizard sat back down quickly. 
 
    “Let us just pray that we have sufficient time to recover our full facilities as I am hoping that we can turn this to our advantage”. 
 
    Torr re-appraised their situation and did not share the wizard’s optimism. They were secured beyond hope of escape or rescue and would possibly be tortured for information before their bodies were dumped, without rites, God knows where. 
 
    So the gem will fall back into the hands of the bandits after all. It then occurred to Torr that he hadn’t checked if he still had the gem. He checked the small pouch tucked in his belt and could feel the Elheren artefact underneath the fabric. 
 
    “Still there?” Torr turned and saw Bernhart looking at him. He nodded. Carodin still appeared to be paying attention to what he could see of the outside world rather than his fellow captives. 
 
    “Be surprised if it wasn’t”. Bernhart stood again and, gingerly made his way over to the bars. 
 
    “Well, they clearly feel confident with their prison as all our equipment has kindly been piled up. How are our comrades doing”. Bernhart looked to his right and waved an arm through the bars. Torr couldn’t see from his position but he could hear some voices coming from the cell to their right. “Much the same as us, it seems.” Bernhart turned to the two young men. “Feel like you’ve drunk too much yes?” Both nodded. 
 
    “Hmm, yes well, as I say, I suggest we try and rest and let us see what serendipity has in store for us. I still have a trick or two up my proverbial sleeve when we meet our captors. Be prepared gentleman”. 
 
    As it was, the prisoners were given some time to focus on their pounding heads and dry throats before they heard a door open. As the hinges creaked, voices could be heard. No specific conversation, but the general clamour of people, men, who sounded as if they were engaged in some labour or other. The door shut and the background noise receded. It was  replaced by the sound of footsteps, more than one man, down a small flight of stairs. Their captor’s feet came into vision first.  
 
    “Ahh, our hosts.” Bernhart whispered to Torr and Carodin. “Let us see if we can loosen their tongues shall we”. As he said this, Bernhart reached into his jacket pocket, appeared to rummage around for something and then put his right hand behind his back and his left hand resting on the bars just as three men came into sight. The man in the middle was dressed as if he had heard, but never actually seen, how merchants dressed and had tried to conjure up clothing to suit his own imagination. A garish coloured yellow tunic that had stone dust stains down it, together with trousers that, once, had been vivid green but had then been used for manual labour. Long scuffed shoes and a fancy sword scabbard finished off the visage of a smuggler who had struggled to find ways to spend his ill gotten gains. The two men either side appeared equally deluded that their attempts to look like guards of some importance masked them for the sidekick thugs they clearly were. They clattered their spears across the floor, clearly showing they had no training or idea when and where to use such a weapon. Certainly not in a confined space like this. 
 
    “Well, well, well, what ‘ave we got here then lads eh”. All three men let out a deep chuckle. The would be merchant couldn’t mask his strong Delsk accent. From his small eyes and domed brow, Torr could also see why he may have been more willing than most to associate with gaestnips. In poor light, he could have passed for one. 
 
    He took a couple of steps towards Perezia’s cell. The two henchman grasped their spears and, awkwardly, pointed them towards the Suthrasian’s. 
 
    “Well, you’ve found us now Perazoya, or whatever the fuck your name is. What ya going t’do now eh? Come on then”, he held his arms up wide, “arrest me then, take me back to ya shitty little island”. 
 
    On cue, the two men laughed. “What we gonna do with ‘em then boss?”  
 
    The would be merchant paused for a moment, staring at Perezia. 
 
    “Think, we’ll sell ‘em. Should get a good price from the Alrunian’s, for their fighting pits. Not the bitch though, at least, not yet. Not till I’ve finished with her”. From where he was stood, Torr couldn’t see into the other cell, but there were no exclamation’s, swearing, shouting or rattling of the bars from Perezia and her men. The smuggler turned to his henchmen. “Go get the irons. We’ll ship ‘em out tonight”.  
 
    The two guards left. 
 
    “Now then, who the fuck have we got here”. The man turned his attention to Bernhart and the two young men, taking a couple of steps towards their cell. The master wizard was now making a circular motion with his hand. Whatever he was waving around behind his back had a sweet pungent aroma, albeit not a particularly pleasant one. Stood partially behind Bernhart, it was leaving an acrid taste at the back of his throat that was doing nothing for his existing thirst. 
 
