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Dedication	

For	Rachel	Skinner
(I	hope	you're	sitting	down
when	you	read	this.)



Chapter	1

The	 sentry	 never	 saw	 the	 dark-clad	 figure	 ghosting	 through	 the	 night	 towards
Castle	Araluen.	Merging	with	the	prevailing	patterns	of	light	and	shade	thrown
by	 the	 half	moon,	 the	 interloper	 seemed	 to	 blend	 into	 the	 fabric	 of	 the	 night,
matching	 the	 rhythm	 of	 the	 trees	 and	 cloud	 shadows	 as	 they	moved	with	 the
moderate	wind.

The	sentry's	post	was	in	the	outer	cordon,	outside	the	walls	of	the	massive	castle,
by	 the	 south-eastern	 tower.	 The	 moat	 rippled	 gently	 behind	 him,	 its	 surface
stirred	by	the	wind	so	that	the	reflections	of	the	stars	in	the	dark	water	were	set
shimmering	in	a	thousand	tiny	points	of	light.	Before	him	stretched	the	massive
parkland	 that	 surrounded	 the	 castle,	 carefully	 tended,	 immaculately	mown	and
dotted	with	fruit	and	shade	trees.

The	 ground	 sloped	 gently	 away	 from	 the	 castle.	 There	 were	 trees	 and	 small
shady	 dells	 where	 couples	 or	 individuals	 could	 sit	 and	 relax	 and	 picnic	 in
relative	privacy,	sheltered	from	the	sun.	But	the	trees	were	small	and	they	were
well	spaced	out,	with	plenty	of	open	ground	between	them	so	that	concealment
would	be	denied	to	any	large	attacking	force.	It	was	a	well-ordered	compromise
between	the	provision	of	privacy	and	relaxation	and	the	need	for	security	in	an
age	when	an	attack	could	conceivably	happen	at	any	time.

Thirty	 metres	 to	 the	 left	 of	 where	 the	 sentry	 stood,	 a	 picnic	 table	 had	 been
fashioned	by	attaching	an	old	cartwheel	to	the	sawn-off	stump	of	what	had	been
a	larger	tree.	Several	rustic	benches	were	placed	around	the	table	and	a	smaller
tree	had	been	planted	 to	one	side	 to	shade	 it	at	noon.	 It	was	a	 favourite	picnic
spot	 for	 the	knights	and	 their	 ladies.	 It	afforded	a	good	overview	of	 the	green,
pleasant	parklands	 that	 sloped	away	 to	 the	distant	dark	 line	of	 a	 forest.	And	 it
was	placed	so	that	it	would	enjoy	sunshine	all	year	round	—	so	long	as	the	sun
was	shining.

The	intruder	was	heading	towards	this	table.

The	dark	figure	slipped	into	the	shadows	of	a	small	grove	forty	metres	from	the
bench,	 then	 dropped	 belly	 down	 to	 the	 ground.	 Taking	 one	 last	 look	 to	 get	 a



bearing,	 the	 intruder	 snaked	 out	 of	 the	 shadows,	 face	 down,	 heading	 for	 the
shelter	of	the	table.

Progress	was	painstakingly	slow.	This	was	obviously	a	trained	stalker	who	knew
that	any	 rapid	movement	would	 register	with	 the	sentry's	peripheral	vision.	As
shadows	of	clouds	passed	over	 the	park,	 the	crawling	 figure	would	move	with
them,	rippling	unobtrusively	across	the	short	grass,	seeming	to	be	just	one	more
moving	shadow.	The	dark	green	clothing	aided	concealment.	Black	would	have
been	too	dark	and	would	have	created	too	deep	a	shadow.

Dark	green	merged	perfectly	with	the	tone	of	the	grass	itself.

It	took	ten	minutes	to	cover	the	distance	to	the	table.	A	few	metres	short	of	the
objective,	the	figure	froze	as	the	guard	suddenly	stiffened,	as	if	alerted	by	some
sound	or	slight	movement	—	or	perhaps	just	an	intuitive	sense	that	all	was	not
quite	right.	He	turned	and	peered	in	the	general	direction	of	the	table,	not	even
registering	the	dark,	unmoving	shape	a	few	metres	from	it.

Eventually	satisfied	that	there	was	no	danger,	the	sentry	shook	his	head,	stamped
his	feet,	marched	a	few	paces	to	the	right	then	back	to	the	left,	then	shifted	his
spear	to	his	left	hand	and	rubbed	his	tired	eyes	with	his	right.	He	was	bored	and
tired	 and,	 he	 told	 himself,	 it	 was	 when	 you	 got	 that	 way	 that	 you	 started
imagining	things.

He	yawned,	then	settled	into	a	slump,	his	weight	resting	more	on	one	foot	than
the	other.	He	 sniffed	wryly.	He'd	never	get	 away	with	 that	 relaxed	posture	on
daylight	sentry	duty.	But	it	was	after	midnight	now	and	the	sergeant	of	the	guard
was	unlikely	to	come	and	check	on	him	in	the	next	hour.

As	the	sentry	relaxed	again,	the	dark	figure	slid	the	last	few	metres	to	the	shelter
of	 the	 table.	 Rising	 slowly	 to	 a	 crouching	 position,	 the	 intruder	 studied	 the
situation.	The	sentry,	after	his	shuffling	and	stamping,	had	moved	a	few	metres
further	away	from	the	table,	but	not	enough	to	cause	a	problem.

There	was	a	long	leather	thong	knotted	around	the	intruder's	waist.	Now,	untied,
it	could	be	seen	to	be	a	sling,	with	a	soft	leather	pouch	at	its	centre.	A	smooth,
heavy	stone	went	into	the	pouch	and	the	figure	rose	a	little,	beginning	to	swing
the	simple	weapon	in	a	wide	slow	circle,	using	a	minimal	wrist	movement	and
gradually	building	up	speed.



The	 sentry	 became	 aware	 of	 a	 foreign	 sound	 in	 the	 night.	 It	 began	 as	 a	 deep-
throated,	 almost	 inaudible	 hum,	 and	 slowly	 grew	 higher	 in	 pitch.	 The	 change
was	 so	 gradual	 that	 he	 wasn't	 sure	 at	 what	 point	 he	 became	 aware	 of	 it.	 It
sounded	 like	an	 insect	of	some	sort,	he	 thought	 ...	a	giant	bee,	perhaps.	 It	was
difficult	 to	 detect	 the	 direction	 the	 sound	 was	 coming	 from.	 Then	 a	 memory
stirred.	 One	 of	 the	 other	 sentries	 had	 mentioned	 a	 similar	 sound	 some	 days
previously.	He'd	said	it	was	...

CLANG!

An	unseen	missile	smashed	into	 the	head	of	his	spear.	The	force	of	 the	 impact
snatched	the	weapon	from	his	 loose	grasp,	sending	it	cart-wheeling	away	from
him.	His	hand	dropped	 instinctively	 to	 the	hilt	of	his	 sword	and	he	had	 it	half
drawn	when	a	slim	figure	rose	from	behind	the	table	to	his	left.

The	cry	of	alarm	froze	in	his	 throat	as,	 the	intruder	pushed	back	the	dark	cowl
that	had	concealed	a	mass	of	blonde	hair.

'Relax!	It's	only	me,'	she	said,	the	amusement	obvious	in	her	voice.

Even	 in	 the	 dark,	 even	 at	 thirty	 metres	 distance,	 the	 laughing	 voice	 and	 the
distinctive	blonde	hair	marked	her	as	Cassandra,	Crown	Princess	of	Araluen.



Chapter	2

'It	must	stop,	Cassandra,'	Duncan	said.

He	was	 angry.	 She	 could	 see	 that.	 If	 it	 hadn't	 been	 obvious	 from	 the	way	 he
paced	behind	the	table	in	his	office,	she	would	have	known	it	from	the	fact	that
he	called	her	Cassandra.	His	usual	name	for	her	was	Cass	or	Cassie.	It	was	only
when	 he	was	 thoroughly	 annoyed	with	 her	 that	 he	 used	 the	 long	 form	 of	 her
name.

And	today,	he	was	thoroughly	annoyed	with	her.	He	had	a	full	morning's	work
ahead	of	him.	His	desk	was	littered	with	petitions	and	judgements,	 there	was	a
trade	delegation	from	Teutlandt	clamouring	for	his	attention	and	he	had	to	take
time	out	to	deal	with	a	complaint	about	his	daughter's	behaviour.

She	spread	her	hands	palm	out	before	her	—	a	gesture	that	mixed	frustration	and
explanation	in	equal	parts.	'Dad,	I	was	just	...	'

'You	 were	 just	 skulking	 around	 the	 countryside	 after	 midnight,	 stalking	 an
innocent	sentry	and	then	frightening	the	devil	out	of	him	with	that	damn	sling	of
yours!	What	if	you'd	hit	him,	instead	of	the	spear?'

'I	didn't,'	she	said	simply.	'I	hit	what	I	aim	at.	I	aimed	at	the	spearhead.'

He	glared	at	her	and	held	out	his	hand.

'Let	me	have	 it,'	he	said	and	when	she	cocked	her	head,	not	understanding,	he
added,	'The	sling.	Let	me	have	it.'

He	saw	the	determined	set	to	her	jaw	before	she	spoke.	'No,'	she	said.

His	eyebrows	shot	up.	'Are	you	defying	me?	I	am	the	King,	after	all.'

'I'm	not	defying	you.	I'm	just	not	giving	you	that	sling.	I	made	it.	 It	 took	me	a
week	to	get	it	just	right.	I've	practised	with	it	for	months	so	that	I	don't	miss	what
I	aim	at.	I'm	not	handing	it	over	so	you	can	destroy	it.	Sorry.'	She	added	the	last



word	after	a	pause.

'I'm	also	your	father,'	he	pointed	out.

She	 nodded	 acceptance	 of	 the	 fact.	 'I	 respect	 that.	 But	 you're	 angry.	And	 if	 I
hand	over	my	sling	to	you	now,	you'll	cut	it	up	without	thinking,	won't	you?'

He	shook	his	head	in	frustration	and	turned	away	to	the	window.	They	were	in
his	study,	a	large,	airy	and	well-lit	room	that	overlooked	the	park.

'I	cannot	have	you	stalking	around	in	the	dark	surprising	the	sentries,'	he	said.	He
could	 see	 they	 had	 reached	 an	 impasse	 over	 the	 matter	 of	 the	 sling	 and	 he
thought	it	best	to	change	his	point	of	attack.	He	knew	how	stubborn	his	daughter
could	be.

'It's	not	fair	to	the	men.,'	he	continued.	 'This	is	the	third	time	it's	happened	and
they're	getting	tired	of	your	silly	games.	The	sergeant	of	the	guard	has	asked	to
see	me	later	today	and	I	know	what	that's	going	to	be	about.'	He	turned	back	to
face	 her.	 'You've	 put	 me	 in	 a	 very	 difficult	 situation.	 I'm	 going	 to	 have	 to
apologise	to	a	sergeant.	Do	you	understand	how	embarrassing	that	will	be?'

He	saw	the	anger	in	her	face	fade	a	little.	 'I'm	sorry,	Father,'	she	said.	She	was
matching	his	formality.	Normally,	she	called	him	Dad.	Today	it	was	Cassandra
and	Father.	'But	it's	not	a	silly	game,	believe	me.	It's	something	I	need	to	do.'

'Why?'	he	demanded,	with	some	heat.	'You're	the	Crown	Princess,	not	some	silly
peasant	 girl,	 for	 pity's	 sake!	 You	 live	 in	 a	 castle	 with	 hundreds	 of	 troops	 to
protect	you!	Why	do	you	need	to	learn	how	to	sneak	around	in	the	dark	and	use
a	poacher's	weapon?'

'Dad,'	 she	 said,	 forgetting	 the	 formality,	 'think	 about	my	 life	 so	 far.	 I've	 been
pursued	by	Wargals	in	Celtica.	My	escorts	were	killed	and	I	barely	escaped	with
my	life.	Then	I	was	captured	by	Morgarath's	army.	I	was	dragged	off	to	Skandia,
where	l	had	to	survive	in	the	mountains.	I	could	have	starved	there.	After	that,	I
was	involved	in	a	full-scale	battle.	Those	hundreds	of	guards	didn't	exactly	keep
me	safe	then,	did	they?'

Duncan	made	an	irritated	gesture.	'Well,	perhaps	not.	But	—	'



'Let's	face	it,'	Cassandra	went	on,	'it's	a	dangerous	world	and,	as	Crown	Princess,
I'm	a	target	for	our	enemies.	I	want	to	be	able	to	defend	myself.	I	don't	want	to
have	to	rely	on	other	people.	Besides	...	'	She	hesitated	and	he	studied	her	more
closely.

'Besides?'	 he	 queried.	 Cassandra	 seemed	 to	 consider	 whether	 she	 should	 say
more.	Then	she	took	a	deep	breath,	and	plunged	in.

'As	your	daughter,	 there's	going	 to	come	a	 time	when	 I	 should	be	able	 to	help
you	—	to	share	some	of	your	load.'

'But	you	do	that!	The	banquet	last	week	was	a	triumph	...	'

She	made	a	dismissive	gesture	with	her	hands.	'I	don't	mean	banquets	and	state
occasions	 and	 picnics	 in	 the	 park.	 I	 mean	 the	 important	 things	 —	 going	 on
diplomatic	missions	in	your	name,	acting	as	your	representative	when	there	are
disputes	to	be	settled.	The	sort	of	thing	you'd	expect	a	son	to	do	for	you.'

'But	you're	not	my	son,'	Duncan	said.

Cassandra	smiled	a	little	sadly.	She	knew	her	father	loved	her.	But	she	also	knew
that	a	king,	any	king,	hoped	for	a	son	to	carry	on	his	work.

'Dad,	one	day	I'll	be	Queen.	Not	too	soon,	I	hope,'	she	added	hastily	and	Duncan
smiled	his	agreement	with	 the	sentiment.	 'But	when	I	am,	 I'll	have	 to	do	 these
things	and	it'll	be	a	little	late	to	start	learning	at	that	point.'

Duncan	studied	her	for	a	long	moment.	Cassandra	was	strong	willed,	he	knew.
She	 was	 brave	 and	 capable	 and	 intelligent.	 There	 was	 no	 way	 she	 would	 be
content	 to	 be	 a	 figurehead	 ruler,	 letting	 others	make	 the	 decisions	 and	 do	 the
hard	work.

'You're	 right,	 I	 suppose,'	 he	 said	 eventually.	 'You	 should	 learn	 to	 look	 after
yourself.	But	Sir	Richard	has	been	teaching	you	the	sabre.	Why	bother	with	the
sling	—	and	why	learn	to	sneak	around	unseen?'

It	 wasn't	 uncommon	 for	 highborn	 young	 ladies	 to	 study	 swordsmanship.
Cassandra	 had	 been	 taking	 lessons	 from	 the	 Assistant	 Battlemaster	 for	 some
months,	 using	 a	 lightweight	 sabre	 specially	made	 for	her.	She	 turned	 a	pained



expression	on	her	father.

'I'm	all	right	with	the	sabre,'	she	admitted.	'But	I'll	never	really	be	an	expert	and
that's	what	I'd	need	to	be	to	hold	my	own	against	a	man	with	a	heavy	weapon.
It's	the	same	with	a	bow.	It	takes	years	of	practice	to	learn	to	use	that	properly
and	I	just	don't	have	the	time.

'The	sling	is	a	weapon	I	already	know.	I	learned	to	use	it	as	a	child.	It	kept	me
alive	in	Skandia.	I	decided	that	would	be	my	weapon	of	choice	and	I'd	develop
my	basic	skills	until	I	was	really	expert.'

'You	 could	do	 that	 on	 a	 target	 range.	You	don't	 need	 to	 terrorise	my	 sentries,'
Duncan	said.

She	smiled	apologetically.	'I	admit	I	haven't	been	fair	to	them.	But	Geldon	said
the	best	way	to	practise	was	to	make	the	situation	as	real	as	possible.'

'Geldon?'	 Duncan's	 eyebrows	 slid	 together	 in	 a	 frown.	 Geldon	 was	 a	 retired
Ranger	 who	 had	 an	 apartment	 of	 rooms	 in	 Castle	 Araluen.	 Occasionally,	 he
acted	 as	 an	 adviser	 to	 Crowley,	 the	 Ranger	 Corps	 Commandant.	 Cassandra
flushed	as	she	realised	she'd	given	away	more	than	she	intended.

'I	asked	him	for	a	few	pointers	on	unseen	movement,'	she	confessed,	then	added
hurriedly,	'But	he	didn't	know	about	the	sling,	I	promise.'

'I'll	speak	 to	him	later,'	Duncan	said,	although	he	had	no	doubt	she	was	 telling
the	truth.	Geldon	wouldn't	be	fool	enough	to	encourage	her	in	the	irresponsible
practice	sessions	she'd	devised.

He	sat	down,	breathing	deeply	for	a	few	seconds	to	let	his	anger	subside.	Then
he	said	 in	a	more	reasonable	 tone,	 'Cass,	 think	about	 it.	Your	practice	sessions
could	conceivably	put	you,	or	the	castle	itself,	in	danger.'

She	cocked	her	head	to	one	side,	not	understanding.

'Now	 that	 the	 sentries	 know	 what	 you're	 up	 to,	 they	 might	 just	 ignore	 the
occasional	noise	or	sign	of	movement	outside	the	walls.	If	they	were	to	see	some
dark	figure	creeping	through	the	night,	they'd	assume	it	was	you.	And	they	might
be	wrong.	What	if	an	enemy	agent	was	trying	to	infiltrate	the	castle?	That	could



result	in	a	dead	sentry.	Would	you	want	that	on	your	conscience?'

Cassandra	 hung	her	 head	 as	 she	 considered	what	 he	 had	 said.	 She	 realised	 he
was	right.

'No,'	she	said,	in	a	small	voice.

'Or	the	opposite	might	happen.	One	of	these	nights,	a	sentry	might	see	someone
stalking	him	and	not	realise	it	was	only	the	Crown	Princess.	You	could	get	killed
yourself.'

She	opened	her	mouth	to	protest	but	he	stopped	her	with	a	raised	hand.

'I	 know	 you	 think	 you're	 too	 skilled	 for	 that.	 But	 think	 about	 it.	What	 would
happen	to	the	man	who	killed	you?	Would	you	want	him	to	live	with	that	on	his
conscience?'

'I	suppose	not,'	she	said	glumly	and	he	nodded,	seeing	that	the	lesson	had	been
learned.

'Then	 I	want	 you	 to	 stop	 these	 dangerous	 games	 of	 yours.'	Again	 she	went	 to
protest	 but	 he	 rode	 on	 over	 her.	 'If	 you	must	 practise,	 let	 Geldon	work	 out	 a
proper	plan	for	you.	I'm	sure	he'd	be	willing	to	help	and	it	might	be	harder	to	slip
by	him	than	a	few	sleepy	sentries.'

Cassandra's	face	widened	in	a	smile	as	she	realised	that	far	from	confiscating	her
sling,	her	 father	had	 just	given	his	permission	 for	her	 to	continue	her	weapons
practice.

'Thanks,	Dad,'	she	said,	the	eagerness	obvious	in	her	voice.	'I'll	get	started	with
him	later	today.'

But	Duncan	was	already	shaking	his	head.

'There's	time	for	that	later.	Today	I	need	your	help	planning	a	trip	—	an	official
trip.	I	want	you	to	decide	who	should	accompany	us.	And	you'll	probably	need
to	have	new	clothes	made	as	well	—	proper	travelling	outfits	and	formal	gowns,
not	that	tunic	and	tights	you're	wearing.	You	say	you	want	to	help,	so	here's	your
chance.	You	organise	everything.'



She	nodded,	frowning	slightly	as	she	thought	over	the	preparations	she'd	have	to
make,	 the	 details	 she'd	 have	 to	 arrange.	 An	 official	 royal	 trip	 took	 a	 lot	 of
planning	and	 involved	a	 lot	of	people.	She	was	 in	for	a	busy	couple	of	weeks,
she	realised.	But	she	was	glad	that	his	attention	had	been	diverted	from	his	order
for	her	to	hand	over	the	sling.

'When	are	we	going?'	 she	asked.	 'And	where	 to?'	She'd	need	 to	know	how	 far
they	were	travelling	so	she	could	organise	their	overnight	stops	along	the	way.

'In	 three	weeks	 time,'	 the	King	 told	 her.	 'We've	 been	 invited	 to	 a	 wedding	 at
Castle	Redmont	on	the	fourteenth	of	next	month.'

'Redmont?'	 she	 repeated,	 her	 interest	 obviously	 piqued	 by	 the	 name.	 'Who's
getting	married	at	Redmont?'



Chapter	3

Halt	ran	his	fingers	through	his	shaggy	hair	as	he	studied	the	list	of	names.

'Gorlog's	 beard!'	 he	 said,	 using	 a	Skandian	oath	 he	 had	become	quite	 fond	of.
'How	many	people	are	here?'

Lady	Pauline	watched	him	serenely.	'Two	hundred	and	three,'	she	said	calmly.

He	looked	up	from	the	list,	appalled.	 'Two	hundred	and	three?'	he	repeated	and
she	nodded.	He	shook	his	head	and	dropped	the	sheet	of	parchment	on	her	desk.

'Well,	we're	going	to	have	to	pare	it	down,'	he	said.

Pauline	 frowned	 slightly	 in	 concentration	 as	 she	 considered	 his	 statement.'We
could	possibly	get	rid	of	the	three,'	she	said.	 'I'm	not	sure	that	I	really	need	the
Iberian	ambassador	and	his	two	idiot	daughters	at	my	wedding.'

She	took	a	quill	and	scored	out	the	last	three	names	on	the	list,	then	looked	up	at
him	and	smiled	brightly.

'There.	All	done.	Wasn't	that	easy?'

Halt	 shook	his	head	distractedly,	 taking	 the	 list	 again	and	 scanning	 through	 it.
'But	 ...	 two	 hundred	 people?	 Do	 we	 really	 need	 two	 hundred	 people	 to	 get
married?'

'They're	 not	 getting	 married,	 dear.	 We	 are,'	 she	 said,	 deliberately
misunderstanding	 him.	 He	 scowled	 at	 her.	 Normally,	 Halt's	 scowl	 was	 a
fearsome	thing.	But	it	held	no	terrors	for	Lady	Pauline.	She	raised	one	eyebrow
at	him	and	he	realised	he	might	as	well	drop	the	scowl.	He	went	back	to	the	list,
jabbing	his	forefinger	at	one	section.

'I	mean	...	I	suppose	the	King	has	to	come,'	he	began.



'Of	course	he	does.	You	are	one	of	his	oldest	advisers,'	she	pointed	out.

'And	Evanlyn	—	well,	Cassandra.	She's	a	friend.	But	who	are	all	 these	others?
There	must	be	fifteen	in	the	royal	party!'

'Seventeen,'	 Lady	 Pauline	 said.	 'After	 all,	 the	 King	 can't	 travel	 without	 his
retinue.	He	 and	Cassandra	 can't	 just	 hop	 on	 their	 horses	 and	 turn	 up	 one	 day
saying,	"We're	here	for	the	wedding.	Where	do	we	sit?"	There's	a	certain	amount
of	protocol	involved.'

'Protocol!'	Halt	snorted	derisively.	'What	a	load	of	rubbish!'

'Halt,'	said	the	elegant	diplomat,	'when	you	asked	me	to	marry	you,	did	you	think
we	could	just	sneak	off	to	a	glade	in	the	woods	with	a	few	close	friends	and	get
it	done?'

Halt	hesitated.	'Well,	no	...	of	course	not.'

As	a	matter	of	fact,	that	was	exactly	what	he	had	thought.	A	simple	ceremony,	a
few	 friends,	 some	 good	 food	 and	 drink	 and	 then	 he	 and	 Pauline	 would	 be	 a
couple.	But	he	felt	that	it	might	not	be	wise	to	admit	that	right	now.

The	engagement	of	the	grizzled	Ranger	and	the	beautiful	Lady	Pauline	had	been
the	talk	of	Redmont	Fief	for	some	weeks	now.

People	 were	 amazed	 and	 delighted	 that	 this	 seemingly	 ill-matched,	 but	 well-
respected,	pair	were	to	become	man	and	wife.	It	was	something	to	wonder	about,
to	 gossip	 about.	Little	 else	 had	been	discussed	 in	 the	Redmont	 dining	hall	 for
weeks.

There	were	 those	who	pretended	not	 to	be	surprised.	Baron	Arald	of	Redmont
was	one	of	them.

'Always	 knew	 it!'	 he	 told	 anyone	 who	 would	 listen.	 'Always	 knew	 there	 was
something	going	on	with	 those	 two!	Saw	 it	coming	years	ago!	Knew	 it	before
they	did,	probably.'

And	 indeed,	 there	had	been	occasional	vague	 rumours	over	 the	years	 that	Halt
and	Pauline	had	been	something	more	than	friends	in	the	past.	But	the	majority



of	 people	 had	 dismissed	 such	 talk.	 And	 neither	 Halt	 nor	 Pauline	 ever	 said
anything	about	the	matter.	When	it	came	to	keeping	secrets,	few	people	could	be
more	tight-lipped	than	Rangers	and	members	of	the	Diplomatic	Service.

But	 there	 came	 a	 day	 when	 Halt	 realised	 that	 time	 was	 slipping	 past	 with
increasing	speed.	Will,	his	apprentice,	was	in	his	final	year	of	training.	In	a	few
months	he	would	be	due	for	graduation	and	promotion	to	the	Silver	Oakleaf	—
the	 insignia	of	 a	 fully	 fledged	Ranger.	And	 that	meant	Will	would	be	moving
away	 from	Redmont.	He	would	be	assigned	a	 fief	of	his	own	and	Halt	 sensed
that	his	day-to-day	life,	so	full	of	energy	and	diversion	with	Will	around,	would
become	alarmingly	empty.	As	 the	realisation	had	grown,	he	had	unconsciously
sought	the	company	of	Lady	Pauline	with	increasing	frequency.

She,	 in	 her	 turn,	 had	 seen	 his	 growing	 need	 for	 company	 and	 affection.	 A
Ranger's	life	tended	to	be	a	lonely	one	—	and	one	that	he	could	discuss	with	few
people.	As	a	Courier,	privy	to	many	of	the	secrets	of	the	fief	and	the	Kingdom
they	both	served,	Pauline	was	one	of	those	few.	Halt	could	relax	in	her	company.
They	could	discuss	each	other's	work	and	give	counsel	to	each	other.	And	there
was,	 in	 fact,	 a	 certain	 history	 between	 them	—	an	 understanding,	 some	might
call	it	—	which	went	back	to	a	time	when	they	were	both	younger.

To	 put	 it	 plainly,	 Lady	 Pauline	 had	 loved	 Halt	 for	 many	 years.	 Quietly	 and
patiently,	she	had	waited,	knowing	that	one	day	he	would	propose.

Knowing	also	that,	when	he	did,	this	incredibly	shy	and	retiring	man	would	view
the	prospect	of	a	very	public	wedding	with	absolute	horror.

'Who's	this?'	he	said,	coming	across	a	name	he	didn't	recognise.	'Lady	Georgina
of	Sandalhurst?	Why	are	we	inviting	her?	I	don't	know	her.	Why	are	we	asking
people	we	don't	know?'

'I	know	her,'	Pauline	replied.	There	was	a	certain	steeliness	in	her	voice	that	Halt
would	have	done	well	to	recognise.	'She's	my	aunt.	Bit	of	an	old	stick,	really,	but
I	have	to	invite	her.'

'You've	never	mentioned	her	before,'	Halt	challenged.

'True.	I	don't	like	her	very	much.	As	I	said,	she's	a	bit	of	an	old	stick.'



'Then	why	are	we	inviting	her?'

'We're	 inviting	her,'	Lady	Pauline	explained,	 'because	Aunt	Georgina	has	spent
the	last	 twenty	years	bemoaning	the	fact	 that	I	was	unmarried.	"Poor	Pauline!"
she'd	 cry	 to	 anyone	who'd	 listen.	 "She'll	 be	 a	 lonely	 old	maid!	Married	 to	 her
job!	 She'll	 never	 find	 a	 husband	 to	 look	 after	 her!"	 It's	 just	 too	 good	 an
opportunity	to	miss.'

Halt's	 eyebrows	 came	 together	 in	 a	 frown.	 There	 might	 be	 a	 few	 things	 that
would	annoy	him	more	than	someone	criticising	the	woman	he	loved,	but	for	the
moment,	he	couldn't	think	of	one.

'Agreed,'	he	said.	 'And	 let's	 sit	her	with	 the	most	boring	people	possible	at	 the
wedding	feast.'

'Good	thinking,'	Lady	Pauline	said.	She	made	a	note	on	another	sheet	of	paper.
'I'll	make	her	the	first	person	on	the	Bores'	Table.'

'The	Bores'	Table?'	Halt	said.	'I'm	not	sure	I've	heard	the	term.'

'Every	wedding	has	to	have	a	Bores'	Table,'	his	fiancee	explained	patiently.	'You
take	all	the	boring,	annoying,	bombastic	people	and	sit	them	together.	That	way,
they	all	bore	each	other	and	they	don't	bother	the	normal	people	you've	asked.'

'Wouldn't	 it	 be	 simpler	 to	 just	 ask	 people	 you	 like?'	Halt	 asked.	 'Except	Aunt
Georgina,	of	course,	there's.	a	good	reason	to	ask	her.	But	why	ask	other	bores?'

'It's	 a	 family	 thing,'	Lady	Pauline	 said,	 adding	 a	 second	 and	 third	name	 to	 the
Bores'	Table	as	she	thought	of	them.	 'You	have	to	ask	family	and	every	family
has	its	share	of	annoying	bores.	It's	just	part	of	organising	a	wedding.'

Halt	 dropped	 into	 a	 carved	 armchair,	 sitting	 slightly	 sideways	 with	 one	 leg
hooked	 up	 over	 the	 arm.	 'I	 thought	 weddings	 were	 supposed	 to	 be	 joyous
occasions,'	he	muttered.

'They	are.	So	long	as	you	have	a	Bores'	Table.'	She	smiled.	She	was	about	to	add
that	he	was	lucky	he	didn't	have	family	to	invite,	but	she	checked	the	statement
in	time.	Halt	hadn't	seen	any	members	of	his	family	in	over	twenty	years	and	she
sensed	that,	deep	down,	the	fact	saddened	him.



'The	thing	is,'	she	went	on,	veering	away	from	the	subject	of	families,	'now	that
the	 King	 is	 involved,	 the	 whole	 thing	 takes	 on	 a	 certain	 formality.	 There	 are
people	who	must	be	invited	—	nobles,	knights	and	their	ladies,	local	dignitaries,
village	councillors	and	the	like.	They'd	never	forgive	us	if	we	robbed	them	of	the
chance	to	rub	shoulders	with	royalty.'

'I	really	don't	give	a	fig	if	they	don't	forgive	me,'	he	said.	'Over	the	years,	most	of
them	have	gone	out	of	their	way	to	avoid	me.'

Lady	Pauline	leaned	forward	and	touched	his	arm	gently.

'Halt,	 it'll	 be	 the	 high	 point	 in	 their	 lives	 for	 some	 of	 them.	After	 all,	 nothing
much	happens	in	the	country.	Would	you	really	want	to	deprive	them	of	a	little
bit	of	colour	and	glamour	in	their	humdrum	existence?	I	know	I	wouldn't.'

He	 sighed,	 realising	 she	 was	 right.	 He	 also	 realised	 that	 he	 might	 have	 been
protesting	a	little	too	much.	He	was	beginning	to	sense	that	the	prospect	of	a	big
formal	wedding	might	not	be	 as	objectionable	 to	Pauline	 as	 it	was	 to	him.	He
couldn't	understand	the	sentiment	but	if	that	was	what	she	wanted,	that	was	what
he	would	give	her.

'No.	You're	right,	of	course.'

'Now,'	she	continued,	recognising	that	he	had	capitulated	and	grateful	to	him	for
the	fact,	'have	you	chosen	a	best	man?'

'Will,	of	course,'	he	said	promptly.

'Not	 Crowley?	 He's	 your	 oldest	 friend.'	 She	 was	 aware,	 if	 he	 was	 not,	 that
assigning	official	roles	was	a	perilous	matter.

Halt	frowned.	'True.	But	Will	is	special.	He's	more	like	a	son	to	me,	after	all.'

'Of	course.	But	we'll	have	to	find	a	role	for	Crowley.'

'He	could	give	the	bride	away,'	Halt	suggested.	Pauline	considered,	chewing	on
the	end	of	her	quill.



'I	 think	Baron	Arald	assumes	he'll	be	doing	 that.	Hmmm.	Tricky.'	She	 thought
for	a	few	moments,	then	came	to	a	decision.	'Crowley	can	give	me	away.	Arald
can	 perform	 the	 wedding.	 That's	 solved!'	 She	 made	 two	 more	 notes	 on	 her
growing	list.

In	Araluen,	marriage	was	a	state	ceremony,	not	a	religious	one.	It	was	normal	for
the	senior	official	present	to	perform	the	ritual.	Halt	cleared	his	throat,	making	a
great	effort	to	keep	a	straight	face.

'Wouldn't	protocol,'	he	said	with	mock	concern,	'demand	that	the	King	do	that?'

A	frown	creased	Pauline's	elegant	features	as	she	realised	he	was	right.	He	was
also	 altogether	 too	 pleased	 with	 himself.	 The	 innocent	 look	 in	 his	 eyes
confirmed	it.