    “Good day sir, I am Master Wizard Bernhart Rowe of Oaks Keep. These are my two companions, Captain’s Carodin Culos and Torr Skarsdale of Tantes and Peagas Bay respectively”. 
 
    Carodin and Torr exchanged worried looks. Had the wizard lost his mind? What was he playing at now? 
 
    “And who do we have the pleasure of addressing may I ask?” Their captor looked taken aback, before letting out a roaring laugh. He bowed low before trying to disguise his accent as best he could. 
 
    “Well then, master wizard, it is Bertram Wizel who speaks to you now. Lord of Stendale”. He laughed again at his self imposed title. “So let’s try again then huh. Tell me who the fuck you really are, my lord” he made a show of bowing again, ”before I feed you to the dogs”. 
 
    “I assure you, we are who I say we are. You clearly already know our purpose as you know who our comrades are”. Bernhart’s tone remained even as he nodded to Perezia’s cell. “I suspect that word reached you quickly from Buxtor exactly who it was that had arrived and that you had been half expecting as much since Guild Captain Sala and her men arrived in the port of Columb”. 
 
    The man who had introduced himself as Bertram Wizel still had an amused expression on his mouth but Torr fancied he could see some doubt creeping into his eyes. 
 
    “There is clearly no need for false pretences anymore so I readily confirm who we are as, I must admit, the thought of slavery does not appeal to me. I suspect, if you sent word, Oaks Keep would pay a handsome reward for my release, and those of my two compatriots here”. 
 
    Bertram was starting to look troubled, as if he was trying to gauge the wizard and the truth of his words. 
 
    “So what are you doing here with the Suthrasian scum then?”  
 
    “Ahh, well, that is a slight story to tell, half of which I suspect you already know or, at least, have guessed at. Why don’t you take a seat Lord Wizel of Stendale, while I fill you in”. Bernhart waved with his hand that had held behind him in the direction of their captor. He wafted whatever he was holding at the man, before returning it out of Bertram’s sight behind his back again.  
 
    The man was starting to look confused as he took two steps back, falling on his backside onto one of the barrels that had been at the edge of the corridor. Torr fancied he heard a slight sloshing noise coming from the barrel. 
 
    “Now then, let us start with your gaestnip friends shall we. I suspect you have not heard from them recently have you?” 
 
    “No”. 
 
    “Oh, what a shame, what a shame. Well, I am afraid Mr Wizel, you shall not be hearing from them again. My companions and I have taken care of them”. 
 
    Bertram stood up quickly, clumsily reaching for the hilt of his sword in his scabbard. 
 
    “Sit down!” Bernhart shouted, taking the opportunity to waft his right hand through the bars again. 
 
    Bertram sat down straight away. 
 
    “Now then, how long did the gaestnips supply you with stolen goods for?” 
 
    Bertrams voice had very little tone left. It looked to Torr as if there was some fight left in his eyes. He was desperate to ask the wizard what he was doing but feared any interjection may break Bernharts concentration. 
 
    “Four years or so now”. 
 
    “And tell me, Bertram, how this marvellous association came about will you?” 
 
    “We took ‘em in. ‘Bout five years ago now. Found ‘em wandering near here. Said they’d been exiled from their tribe in The Balaks Crag Hills. Thought we could use ‘em, help us to move stuff like and protect us. So we let ’em use this cave. Hadn’t been any mining work here since we struck that bad seam. We took what they raided. Always been smuggling round these parts”. 
 
    “Thank you Bertram, now, tell me, how did the gaestnips end up in the old civil war palisade just outside Bereofs Town?” 
 
    “Came back from a raid one day ‘e did. Changed ‘e was. I could tell. Said ‘e’d been given a gift. Said ‘e ‘ad a destiny. Said ‘e was going to set ‘imself up as the biggest warlord round these parts and gather all gaestnips to him. Said ‘e needed a bigger base so we agreed, we did. ‘E’d raid from the palisade and leave the goods ‘idden nearby. Then we’d come and get’ em, bring ‘em back ‘ere. Send’ em out through Columb like we’ve always done”. 
 
    “What was his gift Bertram?” Bernhart made no display of hiding the fact that he was waving whatever he had in his right hand now at the smuggler, whose eyes were now glazed and entirely unfocused, staring into the middle distance. 
 