'Damn!'	 she	 said.	 It	 didn't	 seem	 strong	 enough	 so	 she	 borrowed	 his	 oath,
'Gorlog's	teeth!'	She	drummed	her	fingers	on	the	desk	top	in	annoyance.

'That's	beard,'	Halt	said	mildly.

'He's	 got	 both,	 so	 I	 hear,'	 she	 said.	Then	 inspiration	 struck	 her.	 'I	 know.	We'll
invite	King	Duncan	to	be	Patron-Sponsor	of	the	event.	That	should	do	the	trick!'

'What	 does	 a	 Patron-Sponsor	 do?'	 Halt	 asked	 and	 she	 shrugged	 the	 question
aside.

'Not	sure.	I	only	just	invented	the	position.	But	Duncan	won't	know.	His	grasp	of
protocol	 is	 nearly	 as	 weak	 as	 yours.	 It'll	 be	 a	 sort	 of	 glorified	 Master	 of
Ceremonies	for	the	whole	thing.	It'll	lend	a	certain	...	royal	cachet	to	our	union.
Hmm,	that's	rather	good,'	she	muttered.	'I'll	write	that	down.'

She	 did	 so,	 making	 a	 mental	 note	 that	 she'd	 have	 to	 square	 the	 King's
Chamberlain	with	the	concept	of	Patron-Sponsor.	But	Lord	Anthony	was	an	old
friend.

'Now,	who	else?	Have	we	missed	anybody?'

'Horace?'	Halt	 suggested.	She	nodded	 immediately.	 'We'll	make	him	an	usher,'
she	said,	writing	furiously.	'Is	that	another	one	you	just	made	up?'	he	asked	and



she	looked	up,	offended.

'Of	 course	 not.	 It's	 official.	 You	 know:	 "Friend	 of	 the	 bride?	 Friend	 of	 the
groom?	Sit	to	the	left.	Sit	to	the	right."	An	usher.'

Halt	frowned.	'I	keep	thinking	we're	missing	someone	...	'

Pauline	slapped	her	hand	against	her	forehead.	'Gilan!'	she	said.	'He'll	be	awfully
hurt	if	we	don't	give	him	an	official.	role.'

Halt	clicked	his	teeth	in	annoyance.	She	was	right.	Gilan	was	tall,	cheerful,	loyal
—	and	Halt's	previous	apprentice.	'They	would	have	to	find	something	for	him.

'Can	I	have	two	best	men?'	he	suggested.

'No.	But	you	can	have	an	extra	groomsman.	Good	thinking!	That	means	I'll	have
to	find	an	extra	bridesmaid.	I	was	just	going	to	have	Alyss.'

'Well,'	 said	 Halt,	 pleased	 that	 he	 was	 becoming	 better	 at	 this,	 'that'll	 give
Cassandra	something	to	do.'

He	was	surprised	 to	see	a	quick	 frown	flash	across	Pauline's	countenance.	She
had	a	shrewd	idea	 that	Alyss,	her	assistant,	would	be	 less	 than	 thrilled	 to	have
Princess	Cassandra	 at	 the	wedding	 table	with	her	 and	Will.	Better	 if	 she	were
kept	at	a	distance	for	the	evening,	on	the	Royal	Patron-Sponsor's	table.

'No-o-o,'	she	said	at	length.	 'We	can't	have	that.	As	a	royal	princess,	she'd	take
focus	away	from	the	bride.'	'Well,	we	definitely	can't	have	that!'	Halt	agreed.

'Perhaps	young	Jenny,	if	Chubb	can	spare	her.	After	all,	she	and	Alyss	and	Will
were	all	raised	together.'

She	made	yet	another	note,	finding	a	fresh	sheet	of	paper	to	do	so.	The	list	was
growing.	So	much	to	get	organised.	A	thought	struck	her.	Without	 looking	up,
she	said:

'You	will	be	getting	a	haircut,	won't	you?'

Halt	 ran	 his	 hand	 through	 his	 hair	 once	more.	 It	 was	 getting	 a	 little	 long,	 he



thought.

'I'll	give	it	a	trim,'	he	said,	his	hand	dropping	unconsciously	to	the	hilt	of	his	saxe
knife.	This	time,	Pauline	did	look	up	from	her	writing.

'You'll	 get	 a	 haircut,'	 she	 said	 and	 Halt	 realised	 that	 certain	 freedoms	 he	 had
taken	for	granted	over	the	years	might	be	his	no	more.

'I'll	get	a	haircut,'	he	agreed.



Chapter	4

'Take	 in	 the	 sail,'	 said	Erak,	Oberjarl	 of	Skandia	 and,	presently,	 captain	of	 the
raiding	ship	Wolfwind.	Svengal	and	a	small	party	of	sail	handlers	were	standing
ready	 beside	 the	 mast.	 At	 his	 order,	 they	 released	 the	 halyards	 that	 kept	 the
massive	yardarm	in	position	and	began	to	lower	it	to	the	deck.	As	the	big	square
sail	 collapsed,	 no	 longer	 held	 in	 position	 to	 capture	 the	 onshore	 breeze	 three
other	men	gathered	it	quickly	into	neat	folds	so	it	could	be	stowed	in	the	for'ard
sail	locker.

The	yard	 itself	was	detached	from	the	mast	and	swung	carefully,	avoiding	any
excess	 clattering	 or	 bumping,	 into	 its	 fore	 and	 aft	 stowage	 position	 along	 the
raised	 decking	 between	 the	 twin	 rows	 of	 rowers'	 benches.	 Normally,	 the
Skandians	would	 not	 have	 been	 so	 careful	 about	 keeping	 noise	 to	 a	minimum
during	such	an	operation.	But	this	wasn't	a	normal	occasion.	This	was	a	raid.

With	the	last	of	the	way	still	on	the	ship,	Erak	swung	the	bow	to	port,	running
parallel	to	the	low-lying	coastline	of	Arrida,	barely	thirty	metres	away.

'Out	oars,'	he	said,	in	the	same	low	voice.	Then	he	added,	'And	be	quiet	about	it,
for	Torrak's	sake.'

One	 of	 the	 useful	 aspects	 about	 the	 Skandian	 religion,	 he	 mused,	 was	 the
multiplicity	 of	 gods,	 demigods	 and	 minor	 demons	 one	 could	 call	 upon	 to
emphasise	 an	 order.	 With	 almost	 exaggerated	 care,	 the	 burly	 rowing	 crew
unstowed	their	oars	and	laid	them	into	the	holes	that	lined	both	sides	of	the	ship.
There	was	nothing	but	a	few	muted	clunks	and	rattles	to	mark	the	movement	but,
even	 so,	 Erak	 gritted	 his	 teeth.	Although	 it	was	 usually	 a	 deserted	 part	 of	 the
Arridi	coast,	there	was	always	the	chance	that	a	solitary	shepherd	or	rider	might
be	 within	 earshot,	 ready	 to	 pass	 word	 that	 a	 Skandian	 wolfship	 was	 slipping
quietly	through	the	pre-dawn	darkness	towards	the	town	of	Al	Shabah.

There	was	a	risk	involved	in	coming	in	so	close	to	the	shoreline,	he	knew.	But	it
was	 the	 lesser	of	 two	risks.	They'd	kept	a	steady	south-east	course	 through	the
night,	driven	by	the	unwavering	northerly	breeze	that	blew	towards	the	coast	at
this	time	of	year.	Borne	along	by	the	wind,	Erak	had	sailed	in	close	to	the	land,



inside	a	huge	bay	that	took	a	bite	out	of	the	coastline.	On	the	eastern	end	of	the
bay,	on	a	 raised	promontory,	 stood	 the	 township	of	Al	Shabah.	By	placing	his
ship	inside	the	bay,	and	inland	of	the	spot	where	the	town	stood,	Erak	knew	he
would	be	 screened	by	 the	dark	 land	mass	behind	him.	Also,	as	 the	 sun	slowly
rose,	which	it	would	be	doing	in	about	another	forty	minutes,	his	ship	would	still
be	in	darkness,	while	the	promontory	and	town,	to	the	east	of	his	position,	would
be	illuminated.

He	could	have	turned	towards	Al	Shabah	while	they	were	still	further	out	to	sea,
avoiding	the	risk	of	being	spotted	from	the	coast.	But	that	would	have	increased
the	risk	of	being	seen	from	the	town	itself.	Even	by	night,	Wolfwind	would	have
been	a	darker	shadow	on	the	steely	grey	surface	of	the	sea.	And	the	closer	they
drew	to	the	town,	the	greater	the	risk	of	being	discovered	would	have	become.

No,	 it	 was	 safer	 this	 way.	 To	 lower	 the	 sail	 and	 creep	 along	 close	 inshore,
concealed	by	the	dark	mass	of	the	land	behind	them.

'He	 shook	 away	 the	 distracting	 thoughts.	 He	 was	 out	 of	 practice	 to	 be	 wool-
gathering	at	a	time	like	this.

'Ready	 to	 give	 way,'	 he	 whispered.	 The	 order	 was	 relayed	 along	 the	 rowing
benches.	The	twin	rows	of	oars-men	had	their	eyes	glued	on	him.	He	raised	one
hand	 then	 lowered	 it	 and	 the	 oars	 dipped	 into	 the	water,	 to	 begin	 the	 task	 of
dragging	Wolfwind	towards	her	destination.

Erak	felt	the	tiller	come	to	life	under	his	hand	as	the	trow-waisted	hull	began	to
slip	through	the	sea.

Velets	slapped	and	gurgled	against	her	oaken	sides	and	a	gentle	hiss	rose	from
where	 her	 prow	 cut	 through	 the	 black	 water,	 raising	 a	 small	 curl	 of
phosphorescent	white.

It	was	good	to	be	back	raiding	again,	he	thought	contentedly.

Life	as	Oberjarl	had	its	attractions,	he	had	to	admit.

It	 was	 pleasant	 to	 receive	 a	 twenty	 per	 cent	 share	 of	 all	 that	 the	 raiding	 fleet
brought	 in	 to	Hallasholm.	 But	 he	 had	 been	 born	 to	 be	 a	 sea	 raider,	 not	 a	 tax
collector	 administrator.	 Several	 years	 of	 sitting	 around	 the	 Great	 Hall	 at



Hallasholm,	going	over	receipts	and	estimates	with	Borsa,	his	hilfmann,	had	left
him	bored	and	feeling	the	need	for	distraction.	Whereas	his	predecessor,	Ragnak,
could	 look	 at	 tax	 levied	 on	 ships'	 captains	 and	 inland	 farmers	 with	 an
undisguised	acquisitive	glee,	Erak	felt	vaguely	uncomfortable	with	the	amounts
that	 were	 piling	 up	 in	 his	 coffers.	 As	 a	 wolfship	 captain,	 his	 sympathies	 had
always	lain	more	with	those	who	might	seek	to	evade	paying	their	full	tax	rather
than	the	Oberjarl	and	the	eagle-eyed	hilfmann	who	levied	it.

Eventually,	he	had	dropped	a	massive	pile	of	scrolls,	estimates,	returns,	harvest
figures	 and	 detailed	 inventories	 of	 goods	 and	 booty	 captured	 by	 his	 jarls	 into
Borsa's	lap	and	announced	that	he	was	going	raiding	again.

'Just	 one	 last	 raid,'	 he	 said	 to	 the	 indignant	 hilfmann.	 'I'll	 go	mad	 if	 I	 sit	 here
behind	this	desk	any	longer.	I	need	to	be	back	at	sea.'

Reluctantly,	 Borsa	 conceded	 the	 point.	 He	 had	 never	 been	 the	 warrior	 type
himself.	 He	was	 an	 administrator	 and	 he	was	 very	 good	 at	 his	 job.	 He	 never
understood	why	 the	 big,	 ruffian-like	 sea	 captains	who	were	 invariably	 elected
Oberjarl	 didn't	 share	 his	 passion	 for	 studying	 figures	 and	detecting	undeclared
income.	But	he	knew	they	didn't.	Even	Ragnak,	in	the	early	days	of	his	rule,	had
continued	to	go	on	occasional	raids.	It	was	only	later,	when	he	became	lazy	and
a	 little	 avaricious,	 that	 he	 found	 enjoyment	 in	 remaining	 at	 Hallasholm	 and
counting	his	riches,	over	and	over	again.

Erak	then	sent	for	Svengal,	his	former	second	in	command	who	had	taken	over
the	helm	of	Wolfwind,	and	informed	him	that	he	was	assuming	command	again,
for	one	more	raid.

Some	men	might	have	been	displeased	by	the	prospect	of	being	demoted	to	first
mate.	But	Svengal	was	delighted	to	see	Erak	back	in	control.	The	two	men	were
good	friends	and	Svengal	knew	that	Erak	was	by	far	the	better	navigator.

So	here	they	were,	off	the	Arrida	coast,	approaching	the	small	trading	town	of	Al
Shabah.

Al	 Shabah	 was	 one	 of	 the	 towns	 that	 provided	 supplies,	 equipment,	 timber,
cordage	 and	 rope	 to	 ships	 entering	 the	 Constant	 Sea.	 It	 was	 an	 unremarkable
place,	built	on	a	promontory	above	a	small	beach,	with	a	man-made	harbour	on
the	northern	 side,	 accessed	by	 stairs.	At	 this	 time	of	year,	 ships	of	 the	 trading



fleets	had	begun	to	make	their	way	into	the	Constant	Sea	in	increasing	numbers,
Stringing	trade	goods	from	the	islands	to	the	south-west	in	the	Endless	Ocean.

As	 they	 came,	 they	 stopped	 at	 Al	 Shabah,	 or	 one	 of	 its	 sister	 townships,	 to
replenish	water,	food	and	firewood	and	to	repair	any	damage	caused	by	storms.
When	 they	 sailed	out	of	 the	harbour,	 they	 left	behind	a	bewildering	variety	of
gold	coin	and	bullion	they	had	used	to	pay	their	bills.	Every	so	often,	in	response
to	a	 secret	message	 from	 the	 town,	an	armed	caravan	 from	 the	 inland	mital	of
Mararoc	would	arrive	and	collect	the	treasure	from	the	towns,	taking	it	back	to
the	Etntikirs	vaults.	The	first	caravan	of	the	year	was	due	in	another	two	weeks,
Erak	knew.	The	schedule	was	a	closely	guarded	secret,	 for	obvious	 reasons.	 If
potential	attackers	had	known	whether	the	treasure	had	been	removed	or	not,	it
reduced	the	risk	of	attack.	No	right-minded	pirate	would	risk	his	life	in	the	hope
that	 there	might	 be	 treasure	 in	 the	 town's	 strongroom.	Secrecy	 and	uncertainty
were	Al	Shabah's	best	defence	—	particularly	when,	the	alternative	would	mean
maintaining	a	large	and	expensive	garrison	for	the	entire	year.

But	 secrets	 can	 be	 uncovered,	 and	 a	week	 earlier,	 eighty	 kilometres	 down	 the
coast,	 Erak	 had	 paid	 an	 informant	 forty	 reels	 of	 silver	 to	 gain	 a	 copy	 of	 the
schedule.	 It	 told	him	 that	while	other	 towns	had	already	been	emptied	of	 their
riches,	Al	Shabah's	coffers	were	still	temptingly	full	—	and	would	remain	so	for
some	days	to	come.

There	was	 a	 small	 standing	 garrison	 in	 the	 town	—	 no	more	 than	 forty	men.
Forty	 sleepy,	 overweight,	 comfortable	 Arridi	 townsmen,	 who	 hadn't	 fought	 a
real	engagement	 in	 twenty	years	or	more,	wouldn't	provide	much	 resistance	 to
thirty	 yelling,	 fiendish,	 bloodthirsty,	 gold-crazed	 Skandians	 who	 would	 come
screaming	up	from	the	beach	like	the	hounds	of	hell.

Peering	though	the	darkness	ahead,	Erak	could	see	the	lighter	patch	of	land	that
marked	a	small	sand	beach	at	the	foot	of	the	promontory.	High	above,	the	white
buildings	of	the	town	itself	were	also	becoming	distinguishable.	There	were	no
lights,	 he	 noticed.	 No	 beacons	 or	 even	 torches	 to	 illuminate	 the	 path	 of	 the
sentries	 who	must	 be	 patrolling.	 He	 shrugged.	 Not	 a	 bad	 idea,	 he	 thought.	 A
burning	 torch	might	make	 a	 sentry	 feel	 safe	 and	 secure	but	 it	 ruined	his	 night
vision	 and	made	 it	 almost	 impossible	 to	 see	 anything	 beyond	 the	 few	metres
illuminated	by	the	torch.

Once	 again	 he	 recognised	 the	 wisdom	 of	 his	 decision	 to	 approach	 from	 the



inland	side,	with	the	sail	lowered.

He	could	hear	the	gentle	breaking	of	waves	on	the	beach	now.	There	was	no	surf
to	 speak	 of,	 just	 small	wavelets	 tumbling	 over	 themselves.	 Swinging	 the	 tiller
smoothly,	he	set	the	ship	on	a	forty-five-degree	approach	to	the	sand.	He	raised
his	free	hand,	palm	up,	in	a	prearranged	signal	and	sixteen	oars	rose	dripping	out
of	the	water.	There	was	an	occasional	grunt	of	exertion	as	the	rowers	lifted	their
oars	to	the	vertical	and	then	carefully	lowered	them,	to	stow	them	alongside	the
rowing	benches.	One	or	two	clattered	noisily,	the	sound	seeming	to	be	magnified
by	the	silence	around	them.	Erak	glared	at	the	offending	oarsmen.	He'd	speak	to
them	 later	—	when	 he	 could	 speak	more	 forcefully	 than	 the	 present	 situation
allowed.

There	was	a	grating	sound	from	for'ard	and	he	felt	a	dragging	vibration	through
the	soles	of	his	feet	as	the	keel	ran	onto	the	sand.	Four	men	were	poised	on	the
bow	gunwales,	about	to	leap	into	the	shallow	water	and	make	the	ship	secure.

'Go	easy,	line	handlers!'	Sven	al	whispered	hoarsely.

The	 men,	 who	 would	 normally	 have	 dropped	 noisily	 to	 the	 knee-deep	 water,
remembered	at	 the	 last	moment	 and	 lowered	 themselves	carefully.	Taking	 two
bow	 ropes	with	 them,	 they	 ran	 up	 the	 beach,	 feet	 squeaking	 on	 the	 sand,	 and
hauled	the	ship	a	little	further	up	onto	dry	land.

They	secured	the	bow	ropes	into	the	sand	with	hinge-laded	sand	grapnels,	then
faced	inland,	hands	on	their	battleaxes,	alert	for	any	sign	of	attack.

Erak	peered	up	at	the	town	above	them.	Still	there	was	no	sound	of	any	alarm,
no	sign	of	guards	or	patrols.	The	whitewashed	buildings,	looking	almost	ghostly
in	the	pre-dawn	light,	loomed	silently	above	the	wolfship.

More	 men	 were	 lowering	 themselves	 over	 the	 bow	 now,	 and	 others	 were
carefully	unstowing	shields	and	battleaxes	from	beside	the	rowing	benches	and
passing	 them	down	 to	 others,	who	 took	 them	with	 exaggerated	 care	 and	 piled
them	 on	 the	 beach	 above	 the	 high	 waterline.	 The	 shields,	 which	 were	 kept
stowed	 on	 the	 outer	 gunwales	 along	 the	 length	 of	 the	 ship,	 had	 been	 covered
with	dark	cloth	to	make	them	less	conspicuous.	The	men	now	stripped	this	off,
found	their	respective	weapons	and	stood	ready	for	their	captain.



Erak	passed	his	shield	and	axe	down	to	one	of	the	men	standing	in	the	shallow
water,	 then	 lowered	 himself	 over	 the	 gunwale	 as	 well.	 He	 stretched	 down	 to
arms'	length	and	released	his	grip,	falling	only	a	few	centimetres	before	his	feet
hit	the	wet	sand.	He	took	his	shield	and	axe	back	from	his	crewman	and	moved
to	where	the	thirty	men	of	the	attack	party	stood	lined	up.	The	four	line	handlers
who	had	been	first	to	land	would	remain	with	the	ship.

Erak	couldn't	help	smiling	as	he	felt	a	small	thrill	of	adrenaline	course	through
him.	It	was	good	to	be	back,	he	thought.

'Remember,'	he	told	the	raiding	party,	 'keep	the	noise	to	an	absolute	minimum.
Watch	where	you're	putting	your	 feet.	 I	 don't	want	 you	missing	your	 step	 and
sliding	down	the	hill	in	your	own	personal,	avalanche.	We	want	to	get	as	close
as	we	can	before	they	spot	us.	With	any	luck,	and	from	the	look	of	things,	we'll
be	inside	the	town	before	anyone	raises	the	alarm.'

He	paused,	looking	round	the	tough	bearded	faces	before	him.	There	were	a	few
answering	nods.	Then	he	continued.

'On	 the	other	hand,	 if	we	are	spotted,	all	bets	are	off.	Start	yelling	 to	 raise	 the
dead	and	go	at	 'em.	Make	'em	think	there's	an	army	out	here	come	to	see	them
off.'

Often,	he	knew,	a	sleeping	garrison	could	be	paralysed	by	fear	at	the	sound	of	a
yelling,	screaming	body	of	attackers.	Sometimes,	he'd	even	known	garrisons	to
desert	their	post	and	run	terrified	into	the	night.

He	 looked	 around.	There	was	 a	 rough	path	 at	 the	 foot	 of	 the	 hill,	winding	 up
towards	 the	 silent,	 sleeping	 town	above	 them.	He	gestured	 towards	 it	with	 the
head	of	his	axe.

'There's	 our	 way	 to	 the	 top,'	 he	 said.	 Then,	 hitching	 his	 shield	 up	 on	 his	 left
shoulder,	he	uttered	the	time-honoured	Skandian	leader's	call	to	action.

'Follow	me,	boys.'



Chapter	5

The	path	was	narrow	and	uneven,	and	the	climb	was	steep.	But	the	Skandians,	in
spite	of	their	bulk,	were	all	in	excellent	physical	condition	and	they	maintained	a
brisk	pace	behind	their	leader.	There	were	a	few	grunts	of	exertion	from	time	to
time	and	occasionally	a	stone	would	be	dislodged	from	underfoot	to	go	rattling
down	the	hillside.

But	on	the	whole,	the	thirty	raiders	made	little	noise	as	they	jogged	up	the	path
towards	Al	Shabah.

Everything	was	a	compromise,	Erak	thought.	Just	as	he'd	taken	the	lesser	of	two
risks	 by	 approaching	 along	 the	 bay's	 coastline,	 now	 he	 had	 to	 balance	 speed
against	 stealth.	 The	 longer	 they	 took	 to	 reach	 their	 objective,	 the	 greater	 the
chance	became	 that	 their	 presence	would	be	discovered.	That	would	make	 the
fight	a	lot	harder.	By	the	same	token,	if	they	rushed	up	the	path	full	speed,	they'd
also	increase	the	chance	of	being	heard.

So	the	best	way	was	to	steer	a	middle	course,	maintaining	a	steady	jog.

Their	sealskin	boots	thudded	softly	on	the	sand	and	stone	underfoot.	It	was	more
noise	 than	he	would	have	liked,	but	he	estimated	that	 it	would	remain	unheard
even	if	there	were	listeners	at	the	top	of	the	cliff.

There	was	a	bad	moment	when	one	of	the	men	immediately	behind	Erak	lost	his
footing	 and	 tottered,	 arms	 waving	 desperately,	 at	 the	 edge	 of	 the	 steep	 slope
leading	down	to	the	sea.	Fortunately,	his	axe	was	in	the	carry	loop	on	his	belt,
otherwise	his	arm-waving	might	have	separated	some	of	his	 friends	 from	 their
heads.

He	 let	out	an	 involuntary	cry	and	his	shuffling	 feet	 released	a	volley	of	stones
and	 rocks	 that	 clattered	 down	 the	 hillside.	 In	 the	 instant	 that	 he	was	 about	 to
follow	 up,	 an	 iron	 grip	 caught	 hold	 of	 the	 collar	 of	 his	 sheepskin	 and	 he	 felt
himself	heaved	back	onto	firm	ground	by	Oberjarl.



'Gods	 above!	 Thanks,	 chief	 ...	 '	 he	 began.	 But	 a	 huge	 hand	 clamped	 over	 his
mouth,	cutting	off	further	words.	thrust	his	face	close	to	the	other	man	and	shook
him,	none	too	gently.

'Get	 up,	 Axel,'	 he	 whispered	 fiercely.	 'If	 you	 want	 to	 break	 your	 neck,	 do	 it
quietly	or	I'll	break	it	for	you.'

He	was	a	big	man,	one	of	the	rowing	crew.	Rowers	weren't	regarded	as	the	most
intelligent	people	in	a	Ship's	crew	and	he	was	about	to	tell	Erak	that	there	was	no
point	in	threatening	to	break	his	neck	for	a	second	time.	It	wasn't	logical.

Then	he	had	second	thoughts.	The	Oberjarl,	he	knew,	wasn't	big	on	logic	when
he	was	 angry.	He	was,	 however,	 good	 using	 his	 fists	 to	 settle	 a	 disagreement
and,	large	as	was,	he	had	no	wish	to	tangle	with	Erak.

'Sorry,	chief.	I	just	...	'	he	muttered	and	Erak	shook	him	again.

'Shut	 up!'	 he	 hissed.	 Then,	 releasing	 his	 grip	 on	 the	 other	 man's	 collar,	 he
glanced	anxiously	towards	the	cliff-top,	waiting	to	see	if	there	was	any	sign	that
the	rower's	clattering	and	yelling	had	been	heard.

The	entire	raiding	party	waited	in	silence	for	several	minutes.	Then,	as	there	was
no	sound	of	 the	alarm	being	 raised	above	 them,	 there	was	a	general	 release	of
tension.

Erak	pointed	upwards	and	led	the	way	again,	jogging	steadily	up	the	steep	slope.
A	few	metres	from	the	crest,	he	signalled	for	the	men	to	halt.	Then,	gesturing	to
Svengal	 to	 accompany	him,	 he	 covered	 the	 remaining	 distance	 to	 the	 top	 in	 a
crouch,	cautiously	peering	over	the	crest	as	he	reached	it.	Svengal,	a	metre	or	so
behind	him,	mirrored	his	actions	and	the	 two	big	Skandians	knelt	side	by	side,
taking	stock	of	the	situation.

Al	 Shabah	 stood	 some	 forty	metres	 away,	 across	 a	 bare	 patch	 of	 ground.	The
town	was	surrounded	by	a	 low	stucco	wall,	 less	 than	 two	metres	high.	Even	 if
there	were	sentries	patrolling,	it	would	present	no	real	obstacle	to	the	Skandians.
They	were	skilled	in	scaling	walls	like	these.	Two	men	would	stand	at	the	base
of	the	wall,	holding	a	length	of	an	old	oar	handle	between	them,	at	waist	height.
The	 rest	 of	 the	 group	would	 take	 a	 running	 start,	 one	 at	 a	 time.	As	 each	man
stepped	up	onto	 the	oar	handle,	 the	 two	men	holding	 it	would	heave	upwards,



sending	their	shipmate	soaring	up	the	wall.	It	took	practice	to	get	the	timing	right
but	it	was	one	of	the	skills	all	Skandians	practised	from	boyhood.

Today,	there	would	be	no	need	for	it.

There	were	no	sentries	on	the	wall.	However,	there	was	an	arched	gateway	four
metres	to	their	right.	The	gate	was	open	and	the	entrance	was	unguarded.

'Too	easy,'	grinned	Svengal.

His	captain	frowned.	'That's	what	I	was	thinking,'	he	said.

'Where	are	the	guards?	Where	are	the	lookouts?'

Svengal	 shrugged.	 In	 spite	 of	 the	 absence	 of	 any	 guards,	 they	 both	were	 still
keeping	their	voices	low,	speaking	barely	above	a	whisper.

'We've	caught	'em	with	the	back	door	open,	chief,'	he	added.	'The	guards,	if	there
are	any,	are	probably	round	the	front	of	the	town,	facing	the	ocean.	That's	where
I'd	expect	an	attack	to	come	from.'

Erak	 rubbed	 his	 chin	 suspiciously.	 'Maybe,'	 he	 said.	 'Wait	 here	while	 I	 take	 a
closer	look.'

Rising	into	a	half	crouch,	he	moved	across	the	open	towards	the	wall.	At	every
second,	he	 expected	 to	 a	 challenge.	A	 shout.	Or	 an	alarm	bell	 ringing.	But	Al
bah	was	silent.	Reaching	the	wall,	he	edged	his	way	to	the	open	gate.	With	one
fluid	 movement,	 he	 extended	 his	 massive	 battleaxe	 clear	 of	 its	 belt	 loop	 and
dropped	it	in	his	right	hand,	then,	moving	with	deceptive	speed	for	someone	so
bulky,	he	sprang	 through	 the	open	doorway,	quickly	 facing	 right	 then	 left,	axe
ready,	shield	up	to	protect	his	left	side.

Flat-roofed	white	houses	stretched	away	from	him	on	a	narrow	street.	The	few
windows	were	black	in	the	whitewashed	stucco.	The	doors	were	firmly	shut.

Nothing	moved.	Nobody	stirred.	Al	Shabah	was	deserted.

Erak	hesitated	a	few	seconds.	It	seemed	wrong.	There	should	be	a	guard.	Even
one	man	patrolling	 the	wall.	Then	he	 shrugged.	Maybe	Svengal	was	 right	 and



the	Arridi	guards	were	concentrated	at	the	seaward	side	of	the	town.	Perhaps	all
the	lookouts	were	straining	their	eyes	for	the	first	sight	of	an	approaching	ship.
Or	maybe	they'd	 just	grown	complacent.	 It	had	been	over	 twenty	years	since	a
Skandian	 ship	 had	 raided	 here.	 The	 secrecy	 surrounding	 the	 timing	 of	 the
treasure	 caravans	 had	 kept	 the	 coastal	 towns	 safe.	 It	 was	 only	 the	 lucky
acquisition	of	the	timetable	that	had	led	Erak	to	plan	this	raid.

He	shook	his	head.	Maybe	he	was	getting	too	skittish.	Maybe	the	time	he'd	spent
lolling	around	Hallasholm	was	making	him	behave	like	a	nervous	maiden	aunt.
Abruptly,	 he	 made	 up	 his	 mind,	 moved	 back	 to	 the	 gateway	 and	 signalled
Svengal	and	the	others	to	join	him.

The	soft	thud	of	sealskin	boots	across	the	sandy	ground	awoke	no	response	from
the	town.	Svengal	glanced	inquiringly	at	his	leader.

'Where	to	now,	chief?'

Erak	gestured	with	his	axe.	'Town	centre.	We'll	follow	this	street.	It	seems	to	be
heading	in	the	right	direction.	Keep	your	axes	ready	and	your	eyes	peeled.'

He	led	the	way	again	and	the	raiding	party	followed	in	two	files,	peering	around
them	at	the	silent	houses.	From	time	to	time,	the	last	two	men	in	the	line	would
do	 a	 sweep,	 turning	 through	 a	 full	 circle	 to	 make	 sure	 enemy	 troops	 weren't
coming	up	behind	them,	and	studying	the	flat	roofs	of	 the	houses	 that	stood	to
either	side	of	their	path	for	a	sign	of	enemies.	But	there	was	nothing	to	be	seen.

The	street	wound	its	way	towards	the	centre	of	the	town,	eventually	opening	up
into	a	small	square,	where	a	larger	building	faced	them,	taking	up	one	entire	side
of	the	square.	This	would	be	the	town	headman's	official	quarters,	Erak	guessed.
He	 searched	 his	 memory	 for	 the	 name	 of	 the	 building	 —	 the	 khadif,	 he
remembered.	The	equivalent	of	a	town	hall	or	a	tax	house	in	other	towns.

Half	 a	 dozen	 narrow	 streets	 opened	 onto	 the	 small	 square.	 The	 buildings	 that
formed	the	other	three	sides	—	probably	shops,	eating	houses	and	inns	—	were
colonaded	with	deep	verandahs	that	would	give	welcome	shade	from	the	heat	of
the	sun	during	the	middle	of	the	day.	As	he	had	the	thought,	Erak	glanced	to	the
east,	where	the	sky	was	already	lightening	with	streaks	of	pink.

The	front	of	the	khadif	facing	the	square	was	also	colonaded.	The	building	itself



was	the	only	two-storey	structure	in	sight.	Like	the	others,	however,	it	had	a	flat
roof,	 hidden	 by	 a	 decorative	 facade	 designed	 to	 give	 an	 added	 feeling	 of
dominance	to	the	building	behind	it.

In	the	centre	of	the	square	stood	a	small	fountain.	Its	reservoir	was	currently	full
of	water	but	the	mechanism	which	allowed	water	to	flow	from	its	central	spout
appeared	to	be	turned	off.

Erak	stepped	out	into	the	square,	his	men	following.

As	 they	 exited	 from	 the	 narrow	 street,	 they	 formed	 into	 a	 compact	 diamond
formation,	with	the	Oberjarl,	Svengal	and	Axel	at	the	lead	point	of	the	diamond.
A	 few	 men	 swung	 their	 axes	 experimentally	 as	 they	 crossed	 the	 two-storey
building.	Still	 there	was	a	 square	of	 light	 towards	 the	 two	 from	 the	 town.	The
growing	light	cast	their	shadows	in	elongated,	fantastic	forms	behind	them.	Erak
stepped	up	onto	 the	marble	porchway	before	 the	khadif's	big	double	doors.	He
studied	them	briefly.	Solid,	he	thought.	Hardwood	with	brass	binding	and	a	good
strong	 lock.	 Still,	 Skandians	 carried	 their	 own	 keys	 for	 doors	 like	 this	 and	 he
motioned	to	two	of	his	brawnier	rowers	to	step	forward.