    “I dunno, ‘e never said and I never asked. ‘Bout two seasons later that we started to get tip off’s which caravan’s from Sha Haram to raid. I knew it was something to do with ‘is gift. ‘E never said, but I knew I did”. 
 
    “Who was your contact at Sha Haram?” shouted Perezia’s voice. 
 
    For a moment Bertram looked like his eyes were rolling into focus before Bernhart waved his right hand at the smuggler again. “Answer her question Bertram.” 
 
    “I dunno, only worked through the Dock Master at Columb. ‘E knew all the routes into Sha Haram, not me, we just fenced the goods off”. Bertram had answered without moving his head at all towards Perezia. 
 
    “Thank you Bertram” continued Bernhart, “you have been most helpful and now, just one other thing. Judging from the walls of this cave that you have mined into, we are not in Buxtor anymore are we? Are we in, what did you say your village was called, Stendale?” 
 
    “Yes”, 
 
    “And how far is that from Buxtor?” 
 
    “Bout seven mile, tops, to the north of us”. 
 
    “And our horses, where are they?” 
 
    “In the stables outside. Was going to sell them too”. Torr breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Thank you Bertram. It has been a pleasure and you really have been most helpful but, just one very last thing. Would you have the key to our cells on you by chance?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
   T hey sat Bertram in the cell that Torr, Carodin and Bernhart had been in. The smuggler went in wilfully and sat peacefully on the straw covered floor. He still had an unfocused look in his eyes and content smile of ignorant bliss on his face. 
 
    There had been a slight disagreement between Bernhart and Perezia about the fate of their captor. Perezia wanted to disembowel him there and then. Carodin almost had to intervene but her discipline as Guild Captain, particularly in front of her own men, prevailed. 
 
    Bernhart had to remind Perezia that her mandate to investigate the smuggling ring meant, where possible, bringing these people to justice, not mutilating them (although chances were, Bertram would hang for his crimes, whether in the Weald Courts or Sha Haram). 
 
    The barrel that he had been sat on was indeed full of water but, with no ladles or cups, each man had to cup his hands in turn to try and refresh themselves in the short time they had before they were discovered. Bertram’s key was, by good fortune, a master key, so they were able to re-equip themselves fully before considering how best to escape. Clearly the smugglers had not contemplated that one of their new prisoners was not only able to charm his way out of their cells but, also, steal the secrets of their operation from their leader’s lips. 
 
    “What is that stuff anyway?” Carodin was checking that his two short swords were intact and free from obstruction in their scabbards. 
 
    “Mottleweed, young man. Quite common if you know where to look. Marvellous stuff isn’t it”. 
 
    “Not when you’re standing behind it it’s not. Sodding stinks”. 
 
    Torr had crept up the stairs to the solid oak door that separated them from their cells and the rest of the world. 
 
    The walls of the short corridor and, indeed the store room turned cell itself, had been worked into a polished stone finish but the roof high above them confirmed the whole area had just been fashioned from a small cavern. The door was not locked. The two men who Bertram had instructed to go and get irons for their new would be slaves had clearly not considered the need to lock their boss in whilst they did so. 
 
    The two henchmen had returned, but had made enough noise on their approach that all of the party had just enough time to hide either side of the corridor before the men made their way into the storeroom. They were quickly overpowered, silenced and thrown into one of the cells next to their still simple leader. 
 
    Torr peered through the tiniest of gaps he dared open in the door at the top of the corridor, spying onto a hive of activity before him. There were perhaps twenty men or so, all loading up brand new wagons with, what he presumed was, the last lot of stolen goods to have made its way out of the palisade. None of the men appeared armoured. There were swords, spears and even a shield or two lying around but very few appeared to be carrying weapons. The smugglers lair was nothing more than an open cave, albeit wide enough that, from his vantage point, Torr could not see either wall to his left or right. The cave mouth was very wide and the whole operation appeared to be taking place in a space no more than seventy yards or so deep. Beyond the cave mouth just appeared to be pasture and field for quite some distance but the horizon ended in a steep uphill gradient. There was a path wide enough for a wagon right in the middle of his field of vision, out of the cave mouth and up the hill. 
 
    Torr snuck back down and appraised the rest of his party of their opponents’ strength. Carodin and Perezia were confident they could overpower the smugglers quickly. Another dispute arose with Bernhart though about the treatment the smugglers should receive once they were defeated but it was clear Perezia and her men were in no mood to spare the blade.  
 
    Inwardly, Torr agreed with Perezia. These inbred cave dwellers would have thought nothing of sparing their lives or showing any form of the Sunlord’s mercy on them had they remained captive. However, he accepted it was only by Bernhart’s ability that they were all free from their cells now anyway. 
 
    It was agreed that anyone with a bow should be the first to burst out into the cave, to cover the rest of the troop who could then advance, secure their flanks and move up. Bernhart agreed he would add his weight to the fray. Fortunately, the wizard had brought Boom Stick with him. With a sudden degree of malicious intent, Torr was looking forward to putting Victory’s Pain and his new bow through their paces. 
 
    Five of the Suthrasian’s crept through the door but still crouched down as they moved into the cave. There was a caravan just to their left that they were able to sneak behind and under. 
 
    There was no warning from them, no battle cry, no charge, just the clink of crossbow mechanism as each man found a mark, the first smugglers dropping quickly. 
 
    It was only when Perezia, Carodin and the rest of the Suthrasian guard entered the cave and charged that the smugglers at the far end heard any noise at all. The acoustics of the cave echoed their battle cry as well. Torr and Bernhart were the last to enter, the two wizards sweeping confidently into the room as the men wielding crossbows reloaded and Perezia, Carodin and the rest of the men spread out. The cave was actually as wide as it was long. A strong wind blew through the cavern, rattling the canvas on the covered wagons. Their surprise was absolute. Only two or three of the smugglers actually had a chance to pick up any weapons, let alone defend themselves before they were cut down. Torr had drawn his own bow, which had a far longer range than the short crossbows carried by the Suthrasians. He was able to pin down smugglers at the far end of the cave, who had to take cover behind creates and chests, allowing Perezia and Carodin to advance confidently right through the middle of the cave.  
 
    Suddenly, there was a rush of noise and movement from their right. Three smugglers, who had managed to remain hidden in a caravan rushed at the Suthrasian’s from behind, having waited for them to advance so the smugglers could attack from the flank. They were armed with a short billhook, longsword and spear.  
 
    There was a striking noise just to Torr’s right of metal on stone, followed instantly by a thunder clap that deafened Torr at the same time as a bolt of bright blue lighting shot out from the bottom of Boom Stick, striking one of the smugglers so hard in the chest that his neck snapped forward, legs still in a running pose, as he was thrown twenty feet in the air, at almost arrow speed, back into the cavern wall. Had Torr been able to hear anything, he would have heard the sickening crunch of bone before gravity took hold of the smugglers corpse again. 
 
    The other two turned with a look of horror on their faces just in time to be cut down by deadly accurate bolts as the crossbowmen had reloaded, scanning the area in front of them for suitable targets. 
 
    The remaining few that tried to fight were just scrappers, bare knuckle thugs, not disciplined fighters. They were dealt with easily enough with a blow to the face with sword hilt and haft. The fight was over before it had begun. Three smugglers had actually managed to flee the caves. Torr saw them leave and ran to the far end of the cave, preparing an arrow as he did. 
 
    “Captain Skarsdale, leave them!” shouted Bernhart from behind him. Torr surveyed the open space in front of them. From the cave entrance, Torr could see a small square steeple to his right, just behind a small hilltop and some smoke rising. The three smugglers were running along a footpath that led over this rise. They were just about still in range of his bow. 
 
    “Sir, I think they are heading towards a settlement, what if there are more of them?” 
 
    Perezia had run up to the cave entrance as well, having organised her men to take care of their prisoners. Of the twenty smugglers in the cave, nine had surrendered without much of a fight, eight lay dead or wounded and three were now running for their lives. Perezia’s eyes narrowed before, she turned and ran back into the cave, where Bernhart was now examining another storeroom like door on the left hand side of the cavern. 
 
    “I cannot be expected to ride, all the way to Columb, with bandits on our tail. We need to secure these goods and take them back with us. They are the property of Sha Haram’s merchants, and I was charged with putting an end to those behind this operation once and for all”. 
 
    “I do not think three frightened villagers will cause you any trouble on your return trip Captain Sala or present a future problem. In fact, I believe more will be gained from opening up this door which, I suspect, is where the good master Wizel kept his counsel”.  
 