'Axes,'	he	said,	gesturing	to	the	door.

The	men	grinned	at	him.	One	of	them	set	his	axe	down	for	a	moment,	spat	on	his
hands,	 then	seized	 the	axe	 in	a	double-handed	grip.	Erak	stepped	away	to	give
the	man	room	for	a	good	roundhouse	swing	at	the	lock.

'Stop	right	there!'

The	command	rang	out,	across	the	square	and	the	Skandians	turned	in	surprise.
A	figure	had	appeared	from	one	of	the	side	streets	leading	into	the	open	space.	A
few	of	 the	 raiders	 cursed	 in	 alarm.	Erak's	 eyes	narrowed	and	he	 felt	 a	 sinking
sensation	in	the	pit	of	his	stomach.	It	had	all	been	too	easy,	he	thought.

The	 newcomer	 was	 tall	 and	 slim,	 dressed	 in	 the	 ornate	 fashion	 of	 an	 Arridi
warrior.	Flowing	white	shirt	and	trousers,	doubtless	of	fine	linen,	were	covered
by	metal-studded	leather	body	armour.	A	long	curved	sword	hung	at	his	side	and
a	circular	shield	made	of	metal	—	probably	brass	—	was	on	his	arm.	The	shield,
Erak	noted,	was	equipped	with	a	sharp	central	spike.	It	was	a	weapon	of	attack
as	well	as	defence.	A	simple	acorn-style	helmet,	also	spiked,	surmounted	a	small



roll	 of	 fine	 cloth	 that	wrapped	 the	man's	 head.	 Probably,	Erak	 thought,	 it	was
designed	to	avoid	the	contact	of	sun-heated	metal	on	skin	during	the	middle	of
the	day.

The	 helmet	 was	 highly	 burnished,	 and	 a	 shining	 silver	 curtain	 of	 chain	 mail
depended	from	it,	protecting	the	wearer's	neck	at	 the	sides	and	back.	That,	and
the	highly	polished	metal	on	 the	armour,	were	enough	 to	show	 that	 this	was	a
senior	officer.

As	 they	 watched,	 a	 double	 file	 of	 warriors,	 equipped	 in	 similar,	 if	 not	 as
expensive,	 fashion	 quickly	 jogged	 out	 of	 the	 side	 street,	 fanning	 out	 to	 either
side	of	their	leader.	Erak	estimated	that	there	were	at	least	forty	of	them.	There
was	a	surge	of	movement	from	his	own	men	as	the	Arridi	warriors	appeared.

'Keep	it	steady,'	he	growled	at	them.	Out	of	the	corner	of	his	mouth,	he	said	to
Svengal,	'We're	outnumbered.'

'Not	by	 too	many,'	Svengal	 replied.	He	 too	had	been	sunting	 the	opposition.	 'I
think	our	boys	can	take	these	fancy	nancies	without	too	much	trouble.'

Unlike	Erak,	he	hadn't	bothered	to	keep	his	voice	 low	and	it	carried	across	 the
square	 to	 the	Arridi	 officer.	 They	 saw	 his	 narrow,	 bearded	 features	 split	 by	 a
smile	as	he	heard	Svengal's	comment.	He	raised	a	silver	whistle	to	his	lips	and
blew	once.

There	was	a	grinding	sound	of	heavy	timbers	dragging	stone	and	the	Skandians
saw	 each	 of	 the	 half	 dozen	 exits	 that	 led	 into	 the	 square	 suddenly	 blocked	 by
heavy	xtuber	barriers	pushed	out	from	the	walls.

'Didn't	notice	them,'	Erak	said	quietly	to	Svengal.

They	must	have	passed	by	one	of	the	barriers	as	they	entered	the	square	but	he'd
been	too	busy	to	realise	its	significance.

'You	appear	to	be	trapped,'	the	Arridi	said.

Erak	 set	 himself	 a	 little	more	 firmly	 and	 brought	 his	 shield	 up	 to	 the	 defence
position.	His	men	mirrored	the	moion.	'So	do	you,'	he	replied.



Again	 the	 other	 man	 smiled.	 The	 white	 teeth	 were	 very	 obvious	 in	 his	 dark,
bearded	face.

'Ah,'	he	said.	'But	how	many	archers	do	you	have	with	you?'

He	raised	the	small	silver	whistle	to	his	lips	and	blew	one	long	shrill	blast.	There
was	a	 shuffle	of	movement	overhead	and	as	Erak	watched,	 the	 rooftops	of	 the
three	sides	of	the	square	facing	them	were	suddenly	alive	with	archers.	He	had
no	doubt	there	were	more	on	top	of	the	khadif's	flat	roof	as	well.	Even	without
counting	he	could	see	there	were	close	to	one	hundred	men,	all	armed	with	short
recurve	 bows,	 each	 of	 them	 with	 an	 arrow	 nocked	 and	 drawn,	 aimed	 at	 the
defiant	group	of	Skandians.

Erak	 glanced	 grimly	 along	 the	 line	 of	 bowmen.	 The	 bows	 were	 short	 range
weapons.	On	a	battlefield,	he	might	have	ignored	them.	But	here,	in	the	confined
space	of	the	town	square,	they	would	be	deadly.

'Don't	anybody	move,'	he	said	quietly.	One	false	move	now	could	mean	a	volley
of	arrows	sent	in	their	direction.

Axel,	beside	him	still,	growled	in	frustration.	His	fighting	blood	was	up	and	he
didn't	like	the	threat	of	a	hundred	arrows	aimed	at	him.	His	instinct	was	to	strike
out	and	damage	somebody.

'They	can't	get	us	all,	chief,'	he	said.	'At	least	we	can	do	for	pretty	boy	here.'

The	tall	Arridi	smiled	at	the	words,	his	hand	dropping	casually	to	the	hilt	of	the
curved	sabre	he	wore.	Erak	knew	a	fighting	man	when	he	saw	one	and	in	spite	of
the	 highly	 polished	 accoutrements,	 he	 had	 the	 feeling	 that	 this	 one	 was	 a
dangerous	warrior.

'Shut	up,	Axel,'	he	said,	not	for	the	first	time	that	evening.	The	Arridi	took	a	pace
forward.	He	raised	his	arm	to	the	men	on	the	rooftops	and	made	a	hand	signal.
The	archers	released	the	tension	on	their	bows,	although	Erak	noticed	they	kept
the	arrows	nocked	and	ready.	'There's	no	need	for	us	to	fight,'	he	said.	His	voice
was	 polite	 and	 pleasant.	 His	 tone	 was	 reasonable	 and	 unthreatening.	 'There's
only	one	of	you	we're	 interested	 in.	Hand	him	over	and	 the	rest	of	you	can	go
free.'



'And	who	might	that	one	man	be?'	Erak	asked,	although	he	felt	he	already	knew
the	answer	to	the	question.

'Erak	Oberjarl,'	The	one	they	call	the	Oberjarl,'	the	Arridi	eyed	him.

Impulsively,	Axel	took	a	pace	forward,	raising	his	axe	threateningly.

'You'll	have	to	go	through	the	rest	of	us	to	take	him!'	he	shouted	defiantly.	Erak
heaved	a	deep	sigh	and	shook	himself	in	irritation.

'Well	done,	Axel,'	he	said.	'You've	just	told	them	I'm	here.'



Chapter	6

Undoubtedly	Baron	Arald	 thought,	with	a	deep	sense	of	pride	and	satisfaction,
this	would	go	down	as	the	wedding	of	the	year.	Perhaps	of	the	decade.

Already,	it	had	all	the	hallmarks	of	a	roaring	success.	The	Bores'	Table	was	well
attended	with	a	group	of	eight	people,	currently	vying	to	see	who	could	be	the
most	 uninteresting,	 overbearing	 and	 repetitive.	 Other	 guests	 glanced	 in	 their
direction,	 giving	 silent	 thanks	 to	 the	 organisers	who	 had	 separated	 them	 from
such	dreadful	people.

There	 had	 been	 the	 inevitable	 tearful	 flouncing	 and	 shrill	 recriminations	when
the	girlfriend	of	one	of	the	younger	warriors	from	Sir	Rodney's	Battleschool	had
caught	her	boyfriend	kissing	another	girl	in	a	darkened	corridor.	It	wouldn't	be	a
wedding	 reception	without	 that,	Arald	 thought.	He	sighed	with	contentment	as
he	surveyed	the	colourful	scene	in	Redmont's	dining	hall,	where	brightly	dressed
couples	 sat	 at	 tables,	while	Master	Chubb's	minions	hurried	 through	 the	 room,
delivering	 a	 bewildering	 variety	 of	 delicious	 foods:	 roasted	 meats	 and	 fowls,
platters	of	steaming	vegetables,	 spiced	specialities	of	 the	kitchen,	amazing	and
fantastic	creations	in	pastry	so	light	that	 it	seemed	to	explode	into	feather-light
fragments	 at	 the	 first	 taste.	 And,	 he	 thought	 with	 immense	 satisfaction,	 there
were	puddings	and	fruit	yet	to	come!

The	ceremonial	side	of	the	day	had	gone	off	perfectly,	he	thought,	thanks	in	no
small	 measure	 to	 his	 own	 performance	 as	 celebrant.	 He	 felt	 that	 his	 rich	 and
carrying	tones	as	he	recited	the	marriage	formula	to	the	happy	couple	had	added
just	the	right	touch	of	gravitas	to	the	proceedings.

As	 one	 would	 expect	 of	 a	 seasoned	 orator	 like	 himself,	 he	 had	 lightened	 the
mood	with	 a	 particularly	 witty	 sally	 about	 the	 secret	 passion	 that	 had	 burned
between	 Halt	 and	 Lady	 Pauline	 for	 these	 past	 twenty	 years	 —	 a	 passion
apparently	 unremarked	 by	 anyone	 save	 himself.	 The	 joke	was	 based	 around	 a
rather	clever	play	on	words	in	which	he	referred	to	Pauline's	unceasing	affection
for	the	often	absent	Ranger	as	her	'love	without	halt'.

He	had	paused	after	the	joke	to	allow	the	audience	a	few	moments	to	laugh.	The



fact	that	nobody	did	was	a	mild	disappointment.	Perhaps,	he	thought,	his	humour
was	too	subtle	for	the	masses.

Pauline,	of	course,	had	been	a	stunningly	beautiful	bride.

The	 woman's	 poise	 and	 taste	 were	 unsurpassed	 in	 the	 Kingdom.	 When	 she
appeared	 at	 the	 bottom	 of	 the	 aisle	 in	 Redmont's	 audience	 hall,	 attended	 by
young	 Alyss	 and	 Jenny,	 there	 had	 been	 a	 mass	 intake	 of	 breath	 from	 those
assembled	—	a	muted	'Aaaah'	that	ran	around	the	room.

Her	 gown	 was	 white,	 of	 course,	 a	 clever	 formal	 variation	 on	 the	 elegant
Courier's	uniform	that	she	normally	wore.	Simplicity,	he	thought.	That	was	the
key	 to	 good	 fashion.	 He	 glanced	 down	 at	 his	 own	 purple	 velvet	 doublet,
decorated	 in	 bright	 blue	 and	 gold	 diamond-shaped	 lozenges,	 highlighted	 by
silver	embroidery,	and	had	a	moment	of	doubt	 that	perhaps	 it	was	 just	a	shade
too	busy.	Then	he	dismissed	the	thought.	The	bulkier	male	figure	could	stand	a
little	extra	embellishment,	he	decided.

But	Pauline	had	really	been	stunning.	With	her	grey-blonde	hair	swept	up	on	her
head	and	a	simple	gold	necklace	at	her	 throat,	she	had	glided	down	the	central
aisle	 like	 a	 veritable	 goddess.	 Her	 attendants	 were	 suitably	 alluring	 as	 well.
Alyss,	 equally	 tall	 and	 elegant,	wore	 a	 variation	 on	 her	mentor's	 gown,	 but	 in
pale	blue.	Her	blonde	hair	was	down,	falling	naturally	to	her	shoulders.	Young
Jenny,	the	second	bridesmaid,	couldn't	compete	with	the	other	two	for	height	and
elegance.	But	she	had	her	own	charm.	Small,	with	a	rounded	figure	and	a	wide
friendly	 grin,	 she	 seemed	 to	 bounce	 down	 the	 aisle	 where	 the	 others	 glided.
Jenny	brought	a	natural	sense	of	exuberance	and	fun	to	any	proceedings,	Arald
thought.	Her	yellow	gown	reflected	her	sunny	disposition	and	approach	to	life.

As	 for	 the	 groom's	 party,	 Crowley	 had	 really	 come	 up	 trumps.	 Naturally,
everyone	 had	 been	wondering	what	Halt	would	wear.	After	 all,	 nobody	 could
remember	seeing	him	in	anything	other	than	the	muted	greens,	browns	and	greys
of	a	Ranger's	cloak.	Discussion	reached	fever	pitch	when	it	was	heard	that,	a	few
days	before	the	wedding,	he	had	actually	visited	Redmont's	barber	for	a	haircut
and	beard	trim.

Then	Crowley	 had	 revealed	 his	 surprise	—	 an	 official	 formal	 uniform	 for	 the
Ranger	Corps	that	would	be	worn	for	the	first	time	at	the	wedding	by	Halt,	Will,
Gilan	and	himself.



In	 keeping	 with	 Ranger	 tradition,	 the	 basic	 colour	 was	 'green	—	 a	 dark,	 leaf
green.	In	place	of	their	dull	brown	,'jerkins	and	breeches	and	cowled	camouflage
cloaks,	each	Ranger	wore	a	belted	sleeveless	tunic	over	a	white	silken	shirt.	The
tunics	were	made	 from	 finest	 leather	 and	all	of	which	were	 the	 same	 rich	 leaf
green.	High	on	the	left	breast,	woven	in	metallic	thread,	was	a	miniature	oakleaf
insignia	—	silver	for	Halt,	Gilan	and	Crowley,	bronze	for	Will.

Dark	 green	 breeches	 and	 brown,	 knee-high	 boots	 in	 soft	 leather	 added	 to	 the
effect,	 while	 the	 broad	 belt	 that	 tethered	 the	 tunic	 at	 the	 waist	 supported	 an
orrnate	version	of	the	Ranger's	standard	issue	double	scabbard.	The	model	was
black	and	shining	and	chased	with	silver

Halt's	contained	 two	specially	made	knives,	a	saxe	and	a	 throwing	knife.	They
were	both	perfectly	balanced	and	 the	hilts	were	chased	 in	 silver	 as	well.	They
were	Crowley's	wedding	gift	to	his	old	friend.

'I	know	you	won't	wear	 them	 in	 the	 field,'	he'd	 said,	but	keep	 them	for	 formal
occasions.'	He,	Gilan	and	Will	wore	their	day-to-day,	utilitarian	weapons.

The	final	touch,	everyone	agreed,	was	a	small	piece	of	genius.	If	Rangers	were
known	for	anything	it	was	their	 ''mottled	cloaks"	—	a	garment	into	which	they
could	rtually	disappear	when	the	need	arose.	Such	a	cloak	could	be	out	of	place
at	 a	 formal	 occasion,	 so	Crowley	had	placed	 it	with	 an	 item	 that	 reflected	 the
sense	of	the	original.	Each	Ranger	wore	a	short	cape.	Made	in	dull	satin,	it	bore
the	mottled	green-brown-grey	pattern	of	the	cloak,	with	an	arrangement	of	four
stylised	arrows,	picked	out	in	silver	thread,	running	diagonally	down	it.	The	cape
was	 offset	 to	 hang	 from	 the	 right	 shoulder,	 reaching	 only	 to	 the	waist.	 In	 one
stroke,	it	represented	the	cloak	and	the	quiver	of	arrows	that	all	Rangers	wore	at
their	 right	 shoulder.	 Everyone	 agreed	 that	 the	 four	Rangers	 looked	 impressive
and	 handsome	 in	 these	 new	 uniforms.	 Simple	 and	 stylish	 once	 again,	 thought
Arald,	and	suffered	another	momentary	qualm	about	his	own	outfit.

He	 turned	 to	his	wife,	 the	very	beautiful,	 red-headed	Lady	Sandra,	beside	him
and	gestured	at	the	brightly	coloured	doublet.

'My	dear,'	he	said,	'you	don't	think	I'm	a	bit	...	too	much	in	this,	do	you?'

'Too	much,	 darling?'	 she	 repeated,	 trying	 to	 hide	 a	 smile.	He	made	 a	 doubtful



little	gesture.

'You	know	...	too	colourful	...	overstated.	Coming	the	peacock,	as	it	were?'

'Do	you	feel	overstated,	my	lord?'	she	asked.

'Well,	no.	But	perhaps	...	'

'You	 are	 Baron	 of	 Redmont,	 after	 all,'	 she	 said,	 now	managing	 a	 completely
straight	face.	He	looked	down	at	himself,	considered	carefully,	then,	reassured,
nodded	his	thanks	to	her.

'No.	Of	course	not.	You're	right,	my	dear.	As	ever.	My	position	deserves	a	little
bit	of	pomp	and	show,	I	suppose.	No	...	you're	right.	I'm	perfectly	fine.	Just	the
right	tone,	in	fact.'

This	time,	Lady	Sandra	had	to	turn	away,	finding	something	urgent	to	say	to	the
person	sitting	on	her	apposite	Arald,	reassured	now	that	he	hadn't	committed	a
fashion	gaffe,	went	back	to	his	musing	over	events	so	far.

After	the	official	ceremony,	the	guests	had	proceeded	from	the	audience	hall	to
the	 dining	 hall	 and	 taken	 their	 seats.	 Tables	 had	 been	 carefully	 placed	 with
regard	to	rank.

The	 wedding	 party	 was	 seated	 centrally	 on	 the	 dais,	 of	 course.	 Arald,	 Lady
Sandra,	 Sir	Rodney	 and	 the	 rest	 of	 the	Redmont	 officials	were	 to	 their	 left	 at
another	table.	The	King,	as	Patron-Sponsor	of	the	event,	occupied	a	third	table,
along	with	Princess	Cassandra	and	his	entourage.

When	people	had	taken	their	places	behind	their	chairs,	those	at	the	three	tables
on	the	dais	entered	and	stood	ready	—	wedding	party	first,	then	the	royal	party,
then	 Arald's	 group.	 King	 Duncan	 motioned	 for	 the	 room	 to	 sit;	 there	 was	 a
scraping	of	chairs	throughout	the	huge	hall.

Duncan	remained	standing.	When	the	commotion	of	shifting	chairs	and	shuffling
feet	 finally	died	down,	he	 spoke,	his	deep	voice	 carrying	easily	 to	 all	 corners.
'My	lords,	 ladies,	gentlemen	...	 '	he	began,	 then,	seeing	every	doorway	into	the
room	crowded	with	faces	belonging	to	castle	staff	and	servants,	he	added	with	a
grin,	and	people	of	Redmont	Castle.'	There	was	a	ripple	of	amusement	through



the	room.	'Today	I	have	the	honour	of	being	Patron-Sponsor	of	this	very	happy
event.'

Arald	 had	 leaned	 forward	 attentively	 and	 craned	 round	 to	 see	 the	King	 at	 the
other	side	of	the	dais.	This	position	of	Patron-Sponsor	was	new	to	him.	He	had
been	wondering	 for	 some	weeks	 now	what	 it	 entailed.	 Perhaps	 now	he	would
find	out.

'I	must	admit,'	Duncan	continued,	'I	was	a	little	puzzled	to	know	what	the	duties
of	 a	 Patron-Sponsor	 might	 be.	 So	 I	 consulted	 with	 my	 Chamberlain,	 Lord
Anthony	—	a	man	for	whom	the	mysteries	of	protocol	are	an	open	book.'

He	indicated	his	Chamberlain,	who	inclined	his	head	gravely	in	response.

'Apparently,	a	Patron-Sponsor's	duties	are	 relatively	clear	cut.'	He	reached	 into
the	cuff	of	his	sleeve	and	produced	a	small	sheet	of	parchment	on	which	he	had
written	notes.	 'As	Patron-Sponsor,	I	am	charged	with,'	he	paused	and	consulted
the	notes,	'adding	a	sense	of	royal	cachet	to	proceedings	today.'

He	waited	while	a	ripple	of	conversation	ran	round	the	room.	Nobody	was	quite
sure	what	adding	a	sense	of	royal	cachet	really	meant.	But	everyone	agreed	that
it	sounded	impressive	indeed.	Lady	Pauline's	mouth	twitched	in	a	smile	and	she
looked	 down	 at	 the	 table.	Halt	 found	 something	 of	 vast	 interest	 in	 the	 ceiling
beams	high	above.	Duncan	continued.

'My	 second	 duty	 is	 ...	 '	 again	 he	 consulted	 his	 notes	 to	make	 sure	 he	 had	 the
wording	 correct,	 'to	 provide	 an	 extremely	 expensive	 present	 to	 the	 bride	 and
groom	...	'

Lady	Pauline's	head	jerked	up	at	that.	She	leant	forward	and	turned	to	make	eye
contact	with	Lord	Anthony.	The	Chamberlain	met	her	gaze,	his	face	completely
devoid	 of	 expression.	 Then,	 very	 slowly,	 one	 eyelid	 slid	 down	 in	 a	wink.	He
liked	Pauline	and	Halt	a	great	deal	and	he'd	added	that	duty	without	consulting
them.	After	certain	events	in	the	past,	he	thought	he	owed	at	least	that	much	to
Halt.

'And	 finally,'	 Duncan	 was	 saying,	 'it	 is	 my	 duty	 to	 declare	 this	 celebration
officially	open.	Which	I	now	do,	with	great	delight.	Chubb!	Bring	on	the	feast!'



And,	as	the	assembled	throng	cheered,	he	sat	down	and	the	feasting	began.

***

'I	liked	your	speech,'	Alyss	said	to	Will,	as	the	puddings	were	cleared	away.	He
shrugged.

'I	hope	it	was	all	right,'	he	said.	As	best	man,	he	had	proposed	the	toast	to	Halt
and	Lady	Pauline.	It	was	a	mark	of	his	growing	maturity,	thought	Alyss,	that	he
had	the	confidence	to	speak	from	the	heart	of	his	deep	affection	for	his	teacher
and	friend.	As	a	member	of	 the	Diplomatic	Service,	 she	was	a	 trained	speaker
herself	and	she	had	admired	the	way	he	hadn't	shied	away	from	voicing	his	true
feelings,	yet	avoided	cheap	sentimentality.	She'd	glanced	once	at	Halt	during	the
speech	and	saw	the	grim-faced	Ranger	furtively	wiping	his	eye	with	a	napkin.

'It	was	a	lot	better	than	all	right,'	she	assured	him.

Then,	as	she	saw	him	starting	to	grin,	she	jogged	him	with	her	elbow.	'What?'

'I	was	just	thinking,	I	can't	wait	to	see	Halt	in	the	bridal	dance	with	Pauline.	He's
not	known	for	his	fancy	stepping.	He	should	be	quite	a	sight	to	behold.	A	total
fumble	foot!'

'Is	that	right?'	she	said	dryly.	'And	how	do	you	think	you'll	manage	it?'

'Me?'	 he	 said	 in	 some	 surprise.	 'I	won't	 be	 dancing!	 It's	 the	 bridal	 dance.	 The
bride	and	groom	dance	alone!'

'For	one	circuit	of	 the	room,'	she	 told	him.	 'After	which	 they	are	 joined	by	 the
best	man	and	first	bridesmaid,	then	the	groomsman	and	second	bridesmaid.'

Will	reacted	as	if	he	had	been	stung.	He	leant	forward	to	speak	across	Jenny,	on
his	left,	to	Gilan.

'Gil!	Did	you	know	we	have	to	dance?'	he	asked.	Gilan	nodded	enthusiastically.

'Oh	yes	indeed.	Jenny	and	I	have	been	practising	for	the	past	three	days,	haven't
we,	Jeri?'



Jenny	looked	up	at	him	adoringly	and	nodded.	Jenny	was	in	love.	Gilan	was	tall,
dashing,	good	looking,	charming	and	very	amusing.	Plus	he	was	cloaked	in	the
mystery	 and	 romance	 that	 came	 with	 being	 a	 Ranger.	 Jenny	 had	 only	 ever
known	one	Ranger	and	that	had	been	grim-faced,	grey-bearded	Halt.

Well,	there	was	Will,	of	course.	But	he	was	an	old	friend	and	held	no	sense	of
mystery	for	her.	But	Gilan!	He	was	beautiful,	she	thought.

And	he	was	hers	for	the	rest	of	the	reception,	she	promised	herself.

Will	felt	a	sense	of	panic	as	he	heard	the	orchestra	playing	the	opening	bars	of
Together	 forever,	 the	 traditional	bridal	dance.	Halt	and	Pauline	 rose	 from	 their
seats	and	people	stood	and	applauded,	craning	to	watch	as	he	led	her	down	the
stairs	 from	 the	 dais	 to	 the	 main	 floor,	 where	 a	 space	 had	 been	 cleared	 for
dancing.

'Well,	I'm	not	dancing,'	Will	said	through	gritted	teeth.	'I	don't	know	how.'

'Oh	yes	you	are,'	Alyss	told	him.	'Let's	hope	you're	a	fast	learner.'

He	glanced	at	her	and	saw	no	prospect	of	escape.	 'Well,	at	 least	I	won't	be	the
only	one,'	he	said.	'Halt	will	be	terrible	too.'

But	of	course,	what	he	and	nobody	else	 in	 the	assembly	knew	was	that	for	 the
past	 ten	 days,	Halt	 had	 been	 having	 dance	 lessons	 from	Lady	Sandra.	He	 had
always	been	well	balanced,	co-ordinated	and	light	on	his	feet,	and	it	had	'taken
just	 a	 few	 hours	 for	 the	 Baron's	 wife,	 an	 expert	 herself,	 to	 turn	 him	 into	 a
consummate	dancer.	Now	he	and	Pauline	glided	around	the	room	as	if	they	were
born	 to	 dance	 together.	There	was	 a	 gasp	of	 surprise	 from	 the	 crowd,	 then	 an
enthusiastic	roar	of	applause.

Will	felt	Alyss's	surprisingly	firm	grip	on	his	forearm	as	she	stood	and	brought
him	to	his	feet	beside	her.	Let's	go,	Fumblefoot,'	she	said.

There	was	no	escape,	Will	knew.	He	preceded	her	down	the	stairs,	giving	her	his
arm	as	she	descended.	Then	he	turned	to	her	uncertainly.

'Arm	 there,'	 she	said.	 'Other	arm,	 idiot.	Now	hand	 there	 ...	okay,	 ready?	We're
going	 to	 start	with	your	 left	 foot.	On	 three.	One.	Two	 ...	What	 the	devil	 is	 he



doing	here?'

She	was	looking	over	his	shoulder	towards	the	main	entrance	to	the	hall,	where	a
commotion	 had	 broken	 out.	 There	 was	 a	 huge,	 unkempt	 figure	 standing	 just
inside	 the	 door,	 arguing	 with	 the	 servants	 posted	 there,	 who	 were	 trying	 to
restrain	 him.	His	 fleece	 jacket	 and	 horned	 helmet	marked	 him	 as	 a	 Skandian.
Heads	had	turned	towards	the	noise	and,	already,	Horace	was	heading	down	the
aisle	 to	 take	charge.	But	after	a	 few	paces,	he	 stopped	 in	 surprise,	 recognising
the	man	at	the	same	time	Will	did.

'It's	Svengal,'	Will	said.



Chapter	7

Horace	 reached	 the	 arguing	 group	 just	 inside	 the	 main	 door	 and	 quickly
quietened	things	down,	reassuring	servants	and	guards	that	 the	Skandian	was	a
friend,	 and	 not	 about	 to	 make	 a	 one-man	 attack	 on	 Castle	 Redmont.	 Will
watched	as	the	tall	warrior	spoke	quickly	to	Svengal,	then	led	him	away	to	a	side
room.	As	they	went,	Horace	turned,	caught	Will's	eye	and	made	an	unmistakable
gesture	for	him	to	join	them.

Gradually,	the	people	in	the	hall	relaxed	as	it	became	apparent	that	the	incident
had	been	resolved	and	there	was	no	immediate	danger.	The	orchestra,	which	had
tailed	 off	 at	 Svengal's	 appearance,	 picked	 up	 the	melody	 once	more	 and	 eyes
returned	 to	 the	bridal	couple.	Will	 saw	 that	Halt	and	Lady	Pauline	had	paused
and	 were	 standing	 motionless	 in	 the	 middle	 of	 the	 dance	 floor.	 He	 crossed
quickly	to	them.

'Finish	the	dance,'	he	said	quietly.	'I'll	take	care	of	it.'	Halt	nodded	his	gratitude.
The	 last	 thing	he	wanted	was	 any	kind	of	disruption	 to	Lady	Pauline's	 special
day.	'Find	out	what	he	wants,'	he	said.

Will	grinned.	'Maybe	he's	brought	you	a	wedding	.present.'

Halt	 jerked	 his	 head	 towards	 the	 back	 of	 the	 room.	 'Get	 going,'	 he	 said.	Will
grinned	again	and	turned	away,	taking	Alyss's	hand	as	he	passed.

'Come	on,'	he	said,	 leading	her	off	 the	dance	floor	with	him.	He	glanced	up	to
catch	Gilan's	 inquiring	 look	 as	 the	 tall	 Ranger	 led	 Jenny	 down	 from	 the	 dais.
Will	 jerked	 his	 head	 towards	Halt	 and	 Pauline	 and	mouthed	 the	words,	 Keep
dancing.'

Gilan	 nodded.	 The	 less	 disruption	 to	 the	 normal	 run	 of	 events,	 the	 better,	 he
realised.

Pauline	saw	the	quick	exchange	between	the	two	young	Rangers,	then	watched
as	Will	picked	his	way	through	the	tables,	Alyss	accompanying	him.	From	time



to	 time,	he	would	pause,	 smile	at	 a	question	 from	one	of	 the	guests	 and	make
what	appeared	to	be	a	reassuring	comment.	She	admired	the	speed	with	which	he
had	reacted,	the	way	he	was	taking	over	the	situation.

'He's	growing	up,'	she	said	to	Halt	as	they	began	to	dance	again.	Gilan	and	Jenny
now	 circled	 the	 floor	 with	 them	 as	 well.	 Then	 Duncan	 and	 Cassandra	 joined
them,	 followed	 by	 the	 Baron	 and	 Lady	 Sandra.	 That	was	 the	 signal	 for	 other
dancers	 to	 crowd	 onto	 the	 floor.	 Within	 a	 few	 minutes,	 most	 people	 had
forgotten	 that	 a	 travel-stained,	 weary	 Skandian	 had	 just	 crashed	 the	 wedding
party.

King	 Duncan	 steered	 his	 way	 towards	 Halt	 and	 Pauline,	 Cassandra	 moving
lightly	in	time	with	him.

'Halt?	Any	idea	what's	going	on?'	he	said	out	of	the	corner	of	his	mouth.

'Will's	 finding	 out	 now,	 your	 majesty,'	 Halt	 replied	 and	 the	 King	 nodded,
satisfied.

'Keep	 me	 informed,'	 he	 said	 and	 he	 and	 Cassandra	 circled	 away.	 They	 were
replaced	 by	 Arald	 and	 Sandra,	 as	 the	 Baron	 ploughed	 through	 the	 crowded
dancers.	Whereas	 Duncan	 and	 Cassandra	 had	 circled	 gracefully,	 Baron	 Arald
took	a	direct	route,	rather	like	a	purple,	blue	and	gold	battle-horse.	Regretfully,
Lady	Sandra	had	never	been	able	to	pass	on	the	finer	points	of	the	dancer's	art	to
her	husband.

'Halt?'	he	said	as	they	approached.

'Will's	checking,	sir,'	Halt	told	him	and	the	Baron	nodded.

'Good.	Keep	me	informed.'

He	 and	 his	wife	moved	 off.	Halt	 glanced	 quizzically	 at	 his	 partner,	 having	 to
look	up	slightly	to	do	so.	Pauline	was	tall	for	a	woman.

'As	soon	as	I	know	anything	myself,'	he	said.

***



As	they	reached	the	entrance	to	the	hall,	Alyss	stopped	and	turned	Will	towards
her.

'Perhaps	I	should	go	back	to	the	table,'	she	said.	'This	Svengal	doesn't	know	me
and	he	might	feel	more	comfortable	talking	if	there	are	no	strangers	present.'

As	 a	Courier,	 her	 instincts	 for	 intrigue	were	 finely	honed	and	Will	 sensed	 she
was	 right.	 There	 was	 obviously	 something	 out	 of	 the	 ordinary	 going	 on.
Svengal's	abrupt	appearance	proved	that.	He	nodded	and	briefly	took	her	hand	in
both	of	his.

'You	could	be	right,'	he	said.	 'Besides,	it	will	look	better	if	one	of	us	is	back	at
the	party.'

He	 squeezed	 her	 hand	 then	 released	 it.	 She	 smiled	 at	 him,	 then	 turned	 and
slipped	back	through	the	crowded	room.	Will	watched	her	go,	then	turned	away
towards	the	small	anteroom	where	Horace	had	taken	their	unexpected	visitor.

Svengal	was	slumped	wearily	on	a	bench	as	Will	entered.

'Will,'	said	the	Skandian	with	a	tired	smile,	rising	stiffly	to	shake	hands.	'Sorry	to
barge	in	at	a	time	like	this.'