    Perezia pushed the door with her sword tip but it was locked. She barked commands at two of her men, who found a roll of logs on one of the caravans that they were able to turn into an impromptu battering ram. The noise of splintering wood amplified noisily out of the cavern. The door appeared to be reinforced so Perezia’s men had to take it in turns to keep up the strength of their tirade, whilst the rest then herded their prisoners into the cells from which they escaped, barring the door at the end of the flight of steps with spears and then pushing empty caravans right up to the door as well. 
 
    As Torr had watched the fleeing men out of sight he turned around to go back in, suddenly catching a feint scent of horse and straw. He walked out and around the left hand side of the cave entrance to be presented with quite a large stable building. It appeared newly built and the straw bales piled high and under cover of their own storeroom with a well tarred roof. The double doors had even been inlaid with stained glass, somewhat out of keeping with the desolate nature of the area in which it was located. Well smuggling appears to pay well then, Torr thought as he peeked in through the windows as best he could. There must have been thirty horse within, all seemingly quite content with plenty of room to each mount.  
 
    He tried the door, which was not locked. Tentatively, he entered, in case any of the smugglers had run in here to hide but he could tell from the calmness of the horse that they had not been spooked by anyone trying to hide within. Half way down he could see Scout, who started to nod his head as soon as he saw Torr. He could hear the horse kicking his stable door as well, one of Scout’s signs of impatience. He opened the door and Scout trotted out whilst he went to see if there was any of their tack. He found all their riding gear in a separate room at the far end of the stables, along with plenty of other, expensive, looking riding equipment although a lot of it appeared very showy, the type of equipment bought by people with more money than sense. 
 
    He took his own saddle, secured Scout and rode out of the stables, admiring the scenery for the first time as he did. They were clearly quite high up, with a number of peaks behind him and, what appeared to be, a cliff face some way off in front of him. It was still mid morning. As he squinted, the cliff appeared to be an old mine face. There was no one around. The peaks had a desolate and unwelcome feel to them as the wind whistled around the singular hill that formed the outside of the cave from which they had just emerged. It had quite steep sides, erupting from the ground out of sight of anyone except those working on the old stone face away in the distance. He presumed the smoke he could see must be from the village which the smugglers must call home. What did Bertram call it...Stendale, or something like that. 
 
    Running away from the village, round behind the hill which housed the cave, Torr saw another, wider, path, with clear signs of wagon use. From Bertram’s brief description of where they were in relation to Buxtor, Torr suspected that would lead them back onto the main highway and would enable Perezia and her crew to return, victorious, south to Columb and then for passage onto Sha Haram.  
 
    Torr sat on Scout, taking in the view, cupping his eyes a little in the bright sunlight. He could not have conceived where fate had led him this season gone, as he sat here now, with a sense of an adventures end but, also, what it had cost. If he had felt he had lost any of his innocence though, he had not had time to notice where or when. It was only in the brief moments, alone, like this, that he had time to contemplate what had happened to him this Highsun, and what he had become. He did not feel any different, physically, but knowledge alone was change in itself. 
 
    He could still hear the rhythmic beat of battering ram against, reinforced, door as he cajoled Scout into life, towards the cave mouth. 
 
    As he headed back towards the rest of his party, he could see, what he thought initially, were more smoke wisps coming from over the hill where the three remaining smugglers had fled. As he focused on the wisps, they became more numerous and solid. The wisps turned into men, maybe thirty or so, running over the hill and across the pasture, straight towards the cave and their stolen cargo. They all appeared armed although, from what he could see this far away and with the men waving their arms around, only with agricultural equipment. A swishing noise close to his left though suddenly suggested otherwise. At least two men were stood at the back of the charging men in the rough stance of an archer. Torr urged Scout on hurriedly, hoofs crashing on the cave mouth, competing with the sound of the battering ram, as he swerved into the cave, the sound of another arrow splintering on the rock face just behind him. 
 
    “More of them.” He shouted in a panic. Now it was their turn to be surprised. He rode right through the cave and up to Bernhart, Perezia and Carodin, who had been sat patiently waiting for Perezia’s men to make progress with the door, which was stubbornly refusing to give way. 
 
    “About thirty of them I reckon, all armed, after a fashion”. The men hammering the door had slowed their momentum, looking at Perezia for orders. The rest of the men had been scattered about the cave, securing the stolen goods for transit down to Columb.  
 
    Carodin stood, unsheathed both his swords and started towards the mouth of the cave. Bernhart reached over and picked up Boom Stick, which had been lying next to him, whilst Torr dismounted and secured Scout’s bridle on one of the caravans nearest the far end of the cave, away from danger. He would be better off on foot. Besides, all he had was his bow and Victory’s Pain, neither of which would be of much use on horseback, at least, with Scout exposed, making the stallion and rider the most obvious target. 
 
    Perezia’s brow furrowed at the news, before she quickly barked commands at her men, who gathered their weapons, reloaded their bows and made for the cave entrance. The crossbowmen took cover behind small rocky stalagmites in the floor of the cavern, the rest pushing two caravans that were nearest the entrance across the cave mouth, to try and funnel their attackers into smaller chokepoints that they could defend. 
 
    They could hear the yells of the reinforcements as they rushed closer, arrows whistling into the cavern, striking the wagons that Perezia’s men were moving.  
 
    Carodin was peering out from behind a stack of heavy oak chests. “Gods’, looks like the whole sodding village is in on this!” 
 
    Bernhart strode up, confidently, through the middle of the cave, an arrow clattering to the floor near his feet. Torr had caught up with the master wizard having secured Scout. Bernhart looked angrier now than he had when they attacked the palisade. 
 
    “In the name of the Champion, when will people learn that they are beaten, instead of throwing their lives away in needless bravado”. He turned to Torr, still seemingly unconcerned about the target he was presenting in the face of projectiles flying at them. “Right then Captain Skarsdale, I am afraid these stupid people will require a pyromantic display, probably from both of us, to dissuade them from their futile charge” Bernhart grabbed Torr’s hands and held them a few inches apart, fingers cupped. “Remember, focus is the key. Concentrate on keeping the flame in a ball before release. You aim to the left, I’ll aim to the right”. 
 
     They took up position, each side of one of the wagons that the Sha Haram guard had put across the cave mouth, occasional arrow’s still coming their way, crossbow bolts fired in answer.  
 
    Torr shut his eyes and focused his mind on a spark in his hands, growing slowly as he rolled his hands, as if to shape a fiery snowball. He opened his eyes, saw the ball of fire crackling in his hands. The Suthrasian crossbowman who had taken shelter behind the same part of the wagon backed away, giving Torr a wide berth as he moved behind the centre of the wagon, enabling the young wizard to step up to the edge of their cover, but partly out of fear and shock as well. 
 
    Torr stepped up, still rolling his hands around the growing orb, and swung out from behind the wagon, giving himself only an instant to aim. He had been told that, if he tried keeping the flame cupped in his hands for too long, it would engulf him and all around. Only with experience would he be able to create larger conflagrations. He flung the stone sized ball of fire at the left flank of the charging villagers which arced, a little slowly, landing about fifty yards away at the leading edge of the two fastest smuggler’s leading the charge on that side. It fell to the ground, creating an explosion that belied the size of the projectile, knocking the two nearest men clean off their feet.  
 
    As his own fireball made its way to his target, he saw another, larger, ball of flame, flying towards the smugglers. It was travelling much quicker than his own, to the point that it had a small tail, like a well aimed comet. It detonated at the same time as Torr’s own attempt, right at the feet of one attacker, who was instantly vaporised. The heat was fierce and Torr had to gasp for breath as Bernhart’s fireball consumed the oxygen around them. The percussive crash made Torr’s own attempt sound like a faint echo. Several other attackers were flung in the air in all directions, landing in smouldering, broken, heaps across the ground they were trying to cover. 
 
    Still, the arrows kept coming at them. Torr could see perhaps five archers now, trying to keep them pinned down. Despite the decimation caused by Bernhart’s fireball, the next wave of attackers were still charging towards them and Torr thought he saw perhaps another half dozen figures coming over the top of the hill as well. 
 
    “These fuckers don’t know when to give up do they”. Carodin had joined them behind the cover of the wagon, having just helped move another partially across the cave mouth as well. 
 
    There was another roar to their right as Bernhart threw another ball of death, slightly across the open field, exploding in the middle of the second wave of charging men. Those that had survived the first blasts were almost upon them, but well within accurate crossbow range. There were also now only three gaps in the cave mouth for the rest of the smugglers to try and funnel through, in between the wagons. Perezia had positioned her men accordingly so, even when the remaining attackers had crossed the field, they were held with ease and cut down by the disciplined Suthrasian guard.  
 