Will	 glanced	 up	 at	 Horace.	 'What's	 going	 on?'	 he	 asked.	 From	 Svengal's
downcast,	weary	manner,	he	gathered	it	was	not	good	news.

Horace	 shrugged.	 'I	 thought	 we'd	 wait	 for	 you.	 Save	 him	 saying	 everything
twice.	 What's	 going	 on	 out	 there?'	 He	 indicated	 the	 hall	 with	 a	 quick	 head
gesture.

'It's	 all	 back	 to	 normal.	 You	 got	 things	 settled	 before	 too	many	 people	 had	 a
chance	to	notice.	Good	work.'

Horace	made	a	small	self-deprecating	gesture	and	Will	took	another	look	at	the
Skandian.

'You	look	just	about	done	in,	Svengal.	Are	you	all	right?'

Svengal	 had	 slumped	 back	 onto	 the	 bench.	 He	 grinned	 ruefully,	 easing	 his



aching	back.	'I've	felt	better,'	he	said.	'I've	spent	two	days	and	most	of	last	night
on	 one	 your	 blasted	 horses	—	 all	 the	way	 from	Castle	Araluen	 to	 here.	 I	 can
hardly	move	my	legs	or	back.'

'Araluen?'	Horace	interrupted.	'What	were	you	doing	there?'

'We	sailed	Wolfwind	up	 that	same	river	we	 took	 last	 time.	 I	 thought	 it	was	 the
best	place	 to	 look	 for	you	all.'	Will	 and	Horace	exchanged	glances.	 'I	 imagine
that	 set	 the	 cat	 among	 the	 pigeons,'	 Will	 said.	 There	 was	 a	 treaty	 in	 place
between	Araluen	and	Skandia	but	even	so,	the	unexpected	sight	of	a	wolfship	so
far	inland	could	only	have	caused	alarm.

'We	flew	Evanlyn's	pennant,'	Svengal	told	him.	'We	still	had	it	in	our	flag	locker.
Is	there	anything	to	drink	around	here?'

Will	held	up	his	hands	in	apology.	'Sorry.	You	could	probably	use	something	to
eat	as	well,'	he	said.

Svengal	nodded	several	times.	'Yes.	That	would	be	good	too.	Haven't	eaten	in	a
while.'

Will	called	to	a	page	who	had	been	stationed	outside	 the	door.	The	young	boy
put	his	head	around	the	door	frame,	staring	curiously	at	 the	massive	Skandian,
who	grinned	at	him.

'Bring	us	some	wine	...	no,	wait!'	Will	said	as	the	boy	began	to	dart	away.	The
page	returned.	'Get	us	a	plate	of	food	as	well.	A	big	plate.	A	platter,	in	fact.	Lots
of	 meat	 and	 bread.	 Don't	 worry	 about	 vegetables	 or	 greenery.'	 He	 knew	 that
Skandian	had	a	deep-seated	contempt	for	salads	as	a	food	source.

'Bring	 the	 wine	 in	 a	 flagon,'	 Horace	 added.	 'Not	 one	 of	 those	 dainty	 glasses
they're	using	outside.	And	hurry!'

'Yes,	sirs,'	the	page	said.	He	raced	away.

'So	tell	us,'	Will	said,	'what	brings	you	here	in	the	middle	of	Halt's	wedding?'

Svengal	 shook	 his	 head	 in	 apology.	 'Didn't	 know	 about	 that,'	 he	 told	 them.
'We've	been	at	sea	for	months	now.	We	need	help	and	you	were	the	only	people



we	thought	could	give	it.'

'We?'	Horace	asked.

'Erak	and	me.	Well,	Erak	really.	He	told	me	to	come	here	and	find	you	—	and
Halt.'

'So	he's	still	in	Hallasholm,	I	take	it?'	Will	said.

He	 was	 aware	 that	 Erak	 had	 turned	 his	 ship	 over	 to	 Svengal	 when	 he	 had
assumed	the	office	of	Oberjarl.	But	Svengal	shook	his	head.

'Arrida,'	he	told	them.	'He's	been	captured	by	the	Arridi	and	they're	holding	him
to	ransom.'

'What?'	Will's	 voice	 rose	 to	 a	 higher	 pitch	 than	 he'd	 intended.	He	 paused	 and
composed	himself.	'What	the	devil	is	he	doing	in	Arrida?'

'We	were	raiding,'	Svengal	explained.	'He	was	bored	with	sitting	around	talking
to	Borsa	all	day.'

'I	 can	 imagine,'	 Will	 put	 in.	 He	 still	 harboured	 resentment	 for	 the	 Skandian
hilfmann,	who	had	assigned	him	to	life	as	a	yard	slave	—	an	almost	certain	death
sentence	in	the	bitter	Skandian	winter.

'Get	 over	 it,'	 Horace	 told	 him	 and	 jerked	 a	 thumb	 at	 Svengal.	 'Let's	 hear	 the
story.'

But	the	page	chose	that	moment	to	return	with	a	platter	loaded	with	chicken	legs,
pork	chops	and	a	small	mutton	leg.	There	was	also	a	tankard	of	wine	on	the	tray
that	he	set	down.	Svengal	looked	greedily	at	the	food	and	drink.

'Oh,	go	ahead,'	Horace	told	him.

Svengal	drank	a	third	of	the	wine	in	one	draught,	 then	grabbed	the	mutton	and
tore	off	enough	to	feed	a	small	family	with	his	teeth.	He	chewed	and	swallowed
for	a	few	moments,	his	eyes	closed	blissfully	as	the	food	and	drink	sent	energy
coursing	through	him.



'He	was	hungry,'	Will	muttered.	Svengal	said	he'd	been	riding	for	 two	days	—
not	a	popular	way	of	travelling	for	Skandians.	It	was	becoming	obvious	that	he
hadn't	 stopped	 to	eat.	The	sea	wolf	 swallowed	a	 last	piece	of	mutton	and	 took
another	gigantic	gulp	of	wine.	He	wiped	grease	and	wine	from	his	whiskers	with
the	back	of	one	massive	hand,	then	let	go	a	belch	loud	enough	to	wake	the	dead.

'I	take	it	he	likes	our	food,'	Horace	said.	Will	rolled	his	eyes	impatiently.

'Svengal,'	he	said,	'get	on	with	it.	How	did	Erak	get	himself	captured?	And	how
did	you	get	away?	What	in	God's	name	were	you	doing	in	Arrida?	And	—	'

Svengal	held	up	a	grease-smeared	hand.	 'Hey,	two	or	three	questions	at	a	time,
all	right?	Look,	Erak	was	bored.	He	wanted	to	go	to	sea	again.	So	he	decided	to
go	on	one	last	raid.'	He	paused,	considering.	 'Well,	he	said	 it	would	be	his	last
but	I	doubt	it.	I	reckon	he	—	'

'Get	on	with	it!'	Will	and	Horace	chorused	together.

'Oh	...	yeah,	sorry.	Well,	we	planned	a	raid.'

'In	 Arrida?'	 Horace	 said	 incredulously	 and	 Svengal	 looked	 at	 him,	 an	 injured
look	on	his	face.

'Yes.	In	Arrida.	After	all,	we're	not	allowed	to	raid	here	these	days,	are	we?	We
have	to	go	further	afield.'

Will	 and	Horace	exchanged	glances.	 'I	 suppose	 that's	our	 fault,'	Will	 said.	 'Go
on,	Svengal.'

'Anyway,	we	planned	to	hit	a	town	called	Al	Shabah.	It's	a	trading	town	where
they	provision	ships	and	we	figured	—	well,	Erak	figured	—	there'd	be	a	lot	of
money	there.	You	see	—	'

'Svengal,'	Will	 said,	 'I'm	 sure	 there	 were	 excellent	 reasons	 for	 raiding	 this	 El
Shibah	...	'

'Al	Shabah,'	Svengal	corrected	him,	eyeing	a	chicken	leg	then	reaching	for	it.

'But	just	get	on	with	what	happened,	all	right?'



'Well,	we	 landed	before	dawn	and	everything	seemed	deserted.	No	guards.	No
lookouts.	 We	 made	 our	 way	 into	 the	 town	 and	 then	 we	 realised	 they'd	 been
waiting	for	us.	There	were	over	a	hundred	troops	in	there	—	frontline	troops	too.
Not	 the	usual	amateurs	you	find	in	 those	little	 towns-	They	were	expecting	us.
They	even	knew	that	Erak	was	coming.	They	called	him	by	name,	knew	he	was
Oberjarl.	Said	he	was	the	only	one	they	were	interested	in.'

Let	 me	 get	 this	 straight.	 They	 ambushed	 all	 of	 you?	 The	 entire	 ship's	 crew?'
Horace	frowned	at	the	thought.	Svengal	nodded.

'They	 let	 the	 rest	of	us	go	because	 they	needed	us	 to	collect	 the	 ransom.	They
even	returned	our	weapons	once	we	were	back	on	board.	Said	they	didn't	want
us	captured	by	pirates	while	we	were	fetching	 the	money.'	He	snorted	 in	bitter
amusement.	'Ironic,	isn't	it?'

'How	much	is	this	ransom?'	Will	asked.

'Eighty	thousand	reels,'	Svengal	said	and	the	two	young	men	whistled.

'That's	a	lot	of	silver,'	Horace	said.

Svengal	shrugged.	'Erak	is	Oberjarl,	after	all.'

Will	 was	 frowning	 as	 he	 thought	 over	 what	 Svengal	 had	 said.	 There	 was
something	he	didn't	understand.

'Svengal,	eighty	thousand	is	a	lot	of	money.	But	surely	Erak	could	put	his	hands
on	that	amount.	As	you	say,	he	is	the	Oberjarl.	Why	did	you	come	here	for	it?'

'Erak	told	me	to	come	here.	It	could	take	the	best	part	of	a	year	for	us	to	get	to
Skandia	and	then	back	to	Arrida	with	the	money	...	 '	He	trailed	off,	the	thought
not	quite	completed.

Will	nodded.	 'That	makes	sense,'	he	said.	 'And	I'm	sure	King	Duncan	will	lend
the	money.	After	all,	Erak	saved	his	daughter's	life.'	He	sensed	that	Svengal	had
something	else	on	his	mind,	something	he	was	reluctant	to	say.

'But?'	he	prompted	and	the	seawolf	sighed	heavily.



'Erak	didn't	want	me	to	go	back	to	Skandia	with	the	news	that	he	was	a	captive,'
he	said.	'He's	pretty	sure	that	he	was	betrayed	by	one	of	our	own	people.'



Chapter	8

'Betrayed?'	King	Duncan	said.	 'Why	would	his	own	people	betray	him?	Last	 I
heard,	Erak	was	a	popular	choice	as	Oberjarl.'

It	 was	 the	 following	 morning	 and	 even	 Baron	 Arald's	 spacious	 office	 was
looking	slightly	crowded	with	the	members	present.	In	addition	to	the	King	and
his	 daughter,	 Sir	 Anthony,	 Crowley,	 Halt	 and	 Pauline,	 Baron	 Arald	 and	 Sir
Rodney,	Horace,	Gilan,	Will	and	Alyss	were	all	seated	around	the	central	desk,
where	Arald	had	given	deference	to	the	King.	Svengal,	exhausted	by	his	ride	to
Araluen,	was	still	sleeping	off	the	effects	of	the	journey.	Although,	Will	thought
with	 grim	 humour,	 the	 effects	 might	 be	 longer	 lasting	 than	 he	 expected.	 A
novice	leader,	Svengal	would	be	stiff	and	sore	in	every	muscle	and	joint	when	he
awoke.

The	previous	evening,	after	Will	had	reported	the	basic	facts	of	Svengal's	arrival,
it	had	been	decided	to	leave	a	detailed	discussion	till	the	morning.	The	wedding
celebration	 had	 continued	 as	 if	 there	 had	 been	 no	 interruption.	 That	 had	 been
Lady	Pauline's	decision.	As	she	had	said	to	Halt	some	weeks	earlier,	this	was	a
big	occasion	for	many	of	the	guests	—	perhaps	a	once-in-a-lifetime	opportunity
to	brush	shoulders	with	royalty.

'Let	them	enjoy	themselves,'	she	had	said.	'We	can	deal	with	this	in	the	morning.'

Halt	 smiled	 at	 her	 as	 she	 said	 it.	 It	 was	 confirmation	 of	 the	 Baron's	 good
judgement	in	appointing	her	to	her	high	diplomatic	position.

Pauline	also	had	an	ulterior	motive.	She	knew	full	well	that	this	would	be	one	of
the	 few	occasions	 in	her	 life	when	she	would	persuade	Halt	 to	dance	with	her
and	 she	 had	 no	 intention	 of	 letting	 it	 pass	 merely	 because	 Oberjarl	 Erak	 had
carelessly	 got	 himself	 captured	 by	 the	Arridi.	 It	was,	 she	 thought,	 a	matter	 of
retaining	a	sense	of	perspective.

So	the	dancing	and	feasting	had	continued.	Then,	just	before	midnight,	an	open



carriage,	 pulled	 by	 two	white	mares,	 had	 arrived	 at	 the	 entrance	 to	 the	 dining
hall.	The	newlyweds	 led	a	procession	down	 the	central	aisle	and	were	cheered
aboard	by	a	horde	of	well-wishers.	 In	addition,	hundreds	of	others	had	arrived
from	the	village	itself,	where	the	Baron	had	contributed	two	steers	to	be	roasted
and	several	kegs	of	ale	for	a	giant	outdoor	feast.

These	newcomers	lined	the	path	to	the	gatehouse,	where	the	massive	drawbridge
and	 portcullis	 were	 open.	 Others	 waited	 outside,	 on	 either	 side	 of	 the	 road
winding	down	the	hill	towards	the	forest.	As	the	carriage	passed	by,	they	pelted
it	 with	 flowers	 and	 cheers	 in	 equal	 amounts.	 Halt,	 who	 had	 spent	 his	 life	 in
covert	activities,	moving	unseen	and	unnoticed	 through	 the	country,	 found	 it	 a
novel	 and	 uncomfortable	 experience	 to	 be	 the	 centre	 of	 attention.	 He	 felt
strangely	exposed	without	the	comforting	concealment	of	his	camouflage	cloak
and	slumped	 low	 in	his	 seat,	 trying	 to	disappear	 into	 the	plush	cushions.	Lady
Pauline,	on	the	other	hand,	sat	upright	and	waved	regally	to	the	cheering	people.
And	since	the	vast	majority	of	 those	who	arrive	 to	gawk	at	any	wedding	go	to
see	the	bride	in	any	case,	his	reticence	went	largely	unnoticed.

'Where	will	they	be	going?'	a	blacksmith's	wife	asked	of	nobody	in	particular	as
the	carriage	clattered	down	the	hill.

A	housewife	next	to	her	—	one	of	those	people	who	always	know	the	answer	to
every	such	question,	replied	with	smug	certainty.

'I've	heard	that,	deep	in	the	woods,	there's	a	special	love-nest	been	built	for	them.
A	bower	of	 flowers	 and	precious	materials	where	 they'll	 spend	 the	night.'	Her
imagination	aided	by	her	own	statement,	she	then	added	authoritatively,	'What's
more,	there	are	specially	trained	songbirds	in	the	trees	and	pure	white	deer	will
be	grazing	in	the	clearing	for	my	lady's	enjoyment.'

The	actual	facts	were	more	mundane.	The	carriage	would	stop	at	the	little	cabin
just	at	the	fringe	of	the	forest,	where	Halt	and	Pauline	would	wait	until	the	crowd
had	 dispersed.	Then	 they	would	 board	 another,	 less	 ornate,	 carriage	 drawn	 by
two	nondescript	bays	and	return	to	the	castle,	where	Arald	had	set	aside	a	suite
of	rooms	as	their	permanent	residence.

So	here	they	all	were,	discussing	the	remarkable	turn	of	events	that	Svengal	had
brought	to	their	door.



'Erak's	popular	with	the	majority,'	Will	told	the	King,	in	answer	to	his	question.
'But	 there's	 a	 small	 faction	 in	Hallasholm	who	would	 like	 to	 see	 him	 lose	 his
position.	Small,	but	vocal	and	persistent.'

'I	assume	our	treaty	has	something	to	do	with	this?'	Crowley	asked.	When	Halt
had	 led	 the	 Skandians	 to	 victory	 over	 an	 invading	 Temujai	 force,	 he	 had
capitalised	on	the	situation	to	create	a	treaty	where	large-scale	raids	on	Araluen
were	discouraged	by	the	Oberjarl.	In	Erak's	case,	 'discouraged'	translated	pretty
much	as	'forbidden'.

'It	doesn't	help,	that's	for	sure,'	Will	said.	'And	the	anti-Erak	faction	are	using	it
as	a	lever	to	create	dissension	among	the	others.	But	it	goes	deeper	than	that.'

'If	 there's	an	anti-Erak	faction,'	Lady	Pauline	said,	 'one	assumes	 that	 they	must
also	have	their	own	leader	in	mind.	Who	might	that	be?	Do	we	know?'

'We	 do,'	Will	 told	 the	 room.	Although	 he	 and	Horace	 had	 both	 been	 privy	 to
Svengal's	news,	 they	had	decided	 that	Will	would	conduct	 the	briefing	 for	 the
others.	 It	was	part	 of	 a	Ranger's	 training	 to	 know	how	 to	 assemble	 and	 report
facts	as	cohesively	as	possible.	'It's	a	man	called	Toshak,	a	crony	of	Slagor's.'

His	eyes	met	Cassandra's	as	he	said	the	name	and	he	saw	understanding	dawning
there.	Slagor	had	tried	to	have	Cassandra	executed	when	she	and	Will	had	been
among	the	Skandians.	Later,	she	had	discovered	his	part	 in	a	plot	to	betray	the
Skandian	forces	to	the	Temujai.

Alyss	saw	the	byplay	between	Will	and	the	blonde	Princess.	Her	lips	tightened
slightly	 but,	 trained	 diplomat	 that	 she	was,	 she	 swiftly	 composed	 her	 features
before	anyone	noticed.

'Slagor?'	the	King	said.	'But	surely	he's	dead?	Erak	had	him	executed	for	treason
at	the	end	of	the	war,	didn't	he?'

I	tried	to	convince	him	not	to,'	Cassandra	put	in.	I	thought	it	was	a	bad	idea	and	I
felt	...	responsible,	I	suppose.'

The	King	 shook	his	head.	 'No.	 It's	unpleasant,	my	dear,	but	 it	had	 to	be	done.
Slagor	 betrayed	 his	 country	 in	 time	 of	 war.	 You	 can't	 leave	 people	 like	 that
unpunished.	He	deserved	what	he	got	and	you	have	nothing	 to	blame	yourself



for.'

'The	Princess	has	a	point,	however,'	Halt	said.	And	as	the	others	looked	at	him,
he	went	on	to	explain,	'Executing	a	criminal	often	makes	a	martyr	of	him.	Once
he's	 dead	 and	 gone,	 people	 all	 too	 often	 forget	 the	 crimes	 he's	 committed	 and
start	 to	 see	 a	more	 sanitised	 version.	A	 person	 like	 that	 starts	 to	 be	 seen	 as	 a
victim,	 then	 as	 a	 figurehead	 for	 anyone	 who	 has	 an	 axe	 to	 grind.	 No	 pun
intended,'	he	added,	remembering	that	Slagor	had	been	beheaded.	Will	nodded	in
agreement.	 'That's	 pretty	 much	 the	 way	 Erak	 sees	 it,	 according	 to	 Svengal.
Toshak,	the	leader	of	a	rebel	clique,	doesn't	give	a	fig	about	Slagor's	fate.	He's
using	 him	 as	 a	 symbol	 to	 further	 his	 own	 purpose.	Which	 is	 to	 take	 over	 as
Oberjarl.'

The	 King	 nodded	 slowly.	 It	 made	 sense.	 'Which	 is	 why	 Erak	 doesn't	 want
Svengal	going	back	to	Skandia	with	the	news	that	he's	been	captured	—	and	that
it'll	cost	the	Skandians	eighty	thousand	reels	to	get	him	back.	It	might	be	quicker
and	cheaper	just	to	elect	a	new	Oberjarl.'

Sir	 Rodney	 had	 listened	 to	 the	 conversation	 so	 far	without	 speaking.	Now	 he
frowned	thoughtfully	and	posed	a	question.

'Given	 that	 there	may	be	people	who	want	Erak	out	 of	 the	way,	 that's	 still	 no
proof	that	they	were	involved	in	his	capture,	is	it?'	he	asked.	'After	all,	that	might
just	have	been	good	luck	on	the	part	of	the	Arridi.'

Will	 nodded.	 'That	 could	 be	 right,	 Sir	 Rodney.	 But	 there's	 more	 to	 it.	 The
Skandian	raiding	fleet	meets	before	any	raiding	season	and	assigns	territories	by
lot.	So	the	other	captains	—	and	Toshak	was	one	of	them	—	knew	Erak's	ship
would	be	raiding	that	part	of	the	coast.'

'Still,'	Crowley	said,	'Rodney	has	a	good	point.	It	could	have	been	simple	luck	on
the	Arridi's	 part	 that	 allowed	 them	 to	 ambush	 Erak.	 They	 could	 have	 heard	 a
wolfship	was	 in	 the	area	and	set	up	 the	 trap	—	arranging	 to	 sell	him	 the	 false
timetable.	There's	no	hard	evidence	that	Toshak	was	involved.'

'Except	 for	 one	 thing,'	 Horace	 put	 in.	 He	 felt	Will	 was	 being	 besieged	 on	 all
sides	and	might	need	a	 little	help.	 'They	weren't	 just	waiting	 for	any	wolfship.
They	 knew	 it	was	Erak	who	was	 coming	 and	 they	 knew	he	was	 the	Oberjarl.
Only	a	Skandian	could	have	told	them	that.'



Rodney	and	Crowley	both	nodded	thoughtfully,	seeing	the	logic	in	the	argument.
Cassandra	was	watching	her	father	anxiously.	She	felt	they	were	getting	off	the
real	point.

'We'll	 lend	Erak	 the	money,	won't	we,	Dad?'	 she	 said.	Her	 father	 looked	up	at
her.	He	was	 inclined	 to	do	 so,	 but	 he	hadn't	 totally	made	up	his	mind.	Eighty
thousand	was	a	lot	of	money.	Not	a	crippling	amount,	admittedly.	But	it	wasn't	a
sum	you	would	just	throw	away.

'I'm	sure	Erak	 is	good	for	 the	money,	your	majesty,'	Halt	 said.	He	had	already
decided	 that,	 in	 the	 unlikely	 event	 that	Duncan	wouldn't	 agree	 to	 the	 loan,	 he
would	go	and	shake	Erak	free	of	the	clutches	of	the	Arridi	tribesmen.

'Yes,	yes,'	Duncan	 said,	 still	 considering.	 'And	 the	 actual	 amount	 is	 sure	 to	be
less.	The	Arridi	would	be	insulted	if	we	didn't	haggle	a	little.'

'I	owe	Erak	my	life,	Father,'	Cassandra	said	quietly,	but	 firmly.	The	use	of	 the
word	'father'	alerted	Duncan	to	the	fact	that	she	was	beginning	to	think	he	might
be	reluctant	to	help	Erak.	Before	he	could	say	anything,	she	continued.

'Not	just	when	he	helped	Will	and	me	to	escape.	But	later,	when	Slagor	exposed
my	 true	 identity	 and	 tried	 to	 have	me	 killed,	 Erak	was	 ready	 to	 get	me	 away
then.'

Duncan	raised	a	hand	to	calm	her	down.	He	could	hear	her	voice	rising	in	pitch
and	he	didn't	want	a	confrontation	with	so	many	people	present.

'Cassie,	 I	 fully	 intend	 to	pay	 the	ransom.	It's	 the	mechanics	of	 the	whole	 thing
that	are	a	little	difficult.'	He	could	see	that	this	statement	satisfied	his	daughter,
but	 she	 looked	 puzzled,	 so	 he	 went	 on.	 'For	 a	 start,	 I'm	 not	 putting	 eighty
thousand	reels	—	or	whatever	the	final	amount	might	be	—	on	a	wolfship	and
waving	goodbye	as	it	sails	off	for	Arrida.	There's	too	great	a	chance	that	it	could
be	lost	...	storms,	shipwrecks,	pirates.	It's	too	risky.'

Lord	Anthony	coughed	apologetically.	'There's	always	the	Silasian	Council,	your
majesty,'	he	said,	and	Duncan	nodded	in	his	direction.

'That's	what	I	was	thinking,	Anthony.'



The	Silasian	Council	was	a	cartel	that	traded	in	currencies,	rather	than	in	goods.
They	 provided	 a	means	 by	which	 countries	 could	 exchange	 funds	without	 the
risk	 of	 dispatching	 actual	 cash	or	 bullion	on	 long	perilous	 journeys.	Countries
deposited	money	with	the	Silasians,	who	paid	interest	to	the	depositor.	They	also
undertook	to	deliver	any	amounts	that	might	require	transfer	—	either	in	fact	or
as	deposits	from	one	country's	account	to	another.	The	council	took	a	percentage
of	each	transaction	as	its	fee	and	guaranteed	safe	passage	of	funds	as	part	of	its
service.	The	risk	of	loss	during	transfers	was	more	than	covered	by	their	fee.

'Are	the	Arridi	signatories	to	the	Silasian	agreements,	Anthony?'	Duncan	asked
his	Chamberlain	now.	Lord	Anthony's	face	twisted	in	thought.

'I	doubt	it,	your	majesty.	At	the	last	listing,	they	weren't	there.'

'In	 which	 case,	 we'll	 have	 to	 arrange	 for	 the	 Council	 to	 do	 an	 actual	 cash
delivery.	 That	 means	 someone	 will	 have	 to	 negotiate	 the	 terms	 and	 the	 final
amount	with	the	Arridi	and	get	them	to	agree	to	the	arrangement,	and	the	fee	to
be	paid	to	the	Silasians.'

Fees	were	usually	paid	by	both	sender	and	receiver.

'I	can	do	that,	your	majesty,'	said	Halt	quickly.	But	the	King	shook	his	head.

'No.	I'm	afraid	you	can't,	Halt.	There's	a	protocol	 involved.	We're	dealing	with
the	 ransom	 of	 the	 ruler	 of	 a	 country.	 And	 on	 the	 practical	 side,	 there	 are
negotiations	 to	be	 carried	out.	That	 needs	 someone	of	 high	 rank	—	a	national
seal-bearer.	 It	 is	 a	matter	of	national	 funds	 so	 it	needs	 someone	of	 royal	 rank.
Ideally,	I	should	go	myself.'

Halt	shrugged.	That	would	be	fine	with	him.

Then	 Duncan	 added,	 in	 a	 frustrated	 tone,	 'But	 I	 can't	 at	 the	 moment.	 I'm
supposed	 to	 be	 organising	 the	 peace	 talks	 between	 four	 of	 the	 six	 Hibernian
kings.	They'll	fall	apart	if	I	don't	arbitrate	among	them.'

'Then	give	me	your	seal	and	I'll	go	 in	your	place.	We'll	 say	 I'm	your	 long-lost
cousin,'	Halt	 said.	He	 had	 very	 little	 time	 for	 the	 proper	way	 of	 doing	 things.
Duncan	sighed	and	looked	at	Crowley.



'Have	you	never	explained	to	your	wild	man	how	the	system	of	royal	seals	and
signets	works	in	the	civilised	world,	Crowley?'

Crowley	raised	his	eyebrows.	He	suspected	that	Halt	had	engaged	in	numerous
fraudulent	activities	 to	do	with	 royal	 seals	over	 the	past	 twenty	years.	But	 this
time,	they	couldn't	take	the	risk.

'The	royal	seal	can	only	be	used	by	a	member	of	the	royal	family,	as	you	know,
Halt,'	said	Lord	Anthony.	'If	you	were	to	use	it,	any	negotiations	you	carried	out,
and	any	agreements	you	reached,	would	be	fraudulent	and	therefore	void.	If	that
were	 exposed,	 it	 would	 take	 years	 for	 Araluen	 to	 regain	 the	 trust	 of	 other
countries.	We	can't	risk	that.'

Halt	snorted,	his	usual	reaction	to	formalities	and	protocols.	Lady	Pauline	placed
a	calming	hand	over	his	own	and	he	looked	at	her	and	shrugged	apologetically.
Then,	 trying	 to	 keep	 his	 voice	 reasonable,	 he	 asked:	 'Couldn't	 you	 give	me	 a
warrant	to	act	on	your	behalf,	signed	over	your	seal?'

'If	it	were	another	country	—	Teutlandt	or	Gallica,	for	example	—	that's	exactly
what	 I'd	 do,'	Duncan	 replied.	 'But	 unfortunately,	 even	 though	 the	Arridi	 speak
the	common	tongue,	they	have	their	own	alphabet	and	written	language,	which
bears	 no	 resemblance	 to	 ours.	We	 have	 nobody	who	 can	write	 or	 read	 it	 and
presumably	they	have	nobody	who	can	read	ours.	So	a	warrant	authorising	you
to	act	on	my	behalf	might	just	as	well	be	a	shopping	list	given	under	my	seal.'
Duncan	 paused,	 chewing	 his	 bottom	 lip	 in	 frustration.	 'No.	 I'll	 have	 to	 go
myself,'	 he	 said.	 'But	 it'll	 have	 to	 wait	 till	 I've	 dealt	 with	 these	 damned
Hibernians.	No	offence,	Halt,'	 he	 added,	 remembering	 that	Halt	 had	originally
come	from	that	irrational	country.	Halt	shook	his	head.

'None	taken,	your	majesty.	But	there	must	be	some	other	way,'	he	insisted.

'The	answer	is	staring	us	all	in	the	face,'	Cassandra	said.	'I'll	go.'



Chapter	9

All	eyes	turned	towards	her.	There	was	a	moment	of	silence	in	the	room	as	those
present	considered	her	suggestion.	Then	the	King	answered	brusquely.

'You	will	not.	It's	out	of	the	question.'

Colour	 rose	 in	 Cassandra's	 cheeks	 as	 he	 spoke.	 Controlling	 her	 anger	 with	 a
great	effort,	she	spoke	very	calmly.	'Why?	Why	should	it	be	out	of	the	question?
Our	family,	our	country,	owes	a	debt	of	honour	to	Erak.	The	Skandians	are	our
allies	because	of	him.	So	why	shouldn't	I	be	the	one	to	negotiate	his	release?'

'Because	...	'	The	King	hesitated	and	she	cut	him	off.

'You've	said	that	the	task	requires	a	seal-bearer.	A	member	of	the	royal	family.
Well,	I	don't	see	any	others	around	here.	Why	shouldn't	I	go	in	your	place?'	She
paused,	 then	 added	with	 greater	 intensity,	 'Dad,	 this	 is	 exactly	 what	 we	were
discussing	 a	 few	weeks	 ago.	One	 day	 I'll	 be	Queen.	 If	 I	 don't	 start	 taking	 on
some	 of	 these	 duties	 now,	 I'll	 never	 be	 ready	 to	 be	 a	 real	 queen	—	 someone
you'd	be	proud	of.'

'Cassandra,	you	will	not	go	and	that's	an	end	of	it.	Now	let's	stop	this	discussion.
It's	embarrassing.'

She	sensed	the	weakness	in	his	argument	and	knew	what	was	behind	it.

'It's	only	embarrassing	because	you	know	you're	wrong	about	 this.	 I	owe	Erak
my	life.	I	have	a	right	to	help	rescue	him.'

There	was	a	matching	flare	of	anger	in	the	King's	face	now	and	she	sensed	that
she	 had	 scored	 a	 point.	 There	 was	 no	 rational	 reason	 why	 she	 shouldn't
undertake	 the	 mission.	 His	 objection	 to	 it	 was	 purely	 personal.	 It	 was
understandable,	she	realised.	But	it	was	wrong.

'The	problem	is,	Cassandra,'	he	said,	also	working	to	keep	his	voice	calm,	'you're



...	'

'A	girl,'	she	interrupted.

He	shook	his	head	doggedly.	'That	wasn't	what	I	was	going	to	say.	I	was	going
to	 say	 you're	 inexperienced	 and	 young.	 You've	 never	 carried	 out	 negotiations
like	this.'

'I	 negotiated	 the	 Skandian	 treaty,'	 she	 shot	 back	 and	 he	 shook	 his	 head	 like	 a
clumsy	bear	frustrated	by	a	small	dog	nipping	at	its	heels.

'You	had	Halt	to	advise	you	then,'	he	said	and	she	answered	immediately,	giving
him	no	respite,	knowing	she	had	to	press	her	advantage	if	she	were	to	have	any
chance	of	winning	this	argument.

'He	can	advise	me	on	this,'	she	said.	She	looked	at	the	Ranger.	'Halt,	you'd	come
with	me,	wouldn't	you?'

'Of	 course	 I	would,	 your	 highness,'	 he	 said.	Unlike	 the	King,	 he	 saw	no	good
reason	why	Cassandra	should	not	go	on	the	mission.	In	Skandia,	she	had	proved
to	be	brave	and	resourceful.	And	she	was	no	shrinking	violet.	She'd	shown	that
in	the	battle	line	against	the	Temujai,	when	she	had	calmly	directing	her	group
of	archers	while	the	fierce	horse	soldiers	overran	her	position.	He	had	no	doubt
that	she	could	look	after	herself.

'Halt	 ...	 '	 the	King	began,	 looking	 angrily	 at	 his	 old	 friend.	But	Lord	Anthony
now	 interjected	as	well.	 'Actually,	your	majesty,	 there	 is	 a	 certain	merit	 in	 the
idea.	 The	Arridi	 are	 a	matriarchal	 society.	 Succession	 is	 through	 the	mother's
line.	So	they	have	no	objection	to	dealing	with	women	—	unlike	some	countries.
That	makes	the	Princess	an	excellent	choice	as	your	representative.'

The	King	came	 to	his	 feet	abruptly.	The	heavy	high-backed	chair	he	had	been
sitting	in	teetered	for	a	moment	on	its	back	legs	with	the	force	of	his	movement.
Then	it	crashed	back	onto	a	level	footing	again.

'I	will	thank	you	all	to	stay	out	of	this!'	he	said,	in	an	rather	loud	voice.	'This	is	a
family	matter.	It	 is	between	my	daughter	and	myself	and	it	 is	of	no	concern	to
any	of	you!	Is	that	absolutely	clear?'



The	last	four	words	were	delivered	in	a	shout	and	there	was	an	awkward	silence
in	the	room	for	several	seconds.	Then	Baron	Arald	spoke.

'No,	your	majesty.	I	think	you're	wrong,'	he	said	firmly.	The	King's	furious	gaze
swung	to	him.	Arald	met	it	unflinchingly.

'Baron	Arald,	this	does	not	concern	you.	Do	you	understand?'

Arald	 shook	his	head.	 'No,	 sir.	 I	don't.	On	 the	contrary,	 it	does	concern	me.	 It
concerns	all	of	us.'

'I	am	the	King,	Baron	Arald,	and	I	say	this	matter	is	—	'

Will	 watched	 Baron	 Arald	 with	 some	 awe.	 He	 had	 seen	 the	 burly	 knight's
courage	in	battle	several	times	but	this	was	something	different.	This	was	a	far
greater	form	of	courage	—	the	moral	courage	to	speak	out	when	your	conscience
told	you	to	do	so.

'And	those	two	statements	contradict	each	other,	your	majesty.	Because	you	are
King,	this	matter	cannot	be	private.	Because	what	concerns	you	and	your	family
concerns	the	country.	In	the	past,	you've	said	you	valued	my	advice	—	'

'Well,	I	don't	value	it	now!'	the	King	snapped.

Arald	shrugged.	'If	you	only	value	my	advice	when	I	agree	with	you,	you	don't
value	it	at	all,'	he	said	bluntly.	The	King	flinched	as	if	Arald	had	struck	him.	He
realised	that	the	other	man	was	right.	But	still	...

'Arald,	 you	 don't	 understand.	You	 don't	 have	 children.	 She's	my	 daughter	 and
this	will	be	a	dangerous	journey	...

Cassandra	snorted	derisively	but	Arald	glanced	quickly	at	her	to	silence	her,	then
spread	 his	 hands	 in	 understanding.	 'Granted,	 your	 majesty.	 Just	 as	 it	 was
dangerous	when	you	 led	 the	army	against	Morgarath.	 Just	as	 it	was	dangerous
when	 Rodney	 and	 I	 fought	 the	 Kalkara.	 This	 is	 the	 price	 we	 pay	 for	 our
privileged	rank.	We	enjoy	the	privileges	because,	when	the	time	comes,	we	have
to	face	the	danger.	And	your	daughter	is	no	exception.	She	knew	that	when	she
and	Will	destroyed	Morgarath's	bridge,	and	allowed	themselves	to	be	captured.'



The	King	was	a	relatively	young	man	but	at	the	mention	of	that	terrible	time,	his
face	seemed	to	grow	haggard	and	old.	That	had	been	the	worst	time	of	his	life,
he	thought.	He	sat	down	slowly.	Arald	softened	his	tone	a	little.

'Your	majesty,	you're	 right,	 I	have	no	children	 so	 I	 can't	 fully	understand	how
you	 feel.	But	 your	 daughter	 is	 also	 right.	 She	will	 be	Queen	 one	 day	 and	 she
wants	 to	 rule	 in	 the	 fashion	 you've	 set.	 There	 is	 a	 risk	 in	 all	 of	 this.	 But
Cassandra	is	willing	to	take	it	and	so	must	you	be.'

King	Duncan	looked	up	and	swept	his	gaze	slowly	round	the	room.	Cassandra,
he	 saw,	 was	 defiant	 as	 ever.	 Arald's	 face	 was	 set	 and	 determined.	 Halt	 and
Crowley's	faces	were	inscrutable	in	the	shadows	of	their	cowls.	The	two	younger
men	were	 both	 a	 little	wide-eyed	—	obviously	 uncomfortable	 at	 the	 emotions
that	had	been	bared	 in	 the	 room.	There	was	 still	 a	hint	of	admiration	 in	Will's
eyes,	 however,	 as	 he	 continued	 to	 stare	 at	 the	Baron.	Rodney	was	 nodding	 in
agreement	 with	 Arald's	 statements,	 while	 Gilan	made	 a	 show	 of	 studying	 his
nails.	Anthony's	face	was	apologetic	but	determined.	Alyss	was	obviously	trying
to	mask	her	feelings,	but	it	was	clear	that	she	shared	the	boys'	discomfort.

Pauline	alone	was	composed	and	calm.	There	was	no	sign	of	agreement	 in	her
expression.	He	sensed	a	possible	ally.	 'Gentlemen,	Cassandra,	Alyss,	 I	wonder
would	you	mind	giving	me	a	few	moments	alone	with	Lady	Pauline,'	he	said.

There	was	muttered	 acknowledgement	 of	 his	 request	 and	 the	 ten	 other	 people
filed	out	of	the	room,	leaving	the	King	and	the	Courier	alone.	As	the	door	closed
behind	Will,	the	last	to	leave,	Duncan	turned	to	the	tall	woman	sitting	opposite.

'What	am	I	to	do,	Pauline?	How	can	I	talk	sense	into	them?	You	have	to	help	me
with	this.'	He	did	his	best	to	maintain	a	reasonable,	non-argumentative	tone.

'Your	majesty,'	Pauline	 replied	evenly,	 'if	 this	 is	why	you	asked	me	 to	 remain,
you	might	 as	well	 send	me	away	with	 the	others.	 I	 agree	with	Arald.	You	are
wrong	on	this.'

'But	she's	just	a	girl	...	'	he	began.

'So	 is	Alyss.	Yet	 I've	 already	 sent	 her	 on	 several	 quite	 dangerous	missions.	 Is
your	daughter	any	more	valuable	than	my	assistant?'



'She's	the	Crown	Princess!'	he	said	angrily	and	Pauline	raised	an	eyebrow.

'And	as	such,	she	has	a	greater	duty	to	the	country	than	a	mere	orphan	like	Alyss.
The	Baron	is	right.	Those	of	us	who	enjoy	great	privilege	have	the	greater	duty.
And	Cassandra's	privilege	is	second	only	to	yours.'

Duncan	stood	and	began	to	pace	around	the	room.	Pauline	remained	sitting,	but
she	followed	him	with	her	eyes.

'When	you	appointed	me	to	a	high	position	 in	 the	Diplomatic	Service,	did	you
hesitate	because	of	my	gender?'

'Of	course	not,'	he	replied.	'You	were	the	best	person	for	the	job.'

She	 nodded	 acknowledgement	 of	 the	 compliment.	 'You	 are	 the	 first	 ruler	 to
accept	women	in	positions	of	responsibility,	without	regard	to	the	fact	that	they
are	 women.	 And	 without	 worrying	 that	 your	 decisions	 might	 place	 them	 in
danger	from	time	to	time.'

'I	value	ability	above	all	else,'	he	said.	'Man	or	woman.'

She	spread	her	hands	in	a	small	'there	you	have	it'	gesture.

'Then	value	it	in	your	daughter.	She	is	an	exceptional	young	woman.	And	she's
not	one	to	sit	simpering	by	the	fire	while	the	menfolk	do	all	the	dangerous	work.
She's	proved	 that	 already.	She's	 already	done	more,	 seen	more	 than	most	men
will	manage	in	their	entire	lives.	The	girl	has	a	taste	for	adventure	and	you	won't
break	her	of	 it.	Personally,	when	I	see	 the	character	and	courage	of	 the	person
who	will	 succeed	 you,	 I	 thank	 the	 good	 lord	 for	 it.	You're	 a	 good	King,	 your
majesty.	And	she'll	be	a	good	Queen.	But	you	have	to	give	her	the	chance.'

King	 Duncan's	 shoulders	 slumped	 as	 he	 realised	 she	 was	 right.	 He	 allowed
himself	 a	 tired	 grin	 in	 her	 direction.,	 He	 spread	 his	 hands	 in	 a	 gesture	 of
surrender	and	returned	to	the	high-backed	chair.

'What	 ever	made	me	 think	 you'd	 be	 on	my	 side?'	 he	 asked	 her.	 Lady	 Pauline
allowed	herself	a	smile	in	return.

'We're	re	all	on	your	side,'	she	replied.	'You	were	the	only	one	out	of	step.'	She



paused,	then	urged	him	gently.	'Shall	I	call	the	others	back	in?'

He	nodded.	'Why	ask	me?	It's	all	of	you	who	are	making	the	decisions.'

***

The	 group	 filed	 back	 into	 the	 room,	 taking	 their	 former	 positions	 around	 the
desk.

They	 cast	 curious	 glances	 at	 Lady	 Pauline,	 trying	 to	 gauge	 what	 had	 passed
while	they'd	been	waiting	in	the	anteroom	outside.	But	the	diplomat	was	skilled
in	hiding	her	feelings	and	gave	them	no	hint	as	to	what	had	been	decided.

Duncan	sat,	his	elbows	on	the	table,	his	head	in	his	hands,	while	he	marshalled
his	 thoughts.	When	 the	usual	 shuffling	and	moving	and	settling	 into	 seats	was
done,	he	looked	up	at	the	group	surrounding	him.

'Very	 well,'	 he	 said	 at	 length,	 'I've	 decided.	 Cassandra	 will	 carry	 out	 the
negotiations	with	the	Arridi.'

There	 was	 a	 quick	 intake	 of	 breath	 from	 his	 daughter,	 then	 she	 hurriedly
rearranged	 her	 features,	 on	 the	 chance	 that	 he	 might	 change	 his	 mind.	 He
glanced	at	her	and	nodded.	Then	he	fixed	his	gaze	straight	in	front	of	him	again.

'Halt,	 you'll	 go	with	her	 as	 her	 chief	 adviser.	Help	her	 in	 the	negotiations	 and
protect	her.'

'Yes,	sir,'	Halt	said	impassively.

'Will,	you'll	go	too,	of	course,'	the	King	said.	'You've	kept	her	safe	before.	Do	it
again.'

'Yes,	sir,'	Will	said,	grinning	broadly.	He	had	assumed	that	he	would	accompany
his	mentor	but	one	never	knew.	Then	it	got	even	better.

'Horace,	 just	 in	 case	 they	 can't	 manage	 it	 between	 them,	 you're	 going	 as
Cassandra's	personal	bodyguard.	Understand?'

'Yes,	 your	 majesty,'	 Horace	 said,	 and	 he	 and	 Will	 exchanged	 grins.	 Will



mouthed	the	words	'like	old	times'	and	Horace	nodded.	Cassandra	beamed	at	the
two	of	them	and	moved	a	little	closer	to	them.	Off	to	one	side,	a	frown	touched
Alyss's	face.

'Right.	Now,	in	addition	to	the	three	of	you,	I'll	want	to	send	a	reasonable	force
as	well.	Say,	twenty	armed	men	from	the	Royal	Guard.'	The	King	paused	as	Halt
raised	a	hand	to	interject.	'Yes?'

'Sir,	we	won't	need	them,'	he	began	but	the	King	interrupted	him.

'This	is	not	a	matter	of	your	ego,	Halt.	I'm	not	happy	about	sending	my	daughter
on	 this	mission	 in	 the	first	place	and	I	do	 insist	you	need	an	adequate	 force	 to
protect	her.	You	three	aren't	enough	in	my	estimation.'

'I	 agree,	 your	 majesty.	 But	 you're	 forgetting	 we'll	 have	 thirty	 fully	 armed
Skandians	with	us	as	well.	They're	the	best	fighting	men	in	the	world.'

Horace	 couldn't	 help	 himself.	 He	 grunted	 in	 agreement,	 then	 hastily	 made	 a
gesture	of	apology	for	interrupting.	The	King	looked	from	Halt	to	Horace,	then
back	to	Halt	again.

'You	trust	them?'	he	asked	bluntly	and	Halt	nodded.

'With	my	life,	your	majesty.'

Duncan	fingered	his	chin	thoughtfully.	'It's	not	your	life	I'm	worried	about.'

'I'd	trust	them	with	my	life	too,	Dad,'	Cassandra	said	firmly.

Halt	added	further	reassurance.

"I'll	have	Svengal	swear	a	helmsman's	oath	that	he	and	his	men	will	protect	her.
Once	they've	done	that,	you'd	have	to	kill	all	thirty	of	them	before	you	even	got
near	Cassandra.'

Duncan	 drummed	 his	 fingers,	 considering.	 Eventually,	 he	 gave	 in.	 'All	 right
then.	But	I	want	to	make	sure.'	He	looked	keenly	around	the	room.	'Gilan,	you'll
go	too.'



'Yes	sir!'	Gilan	said	eagerly.	The	prospect	of	a	mission	with	Halt	and	Will	was
very	appealing	to	him.	But	Crowley	was	frowning.

'That's	 highly	 unusual,	 your	majesty,'	 he	 objected.	 'You	 know	 the	 old	 saying:
"one	riot,	one	Ranger".'

The	saying	stemmed	from	a	legendary	event	in	the	past.	A	minor	fief	had	risen
up	against	their	cruel	and	avaricious	lord,	with	hundreds	of	people	surrounding
his	Manor	house,	threatening	to	burn	it	to	the	ground.	The	panicked	nobleman's
message	 for	 help	was	 answered	 by	 the	 arrival	 of	 a	 single	Ranger.	Aghast,	 the
nobleman	confronted	the	solitary	cowled	figure.

'They	sent	one	Ranger?'	he	said	incredulously.	'One	man?'

'How	many	riots	do	you	have?'	the	Ranger	replied.

On	this	occasion,	however,	Duncan	was	not	inclined	to	be	swayed	by	legend.	'I
have	a	new	saying,'	he	replied.	'One	daughter,	two	Rangers.'

'Two	and	a	half,'	Will	corrected	him.	The	King	couldn't	help	smiling	at	the	eager
young	face	before	him.

'Don't	sell	yourself	short,'	he	said.	'Two	and	three-quarters.'



Chapter	10

The	 following	 day,	 the	 three	 Rangers,	 accompanied	 by	 Horace	 and	 Svengal,
were	on	the	road,	headed	for	Castle	Araluen.

The	others	had	watched	with	broad	grins	as	Halt	self-.consciously	kissed	his	new
wife	goodbye.	Lady	Pauline	took	their	separation	philosophically.	When	she	had
accepted	 Halt's	 proposal,	 she	 had	 known	 that	 their	 life	 together	 would	 be
interrupted	by	urgent	missions	and	sudden	departures.	Still,	she	thought	wryly,	it
might	have	been	nice	if	this	particular	departure	had	been	a	little	less	sudden,	a
little	less	urgent.

Alyss	had	stood	beside	her,	waving	with	her	as	the	five	mounted	figures	cantered
down	 the	 winding	 road	 that	 led	 away	 from	 Castle	 Redmont.	 Pauline	 glanced
sidelong	 at	 her	 protegeé	 and	 couldn't	 resist	 the	 tiniest	 vestige	 of	 a	 smile	 at
Alyss's	set	face.

'Why	so	glum?'	she	asked	innocently.	Alyss	looked	up	at	her,	grimacing.

'He's	going	off	with	her	again,'	 the	young	girl	said.	No	need	for	Pauline	to	ask
who	she	might	mean.	Alyss	and	Will	had	been	seeing	a	lot	of	each	other	in	the
past	 year,	 she	knew.	They	had	become	very	 close.	Now	 it	 obviously	bothered
Alyss	 that	Will	was	setting	out	on	a	mission	with	Cassandra	once	more.	Alyss
knew	that	the	Ranger's	apprentice	and	the	Princess	shared	a	special	relationship.
She	just	wasn't	sure	how	special	it	might	be.

'I've	been	trying	to	work	out	a	reason	for	me	to	go	along	with	them,'	she	added,	a
little	disconsolately.

'To	keep	an	eye	on	your	investment?'

Alyss	nodded.	'Exactly.	I	thought	I	could	volunteer	to	go	as	a	companion	to	her
—	and	as	a	diplomatic	adviser.	I'm	good	at	negotiations,	you	know.'

'That's	 true.'	 Pauline	 considered	 the	 idea.	 'In	 fact,	 it	 might	 have	 been	 worth



suggesting.	I	would	have	supported	the	idea.	Why	didn't	you?'

Alyss	looked	away	from	her	now,	her	eyes	intent	on	the	small	group	gradually
dwindling	 from	 sight.	At	 least,	 Pauline	 corrected,	 her	 eyes	were	 intent	 on	one
member	of	the	small	group.

'Two	 reasons.	 I	 decided	 Will	 and	 Halt	 and	 the	 others	 didn't	 need	 the
responsibility	of	another	female	to	look	after.	If	I	were	there,	it	would	mean	that
much	less	protection	for	Cassandra.	And	she	is	the	Crown	Princess,	after	all.'

'And	the	other	reason?'	Pauline	prompted	her.	Alyss	grinned	a	little	ruefully.

'I	thought	I	might	succumb	to	the	temptation	of	hitting	her	over	the	head	with	an
oar,'	she	said.	'Which	would	not	have	been	a	good	career	move.'

Pauline	 grinned	 in	 her	 turn.	 'And	 she	 is	 the	 Crown	 Princess	 after	 all,'	 she
parroted.

The	riders	had	disappeared	into	the	fringes	of	the	forest.	Pauline	slipped	her	arm
inside	 Alyss's	 and	 led	 her	 away	 from	 the	 battlements	 where	 they	 had	 been
standing.

'Don't	 worry	 too	much	 about	 it,'	 she	 said.	 'Admittedly,	 there	 is	 a	 strong	 bond
between	Will	and	the	Princess.	That's	inevitable,	after	all	they've	been	through	...
'	Her	tone	of	voice	indicated	that	there	was	more	to	be	said.	It	was	Alyss's	turn	to
prompt.

'But?'	she	said.

'But	Will	made	a	choice	several	years	ago	when	he	opted	to	remain	a	Ranger.	He
knows	that	a	Ranger's	life	won't	mix	with	life	at	court.	A	Princess	and	a	Ranger
just	 aren't	 a	 good	 match.	 And	 it	 would	 be	 twice	 as	 difficult	 when	 Cassandra
eventually	becomes	Queen.'

'Whereas,'	 said	 Alyss,	 'there's	 a	 lot	 to	 be	 said	 for	 Rangers	 and	 Couriers
marrying?'

Lady	Pauline	allowed	herself	a	slow	smile.	 'Oh,	indeed.	Of	course,	 the	Courier
has	to	accept	that	the	Ranger	will	often	be	called	away	on	urgent	missions.'



'And	 he'd	 better	 accept	 that	 I'll	 have	 missions	 of	 my	 own,'	 said	 Alyss,
abandoning	the	pretence	of	talking	in	the	third	person.

Pauline	patted	her	arm	gently.	'That's	my	girl,'	she	said.

***

'Why	couldn't	I	go	with	the	others?'	Cassandra	asked,	for	perhaps	the	twentieth
time.

She	was	 in	 the	 rooms	 that	 had	 been	 set	 aside	 for	 her	 use	 at	Redmont,	 hastily
cramming	clothes	into	her	leather	travelling	valises.	Duncan	raised	an	eyebrow
at	her	cavalier	treatment	of	the	fine	silks	and	satins	she	was	handling.

'Perhaps	you	should	 let	your	 staff	 attend	 to	 that,'	he	 suggested,	 seeing	 that	 she
would	 never	 get	 the	 lids	 closed	 on	 the	 jumble	 of	 gowns,	 cloaks,	 overdresses,
petticoats	 and	 scarves	 that	 reared	 up	 out	 of	 the	 cases.	 Cassandra	 made	 an
impatient	gesture.

'That's	my	point.	They	could	have	packed	all	this	up.	I	could	have	ridden	ahead
with	Will	and	Horace.'

'And	deprived	me	of	a	few	last	days	in	your	company,'	Duncan	said	gently	and
she	 instantly	 regretted	 her	 impatience.	 He	 was	 worried	 about	 sending	 her	 to
Arrida,	 she	 knew.	He	 had	made	 no	 pretence	 that	 he	wasn't.	And	 she	 knew	he
would	worry	from	the	moment	she	left	until	the	moment	she	returned,	safe	and
sound.

As	she	had	the	thought,	she	realised	that	she	would	miss	his	calm	and	confident
presence	while	she	was	away.	And	his	warmth.	They	might	squabble	from	time
to	time	but	it	didn't	change	the	fact	that	they	loved	each	other	deeply.

She	stepped	towards	her	father	and	put	her	arms	gently	around	his	neck,	drawing
him	to	her.	'Sorry,	Dad,'	she	said	softly.	'I'd	like	a	few	days	with	you,	too.'

'The	others	have	 to	get	 the	ship	ready,'	he	reminded	her.	 'Riding	back	with	me
won't	hold	you	up	in	the	long	run.'



He	 patted	 her	 shoulder.	He	 could	 feel	 a	 pressure	 building	 in	 his	 eyes	 as	 tears
started	to	form.	He	would	miss	her.	He	would	worry	about	her.	But	above	all,	he
knew,	he	would	be	proud	of	 her.	Proud	of	 her	 courage,	 her	 sense.of	 duty,	 her
spirit.

'You'll	make	a	great	Queen,'	he	said.

***

Svengal	 lay	 groaning	 on	 the	 turf.	 His	 thighs	 were	 sheer	 agony.	 His	 buttocks
ached.	His	calf	muscles	were	on	 fire.	Now,	after	he	had	 tumbled	off	 the	small
pony	he	was	riding	and	thudded	heavily	to	the	turf	on	the	point	of	his	shoulder,
the	 shoulder	would	hurt	 too.	He	concentrated	on	 trying	 to	 find	one	part	of	his
body	that	wasn't	a	giant	source	of	pain	and	failed	miserably.	He	opened	his	eyes.
The	first	thing	he	saw	was	the	face	of	the	elderly	pony	that	he	had	been	riding	as
it	peered	down	at	him.

Now	 what	 made	 you	 do	 a	 strange	 thing	 like	 that?	 the	 creature	 seemed	 to	 be
asking.

Gradually,	 as	Svengal's	 focus	widened,	 he	 became	 aware	 that	 other	 eyes	were
staring	at	him.	Three	Ranger	horses,	for	a	start,	and	above	them,	three	Rangers,
all	with	the	same	puzzled	expression.	Only	Horace	and	his	 larger	horse	 looked
vaguely	sympathetic.

'You	know,	it	beats	me,'	Halt	said,	'how	these	people	can	balance	on	the	deck	of
a	ship	that's	going	up	and	down	and	side	to	side	three	or	four	metres	at	a	time.
Yet	put	them	on	a	placid	old	pony	that's	as	gentle	as	a	rocking	horse	and	they're
instantly	trying	to	get	off	again.'

'I	wasn't	 trying	to	get	off,'	Svengal	told	him.	He	slowly	rolled	over	and	rose	to
his	 knees.	His	muscles	 shrieked	 in	 protest.	 'Oh,	 by	 the	Great	Wallowing	Blue
Whale,	 why	 does	 everything	 hurt!'	 he	 said.	 Then	 he	 continued	 his	 original
thought.	'That	brute	of	a	horse	bucked	me	off.'

'Bucked	you	off?'	 said	Gilan,	hiding	a	grin.	 'Did	anyone	 see	Plod	here	do	any
bucking?'

Will	and	Halt	shook	their	heads.	To	his	discredit,	Halt	was	enjoying	this	just	a



little	 too	much.	During	the	Temujal	 invasion,	he	had	been	on	board	a	wolfship
sent	 to	 verify	 Slagor's	 treachery.	 Svengal	 had	 been	 one	 of	 the	 crew	members
most	amused	by	 the	 reaction	of	Halt's	 stomach	 to	 the	motions	of	 the	 sea.	Halt
had	 a	 long	memory,	Will	 had	 learnt,	 when	 it	 came	 to	 people	who	 laughed	 at
embarrassing	moments	like	that.

'He	 bucked,	 I	 tell	 you,'	 Svengal	 insisted,	 standing	 more	 or	 less	 upright	 and
groaning	 again.	 He	 couldn't	 quite	 straighten	 at	 the	 waist.	 'I	 felt	 a	 distinct
movement.'

'He	turned	to	the	left,'	Gilan	told	him.

'Suddenly,'	Svengal	insisted.	The	Rangers	exchanged	incredulous	looks.

'Plod	never	did	anything	suddenly	in	his	life,'	Halt	said.	'At	least,	not	in	the	past
fifteen	years	of	it.'

'That's	why	we	call	him	Plod,'	Will	put	in	helpfully.	Svengal	glared	at	him.

'That's	 not	 what	 I	 call	 him,'	 he	 said	 venomously.	 Again,	 the	 three	 Rangers
exchanged	amused	looks.

'Well,	yes,	I'll	admit	we	have	heard	some	colourful	language	this	morning,'	Gilan
said.	He	turned	to	Halt.	'Who	is	this	Gorlag	character,	by	the	way?	And	does	he
really	have	horns	and	teeth	and	long	shaggy	hair?'

'He's	a	very	useful	person,'	Halt	 told	him.	 'You	can	 invoke	him	by	all	of	 those
different	 features.	 He's	 the	 very	 soul	 of	 variety.	 One	 never	 gets	 bored	 with
Gorlag	around.'

Svengal	during	 this	breezy	 interchange	was	eyeing	 the	battleaxe	hanging	 from
Plod's	saddle	bow.	He	wasn't	sure	if	he'd	rather	use	it	on	the	pony,	or	on	the	three
Rangers	who	were	enjoying	his	predicament	so	thoroughly.

Horace	decided	it	had	all	gone	far	enough.	He	slipped	from	Kicker's	saddle	and
caught	Plod's	trailing	bridle,	leading	him	towards	the	aching	Skandian.

'You	three	don't	have	a	 lot	of	sympathy,	do	you?'	he	asked.	The	 three	Rangers
exchanged	glances	again,	at	each	other.



'Not	really,'	Gilan	agreed	cheerfully.	Horace	dismissed	them	with	a	wave	of	his
hand	 and	 turned	 to	 Svengal.	 'Come	 on.	 I'll	 give	 you	 a	 boost.'	He	 held	 out	 his
hands,	 forming	a	stirrup	 to	help	Svengal	 into	 the	saddle.	The	Skandian	backed
away,	holding	his	aching	back	with	one	hand.	'I'll	walk,'	he	said.

'You	can't	walk	all	the	way	to	Araluen,'	Horace	said	reasonably.	'Now	come	on.
The	best	thing	you	can	do	when	you've	had	a	fall	is	get	back	in	the	saddle	again.'
He	looked	at	the	three	Rangers.	'Am	I	right?'

Three	cowled	heads	nodded.	They	looked	like	green	and	grey	vultures,	Horace
thought.

'Get	on	again?'	Svengal	asked.	'On	that?'

Horace	nodded,	encouragingly.

'You're	 telling	 me	 that	 the	 best	 thing	 I	 can	 do,	 after	 this	 fiend	 from	 hell	 has
lurched	and	spun	and	jumped	and	broken	every	second	bone	in	my	body,	 is	 to
get	back	on	and	give	him	another	chance	at	me?'

'That's	right.	Come	on.	I'll	boost	you	up.'

Painfully,	 Svengal	 limped	 forward,	 raising	 his	 right	 foot	 and	 placing	 it	 in
Horace's	 cupped	 hands.	 The	 next	 part,	 the	 sudden	 convulsive	 leap	 upwards,
involving	all	his	thoroughly	abused	major	muscle	groups,	was	going	to	hurt	like
the	 very	 devil,	 he	 knew.	 He	 looked	 into	 Horace's	 eyes.	 Honest.	 Encouraging.
Free	of	guile.

'And	I	thought	you	were	my	friend,'	he	said	bitterly.



Chapter	11

'Loower	away!'	called	Svengal.	'Slowly	now!	Easy	does	it!	A	little	more	...	Olaf,
take	up	the	slack	there!	Bring	him	left!	Hold	it!	A	little	more	...	that's	it!'

Tug,	suspended	by	a	large	canvas	sling	that	passed	under	his	belly,	showed	the
whites	 of	 his	 eyes	 as	 he	 soared	 high	 into	 the	 air,	 then	 swung	 out	 over	 empty
space	to	be	lowered	gently	into	the	last	of	the	horse-holding	pens	that	had	been
constructed	in	Wolfwind's	midships.

The	wolfship	appeared	at	first	glance	to	be	nothing	more	than	a	large	open	boat.
But	Will	knew	this	was	a	false	impression.	The	central	decked	section	that	ran
between	the	rowing	benches	was	actually	comprised	of	three	separate	watertight
compartments,	which	gave	the	ship	buoyancy	in	the	event	that	a	wave	swamped
it.	The	large	sealed	compartments	also	served	as	storage	space	for	the	booty	that
the	 crew	 'liberated'	 on	 their	 raids.	Now	 one	 of	 these	 compartments	was	 being
used	to	accommodate	the	three	Ranger	horses	and	Horace's	battlehorse,	Kicker.
The	decking	had	been	removed	and	four	small	pens	had	been	constructed	for	the
horses.	 The	 job	 had	 been	 carried	 out	 so	 quickly	 and	 efficiently	 that	 it	 was
obvious	the	Skandians	had	done	it	all	before.

The	pens	were	a	tight	fit	but	that	would	be	all	to	the	gpod	if	the	ship	struck	bad
weather.	 The	 horses	 would	 be	 less	 likely	 to	 slip	 and	 fall.	 In	 case	 of	 extreme
conditions,	 Svengal	 and	 his	men	 had	 prepared	more	 canvas	 slings	 that	 would
support	the	horses	and	prevent	them	from	falling.

Will	 slipped	 into	 the	pen	now	with	Tug	and	 released	 the	 lifting	 sling	 that	 had
been	attached	under	his	belly.	He	tied	the	little	horse's	halter	to	a	ring	in	the	front
of	the	pen.	Abelard,	in	the	next	pen,	nickered	a	greeting.	Tug	looked	nervously
at	his	master.

What	was	that	in	aid	of?	Horses	aren't	supposed	to	fly,	he	seemed	to	be	saying.
Will	grinned,	patted	his	nose	and	gave	him	half	an	apple.

'Good	boy,'	he	said.	'You	won't	be	in	here	for	long.'



The	crew	were	dismantling	the	shear	legs	they	had	assembled	to	lift	 the	horses
on	board.	The	whole	operation	had	gone	smoothly.	Kicker	was	the	most	highly
strung	of	the	horses	so	he	had	gone	aboard	first.	It	was	felt	that	he	might	panic	at
the	sight	of	his	brothers	sailing	in	the	air,	legs	dangling.	If	he	didn't	know	what
was	coming,	Halt	said,	he	was	more	likely	to	behave.	As	each	horse	was	lowered
into	the	shallow	well	in	the	deck,	his	rider	was	waiting	with	soothing	words	and
reassurance.	Will	scratched	Tug's	ear	once	more	and	climbed	out	of	the	pen.

'You've	done	this	before,'	he	said	to	Svengal.	Since	Skandians	didn't	ride	horses
as	a	rule,	there	was	only	one	explanation	for	it.

Svengal	grinned.	'Sometimes	we	come	upon	abandoned	horses	on	the	shore.	It'd
be	cruel	to	leave	them,	so	we	take	them	on	board	until	we	can	find	them	a	good
home.'

'Abandoned?'	Will	said.	Svengal	was	all	wide-eyed	innocence.

'Well,	nobody	has	ever	asked	for	them	back,'	he	said.	Then	he	added,	 'Besides,
after	what	I've	heard	about	Halt	and	the	Temujai	horses,	I	wouldn't	make	too	big
a	fuss	about	it	if	I	were	you.'

Many	 years	 ago,	 Halt	 had	 'borrowed'	 some	 breeding	 stock	 from	 the	 Temujai
herds.	 The	 present-day	 Ranger	 horses	 bore	 an	 unmistakable	 resemblance	 to
those	borrowed	animals.	Sad	to	say,	Halt	was	yet	to	return	them.

'Fair	point,'	said	Will.	Then,	glancing	up	at	the	dock,	he	said,	 'Looks	like	we're
almost	ready	to	go.'

Cassandra	and	her	father	were	approaching	down	the	dock,	followed	by	a	small
retinue	 of	 friends	 and	 officials.	 Duncan	 had	 his	 arm	 around	 his	 daughter's
shoulders.	His	 face	showed	his	 lingering	concern	over	 the	wisdom	of	 this	 trip.
Cassandra,	on	the	other	hand,	looked	eager	and	alert.	She	was	already	feeling	the
many	 constraints	 of	 life	 in	 the	 Castle	 slipping	 away.	 In	 place	 of	 the	 stylish
gowns	 she	was	normally	 required	 to	wear,	 she	wore	 tights,	knee-high	boots,	 a
woollen	shirt	and	a	thigh-length	belted	leather	jerkin.	She	wore	a	dagger	in	her
belt	and	carried	a	 lightweight	sabre	 in	a	scabbard.	Her	other	baggage	followed
behind,	carried	by	 two	servants.	The	 time	she	had	spent	 in	Skandia	had	 taught
Cassandra	 the	 value	 of	 travelling	 light.	 She	 beamed	 a	 greeting	 as	 she	 caught



sight	of	Will	and	Horace	 leaning	on	the	rail	of	 the	ship.	The	two	boys	grinned
back	at	her.