    Still though, they were being pinned down by the archers, two of whom had found their mark against Perezia’s men. Torr peered through a gap and saw that the last group of men were not running at them, but across the field, towards the stables. “They’re going for the horses” Torr shouted. He grabbed his own bow, pulled himself up over the wagon, making himself an instant target as the archers tried to react to him.  
 
    If they get to the horses, we’re done for. We’ll never outrun them otherwise. Torr ran across the mouth of the cave, not only to try and head off the half dozen or so men, but also to present the archers with a harder target, running across their field of vision. He could hear shouts from behind him but did not turn to look. Arrows thumped into the ground around him, but never really close to worry him about the accuracy and skill of the remaining assailants. 
 
    The smugglers who had been going for the stables saw him and started running towards Torr instead, confident of being able to cut down the young man running towards the stables on his own. Torr carried on running though, to ensure he was between the smugglers and the stables. With all that hay in there, the building would burn easily. Anger gripped him now as he stopped and turned to face the still charging men no more than fifteen yards away. They were armed with threshing flails, scythes and baling forks. 
 
    Torr had enough time to take Victory’s Pain, which he had kept strapped to his back, and ignite it just as the smugglers reached him. The men stopped dead in their tracks. Torr took the initiative and waded into them, swinging upwards and smashing the nearest man square on the jaw. He heard the crack of bone as the man fell. All the smugglers were wearing their simple work clothes which ignited with ease. 
 
    The remaining five smugglers were still transfixed with the sight of their comrade now rolling on the ground, charring the grass where he lay, when Torr struck the second down, smashing his staff against the side of the man’s skull. 
 
    He stood, poised with his flaming weapon grasped firmly in both hands, waiting for the remaining four men to decide what they were going to do. 
 
    “C’mon you inbred shits, think you can take on the outside world do you? Not as easy as fucking your own sister is it?” Torr could feel the adrenalin keeping his reflexes sharp, but he didn’t feel driven by the life threatening fear of his situation. His opponents could sense the young man’s confidence. His weapon and stance making it difficult for them to try their luck with a thrust or swipe from their own makeshift implement. Out of the corner of his eye as well, he saw three other figures running towards him. Carodin and two of Perezia’s men were running up, almost in the blind spot of his four remaining assailant’s, a trail of arrows following them now. 
 
    Torr lunged at the next nearest, but they had the sense now to remain just out of reach, despite Torr’s best efforts to goad them into another rash move. Rather than try and parry the burning staff, they just took a step back. 
 
    Torr moved forwards again, backing the men towards the fast approaching Carodin. One of the hilltop archers found another target as one of the men following Carodin, slumped to the floor, arrow embedded firmly in his back. By now, the four men facing Torr had seen Carodin approached. They made the mistake of all turning at the sound of Carodin’s shout, giving Torr the opportunity to bring Victory’s Pain down on the head of another smuggler, who fell to the floor, the skull crushing blow killing the man before his body hit the ground. 
 
    Carodin had already thrust one of his swords into the belly of the man nearest him before the other two decided to flee. Torr, Carodin and the remaining Suthrasian gave chase, not only to ensure the men did not return, but also to try and seek cover from the archers, who appeared to have bought a small forest of arrows with them. 
 
    The three of them hid behind the stable doors as their two remaining attackers disappeared, having dropped their weapons as they did and ran on out of sight. “If they were bright, they’d set fire to the stables easily enough from there” said Torr, slightly out of breath now, pointing in the direction of the hill crest, towards the archers. 
 
    “Can’t you get them from here?” Carodin pointed to Torr’s bow, which was still strapped to his back.  
 
    “Yeah, if I’d remembered my quiver”. 
 
    “Oh, that’s sodding marvellous then isn’t it!” 
 