Svengal,	with	surprising	agility	 for	a	man	of	his	bulk,	 stepped	 lightly	onto	 the
rail	of	the	ship,	jumped	ashore	and	approached	the	royal	pair.	Out	of	deference
to	 the	 King,	 he	 raised	 his	 knuckled	 hand	 to	 his	 brow	 to	 salute.	 Duncan
acknowledged	the	gesture	with	a	quick	nod	of	the	head.

It	has	to	be	said	that	Skandians	weren't	big	on	protocol	and	the	niceties	of	court
speech.	 Svengal	 was	 a	 little	 at	 a	 loss	 as	 to	 how	 he	 should	 address	 the	 King.
Skandians	 never	 called	 anyone	 'sir',	 as	 that	 implied	 that	 the	 speaker	 was
somehow	inferior	to	the	person	he	was	addressing.	Likewise,	formal	titles	such
as	 'your	 majesty'	 or	 'my	 lord'	 didn't	 sit	 comfortably	 with	 the	 egalitarian
northerners.	 In	 their	 own	 society,	 they	 solved	 the	 problem	 by	 using	 the	 other
person's	title	or	position:	skirl,	jarl	or	Oberjarl.	No	Skandian	ever	called	Erak	'sir'
or	'my	lord'.	If	they	wanted	to	show	respect,	they	addressed	him	by	the	word	that
described	what	he	was	—	Oberjarl.	If	 that	was	good	enough	for	his	own	ruler,
Svengal	thought,	it	should	be	good	enough	for	the	Araluan	King.

'King,'	he	said,	'you	have	Skandia's	gratitude	for	the	help	you're	giving	us.'

Duncan	nodded	again.	It	didn't	seem	necessary	to	say	anything	in	reply.	Svengal
looked	now	at	the	slim	blonde	girl	at	the	King's	side.

'And	I	know	how	difficult	it	must	be	for	you	to	send	your	daughter	on	a	mission
like	this.'

'I	won't	deny	that	I	have	misgivings,	Captain,'	Duncan	replied	this	time.	Svengal
nodded	rapidly.

'Then	 I	 give	 you	 this	 oath.	 My	 helmsman's	 oath	—	 you're	 familiar	 with	 the
helmsman's	oath,	King?'

'I	know	no	Skandian	will	ever	break	it,'	Duncan	said.

'That's	 true.	Well,	 here's	 the	 oath,	 and	 it	 binds	 me	 and	 all	 my	 men.	We	 will
protect	 your	 daughter	 as	 if	 she	were	 one	 of	 our	 own.	 So	 long	 as	 one	 of	 us	 is
alive,	no	harm	will	be	allowed	to	come	to	her.'



There	 was	 a	 low	 growl	 of	 assent	 from	 the	 members	 of	 the	 crew,	 who	 had
gathered	 at	 the	 ship's	 shoreward	 rail	 to	 watch	 proceedings.	 Duncan	 looked
around	their	faces	now.	Scarred	and	weatherbeaten,	framed	by	hair	wrapped	in
untidy	pigtails	and	surmounted	by	horned	helmets.	Duncan	was	a	big	man,	but
the	Skandians	were	built	on	a	massive	scale.	They	were	bulky,	hard	muscled	and
well	armed.	And	 the	 faces	 showed	one	more	 thing	—	determination	 to	uphold
their	leader's	oath.	For	the	first	time	in	the	past	three	days,	he	felt	a	little	better
about	 the	 whole	 situation.	 These	 men	 would	 never	 desert	 his	 daughter.	 They
would	fight	tooth	and	nail	to	defend	and	protect	her.

He	raised	his	voice	a	little,	so	that	his	answer	was	aimed	not	just	at	Svengal,	but
at	the	entire	crew.

'Thank	 you,	men	 of	Wolfwind.	 I	 don't	 believe	my	 daughter	 could	 be	 in	 better
hands.'

The	 sincerity	 in	 his	 voice	was	 obvious,	 and	 again	 there	was	 a	 fierce	 growl	 of
assent	from	the	Skandians.

'One	thing,	however.	I	think	from	this	point,	until	you	reach	Al	Shabah,	it	might
be	 safer	 if	Cassandra	were	 to	 travel	 incognito.	 She	 has	 decided	 to	 resume	 the
name	most	of	you	know	her	by	—	Evanlyn.'

Will	nudged	Horace	in	the	ribs.	'Thank	goodness	for	that.	I	can	never	get	used	to
calling	her	Cassandra.	 I	get	 tongue-tied	around	her	when	 I'm	 reminded	 she's	 a
princess.'

Horace	grinned.	It	didn't	bother	him	either	way.	But	then,	stationed	at	Araluen	as
he	was,	he	was	more	used	to	seeing	Cassandra	on	a	day-to-day	basis.

Evanlyn,	as	she	would	now	be	known,	hugged	her	father	one	more	time.	They
had	already	gone	through	prolonged	goodbyes	in	private.	Then	she	glanced	up	at
the	 pennant	 streaming	 from	 the	masthead	—	her	 personal	 pennant	 depicting	 a
stooping	red	hawk.

'In	which	case,	we'd	better	have	that	down	for	the	time	being,'	she	said.

As	one	of	the	crew	moved	to	the	halyards	to	lower	the	flag,	her	father	muttered
to	her,	'Make	sure	you	get	it	back	this	time.	I'm	not	sure	I	like	the	idea	of	a	gang



of	freebooters	sailing	under	your	pennant.'

She	 grinned	 and	 touched	 his	 cheek	 with	 her	 hand.	 'You're	 right.	 It	 could	 be
embarrassing	at	a	later	date.'

She	moved	 away	 from	him	 and	 stepped	 lightly	 aboard	 the	 ship,	 taking	Axel's
hand	to	steady	herself	as	she	did	so.

'Thank	 you,'	 she	 said.	 He	 flushed	 and	 nodded,	 mumbling	 something
indiscernible	as	she	moved	to	the	stern	where	her	companions	were	waiting.

'Anything	else?'	Svengal	asked	and	Halt	pointed	to	the	east.

'Let's	get	going,'	he	said.

'Right!	Up	oars!'	Svengal's	voice	rose	into	the	familiar	ear-shattering	bellow	that
Skandian	 skirls	 used	when	giving	orders.	The	 rowing	 crew	clattered	 into	 their
benches,	 unstowing	 their	 oars	 and	 raising	 the	 three-metre	 long	 oak	 poles
vertically	into	the	air.

'Cast	off	and	fend!'

The	line	handlers	cast	off	the	bow	and	stern	lines	that	had	held	them	fast	to	the
jetty.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 three	 other	 crewmen	 placed	 long	 poles	 against	 the
timbers	 of	 the	 jetty	 and	 pushed	 the	 ship	 clear,	 setting	 it	 drifting	 out	 into	 the
current.	As	the	space	between	ship	and	shore	widened,	Svengal	called	his	next
order.

'Down	oars!'	There	was	a	prolonged	clatter	of	wood	on	wood	as	the	sixteen	oars
were	 slotted	 into	 their	 rowlocks	 down	 the	 sides	 of	 the	 ship.	 The	 blades	 were
cocked	forward	towards	the	bow,	poised	just	above	the	water,	ready	for	the	first
stroke.

'Give	way	alf!'	Svengal	ordered,	seizing	the	tiller.	The	oarblades	dipped	and	the
rowers	 heaved	 themselves	 backwards	 against	 the	 oarhandles.	Wolfwind	 surged
forward	 through	 the	 water	 and	 the	 tiller	 came	 alive	 in	 his	 hand.	 The	 bow
oarsman	on	the	port	side	called	for	another	stroke	and	the	speed	increased	as	a
small	bow	wave	began	to	chuckle	at	the	wolfship's	prow.



They	were	under	way	at	last.



Chapter	12

The	 trip	downriver	was	uneventful.	Several	 times,	 they	 saw	 farm	workers	 and
travellers	 stopping	 on	 the	 banks	 of	 the	 river	 to	 gape	 at	 the	 sight	 of	 a	 fully
manned	wolfship	slipping	quietly	by.	Once	or	twice,	horsemen	had	set	spurs	to
their	 horses	 after	 the	 first	 sighting	 and	 gone	 galloping	 away,	 presumably	 to
sound	the	alarm.

Will	smiled	at	the	thought	of	villagers	huddled	behind	a	stockade	or	in	one	of	the
defensive	towers	that	had	been	built	at	strategic	sites,	waiting	for	an	attack	that
would	never	come.

Even	 though	 there	 had	 been	 no	 Skandian	 raids	 for	 the	 past	 three	 years,	 the
memories	 of	 those	who	 lived	 near	 the	 coast	were	 long,	 and	 centuries	 of	 raids
were	 not	 forgotten	 quickly.	 There	might	 be	 a	 treaty	 in	 place	 but	 treaties	were
abstract	concepts	written	on	paper.	A	wolfship	in	the	vicinity	was	a	hard	reality,
and	one	calculated	to	create	suspicion.

Finally,	Wolfwind	 slipped	out	of	 the	sheltered	waters	of	 the	estuary	and	 turned
south	 into	 the	 Narrow	 Sea.	 The	 Gallican	 coast	 was	 a	 thin	 dark	 line	 on	 the
horizon,	 more	 sensed	 than	 seen.	 It	 could	 well	 have	 been	 a	 cloud	 bank.	 The
wolfship	 rose	 and	 fell	 to	 the	 gentle	 slow	 rollers	 that	 passed	 under	 her	 keel.
Evanlyn,	Will	and	Horace	stood	in	the	ship's	bow,	feeling	the	regular	rising	and
falling	movement	beneath	their	feet.

'This	is	a	bit	better	than	last	time,'	Will	said.

Evanlyn	grinned	at	him.	'As	I	recall,	you	said	much	the	same	thing	last	time:	If
this	is	as	bad	as	it	gets,	it	should	be	all	right.	Something	along	those	lines.'

Will	grinned	ruefully	in	reply.	'What	was	I	to	know?'	Horace	looked	curiously	at
the	two	of	them.	'What's	the	big	joke?'	he	asked.

Evanlyn	leant	her	elbow	on	the	bulwark	where	it	began	to	curve	up	to	form	the
bow,	closed	her	eyes	and	let	her	hair	stream	out	in	the	salt	breeze.



'Aaaah,	that's	good,'	she	said.	Then,	in	answer	to	Horace's	question,	she	went	on.
'Well,	pretty	soon	after	Will	uttered	those	immortal	words,	we	were	hit	by	one	of
the	worst	storms	Erak	and	Svengal	had	ever	seen.'

'The	waves	were	huge,'	Will	said.	 'Positively	huge.'	He	pointed	to	the	towering
mast,	where	the	crew	were	now	busy	hoisting	the	yardarm	for	the	big	square	sail.
'They	came	through	two	or	three	times	the	height	of	the	mast	there.'

Horace	glanced	at	the	mast,	mentally	projected	it	to	two	or	three	times	its	actual
height	and	looked	back	at	his	old	friend,	polite	disbelief	in	his	eyes.	Horace	had
learned	 that	 when	 people	 spoke	 of	 a	 terrible	 storm	 or	 a	 dreadful	 battle,	 they
tended	to	exaggerate	the	details.

Evanlyn	 saw	 the	 look	 and	hurried	 to	Will's	 support.	 'No,	 really,	Horace.	They
were	huge.	I	thought	we	were	going	to	die.'

'I	was	 sure	we	were	going	 to	die,'	Will	 added.	Horace	 frowned,	 looking	at	 the
mast	again.	He	might	be	ready	to	suspect	Will	of	exaggeration.	Evanlyn	was	a
different	matter.

'But,'	he	said	reluctantly,	'that'd	make	the	waves	bigger	than	the	wolfship	itself	...
'	He	couldn't	conceive	of	such	a	thing	but	he	realised	both	his	"old	friends	were
nodding	excitedly.

'Exactly!'	Will	told	him.	'We	were	actually	rowing	up	some	of	them.'

'Well,	we	 weren't,'	 Evanlyn	 corrected	 him.	 'We	 were	 tied	 to	 the	 mast	 so	 we
wouldn't	 be	 swept	 overboard.	 Just	 as	 well	 too,'	 she	 added,	 remembering	 how
helpless	 they	 had	 been	 against	 the	massive	 force	 of	 the	 green	water	 sweeping
down	the	deck.

Horace	gazed	anxiously	around	him.	Up	until	now,	he'd	been	enjoying	the	light,
easy	movement	of	the	ship.

'Well,	I	hope	we	don't	hit	anything	like	that	today,'	he	said.

Will	shrugged	casually.	'Oh,	don't	worry.	Wolfwind	can	handle	anything	the	sea
can	throw	at	it.	She's	a	very	seaworthy	ship.'



He	spoke	with	the	confident	assurance	of	one	who	had	been	through	bad	weather
at	 sea.	 It	was	also	 the	confidence	of	one	who	had	quizzed	Svengal	 thoroughly
the	night	before	and	knew	there	was	little	chance	of	a	similar	storm	at	this	time
of	year.	But	Will	 didn't	 feel	 it	was	necessary	 to	 tell	Horace	 that.	Not	 just	 yet,
anyway.	 He	 was	 enjoying	 his	 big	 friend's	 nervousness	 and	 the	 way	 he	 kept
sweeping	his	gaze	around	the	horizon,	searching	for	the	first	possible	sign	of	a
storm.

'They're	 on	 you	 before	 you	 can	 blink,	 those	 storms	 are,'	 Will	 said	 mildly.
Evanlyn	gave	him	an	accusing	look.	He	shrugged,	all	innocence.	She	shook	her
head	at	his	attempt	to	worry	Horace.

'To	 hear	 you	 tell	 it,	 you've	 been	 on	 board	 ship	 all	 your	 life,'	 she	 said.	 Will
grinned	at	her.	She	turned	to	Horace.	'What	he's	carefully	not	mentioning	is	that
it's	too	early	in	the	season	for	one	of	those	big	storms.'

Horace	looked	a	little	relieved	at	the	news.

'Still,	you	never	know,'	Will	said	in	a	sombre	voice	and	she	cocked	her	head	at
him.

'Exactly,'	 she	said.	 'You,	particularly,	would	never	know.	That's	why	you	were
so	anxious	last	night,	asking	Svengal	if	there	were	going	to	be	any	nasty	storms.'

'What'd	he	say?'	Horace	asked,	sensing	that	Will	had	been	pulling	his	leg.

'He	said,	"You	never	know",'	Will	replied,	a	serious	look	on	his	face.

Evanlyn	sighed	in	exasperation.	'He	said,'	she	faced	Horace	as	she	answered	the
question,	 dismissing	Will	 with	 a	 casual	 wave	 of	 her	 hand,	 'that	 it'd	 be	 like	 a
millpond	all	the	way	to	the	Constant	Sea.'

Horace	 looked	quickly	at	Will,	who	had	assumed	a	 look	of	 injured	 innocence.
Not	for	the	first	time,	Horace	reminded	himself	that	Rangers	were	a	devious	lot.

'That'll	be	fine	then,'	he	said.	He	smiled	at	Evanlyn,	who	smiled	back	at	him.

Will	shook	his	head	ruefully	at	the	Princess.



'You're	 just	 no	 fun	 any	 more,	 are	 you?'	 he	 said.	 But	 he	 couldn't	 help	 a	 grin
breaking	 through	as	he	 said	 it.	 In	 truth,	 he	was	 enjoying	becoming	acquainted
with	Evanlyn	once	more.

Their	paths	had	diverged	after	 their	 return	 from	Skandia	and	he	knew	 that	 she
would	have	been	disappointed,	 even	hurt,	 by	his	decision	 to	 remain	 a	Ranger,
and	 his	 turning	 down	 a	 commission	 in	 the	 Royal	 Scouts.	 He	 didn't	 know	 the
depth	of	that	hurt.	He	had	been	offered	the	commission	only	after	Evanlyn	had
pleaded	with	her	father	to	find	a	way	of	keeping	Will	at	Castle	Araluen.	She	had
seen	his	refusal	as	a	rejection	of	her	and,	on	the	few	times	since	when	they	had
met	 socially,	 she	 had	made	 a	 point	 of	 assuming	 royal	 airs	 and	maintaining	 a
frosty	distance	from	him.	Now,	in	the	rough	and	ready	atmosphere	of	a	wolfship,
with	 so	 many	 reminders	 of	 their	 past	 adventures	 around	 them,	 those	 barriers
seemed	to	be	melting	away.

***

'Are	 you	 all	 right?'	 Gilan	 asked	 Halt.	 It	 was	 the	 third	 time	 he	 had	 asked	 the
question.	And	as	he	had	on	 the	previous	 two	occasions,	Halt	 replied	 in	a	 tight
voice.

'I'm	fine.'

But	something	was	wrong,	Gilan	sensed.	His	 former	mentor	seemed	unusually
distracted.	There	was	a	small	frown	knotting	his	forehead	and	his	hands	gripped
the	ship's	rail	so	hard	that	his	knuckles	showed	white.

'Are	you	sure?	You	don't	 seem	all	 right,'	 In	 fact,	Halt	was	 looking	 rather	pale,
behind	 the	 beard	 and	 below	 the	 shadow	 of	 his	 cowl.	 'Is	 something	 bothering
you?'

Halt's	pale	angry	face	turned	to	him.	'Yes,'	he	said.	'Something	is	bothering	me.	I
am	being	constantly	asked	"Are	you	all	right?"	by	an	idiot.	I	really	wish	...	'

Whatever	it	was	that	he	wished	was	cut	short	abruptly	and	Gilan	saw	his	face	set
in	determined	lines	as	he	clenched	his	teeth	tightly.	The	fact	that	the	interruption
coincided	with	a	larger	than	usual	lurch	from	Wolfwind	was	lost	on	the	younger
Ranger.	He	cast	a	worried	look	at	his	old	teacher.	Halt	had	loomed	large	in	his



life	 for	 years.	 He	 was	 indefatigible.	 He	 was	 all-knowing.	 He	 was	 the	 most
capable	man	Gilan	had	ever	known.

He	was	also	seasick.

It	 was	 something	 that	 always	 afflicted	 him	 for	 the	 first	 few	 hours	 of	 a	 sea
journey.	 It	 was	 the	 uncertainty,	 Halt	 knew.	 It	 was	 all	 mental.	When	 the	 ship
lurched	 or	 heaved	 or	 rolled,	 he	 was	 caught	 unprepared	 —	 unbelieving	 that
something	so	large	and	substantial	could	be	tossed	around	so	much.

Deep	down,	he	knew	that	the	current	conditions	weren't	too	bad.	But	in	the	first
few	hours	of	a	sea	journey,	Halt's	mind	queried	the	fact	that	any	moment	might
see	a	bigger	wave,	 a	more	 sudden	 lurch,	 a	 fatal	 roll	 that	would	go	 too	 far.	He
knew	that,	once	he	became	accustomed	to	the	whole	idea	of	the	ship	moving	and
recovering,	moving	and	 recovering,	he	would	come	 to	 terms	with	his	 stomach
and	his	nerves.	But	that	would	take	several	hours.	In	the	meantime,	he	thought
grimly,	whatever	his	reason	might	tell	him,	he'd	be	well	served	if	he	stayed	close
by	the	railing.	He	wished	that	Gilan	would	leave	him	alone.	But	he	couldn't	find
a	way	to	suggest	such	a	thing	without	hurting	the	younger	man's	feelings.	And
that	was	something	that	Halt,	gruff	and	bad-tempered	and	unsmiling	as	he	might
appear	to	be,	would	never	countenance	doing.

Svengal,	 large,	 noisy	 and	hearty,	 appeared	 at	 the	 railing	beside	him,	breathing
the	 salt	 air	 deeply	 and	 exhaling	 with	 great	 sighs	 of	 satisfaction.	 Svengal	 was
always	 glad	 to	 be	 back	 at	 sea	 —	 an	 attitude	 that	 Halt	 thought	 bordered	 on
lunacy.

'Mmmmm!	Aaaaah!	There's	nothing	like	the	sea	air	to	brace	you	up,	is	there?'	he
boomed.	Halt	glanced	suspiciously	at	him.	Svengal	didn't	meet	his	gaze.	Instead,
he	peered	out	at	 the	sparkling	water.	 'Nothing	 like	 it!'	he	 told	 them.	He	 took	a
few	more	deep	breaths,	studiously	ignoring	Halt's	condition,	then	finally	said	to
Gilan,	'You	know	what	I	don't	understand?'

Confident	 that	 Svengal	 was	 about	 to	 answer	 his	 own	 question,	 Gilan	 saw	 no
need	to	reply	beyond	raising	his	eyebrows.

'I	don't	understand	how	people	can	ride	all	day	on	one	of	those	jerking,	lurching,
jumping,	bucking	fiends	from	hell	without	the	slightest	problem	...	'	He	jerked	a
thumb	 at	 the	 four	 horses	 in	 their	midships	 stalls.	 'But	 put	 them	 on	 a	 smooth,



solid,	 barely	 moving	 ship's	 deck	 and	 suddenly	 their	 stomachs	 want	 to	 turn
themselves	inside	out	at	the	slightest	little	roll.'

He	grinned	at	Halt,	remembering	the	Ranger's	lack	of	sympathy	when	the	pony
had	thrown	Svengal	during	the	ride	back	to	Araluen.

'Halt?'	said	Gilan,	realisation	dawning.	'You're	not	seasick,	are	you?'

'No,'	Halt	said	shortly,	not	trusting	himself	beyond	one	syllable.

'No,	of	course	not,'	Svengal	agreed.	'Probably	just	a	little	off	colour	because	you
missed	breakfast.	Did	you	miss	breakfast?'

'No,'	Halt	replied.	This	time	he	managed	two	more	words.	'Had	breakfast.'

'Probably	just	a	bite	of	bread	and	some	water,'	Svengal	said	dismissively.	'A	man
needs	 a	 decent	 breakfast	 in	 his	 belly,'	 he	went	 on,	 addressing	Gilan,	who	was
peering	with	interest	and	some	disbelief	at	Halt.	 'Sausages	are	good.	Or	a	piece
of	pork.	And	I	like	potatoes.	Although	there	are	those	who	say	cabbage	is	best.
Solid	on	the	gut,	cabbage	is.	Goes	well	with	a	good	greasy	piece	of	bacon.'

Halt	groaned	softly.	He	pointed	to	Svengal,	muttering	a	few	indiscernible	words.

Svengal	 frowned	 and	 leaned	 closer	 to	 him.	 'Sorry,	 I	 missed	 that,'	 he	 said
cheerfully.

Halt,	hands	gripping	 the	ship's	 rail	 like	claws,	hauled	himself	closer	 to	 the	big
Skandian	and	said,	with	an	enormous	effort,	'Lend	me	...	'

'Lend	 you?	 Lend	 you	 what?'	 Svengal	 asked.	 Halt	 gestured	 but	 Svengal	 didn't
understand.

Halt	paused,	held	up	a	hand,	gathered	his	wits	and	said	distinctly,	'Helmet.	Lend
me	your	helmet.'

'Well,	of	course.	Why	didn't	you	say?'	Svengal	said.	He	began	untying	the	chin
straps	that	held	his	big	horned	helmet	in	place.	Then	he	stopped,	catching	sight
of	 the	 dreadful,	 vindictive	 smile	 on	 Halt's	 pale,	 tortured	 face.	 Memory	 came
back	 of	 another	 time,	 another	 ship	 and	 another	 borrowed	 helmet.	Quickly,	 he



jerked	the	helmet	away	from	Halt's	outstretched	hand.

'Find	your	own	bucket!'	he	said	grimly.



Chapter	13

After	two	days	at	sea,	Halt	was	mercifully	in	control	of	his	stomach	once	more.
That	didn't	stop	an	evilly	grinning	Svengal	from	asking	after	his	health	at	every
possible	 opportunity,	 or	 offering	him	choice	 titbits	 from	 the	wolfship's	 limited
larder.

'Chicken	 leg?'	he	 said,	 an	 innocent	grin	 splitting	his	 face.	 'Bit	greasy	but	good
nevertheless.	Just	the	thing	to	stick	to	a	man's	ribs.'

'Svengal,'	Halt	said	for	the	tenth	time,	'I	am	over	it.	Are	we	clear	on	that?	I	am
over	being	 seasick.	And	 I	 am	definitely	over	your	attempts	 to	make	me	heave
my	insides	over	the	railing.'

Svengal	looked	unconvinced.	He	knew	Halt's	strength	of	mind	and	he	was	sure
that	 he	 was	 bluffing	 —	 that,	 deep	 down,	 the	 Ranger's	 stomach	 was	 still	 in
turmoil.	All	it	needed	was	a	little	suggestive	prodding.

'If	 it's	 not	 to	 your	 taste,	 I've	 some	 lovely	 pureed	 chestnut	 sauce	 you	 could
smother	it	in?'	he	suggested	hopefully.

'Very	well,'	Halt	 agreed,	 'give	me	 the	 chicken	 leg.	And	 fetch	me	 the	 chestnut
sauce	—	and	some	pickled	cucumbers	while	you're	about	it.	Oh,	and	you'd	better
bring	me	a	large	tankard	of	dark	ale	if	you	have	any.'

Svengal	grinned,	convinced	that	Halt	was	bluffing.	Within	a	few	minutes	he	had
the	required	food	 laid	out	on	a	small	 folding	 table	by	 the	steering	position.	He
watched	expectantly	as	Halt	bit	into	the	chicken,	chewed	slowly	and	swallowed.
Jurgen,	one	of	the	crew,	filled	a	mug	with	dark	ale	and	set	it	down	as	well,	then
stood	by	with	the	small	cask,	ready	for	further	instructions.

'All	well	then?'	Svengal	asked	hopefully.	Halt	nodded.

'Fine.	Bit	overdone	and	stringy	but	otherwise	all	right.'	He	took	a	deep	draught
of	the	dark	ale,	which	he	knew	was	Svengal's	favourite	and	which	he	knew	was



in	limited	supply.	He	thrust	the	tankard	out	to	Jurgen.

'More,'	he	said	briefly.	The	Skandian	uncorked	the	cask	and	let	a	stream	of	the
dark	 foaming	 ale	 run	 into	 the	 tankard.	Halt	 drank	 again,	 draining	most	 of	 the
beer.	He	wiped	the	back	of	his	hand	across	his	lips.

'Not	bad.	Not	bad	at	all,'	he	said	and	held	 the	 tankard	out	again.	The	smile	on
Svengal's	face	started	to	fade	as	he	saw	more	of	his	favourite	tipple	gushing	into
Halt's	 tankard.	 A	 joke	 was	 a	 joke,	 he	 thought,	 but	 this	 was	 starting	 to	 get
expensive.

'How	many	casks	of	that	do	we	have	left?'	he	asked	the	crewman.

'This	is	the	last,	skirl,'	came	the	reply.	He	shook	the	cask	experimentally	to	check
how	much	was	remaining	and	Svengal's	practised	ear	could	tell	from	the	hollow
splashing	sound	that	it	was	less	than	half	full.	Or,	as	he	thought	in	his	suddenly
anxious	 state	 of	mind,	more	 than	 half	 empty.	Halt	 took	 another	 long	 pull	 and
held	the	nearly	empty	tankard	out.

'Better	top	me	up,'	he	said.

'No!"	Svengal's	anxious	cry	stopped	the	crewman	as	he	began	to	raise	the	cask
once	more.	'Leave	it,	Jurgen.'

Jurgen	nodded,	hiding	a	grin	himself.	He	liked	Svengal.	But	like	all	Skandians,
he	also	appreciated	a	good	practical	joke.	He	admired	the	way	the	short-shanked
Araluan	had	turned	the	tables	on	his	captain.

'You're	 sure?'	 he	 asked.	 'He	 seems	 to	 be	 enjoying	 it.'	 Halt	 belched	 lightly	 in
confirmation	and	took	another	bite	of	sauce-smeared	chicken	leg.

'He's	enjoying	it	too	much,'	Svengal	replied	shortly.	He	cast	an	aggrieved	look	at
Halt.	'Some	people	don't	know	when	a	joke	has	gone	too	far.'

Halt	smiled	malevolently	at	him.	'So	I've	noticed,'	he	replied.	'So	tell	me.	Are	we
done	with	the	questions	about	my	health	and	the	state	of	my	stomach?'

'Yes,'	Svengal	muttered	darkly.	'I	was	only	worried	about	you,	that's	all.'



'My	 heart	 is	 touched	 by	 your	 tender	 concern,'	 Halt	 said,	 straight-faced.	 Then,
glancing	over	the	port	railing,	he	pointed	to	a	long	white	line	of	beach	that	was
visible	on	the	coast	of	Iberion.

'Would	that	be	a	good	place	to	take	the	horses	ashore?'	he	asked.	He	knew	that	if
Tug,	Abelard,	Blaze	and	Kicker	spent	 too	 long	without	exercise,	 their	muscles
would	grow	stiff	and	soft	and	their	condition	would	suffer.	He	and	Svengal	had
discussed	the	need	to	put	them	ashore	every	few	days	and	give	them	a	run.

Svengal,	all	business	again,	screwed	his	eyes	up	as	he	looked	at	the	coastline.

'Good	as	anywhere,'	he	said.	'This	part	of	the	coast	is	a	long	way	from	any	large
settlements.	Wouldn't	 want	 the	 Iberians	 thinking	 we	 were	 invading	 them.'	 He
took	 the	 half	 tankard	 of	 dark	 ale	 that	 Halt	 offered	 him	 and	 drank	 from	 it.
'Thanks.'

'That's	all	right,'	Halt	told	him,	with	the	faintest	trace	of	a	grin.	 'I	don't	like	the
stuff	anyway.'

Svengal	looked	long	and	hard	at	him.

'Don't	be	surprised	if	I	leave	you	and	your	precious	horses	ashore,'	he	said.	'Don't
know	why	you	need	them	along	anyway.	We'll	be	landing	in	Al	Shabah	to	hand
over	the	money,	then	sailing	home	again.'

'We	hope,'	Halt	told	him.	'I've	learned	that	it	always	pays	to	be	prepared	for	the
unexpected.	And	a	Ranger	without	his	horse	is	like	a	Skandian	without	his	ship.'

'Fair	 enough,'	 Svengal	 agreed.	 He	 glanced	 at	 the	 telltale	 —	 a	 light	 thread
streaming	 from	 the	 top	of	 the	mast	 to	gauge	 the	direction	of	 the	wind.	Seeing
that	 there'd	be	no	need	 to	 reset	 the	 sail,	he	heaved	on	 the	 tiller	 and	 swung	 the
wolfship's	bow	towards	the	long	beach	in	the	distance.

***

An	hour	later,	Wolfwind's	bow	ran	gently	onto	the	sand,	the	ship	coming	to	a	halt
with	a	sliding,	grating	noise.

The	 lifting	slings	were	 rigged	once	more	and	 the	horses	were	hoisted	over	 the



side	 into	 the	 shallow	water.	 Tug	 looked	 balefully	 at	Halt.	He'd	 been	 enjoying
himself	 for	 the	 past	 two	 days,	 quietly	 swaying	 from	 side	 to	 side	 in	 his
comfortable,	padded	pen,	eating	at	regular	intervals,	dozing	in	the	sunshine	and
generally	 taking	 it	 easy	while	 the	wolfship	 bore	 him	 along.	 It	 wasn't	 the	 first
time	he	and	Halt	had	disagreed	on	the	subject	of	how	much	rest	a	horse	should
have,	 how	many	 apples	 it	 should	 be	 allowed	 to	 eat	 or	 how	much	 exercise	 it
really	needed.

Still,	it	felt	good	to	have	firm	ground	underfoot	once	again	and	they	hadn't	been
on	 board	 ship	 long	 enough	 to	 develop	 what	 the	 Skandians	 called	 the	 'land
wobbles'	—	where	 the	ground	 seemed	 to	 rock	and	heave	beneath	you	 like	 the
moving	deck	of	a	ship.

Tug	shook	himself	all	over,	vibrating	from	his	ears	and	short	mane	to	his	shaggy
tail	in	the	way	horses	do.	Then	he	stood	patiently	as	Will	slipped	a	bridle	over
his	nose.	They	weren't	going	to	bother	saddling	the	horses.	Bareback	would	be
fine	 for	 the	 current	 purpose.	 Evanlyn	 watched	 a	 little	 enviously	 as	 her	 four
friends	scrambled	onto	their	horses.	There	had	been	no	reason	to	bring	a	horse
specially	for	her.	If	she	needed	to	ride,	they	could	buy	a	horse	at	Al	Shabah.	But
Kicker	 and	 the	 three	 Ranger	 horses	 were	 all	 specially	 trained.	 No	 locally
purchased	horse	would	have	the	skills	or	the	stamina	they	possessed.	If	the	three
Rangers	or	Horace	needed	horses,	they	needed	the	ones	they	were	used	to.

'Take	it	easy	for	the	first	few	hundred	metres,'	Halt	told	the	others.	'They'll	want
to	run	but	we	don't	want	them	to	strain	anything.'

And	 indeed,	 in	 spite	 of	 Tug's	 initial	 displeasure	 at	 having	 his	 sea	 voyage
interrupted,	he	found	 that	he	did	want	 to	 run.	He	wanted	 to	show	Abelard	and
Blaze	—	 and	 that	 big,	 dumb,	 musclebound	 battlehorse	—	 just	 who	 was	 who
when	it	came	to	speed.

He	 strained	 against	 the	 reins	 as	 they	moved	 off,	 heading	 south.	But	Will	 held
him	in,	allowing	him	only	to	walk	at	first,	then	to	trot,	then	finally	releasing	him
into	a	slow	canter.

The	 four	 horses	 swept	 down	 the	 long	 curving	 beach	 in	 line	 abreast,	 cantering
side	 by	 side,	 each	 one	 of	 them	 tossing	 his	 head	 and	 pulling	 stubbornly	 at	 the
reins.	Each	one	convinced	that	he	was	the	fastest,	most	sure-footed,	longwinded
creature	 in	 the	 horse	world.	They	 rolled	 their	 eyes	 at	 each	 other,	 snorting	 and



challenging	each	other	—	and	accepting	the	challenges	the	others	were	throwing
out.	But	the	firm	hands	on	their	reins	stopped	them	cutting	loose.

Tug	felt	the	blood	coursing	through	him	and	the	stiffness	flowing	out	of	his	legs.
He	felt	good.	He	felt	alive.	He	felt	he	was	doing	what	he	was	born	 to	do.	The
sand	underfoot	was	firm	without	being	too	hard.	It	flew	in	showers	of	wet	clods
behind	him.	The	salt	air	filled	his	lungs	and	he	breathed	it	deeply.	He	felt	Will's
hands	relax	a	little	and	he	surged	forward,	for	a	few	moments	moving	ahead	of
the	 other	 horses	 until	 their	 riders	 allowed	 them	 to	 accelerate	 a	 little	 and	Will
checked	 his	 own	 increasing	 speed.	 Still	 shoulder	 to	 shoulder,	 the	 four	 horses
went	to	a	full	canter	along	the	beach.

On	the	high	stern	of	the	wolfship,	Evanlyn	stood	on	the	railing,	shading	her	eyes
to	watch	 them	as	 they	dwindled	 into	 the	distance.	She	hated	being	 left	 behind
like	this.	Horace	had	offered	to	let	her	ride	behind	him	but	she	had	declined,	It
wasn't	the	same.	She	didn't	want	to	be	a	passenger.	She	wanted	to	ride	with	her
friends.

Svengal	heaved	himself	up	onto	the	railing	with	her,	staring	after	the	riders.

'I	 really	 don't	 know	 how	 you	 do	 it,'	 he	 told	 her	 quietly.	 He	 had	 watched	 the
Araluans	mount,	then	move	away,	sitting	easily	as	if	each	was	suddenly	part	of
the	animal	itself.	It	was	a	skill	he	knew	he	would	never,	ever	master.	It	looked
like	such	fun,	he	thought.	But	it	had	nothing	to	do	with	the	clutching,	lurching,
fearful	clumsiness	he	felt	when	he	ascended	to	a	horse's	back.

She	saw	the	slight	wistfulness	in	his	eyes	and	patted	his	hand.

'It's	not	hard.	It	just	takes	practice,'	she	said.	'I	could	teach	you.'

But	 he	 shook	 his	 head.	 'It's	 the	 practice	 that's	 the	 hard	 part,'	 he	 replied,
absentmindedly	rubbing	his	backside,	where	his	muscles	still	had	a	faint	memory
of	the	ride	to	Redmont	and	back.

'Skipper!'	Axel	called	down,	 from	the	 lookout	position	on	 the	cross	 tree	of	 the
mast.	Svengal	looked	up	and	saw	his	arm	outstretched	to	the	north.

'We've	got	company,'	Axel	continued.	Svengal	shaded	his	eyes.	Far	to	the	north,
on	the	low	hills	inland	from	the	beach,	he	saw	a	glint	of	sunlight	on	metal	—	a



helmet	 or	 a	 shield.	 A	 small	 cloud	 of	 dust	 could	 be	 seen	 as	 well.	 Riders,	 he
thought.	And	 quite	 a	 lot	 of	 them.	He	 shrugged.	 It	wasn't	 too	 surprising.	 Even
though	this	was	a	sparsely	 inhabited	part	of	 the	coast,	 the	Iberians	would	have
patrols	 out,	 and	 the	 sight	 of	 a	 beached	 wolfship	 would	 be	 a	 matter	 for
investigation.	 The	 riders	were	 still	 at	 least	 an	 hour	 away,	 he	 estimated.	 There
was	plenty	of	 time	 to	 recall	 the	 four	Araluans,	 load	 the	horses	aboard	and	sail
away.	But	it	was	best	to	be	careful.

'Better	call	them	back,'	he	told	a	crewman,	standing	by	with	a	ramshead	horn	for
that	purpose.

The	man	 nodded,	 took	 a	 deep	 breath	 and	 blew	 two	 long	 blasts	—	 the	 agreed
recall	signal.

Three	kilometres	down	the	beach,	Halt	heard	the	long	mournful	blasts.	He	reined
in,	signalling	the	others	to	do	the	same,	and	swivelled	in	the	saddle,	looking	back
along	the	beach	to	the	ship.	From	his	position,	he	couldn't	see	the	approaching
horsemen.	 But	 he	 knew	 Svengal	 would	 have	 a	 good	 reason	 for	 sounding	 the
recall.

'Time	to	get	back,'	he	said.	'Let's	give	them	a	...	'

Before	he	could	finish	the	statement,	Will	and	Tug	were	away,	the	little	horse's
legs	churning	as	he	shot	to	a	full	gallop	within	the	space	of	a	few	strides.	Blaze
was	 close	 behind	 him	 and	Horace	 and	Kicker	 lumbered	 behind	 the	 other	 two,
slowly	building	to	the	battlehorse's	thundering	full	speed.

'	...	run,'	Halt	said	to	nobody	but	himself.	Then	he	touched	Abelard	with	his	knee
and	 the	 finely	 trained	 horse	 shot	 away	 like	 an	 arrow	 from	 a	 bow.	He'd	 catch
Kicker,	Halt	 knew.	But	 there	was	 no	way	 he'd	make	 up	 ground	 on	Blaze	 and
Tug.

Particularly	Tug....



Chapter	14

The	Arridi	coast	was	a	thin	brown	line	off	the	starboard	side	as	Wolfwind	slipped
smoothly	through	the	water.	It	was	strangely	quiet	now	that	 the	crew	had	been
able	to	ship	their	oars	and	set	the	big	square	sail.	For	the	past	four	days,	the	wind
had	blown	 steadily	 from	 the	 east,	 directly	 opposed	 to	 their	 direction	 of	 travel.
But	as	the	sun	had	risen	on	this,	the	fifteenth	day	of	their	journey,	the	wind	had
shifted	 to	 the	 south.	 Svengal	 had	 the	 yardarm	 raised	 and	 braced	 round	 to	 an
angle	of	forty-five	degrees	to	catch	the	wind.	The	wolfship	tried	to	turn	upwind
immediately,	like	a	weathervane.	But	Svengal's	firm	control	of	sheets	and	tiller
kept	the	bow	pointed	east.	Wolfwind	still	crabbed	to	the	north,	inevitably,	but	the
conflicting	forces	created	by	the	wind	in	the	sail,	the	resistance	of	the	keel	in	the
water	and	the	turning	force	of	the	rudder	resolved	themselves	into	an	east-north-
east	course	for	the	ship.

And	 even	 if	 she	was	 losing	 some	 ground	 to	 the	 north,	 she	was	making	 better
progress	to	the	east	than	she	would	under	oars.	Svengal	knew	that	a	wise	captain
conserved	the	strength	of	his	oarsmen	as	far	as	possible.

'We're	making	 some	northing,'	 he	 told	Halt,	 'but	we'll	 stay	with	 the	wind	until
we're	closer	to	Al	Shabah.'

Halt	nodded	agreement.	Svengal	knew	what	he	was	doing	and	there	was	nothing
that	 the	 Ranger	 could	 suggest	 to	 improve	 their	 progress.	 He	 trusted	 the	 big
Skandian's	skill	and	judgement	almost	as	much	as	he	trusted	Erak's.

Halt,	Evanlyn	and	Svengal	were	deep	in	conversation	now	in	the	stern	part	of	the
ship,	discussing	plans	for	the	coming	negotiations.	Horace	was	crouched	beside
Kicker	in	his	pen,	working	to	remove	a	stone	that	had	become	wedged	under	the
battlehorse's	shoe	on	their	last	run	ashore.

Will	stood	alone	in	the	very	bow	of	the	ship,	chin	resting	on	his	forearm	as	he
leaned	 on	 the	 bulwark.	 For	 perhaps	 the	 tenth	 time	 in	 as	 many	 days,	 he	 was
feeling	uneasy	about	what	the	future	might	hold.

Not	the	negotiations	for	Erak's	release.	He	was	certain	that	they	would	proceed



smoothly	and	successfully.	After	all,	Halt	would	be	beside	Evanlyn	to	guide	her
and	advise	her	of	any	possible	pitfalls.

And	that	was	the	crux	of	it,	he	realised.	He	had	spent	the	better	part	of	the	last
five	years	relying	on	Halt,	trusting	his	judgement,	following	his	lead.	Just	as	they
would	 all	 be	 doing	 when	 the	 ship	 finally	 reached	 Al	 Shabah	 and	 they	 went
ashore	to	rescue	Erak.	Halt's	presence,	his	foresight,	his	skill,	his	innate	ability	to
solve	 any	 problem	 that	 raised	 itself,	 was	 an	 enormous	 source	 of	 security	 for
Will.	 He	 was	 firmly	 convinced	 that	 there	 was	 nothing	 Halt	 couldn't	 do,	 no
problem	that	he	couldn't	solve.

And	soon,	Will	knew,	he	would	be	leaving	that	protective	umbrella	and	striking
out	on	his	own.	In	three	months	time	he	would	face	his	final	assessment	tests	—
designed	 to	 ascertain	 whether	 or	 not	 he	 had	 what	 it	 took	 to	 be	 a	 successful
Ranger.

For	 the	past	 year,	 this	 final	 assessment	 had	 loomed	 large	 in	 his	mind.	He	had
seen	it	as	the	culmination	of	his	training,	the	final	hurdle	that	he	must	leap	before
he	received	the	Silver	Oakleaf	—	symbol	of	a	graduate	Ranger.	And	he'd	looked
forward	to	it	with	some	impatience.

But	now,	he	realised,	the	assessment	would	not	be	the	end.	It	would	merely	be
the	 beginning	 of	 a	 new	and	 even	 larger	 phase	 of	 his	 life.	The	 real	 assessment
would	follow.	And	it	would	never	cease,	 for	as	 long	as	he	remained	a	Ranger.
Every	 day	 he	 would	 be	 tested.	 He	 would	 be	 called	 on	 to	 make	 life	 or	 death
decisions	—	sometimes	without	enough	time	to	consider	them	properly.	People
would	look	to	him	for	advice	and	leadership	and,	suddenly,	he	doubted	that	he
could	provide	it.	He	realised	now	that	he	wasn't	ready	for	the	role.	He	wasn't	up
to	it.	He	could	never	be	like	Halt	—	so	calm,	self-assured,	experienced.

So	incontrovertibly	right	about	everything.

He	wasn't	Halt.	He	was	Will.	Young,	impulsive,	green	as	grass.	Without	really
thinking	about	it,	he	had	somehow	assumed	that	once	he	had	graduated,	he	and
Halt	would	continue	to	live	in	the	comfortable	little	cabin	just	inside	the	edge	of
the	forest.	But	Halt's	marriage	had	brought	Will	to	the	realisation	that	those	days
were	 nearly	 over	 and	 Halt	 realised	 it,	 even	 if	 Will	 hadn't.	 Halt	 had	 already
moved	into	the	apartment	that	he	and	Lady	Pauline	shared	at	the	castle,	although
he	would	continue	to	use	the	cabin	in	the	forest	as	a	base	for	his	observation	of



the	goings-on	in	the	fief.

At	first	Will	had	viewed	the	change	in	circumstances	with	equanimity.	The	idea
of	 having	 the	 cabin	 mostly	 to	 himself	 had	 a	 certain	 appeal.	 He	 could	 invite
friends	over	for	meals.	Horace,	if	he	happened	to	be	visiting	Redmont,	as	he	did
from	time	to	time.	And	Alyss.

Alyss,	he	 thought.	Yes.	It	would	be	pleasant	 to	sit	by	 the	fire	 in	 the	cozy	little
cabin	 with	 the	 beautiful,	 tall	 blonde	 girl,	 talking	 over	 old	 times	 and	 new
developments	 in	 their	 jobs.	 She	 was	 already	 a	 graduate	 Courier	 and	 already
being	sent	on	missions	by	her	mentor,	Lady	Pauline.	Alyss	enjoyed	sitting	with
him,	listening	to	him	play	the	mandola,	nodding	her	head	in	time	to	the	beat.

Unlike	Halt,	he	thought	with	a	wry	smile,	who	groaned	and	fidgeted	whenever
Will	produced	the	little	instrument	from	its	hard	leather	case.

But	then,	he	realised,	that	would	not	be	the	way	his	life	went.	He	wouldn't	be	in
the	cabin	with	or	without	Halt.	He	wouldn't	be	anywhere	near	Castle	Redmont.
Once	he	graduated,	he	would	be	assigned	to	another	fief,	one	of	fifty	throughout
the	Kingdom.	He	could	be	sent	hundreds	of	kilometres	away	from	everyone	and
everything	he	knew.	And	when	he	got	there,	people	would	expect	him	to	know
what	 he	 was	 doing.	 They	 would	 look	 to	 him	 for	 guidance	 and	 advice	 and
protection.

In	short,	they	would	think	he	was	like	Halt.

And	he	knew	all	too	well	that	he	wasn't.	He	sighed	deeply	at	the	thought.

'There's	 a	 happy	 sound,'	 said	 a	 cheerful	 voice	 at	 his	 elbow.	 He	 started	 with
surprise.	Even	engrossed	in	his	thoughts	as	he	had	been,	he	would	have	expected
to	be	aware	of	anyone	approaching	him	so	closely.

Anyone	but	Gilan,	he	corrected	himself.	Possibly	Halt,	but	definitely	Gilan.	The
young	Ranger	seemed	to	be	able	to	move	in	total	silence	when	he	chose	to.	He
was	the	Ranger	Corps'	recognised	master	of	unseen	movement.

Gilan	leaned	now	on	the	rail	beside	Will,	looking	at	him	curiously.

'Something	 on	 your	 mind?'	 he	 asked	 quietly.	 Gilan	 knew	 from	 his	 own



experience	that	there	were	some	problems	that	an	apprentice	didn't	want	to	ask
his	mentor	about.	He	knew,	 too,	 that	he	was	 in	a	unique	position.	As	a	former
apprentice	to	Halt	himself,	he	could	understand	most	of	the	doubts	that	might	be
going	through	Will's	mind	at	the	moment.	In	fact,	Gilan	had	a	pretty	shrewd	idea
as	to	why	Will	was	sighing.

'No	...	well,	I	suppose,	sort	of	...	well,	yes,'	Will	said.

Gilan's	smile	widened.	'And	there's	a	choice	of	three	answers	for	me.	Never	let	it
be	said	that	you	don't	answer	a	question	thoroughly.'

Will	essayed	a	smile	in	return,	but	it	was	a	wan	little	effort.

'Gil,'	he	said	finally,	'when	you	were	about	to	take	the	silver,	did	you	think	you
were	...	'	He	hesitated,	not	sure	how	to	put	it,	then	tried	another	tack.	'I	mean,	did
you	feel	sort	of	...	'

He	was	about	 to	say	 'inadequate'	but	he	couldn't	 imagine	 the	word	applying	 to
Gilan.	Gilan	had	a	claim	on	Will's	respect	that	was	second	only	to	Halt's.	He	was
an	 expert	 archer,	 like	 all	Rangers.	But	 unlike	 any	of	 the	others,	 he	was	 also	 a
master	 swordsman.	 He	 alone	 of	 the	 fifty	 serving	 Rangers	 carried	 a	 sword	 in
addition	 to	 the	 regular	 Ranger	 weapons.	 He	 was	 also,	 as	 Will	 had	 just	 been
reminded,	an	expert	in	the	art	of	silent	movement.	And	he	was	respected	among
the	Corps	 by	 other	Rangers,	 far	 senior	 to	 him	 in	 years.	On	 several	 occasions,
Will	had	heard	Crowley	and	Halt	discussing	Gilan's	future	in	the	Corps	and	he
knew	that	Gilan	was	marked	down	for	high	office.

The	fact	 that	 this	might	have	something	 to	do	with	Gilan's	being	Halt's	 former
apprentice	didn't	occur	to	Will.	But	the	word	'Inadequate'	would	be	an	insult	to
someone	as	capable	and	skilled	as	Gilan.

Gilan	studied	the	troubled	young	man	beside	him	and	felt	a	surge	of	affection	for
him.

'Were	 you	 going	 to	 say	 "unready"	 ?'	 he	 asked	 and	 Will	 seized	 on	 the	 word
gratefully.	It	was	less	insulting	than	the	one	he	had	nearly	used.

'Yes!	Exactly!	Did	you	feel	unready	for	it	all?'



Gilan	nodded	several	 times	before	answering.	His	smile	became	a	little	wistful
as	he	thought	back	to	those	days	years	ago	when	he	felt	exactly	the	same	doubts
he	was	sure	Will	was	feeling	now.

'You	know,	a	year	before	my	finals,	I	was	quite	sure	I	knew	it	all.'

'Well,	yes.	Of	course,'	Will	said.	Gilan	would	have	been	more	than	ready	a	year
before	most	apprentices.	Then	he	realised	that	a	year	ago,	he	had	felt	exactly	the
same	way.	He	turned	to	look	at	the	tall	Ranger.

'Then,'	 Gilan	 continued,	 'in	 my	 last	 few	 weeks,	 I	 realised	 how	 much	 I	 didn't
know.'

'You?'	Will	said	incredulously.	'But	you're	—	'

Gilan	held	up	a	hand	to	silence	him.	I	started	thinking,	"What	am	I	going	to	do
without	Halt	to	advise	me?	What	will	I	do	when	he's	not	around	to	clear	up	the
mistakes	I	make?"	And	the	whole	thing	had	me	shaking	in	my	boots.

'I	thought,	"I	can't	possibly	do	this	job.	I	can't	be	Halt!	How	can	I	ever	be	as	wise
and	clever	and,	let's	face	it,	as	downright	sneaky	as	he	is?"	Is	that	pretty	much
the	way	you're	feeling	now?'	he	concluded.

Will	was	shaking	his	head	in	amazement.	 'That's	it	in	a	nutshell!	How	can	I	be
like	Halt?	How	can	anyone?'	Again,	the	enormity	of	it	all	weighed	down	on	him
and	his	shoulders	slumped.	Gilan	put	a	comforting	arm	around	them.

'Will,	 the	 very	 fact	 that	 you're	worrying	 about	 it	 says	 you'll	 be	 up	 to	 the	 job.
Remember,	nobody	expects	you	to	be	Halt.	He's	a	legend,	after	all.	Haven't	you
heard?	He's	eight	feet	tall	and	kills	bears	with	his	bare	hands	...	'

Will	had	 to	smile	at	 that.	Halt's	 reputation	 throughout	 the	Kingdom	was	pretty
much	 the	way	Gilan	 had	 stated	 it.	 People	meeting	 him	 for	 the	 first	 time	were
surprised	to	find	he	was	actually	a	little	smaller	than	average.

'So	you	can't	possibly	live	up	to	that.	But	remember	this,	you	have	been	trained
by	the	very	best	in	the	business.	And	you've	been	privileged	to	stand	beside	him
for	the	past	five	years	and	see	how	he	approaches	a	problem.	Believe	me,	a	lot	of
that	rubs	off.	Once	you	have	your	own	fief,	you'll	soon	realise	how	much	you	do



know.'

'But	what	if	I	make	a	mistake?'	Will	asked.

Gilan	threw	back	his	head	and	laughed.	 'A	mistake?	One	mistake?	You	should
be	so	lucky.	You'll	make	dozens!	I	made	four	or	five	on	my	first	day!	Of	course
you'll	make	mistakes.	Just	don't	make	any	of	them	twice.	If	you	do	mess	things
up,	don't	 try	to	hide	it.	Don't	 try	to	rationalise	it.	Recognise	it	and	admit	it	and
learn	 from	 it.	We	 never	 stop	 learning,	 none	 of	 us.	 Not	 even	 Halt,'	 he	 added,
seriously.

Will	nodded	his	gratitude.	He	felt	a	little	better.	He	cocked	his	head	suspiciously.

'You're	not	just	saying	this	to	make	me	feel	better,	are	you?'	he	asked.

Gilan	shook	his	head.	'Oh	no.	If	you	don't	believe	me,	ask	Halt	to	tell	you	about
some	of	my	whoppers.	He	loves	reminding	me	of	them.	Now	let's	go	see	what
they've	been	talking	about	so	seriously.'

And	with	 his	 arm	 around	 the	 younger	man's	 shoulders	 still,	 he	 led	 him	 away
from	the	bow	and	back	to	the	small	group	by	the	tiller.	Halt	glanced	up	as	they
approached,	caught	a	 look	 from	Gilan	and	had	a	pretty	 shrewd	 idea	what	 they
had	been	talking	about.

'Where	have	you	two	been?'	he	asked,	his	tone	light.

'Admiring	the	view,'	Gilan	told	him.	'Thought	you	might	need	some	advice	from
the	two	wisest	heads	on	board.'

Halt	said	nothing.	But	his	suddenly	raised	eyebrow	spoke	volumes.



Chapter	15

Wolfwind	 slipped	 through	 the	narrow	opening	 in	 the	breakwater	 that	protected
Al	 Shabah	 harbour.	 She	 was	 under	 oars,	 and	 the	 sail	 had	 been	 gathered	 and
furled	 to	 the	yardarm.	At	 the	peak	of	 the	mast	 flew	Evanlyn's	pennant	—	four
metres	long,	undulating	slowly	in	the	offshore	breeze	to	display	a	red	hawk	on	a
white	field.

Even	if	the	red	hawk	device	itself	were	not	recognised,	the	extreme	length	of	the
pennant,	 and	 its	 shape	 —	 broad	 where	 the	 hawk	 device	 was	 shown,	 then
narrowing	 rapidly	 until	 it	 split	 into	 two	 swallow	 tails	 a	metre	 from	 its	 end	—
were	 enough	 to	 indicate	 that	 the	 ship	 was	 carrying	 a	 royal	 delegation	—	 an
ambassador	at	 least,	or	perhaps	even	a	member	of	a	 royal	 family.	Svengal	had
ordered	the	pennant	unfurled	when	they	were	still	a	kilometre	offshore,	making
it	clear	that	his	ship	had	no	warlike	intent.

In	 spite	 of	 that	 fact,	 the	 crews	 of	 the	 dozen	 or	 so	 merchant	 ships	 that	 were
anchored	 in	 the	 harbour	 or	 tied	 up	 to	 docks	 had	 armed	 themselves	 and	 stood
ready	 along	 their	 bulwarks	 to	 repel	 any	 attempted	 attack	 by	 the	 Skandians.
Sailors	 in	 this	 part	 of	 the	 world,	 and	 most	 others,	 for	 that	 matter,	 knew	 the
Skandian	 reputation	 all	 too	well.	The	presence	of	 a	 royal	 standard	did	 little	 to
allay	their	suspicions.

Wolfwind,	lean,	narrow	and	deadly	looking,	slipped	past	the	first	of	the	anchored
ships,	for	all	the	world	like	a	wolf	slinking	among	a	flock	of	fat,	nervous	sheep.

'Looks	like	we	have	a	reception	committee,'	Halt	said,	indicating	the	main	wharf
that	 ran	 along	 the	 inland	 side	 of	 the	 harbour.	There,	 they	 could	 see	 a	 body	of
men	drawn	up	—	perhaps	fifty	in	all	—	and	from	time	to	time,	the	sun	glinted
off	burnished	armour	or	weapons.	A	green	banner	was	waving	from	the	pier	—
the	international	signal	that	they	were	cleared	to	come	alongside.

Svengal	leaned	on	the	tiller	and	the	bow	swung	towards	the	inner	harbour.	The
bow	oarsman	called	the	stroke	and	the	wolfship	moved	smoothly	up	the	harbour.

'I'd	better	get	my	reception	clothes	on,'	Evanlyn	said.	She	slipped	below,	into	the



small	 triangular	cabin	at	 the	stern	of	 the	ship.	There	was	barely	head	room	for
her	to	stand	erect	there	but	at	least	she	had	a	little	privacy.	A	few	minutes	later,
she	 re-emerged.	She	had	 replaced	her	 usual	 leather	 tunic	with	 a	 longer	one	of
dull	 red	satin,	which	came	almost	 to	her	knees.	 It	was	beautifully	embroidered
and	 carried	 a	 small	 red	 hawk	 device	 on	 the	 left	 breast.	 A	 broad	 leather	 belt
gathered	the	red	tunic	at	the	waist.	Will	noticed	idly	that	the	belt	was	decorated
with	what	seemed	to	be	interwoven	leather	thongs,	threaded	in	and	out	through
slits	in	the	belt	itself,	and	Criss-crossing	for	its	entire	length.

The	long	boots	and	hose	remained,	as	did	the	white	silk	shirt	she	wore	under	the
tunic.	On	her	blonde	hair,	hastily	brushed	and	gathered,	she	wore	a	red,	narrow-
brimmed	hat	with	a	long	bill.	A	single	hawk's	feather	was	set	in	the	hat	band.

She	wore	a	necklace	Will	had	never	seen	before.	It	was	made	of	dull	grey	stones,
all	the	same	size.	They	didn't	look	to	be	expensive	or	even	semi-precious	stones.
More	 like	 smooth	marble,	 in	 fact.	He	assumed	 it	was	 just	 a	 favourite	piece	of
costume	jewellery.	Maybe	she	wore	it	for	luck.

Evanlyn	 tugged	 the	 tunic	straight,	 removing	a	 few	last	wrinkles	where	 the	belt
had	cinched	it	too	tightly.	She	cleared	her	throat	nervously.

'How	do	I	look?'	she	asked	Halt.

He	 nodded	 approval.	 'Just	 the	 right	 blend	 of	 practicality	 and	 formality,'	 he
replied.

She	flashed	a	quick	grin	at	him.	She	was	nervous,	Halt	saw.

'Svengal	and	 I	will	do	 the	 talking	 for	 the	 time	being.	These	will	 just	be	minor
officials	—	the	harbourmaster	and	so	forth,'	he	said.	'Your	turn	will	come	when
we	meet	with	the	Wakir.	For	the	time	being,	look	arrogant	and	condescending.'

She	 started	 to	 smile,	 realised	 that	 such	 an	 expression	didn't	 fit	 his	 instructions
and	 instead	 arched	 her	 eyebrows	 and	 raised	 her	 chin,	 tilting	 her	 head	 back
imperiously	so	she	could	stare	down	her	nose	at	him.

'How's	 that?'	 she	asked.	She	 thought	 she	saw	 the	 faintest	 trace	of	a	grin	 in	 the
shadows	under	his	cowl.	'That's	perfect.	You	could	have	been	born	to	it.'



'Don't	make	me	smile	or	I'll	have	you	flogged,'	she	said	quietly.

Halt	nodded.	'You	could	be	catching	on	too	fast,'	he	said.	Then	his	attention	was
drawn	to	the	business	of	docking	the	ship.

Svengal	was	 a	 flamboyant	 ship	handler	 and	he	brought	her	 in	 fast.	At	 the	 last
moment,	 he	 growled	 an	 order	 and	 the	 oarsmen	 backed	 water	 fiercely,	 taking
most	of	the	way	off	her.

'Oars!'	he	called	and	 the	dripping	blades	rose	out	of	 the	water,	coming	vertical
before	the	oarsmen	laid	them	down	in	their	brackets.	There	was	the	usual	clatter
of	oak	on	oak.

The	ship	ghosted	in	for	a	few	more	metres.	They	were	at	an	angle	of	about	thirty
degrees	 to	 the	dock	and	one	of	 the	crew	threw	a	 line	from	the	bow.	An	Arridi
dockworker	quickly	grabbed	it,	wound	it	once	round	a	bollard	and	began	to	haul
in.

A	few	seconds	later,	another	rope	soared	over	the	water	from	the	stern.	This	too
was	seized	and	the	men	on	shore	began	to	haul	the	wolfship	alongside.	The	crew
threw	felt	and	wicker	fenders	over	the	side	to	protect	the	ship's	scantlings	from
the	hard	stone	of	the	wharf.	As	the	ropes	were	made	tight	fore	and	aft,	Wolfwind
rocked	gently	alongside	the	jetty,	 the	fenders	groaning	and	creaking	slightly	as
she	did	so.

The	railing	of	the	ship	was	a	metre	or	so	below	the	level	of	the	wharf.	Evanlyn
started	towards	it	but	Halt's	low	voice	stopped	her.

'Stay	where	you	are.	Look	imperious.	We	have	to	be	invited	ashore	first.'

The	 armed	men	 they	 had	 seen	 from	 further	 out	 were	 ranged	 along	 the	 wharf
now,	in	two	ranks,	facing	the	wolfship.	They	all	had	their	shields	slung	ready	for
action	 and	 their	 hands	 hovered	 close	 by	 the	 hilts	 of	 their	 swords.	 An	 officer
detached	 himself	 from	 the	 line	 and	 strode	 towards	 the	 wharf's	 edge.	 Svengal
recognised	him.

'This	 is	 the	 bantam	 rooster	who	 ambushed	 us	 in	 the	 town	 square,'	 he	 said,	 in
what	he	thought	was	a	whisper.	Halt	glanced	at	Svengal	sardonically.



'I'm	sure	he's	thrilled	to	hear	you	say	so,'	he	replied.

The	 tall	 Arridi	 warrior	 stopped	 now,	 a	 few	 paces	 back	 from	 the	 edge	 of	 the
wharf.	Halt	studied	him	keenly	and	came	to	the	rapid	conclusion	that	this	was	a
man	to	be	reckoned	with.	There	was	an	air	of	assurance	about	him.	Halt	sensed
that	this	was	not	a	man	to	bluster	or	bluff.	He	knew	what	he	was	doing	and	he
exuded	a	quiet	confidence.	He	would	bear	watching,	the	Ranger	thought.

The	Arridi	gave	them	the	traditional	desert	greeting,	 touching	his	right	hand	to
his	 lips,	 then	his	forehead,	 then	his	 lips	again.	The	gesture	was	borne	from	the
old	tribal-saying	on	first	meeting,	Halt	knew:	We	will	eat.	We	will	consider.	We
will	talk.

The	correct	protocol	was	to	return	the	gesture	but	Svengal	didn't	know	that.	He
waved	 his	 hand	 vaguely	 in	 the	 air	 in	 a	 clumsy	 parody	 of	 the	 man's	 graceful
movement.

'You're	back,	northman.'	The	tones	were	deep	and	cultured.	The	voice	was	calm
and	 unruffled.	 Its	 owner	 had	 learned	 the	 skill	 of	 projecting	 his	words	without
seeming	to	shout	them.

'I've	 come	 for	 the	 Oberjarl,'	 Svengal	 said.	 He	 wasn't	 one	 for	 the	 niceties	 of
protocol	or	beating	round	the	bush.	The	Arridi	smiled.	'Svengal,	isn't	it?'

Svengal	nodded	pugnaciously.	 'Aye.	It	 is.	But	you've	got	the	advantage	of	me.'
He	felt	uncomfortable,	standing	below	the	other	man,	forced	to	look	up	to	him.
He	wondered	where	the	Arridi	had	learned	his	name	and	decided	that	Erak	must
have	 mentioned	 it	 to	 him.	 In	 their	 previous	 encounter,	 there	 had	 been	 no
introductions.	Svengal	and	the	crew	had	been	held	prisoner	separate	from	Erak,
until	 the	 day	 of	 their	 release,	when	 the	Oberjarl	 gave	 Svengal	 his	 instructions
about	the	ransom.

'I	am	called	Seley	el'then	by	my	people,'	the	Arridi	told	him.	'Foreigners	usually
find	 it	more	convenient	 to	 shorten	 the	name	 to	Selethen.	 I	 am	a	captain	 in	 the
Arridi	Guard.'

'Well	...	enchanted,'	Svengal	replied	brusquely.	He	recalled	the	word	from	some
dim	memory	of	lessons	in	politeness	that	he'd	been	given	when	he	was	younger.
He	assumed	it	was	appropriate.	Selethen's	face	remained	expressionless	but	Will



was	sure	he	could	see	a	trace	of	a	smile	in	the	dark	eyes.

'We	didn't	expect	you	back	so	soon,'	Selethen	said.	Then	he	gestured	to	the	long
pennant	 that	 still	 floated	 lazily	 in	 the	 slight	 breeze.	 'Nor	did	we	 expect	you	 in
such	 company.	 Surely	 you	 haven't	 had	 time	 to	 return	 to	 your	 home	 country?
Whose	flag	is	that	flying	at	your	masthead?'

Halt	 thought	 it	was	 time	 somebody	gave	Svengal	 a	 spell.	The	Skandian	was	a
master	at	navigation	and	seamanship,	but	his	negotiating	skills	were	 limited	 to
brandishing	 an	 axe	 and	 bellowing,	 'Hand	 over	 everything	 you've	 got.'	 A
smoother	approach	was	called	for	here.

'Captain	Svengal	 is	a	friend	of	 the	Royal	Family	of	Araluen,'	he	said,	stepping
forward.	As	he	spoke,	he	slipped	his	cowl	back	so	that	his	face	and	features	were
no	longer	in	shadow.	'That	pennant	is	an	Araluan	Royal	Standard,	belonging	to
my	lady	here.'

He	 indicated	 Evanlyn,	 who	 was	 doing	 her	 best	 to	 look	 disinterested	 and
condescending	at	the	same	time.	The	Arridi	glanced	at	her	and	she	felt	his	keen
eyes	on	her.	She	thought	a	contemptuous	toss	of	the	head	might	be	in	keeping.
She	tossed	it	contemptuously.