    “Wait, hang on, I think there might have been some in the stables, near the tack room. Hang on here” Torr vaulted into the stables before the archers could draw a bead on him. The horses seemed agitated at the sound of the battle. He burst into the tack room and found two quivers full of arrows. They were quite light though, not really designed for his full draw military bow, but for the smaller bows the smugglers must be using. Explains why they can’t shoot for shit over that range, thought Torr as he snuck out the door at the far end of the stables, unseen by the men on the hilltop. From here he couldn’t see into the cave to see if any fighting was still raging there, but all the archers had decided to refocus their attention on the cave mouth, giving Torr time to draw his bow un-noticed. His first shot found its mark, the archer’s having no time to react to the faster speed of the arrow from Torr’s bow. The first man fell with one of their own arrows embedded deep in his arm. Before they knew where Torr was, he managed to get off another shot, this time hitting his target square in the face. The man’s neck snapped back with the force of the arrow, his body falling the other side of the hill crest. Torr was about to change position, back to where Carodin was, when he heard and felt a rumbling, coming from out of the ground. He could see the ground shaking where the three remaining archers stood, to the point they had difficulty standing, let alone aiming. He looked towards the cave mouth and saw the rest of Perezia’s men break cover and charge towards the last three smugglers on the hilltop. 
 
    Suddenly, a monolith of rock erupted from the ground, directly under the feet of one of the archers, instantly engulfing him within the stone as it shot up over ten foot high. From this distance, Torr could just make out a hand and arm protruding from this new geological feature. 
 
    Faced with this horrible fate and the rest of the Suthrasian’s now counter attacking, the two remaining archers fled. 
 
    Torr and Carodin helped the Suthrasian who had come with the Tantes captain to carry the body of the other guard who, it turned out, was the only fatality from Captain Sala’s command, back to the cave, where his body was prepared for their return trip. Three others were wounded, but not seriously. Of the bandit’s, only the four who had run from the field had survived, plus the number now imprisoned in their own cells. Bernhart’s final stony display of Petramancy ensured they were not interrupted again as the Suthrasian’s finished loading the stolen goods onto the newest wagon’s, saddled up and prepared to move out. Whilst they were confident with their victory, there was clearly no point in hanging round.  
 
    The door to Bertram’s office finally fell, Bernhart and Perezia quickly descending on the room in the search for clues or other evidence that could be used back in Sha Haram. Torr had helped saddle the horses, ready for them to move out, when he entered Bertram Wizel’s office, to find the wizard and Suthrasian captain going through some pieces of parchment they had found. Perezia seemed pleased with the find, but Bernhart’s expression gave nothing away about his own take on whatever clues they had uncovered about the source of the leaked caravan‘s, their route or cargo. If anything, Torr thought Bernhart seemed to lament the need for the bloodshed. Clearly he had hoped the first smuggler’s who fled would not return, given that he had instructed Torr not to shoot down the first one’s that ran, before they returned with reinforcement’s. Perhaps he did not like to be proved wrong. Now was not the time to pry though. 
 
    Perezia was keen to move out straight away, in order to get to the relative safety of Columb as soon as she could. 
 
    They followed the tracks that the smugglers appeared to have used to move their cargo’s, which led down quite a steep and winding track, much like the one that led to the bandit palisade, but without the obstruction of the woods. Even Torr had to admit that their view, as they descended, was very pleasant, over the rolling, limestone, hills, as they looked down onto the highway that came out of a gorge below them. Bernhart was confident that they were coming out onto on the main road and that, as such, neither the Suthrasians or the three weald men would encounter any more trouble as they were many miles from Buxtor now, having come out on the far side of the valley from that town. 
 
    Perezia embraced each of the three men as they said their goodbyes when they reached the main turnpike. The amount of other caravans hastening to get to their night’s rest bore out Bernhart’s advices that they were indeed on the main route into and out of Columb, to the south, and Bereofs town far to the north. Perezia’s embrace of Carodin was longer though before the men of Sha Haram and their guild captain set off, leaving the three Wealder’s to watch them depart, before they turned their own horses north, each of them in quiet contemplation of their deeds and actions. 
 
     This certainly appeared to be the end of the bandits and their smuggling ring, Torr thought, but what of the Elheren gem? Bertram’s loosened tongue clearly suggested there was more to that, even if the smuggler was vague on specifics. Up until now he had been content to rely on Bernhart’s deductions and wisdom but now, something made Torr think that he might have to rely on his own intuition. Part of him hoped that, once this was over and they had parted from Perezia, that he could just return to Paegas Bay, to Home Manor. That he could simply slip the gem into a safe draw in his room and forget about it to the end of his days. A lurking, intangible, feeling though suggested otherwise. 
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