Selethen	switched	his	gaze	back	to	Halt.

'And	your	lady	is?'	he	queried.

'My	 lady	 is	prepared	 to	negotiate	 the	 terms	of	 the	Oberiarl's	 release	with	your
leader,'	Halt	told	him	smoothly.	'Erak,	too,	is	a	close	friend	of	the	Royal	Family
of	Araluen.'

He	felt	it	was	best	to	keep	the	captain	guessing	as	to	Evanlyn's	real	identity	and
position.	Uncertainty	such	as	 that	could	work	 for	 them.	And	 there	was	no	 real
need	to	reveal	her	title	to	an	underling.

Selethen	considered	this	fact	for	a	few	seconds.	Obviously,	it	was	an	unexpected
turn	in	proceedings.	His	face,	however,	showed	no	sign	of	the	rapid	thinking	and
evaluation	 that	was	going	on	behind	his	calm,	unflustered	 look.	Eventually,	he
spoke	again.



'Unfortunately,	 the	Wakir	 is	 not	 available	 today,'	 he	 said.	 He	 faced	 Svengal
again.	'As	I	said,	we	did	not	expect	you	to	return	so	soon.	Unless	...	'	He	let	the
thought	tail	off.

'Unless	 what?'	 Svengal	 wanted	 to	 know.	 The	 Arridi	 inclined	 his	 head
apologetically.

'Unless	 you	 had	 gathered	 some	 of	 your	 countrymen	 and	 came	 back	 here	 to
release	him	by	force,'	he	said.

Svengal	grunted.	'The	thought	did	occur	to	me.'

This	time,	they	all	saw	the	smile	on	Selethen's	dark	face.

'I'm	 sure	 it	 did.	 However,	 the	 fact	 remains	 that	 it	 is	 impossible	 to	 arrange	 a
meeting	with	the	Wakir	at	such	short	notice.	We	could	not	contemplate	such	a
thing	before	tomorrow.'

Halt	 nodded	 agreement.	 'Tomorrow	 will	 be	 fine.'	 He	 hesitated.	 'Could	 we
perhaps	see	Oberjarl	Erak	in	the	meantime?'

Selethen	 was	 already	 shaking	 his	 head	 before	 he	 finished	 the	 request.
'Unfortunately	 this	 is	 not	 possible	 either.	 But	 I	 can	 offer	 her	 ladyship
comfortable	quarters	until	tomorrow.	We	have	a	guesthouse	that	will	certainly	be
more	comfortable	than	a	Skandian	raiding	ship.'

He	 indicated	 a	 substantial	 two-storey	 building	 set	 back	 a	 little	 from	 the	 quay.
Unlike	the	solid,	featureless	warehouses	along	the	quay,	it	had	shaded	balconies
and	wide	doorways	and	windows	on	the	upper	floor.

'There	 is	 room	 there	 for	 your	 ladyship	 and	her	 immediate	party,'	 he	 said.	 'The
ship's	crew	will	have	to	remain	on	board,	I	regret	to	say.'

His	 even	 tone	 told	 them	 that	 he	 didn't	 regret	 it	 too	 deeply.	Halt	 shrugged.	No
town	would	want	 thirty	 fully	 armed	Skandians	 coming	 ashore.	He	was	 certain
that	the	bulk	of	the	Arridi	soldiers	currently	on	the	wharf	would	remain	there	to
keep	an	eye	on	things.

'Fine	 by	me,'	 Svengal	 said	 gruffly.	 There	was	 no	way	 he	would	 be	willing	 to



leave	his	ship	empty	and	undefended	while	he	was	in	a	potentially	hostile	port.
He'd	 rather	 they	 kept	 an	 eye	 on	Wolfwind.	 Any	 Skandian	 ashore	 was	 always
mindful	that	his	ship	was	his	only	line	of	retreat.

'Then	 if	you	would	follow	me?'	The	Arridi	captain	gestured	 in	 the	direction	of
the	guesthouse	and	began	to	turn	away.	Evanlyn's	crisp	voice	stopped	him.

'Captain	Seley	el'then!	Aren't	you	forgetting	something?'

He	turned	back,	impressed	by	her	tone	of	command	and	by	the	fact	that	she	had
mastered	the	full	form	of	his	name	perfectly,	after	having	heard	it	only	once.	He
bowed	deeply.

'My	lady?'	he	asked	and	she	strode	forward	to	the	rail	of	the	ship,	holding	out	her
right	fist	to	display	a	large	signet	ring	on	the	second	finger.

'Surely	you'll	need	to	convey	my	seal	to	your	Wakir	before	he	can	consent	to	our
meeting?'

Again,	her	pronunciation	was	perfect	as	she	managed	to	add	the	slight	guttural
sound	to	the	initial	letter	of	Wakir.	Selethen	nodded	apologetically	and	produced
a	small	wax	impression	box.	It	was	about	the	size	of	a	box	that	would	contain	a
ring.	It	was	made	from	gleaming	ebony	and	had	a	snap-hinged	lid.

'But	of	course,	my	 lady,'	he	said.	He	passed	 the	 little	box	 to	Halt,	who	hinged
back	 the	 lid	 and	 handed	 it	 to	 Evanlyn.	 Inside	 was	 a	 layer	 of	 firm	 wax.	 She
pressed	her	 ring	 into	 it	 now,	 leaving	 the	 clear	 impression	of	 her	 hawk	device.
Then	she	snapped	the	 lid	shut	 to	protect	 it	 from	damage	and	handed	it	back	to
Halt.	The	Ranger	passed	it	back	to	Selethen,	who	tucked	it	away	into	a	pouch	on
his	belt.

'Now	perhaps	I	could	show	you	to	your	accommodation?'	he	said.

Halt	and	Gilan	stepped	up	onto	the	wharf	as	Selethen	drew	back	to	allow	them
access.	They	 turned	and	held	 their	hands	down	to	Evanlyn	and	she	stepped	up
lightly	after	them.	Will	and	Horace	followed.	Svengal,	after	a	few	brief	words	of
instruction	 to	 Axel,	 mainly	 along	 the	 lines	 of,	 'Nobody	 is	 to	 come	 aboard',
brought	up	the	rear.



Selethen	eyed	the	three	figures	in	the	grey	and	green	cowled	cloaks,	taking	in	the
massive	longbows	that	each	of	them	wore	slung	over	their	shoulders.

Strange,	he	thought.	I	must	find	out	more	about	these.

He	gave	 a	 quiet	 order	 and	 a	 file	 of	 ten	 soldiers	 detached	 themselves	 from	 the
wharf	 contingent	 and	 led	 the	 way	 towards	 the	 guesthouse.	 As	 Horace	 passed
Selethen,	 the	 two	warriors	 eyed	 each	 other	 and	 like	 recognised	 like.	 Selethen
saw	the	broad	shoulders,	 the	 tapered	hips	and	 the	easy	balanced	stride.	A	 long
straight	sword	hung	at	the	Araluan's	belt.

This	one	I	understand,	thought	Selethen.	He	would	make	a	dangerous	enemy.

At	 the	 same	 time,	Horace	was	 taking	 in	 the	 slim	build,	 the	 athletic	movement
and	the	long	curved	sword	that	hung	at	Selethen's	side.

This	one	would	be	a	bit	of	a	handful,	he	thought.	They	were	both	right.



Chapter	16

They	 spent	 a	 comfortable	 night	 in	 the	 guesthouse.	A	 dozen	 of	 Selethen's	men
remained	on	guard	outside	but	the	visitors	were	allowed	to	leave	the	house	and
walk	around	the	immediate	vicinity	if	they	chose	to.

They	were	served	with	food	and	drink	—	fruit	juices	and	water	in	the	latter	case.
The	food	was	delicious	—	cold	fowl	of	some	kind,	served	with	salad	greens	with
a	distinctive	sharp	lemon	dressing	and	fresh	flat	bread.	Horace	tore	at	a	leg	of	the
fowl	and	crammed	vast	amounts	of	the	bread	into	his	mouth.

'This	is	all	right,'	he	said	enthusiastically.	'We're	doing	well	for	prisoners.'

'We're	not	prisoners,'	Halt	reminded	him.	'We're	a	diplomatic	delegation.'

Horace	 nodded.	 'I	 keep	 forgetting,'	 he	 said,	 spraying	 bread	 crumbs	 in	 all
directions.	Halt	quickly	backed	away.	Then	the	warrior's	attention	was	distracted
by	 the	 half-dismembered	 bird	 on	 the	 platter	 before	 him	 and	 he	 rummaged
through	the	pieces.

'Any	more	legs?'	he	asked	of	no	one	in	particular.

'If	they	invent	a	four-legged	chicken,'	Will	said,	 'Horace	will	think	he's	gone	to
heaven.'

Horace	nodded	in	agreement.

'Four-legged	 chicken,'	 he	 said.	 'Great	 idea.	We	 should	 get	Master	Chubb	 onto
that.'

He	found	another	 leg	and	wasted	no	 time	ripping	 large	shreds	from	it	with	his
teeth.	Gilan	watched	him	with	some	curiosity.

'I	don't	recall	him	eating	this	much	when	we	were	in	Celtica,'	he	said.

Horace	grinned.	'We	didn't	have	this	much	to	eat	in	Celtica,'	he	said.	'Besides,	I



felt	a	little	overawed	and	nervous	in	the	company	of	you	mysterious	Rangers.'

'They	don't	make	you	nervous	any	more?'	Evanlyn	asked,	her	eyes	smiling	as	she
sliced	a	peach	in	half.	The	fruit	really	was	delicious,	she	thought.	Perhaps	it	had
something	to	do	with	the	hot	climate.

'Not	 in	 the	 slightest,'	Horace	 said.	He	was	grinning	now	but	 he	 did	 remember
that	 there	 was	 a	 time	 when	 he	 had	 been	 distinctly	 unsure	 of	 himself	 in	 the
presence	 of	 Rangers	 —	 first	 with	 Gilan	 and	 Will	 in	 Celtica,	 then	 later	 in
company	with	Halt	as	they	crossed	Gallica.	Odd	to	think	that	now	they	were	his
closest	friends.	'I've	learned	since	then.	Halt's	really	a	pussycat,'	he	added.

Will	and	Gilan	both	snorted	in	an	unsuccessful	attempt	to	conceal	their	laughter.
Halt's	eyebrow	rose	fractionally	as	he	regarded	the	grinning	young	man.

'A	pussycat,'	he	repeated.

Svengal	had	been	watching	this	exchange	with	interest.	Now	he	joined	in	with	a
loud	guffaw.

'More	like	a	battered	old	tomcat,	I'd	have	thought,'	he	said.	Halt's	withering	gaze
swung	to	the	big	Skandian,	who	remained	resolutely	unwithered.

'Everyone's	a	comedian	all	of	a	sudden,'	Halt	said.	'I	think	I'll	go	to	bed.'

He	exited	the	room	with	what	little	dignity	remained	to	him.	It	wasn't	much.

Breakfast	was	 served	 in	 the	 internal	 courtyard	 the	 following	morning	 an	 hour
after	 sun-up.	 The	 air	was	 fresh	with	 the	morning	 sea	 breeze,	 but	 already	 they
could	feel	the	coming	heat	of	the	day.

The	three	Rangers	were	delighted	to	find,	among	the	platters	of	flat	bread,	sliced
fruit,	conserves	and	jars	of	Juice,	a	pot	of	hot,	rich	black	liquid.

'Coffee!'	Gilan	said	reverently,	pouring	himself	a	cup.	There	was	brown	sugar	to
sweeten	 it	 and	 he	 spooned	 it	 in,	 while	Halt	 and	Will	 also	 helped	 themselves.
Evanlyn	shook	her	head	at	the	sight	of	them.

'If	you	ever	wanted	 to	 capture	you	 three,'	 she	 said,	 'you'd	 just	have	 to	bait	 the



trap	with	a	pot	of	coffee.'

Will	nodded.	'And	we'd	go	gladly,'	he	agreed.	Then	he	said	to	the	others,	'This	is
really	good	coffee.'

'Should	be,'	Halt	said,	leaning	back	with	his	cup	and	putting	his	booted	feet	on
the	low	table	in	front	of	him.	'The	Arridi	invented	it.	Everyone	sleep	well?'

In	 fact,	most	of	 them	had	slept	patchily,	unused	 to	 the	 .sensation	of	a	bed	 that
didn't	roll	and	pitch	rhythmically	beneath	them.	But	the	mattresses	had	been	soft
and	 the	 bedrooms	 were	 cool	 and	 well	 ventilated.	 They	 were	 discussing	 the
phenomenon	that	Svengal	described	as	'land	wobbles',	which	most	seafarers	feel
when	they	first	go	ashore	after	a	long	voyage,	when	one	of	the	servants	entered
and	bowed	to	Halt.

'Captain	Selethen	is	here,	sir.'

'Ask	him	 to	come	 in,'	Halt	 said,	 removing	his	 feet	 from	the	 table	and	rising	 to
greet	the	Arridi	officer	as	he	entered	the	courtyard.	As	before,	Selethen	made	the
hand	gesture	to	lips,	brow	and	lips	in	greeting.

'Good	morning,	my	lady,	and	gentlemen.	Is	everything	satisfactory?'

Halt	returned	the	hand	greeting	and	motioned	the	captain	to	a	seat.

'Everything	 is	 excellent.	Will	 you	 join	 us	 for	 coffee?'	 he	 offered	 but	 Selethen
shook	his	head	regretfully.

'Sadly,	I	have	duties	to	attend	to.'	He	glanced	at	Svengal.	 'Your	men	have	been
given	breakfast,	captain,'	he	said.	'There	is	no	need	to	check.'

Svengal	nodded.	The	previous	evening,	he	had	made	a	point	of	visiting	the	ship
to	make	sure	his	men	were	being	looked	after.	They	had	their	own	supplies	on
board,	of	course,	but	he	felt	they	should	be	fed	by	the	Arridi,	as	they	were	part	of
an	official	delegation.

'Thank	you,'	he	said	gruffly.	Selethen	turned	back	to	Halt	and	Evanlyn	now.

'His	Excellence	the	Wakir	will	be	delighted	to	receive	you	at	the	tenth	hour,'	he



said.

Evanlyn	 glanced	 uncertainly	 at	 Halt	 and	 he	 made	 a	 discreet	 hand	 gesture,
signalling	her	to	answer.

'That	is	suitable	to	us,'	she	said.

Selethen	smiled	and	drew	himself	to	attention.

'I	will	escort	you,'	he	said.	'I	will	be	back	fifteen	minutes	before	the	tenth	hour.
Please	be	ready	to	leave	at	that	time.'

Evanlyn	said	nothing,	 looking	away	with	a	disinterested	expression.	Princesses
didn't	respond	to	orders,	Will	realised.

'We	 will	 be	 ready,'	 Halt	 said.	 He	 and	 Selethen	 exchanged	 the	 graceful	 hand
gesture	of	 greeting	 and	 farewell	 once	more	 and	 the	Arridi	 backed	 away	 a	 few
paces	 before	 turning	 to	 leave.	 Horace,	 watching,	 marvelled	 at	 the	 ease	 with
which	Halt	fitted	in	to	situations	like	this.	He	said	as	much	to	Will	when	the	two
of	them	returned	to	the	room	they	were	sharing,	and	he	was	a	little	surprised	at
his	friend's	gloomy	response.

'I	know.	He's	amazing,	isn't	he?'	Will	said.	'He	always	knows	exactly	what	to	do
and	say.'

Horace	looked	at	him	curiously,	wondering	at	his	less	than	enthusiastic	manner.
He	 had	 no	 idea	 that	 Will	 had	 been	 thinking	 exactly	 the	 same	 thing,	 and
comparing	 himself	 to	 his	 master	 —	 a	 comparison	 that	 he	 found	 less	 than
favourable.	 Once	 again	 Will	 was	 wondering	 how	 he	 would	 ever	 cope	 as	 a
Ranger	in	his	own	right.

***

Fifteen	 minutes	 before	 Selethen	 was	 due	 to	 return,	 Halt	 summoned	Will	 and
Gilan	to	his	room.

The	 two	 younger	 men	 entered	 curiously,	 wondering	 what	 their	 leader	 had	 in
store	for	 them.	As	it	 turned	out,	 it	was	a	pleasant	and	very	welcome	change	to
their	equipment.



'Leave	your	cloaks	here,'	Halt	 told	them.	They	noticed	he	was	not	wearing	his.
'They're	 designed	 for	 the	Araluan	 climate,	 not	Arrida.	And	 there's	 not	 a	 lot	 of
forest	and	greenery	around	these	parts.'

He	was	right,	Will	thought.	The	green	and	grey	mottled	cloaks	were	designed	to
blend	 into	 the	 background	 colours	 of	 their	 fertile	 homeland,	 not	 the	 dry,
sunbaked	vistas	they	found	themselves	in	now.	And	the	heavy	wool	cloaks	were
decidedly	 uncomfortable	 in	 the	 Arridi	 heat.	 Yet	 they	 were	 part	 of	 a	 Ranger's
uniform	and	Will	was	reluctant	to	discard	his.

Halt	was	opening	a	pack	he	had	brought	 from	 the	 ship.	He	withdrew	a	 folded
garment	from	it	now,	shook	it	out	and	passed	it	to	Gilan.

It	was	 a	 cloak,	 a	 cowled	Ranger's	 cloak,	Will	 saw.	But	 instead	of	 the	 random
green	 and	 grey	 colours	 they	 were	 used	 to,	 this	 one	 was	 unevenly	 mottled	 in
varying	 shades	 of	 light	 brown.	 Furthermore,	 he	 realised,	 as	 Halt	 produced	 a
second	cloak	and	handed	it	to	him,	it	was	made	of	heavy-duty	linen,	not	wool.

'Summer	issue,'	Halt	said.	'Cooler	in	the	heat	and	a	lot	better	if	we	have	to	blend
into	the	background	here.'

Gilan	 had	 already	 swung	 his	 cloak	 around	 his	 shoulders.	 He	 looked	 at	 it,
impressed.	 It	was	definitely	more	comfortable	 than	 the	winter	weight	cloak	he
had	laid	across	the	back	of	a	chair.	Will	donned	his,	examining	the	colouring	at
closer	quarters.	He	liked	the	familiar	feel	of	the	cloak,	the	confidence	that	came
with	the	ability	to	blend	into	the	countryside	and	seem	to	disappear.	That	ability
had	become	very	much	part	of	his	life	in	recent	years.

'Where	did	you	get	these	from?'	he	asked.	Halt	regarded	him	quizzically.

'We	have	visited	these	parts	before,	you	know,'	he	said.	'Crowley	had	the	Castle
Araluen	 quartermasters	make	 some	 up	 the	moment	 he	 heard	we	were	 coming
here.'

He	waited	while	Gilan	and	Will	moved	the	cloaks	experimentally,	eyeing	each
other	 and	 studying	 the	unusual	 colours,	 seeing	how	 they	would	blend	 into	 the
landscape	of	rock	and	desert	that	surrounded	Al	Shabah.



'All	right,	ladies,'	he	said,	 'if	you're	finished	the	fashion	show,	let's	go	meet	the
Wakir.'



Chapter	17

Flanked	 by	 an	 escort	 of	 a	 dozen	 Arridi	 warriors,	 the	 small	 party	 followed
Selethen	 as	 he	 led	 the	way	 towards	 the	 centre	 of	 the	 town,	where	 the	 khadif,
official	residence	of	the	Wakir,	was	located.

As	 they	 moved	 away	 from	 the	 harbour,	 and	 the	 cooling	 influence	 of	 the	 sea
breeze,	 the	 temperature	 began	 to	 rise.	 It	 was	 a	 heavy,	 dry	 heat	 and	 the	 three
Rangers	were	grateful	that	they	had	switched	to	their	new	cloaks.

The	Rangers,	Horace	and	Evanlyn	kept	their	eyes	straight	ahead,	as	befitted	the
dignity	 of	 a	 diplomatic	 mission.	 Svengal	 felt	 no	 such	 inhibitions.	 He	 looked
around	curiously,	getting	a	feeling	for	the	town.	The	approach	to	the	town	square
was	similar	to	the	one	he	had	taken	some	weeks	earlier	in	Erak's	company,	even
though	 they	 had	 been	 approaching	 from	 the	 opposite	 side	 of	 the	 town.	 The
narrow	 street	wound	 through	 the	 same	 featureless	whitewashed	buildings.	The
roofs	were	flat	and	from	time	to	time	he	saw	curious	brown	faces	peering	over
the	balustrades	at	the	small	party,	no	doubt	attracted	by	the	solid	tramp	of	their
escort's	feet	on	the	street.

He	studied	the	houses	they	passed.	There	were	few	windows,	balconies	or	other
openings	 looking	 onto	 the	 street.	 But	 now	 that	 he	 had	 seen	 the	 inside	 of	 the
guest-'house,	he	realised	that	Arridi	houses	tended	to	look	inwards,	onto	shaded
central	courtyards	where	the	inhabitants	relaxed.

They	 arrived	 at	 the	 open	 space	 of	 the	 town	 square.	As	 they	 passed	 out	 of	 the
narrow	 street	 into	 the	 wide	 paved	 area,	 Svengal	 noted	 the	 wooden	 barricades
hinged	back	against	 the	walls	on	either	side.	Obviously	they	were	a	permanent
installation.	Pity	he	hadn't	noticed	them	last	time,	he	reflected,	or	realised	their
significance.

Selethen	 led	 them	across	 the	square.	The	 fountain	 that	Svengal	had	noticed	on
his	 previous	 visit	 was	 now	 running	 and	 he	 could	 hear	 the	 musical	 splash	 of
falling	water.

Funny	 how	 just	 the	 sound	 of	 running	 water	 made	 a	 man	 feel	 a	 little	 cooler



somehow,	he	thought.	He	was	about	to	share	this	insight	with	the	others	but,	for
the	first	time,	he	noticed	their	fixed,	unwavering	expressions	and	realised	that	it
might	not	be	the	time	for	idle	chitchat.

They	 stepped	 up	 into	 the	 cool	 shade	 of	 the	 colonnaded	 grace.	 The	 massive
brassbound	doors	were	open	this	time	and	Selethen	stood	to	one	side,	gesturing
for	them	to	precede	him.	His	troops	fanned	out	to	either	side	of	the	door.

Evanlyn	 led	 the	way	 in,	with	Halt	 a	 pace	 behind	 her.	Gilan,	Will	 and	Horace
walked	three	abreast	and	Svengal	hurried	to	catch	up	with	them,	falling	in	step
with	Horace.

'Quite	a	place	they've	got.'

The	young	warrior	grinned	at	him.

After	 the	 hard	 morning	 light	 outside,	 reflected	 from	 the	 multitude	 of	 white
buildings,	 it	was	dim	inside	the	building	so	that	 it	 took	a	few	seconds	for	 their
eyes	to	adjust.	But	it	was	pleasantly	cool	as	well,	Svengal	noted	gratefully.

They	were	 alone	 in	 a	 vast	 room,	 obviously	 the	Wakir's	 audience	 hall.	Around
three	sides	were	other	rooms	and	second-floor	galleries,	where	the	doors	to	yet
more	rooms	were	visible.	But	the	central	hall	itself	took	up	the	entire	two-storey
height	 of	 the	 building.	 It	 extended	 upwards	 to	 a	 vaulted	 roof,	 where	 cleverly
designed	glazed	openings	 and	baffles	 allowed	 indirect	 light	 to	 enter	 the	 room,
without	paying	the	penalty	of	the	heat	that	would	come	with	direct	sunlight.

The	 walls	 were	 painted	 in	 the	 ubiquitous	 white,	 while	 the	 floor	 was	 tiled	 in
elaborate	mosaic	patterns,	with	an	overall	light	blue	pattern.	The	coolness	of	the
tiles	 underfoot	 seemed	 to	 radiate	 upwards,	 contributing	 to	 the	 sensation	 of
coolness	in	the	large	room.

The	 fourth	 side	of	 the	 room,	 the	one	 they	were	 facing,	was	 the	 site	where	 the
Wakir	 received	delegations.	There	was	 a	 tall	wooden	 chair,	 carved	 in	 intricate
patterns	 and	 much	 decorated	 with	 gilt	 and	 red	 paint,	 standing	 in	 a	 central
position,	 on	 a	 slightly	 raised	 dais.	 Several	 low	 benches,	 presumably	 for	 those
seeking	audience,	were	arranged	to	either	side.

Evanlyn	 stopped	a	 few	paces	 into	 the	 room,	waiting	 for	 further	developments.



She	looked	straight	ahead,	knowing	that	it	would	be	a	mistake	to	turn	to	Halt	for
advice.	 That	would	 show	 any	 unseen	 observer	 that	 she	was	 unsure	 of	 herself,
and	not	in	command	of	this	expedition.	She	knew	that	if	Halt	wanted	to	give	her
advice,	he	would	do	so	in	an	unobtrusive	way.	For	the	moment,	he	was	content
to	follow	her	lead.	He	stopped	half	a	pace	behind	her	and	to	her	right.	The	others
halted	as	well.

Selethen	 stepped	 to	her	 side	and	 said	quietly,	 'The	Wakir	will	 be	 arriving	 in	 a
few	moments.'

He	gestured	towards	the	raised	dais.	His	intent	was	obvious.	They	were	to	move
forward	and	await	the	Wakir's	arrival.

'When	he	does,'	Evanlyn	said	in	a	clear,	carrying	voice,	'we	shall	join	him.'

Will	saw	the	slight	movement	of	Halt's	head	as	the	Ranger	nodded	approvingly.
There	was	 a	matter	 of	 protocol,	 and	 even	more	 important,	 dignity,	 here.	They
had	discussed	the	local	system	of	rank	and	nobility	on	the	ship.	The	Wakir	was
the	local	ruler,	with	authority	over	the	province	of	Al	Shabah,	and	answerable	to
the	 Emfikir,	 the	 national	 ruler.	 That	 made	 him	 the	 equivalent	 of	 a	 baron	 in
Araluen.	And	 since	 the	Al	 Shabah	 province	was	 an	 important	 one,	 this	Wakir
would	be	a	senior	baron,	equivalent	to	someone	like	Arald.

But	Cassandra	was	a	Crown	Princess	and	far	superior	in	rank	to	any	local	ruler.
It	would	not	be	seemly	 for	her	 to	 stand	waiting	while	 the	Wakir	 took	his	 time
arriving.	Of	course,	as	the	head	of	a	delegation,	she	had	to	show	some	deference
to	 his	 position.	 She	 could	 not,	 for	 example,	 insist	 that	 he	 come	 to	 her	 at	 the
guesthouse.

Stopping	here,	 just	 inside	 the	entrance	 to	 the	audience	hall,	was	a	compromise
that	 served	 both	 her	 dignity	 and	 that	 of	 the	Wakir.	 Halt	 glanced	 at	 the	Arridi
captain	 as	 he	 registered	 her	 statement.	 He	 thought	 he	 saw	 a	 small	 light	 of
approval	 there	as	well.	 It	occurred	to	him	that	perhaps	Evanlyn's	sense	of	self-
worth	 and	confidence	was	being	 tested	—	and	 this	would	probably	not	be	 the
last	time	it	happened.

'I	shall	inform	his	Excellence,'	said	Selethen.	This	time,	Halt	was	sure	he	saw	the
slightest	trace	of	a	smile	on	the	dark	face	before	the	tall	warrior	moved	away.



He	disappeared	into	one	of	the	many	side	doors.	There	would	likely	be	galleries
and	hallways	running	the	length	of	the	building,	Halt	thought,	as	well	as	offices
and	rooms	for	the	Wakir's	staff.

Now	 that	 they	were	 alone,	 he	 felt	 it	was	 an	opportune	moment	 to	 let	Evanlyn
know	that	she	had	acted	correctly.

'Well	done,'	he	said	in	a	low	voice.	She	didn't	 turn	to	look	at	him	but	from	the
three-quarter	viewpoint	he	had,	he	saw	her	cheekbones	move	and	knew	that	she
had	allowed	a	faint	smile	to	touch	her	face.

'Wasn't	sure	what	to	do,'	she	murmured	back	to	him.

'Trust	your	instincts,'	he	told	her.	She	knew	more	about	these	situations	than	she
realised,	he	thought.	She'd	spent	years	at	Duncan's	side	and	she	was	quick-witted
and	intelligent.	'When	in	doubt,'	he	added,	'be	pompous.'

'Don't	make	me	 laugh,	Halt,'	 she	 said	 out	 of	 the	 corner	 of	 her	mouth.	 'I'm	 as
nervous	as	a	cat	here.'

'You're	 doing	 fine,'	 he	 said.	As	he	 said	 it,	 a	 door	opened	 at	 the	 far	 end	of	 the
room,	on	the	left-hand	side,	and	half	a	dozen	men	emerged,	 led	by	a	man	who
could	only	be	the	Wakir.

He	was	a	disappointing	figure,	Will	 thought.	So	far,	he	only	had	experience	of
Selethen	 and	his	 soldiers.	They	were	 tall	 and	 lean	 and	had	 the	 look	of	 trained
fighting	 men	 about	 them.	 The	Wakir	 looked	 like	 a	 clerk	 —	 a	 hilfmann,	 he
thought,	remembering	his	despised	antagonist	at	the	Skandian	court.

The	Wakir	was	a	good	head	shorter	 than	any	of	 the	others	 in	his	entourage.	A
head-and-a-half	 if	 compared	 to	Selethen,	who,	 as	 a	mere	captain	of	 the	guard,
had	 brought	 up	 the	 rear.	 The	Wakir	 was	 also	 a	 little	 overweight	—	 no,	Will
corrected,	he	was	fat	—	a	fact	that	could	not	be	concealed	by	the	flowing	robes
he	wore.	And	the	face	beneath	the	oversized	turban	seemed	to	have	been	formed
from	soft	clay,	moulded	hastily	to	form	features,	with	a	squashed	lump	of	a	nose
set	 in	 the	middle.	 He	 looked	 around	 uncertainly,	 saw	 the	Araluan	 delegation,
scratched	his	backside	and	took	his	seat	on	the	carved,	decorated	chair.	He	had
to	sit	well	forward	to	make	sure	that	his	short	legs	actually	touched	the	ground.
Had	he	sat	back,	they	would	have	swung,	childlike,	some	five	centimetres	from



the	 polished	 wood	 floorboards	 of	 the	 platform.	 'A	 giant,	 isn't	 he?'	 Horace
muttered	out	of	the	corner	of	his	mouth.

'Shut	up,'	Halt	replied,	in	the	same	fashion.

'Children,	children,'	Evanlyn	said	quietly	in	mock	admonishment.	Will	regarded
her	with	admiration.	She	stood	straight-backed	and	confident.	She	was	handling
all	with	great	 skill	 and	aplomb,	he	 thought,	 as	 if	 she	were	born	 to	 it.	Then	he
shrugged	mentally.	She	had	been	born	to	it.	For	a	moment,	he	had	another	flash
of	 his	 own	 inadequacy.	 Then,	 as	 Evanlyn	 stepped	 out	 towards	 the	 dais,	 he
hurried	to	fall	in	step	with	the	others.

Their	boots	rang	on	the	tiled	floor,	echoing	off	the	bare	walls	as	they	proceeded
down	 the	 large	 room.	 Evanlyn	 stopped	 just	 short	 of	 the	 dais,	 waiting	 to	 be
announced.

Selethen	stepped	forward,	between	her	and	the	Wakir.

'Your	 Excellence,	 may	 I	 present	 the	 delegation	 of	 Princess	 Cassandra	 of	 the
Kingdom	 of	 Araluen.	 Princess,	 may	 I	 present	 his	 Excellence	 Aman	 Sh'ubdel,
Wakir	and	overlord	of	the	province	of	Al	Shabah.'

Evanlyn	 inclined	her	head	deeply.	She'd	been	 told	by	Lord	Anthony	 that	 strict
protocol	required	a	woman	to	curtsey	in	this	sort	of	situation.	But	she'd	told	him
that	she'd	be	damned	if	she	did.

'Excellence,'	she	said,	holding	the	bow	for	several	seconds,	then	looking	up.

The	Wakir	gestured	for	her	to	approach	and	as	she	stepped	towards	the	low	dais
he	said,	'Please	be	seated,	my	lady.'

Evanlyn	froze	in	mid-step.	A	small	frown	crossed	her	face.

'I	am	Crown	Princess	of	Araluen,	Excellence.	As	such,	I	am	addressed	as	"your
highness".	Or,	if	that	isn't	acceptable	to	your	own	dignity,	"Princess	Cassandra"
would	be	suitable.'

Good	girl,	thought	Halt,	although	his	face	remained	inscrutable	as	ever.



The	Wakir	seemed	a	little	flustered	by	her	reaction.	He	glanced	to	one	side	and
for	 a	 moment,	 Evanlyn	 had	 the	 distinct	 impression	 that	 he	 was	 looking	 to
Selethen	 for	 guidance.	 She	 had	 an	 urge	 to	 look	 at	 the	 captain	 as	well	 but	 she
knew	she	must	keep	her	gaze	fixed	on	the	Wakir.

'Of	 course,	 of	 course!	 A	 slip	 of	 the	 tongue.	 Apologies,	 Princess	 ...	 your
highness,'	 he	 said,	 waving	 a	 hand	 to	 dismiss	 his	 unintentional	 gaffe.	 'Please,
please,	sit	with	me.'

For	a	moment,	Evanlyn	fought	an	overwhelming	urge	to	giggle	as	she	wondered
what	he'd	do	 if	 she	 took	him	 literally	and	hopped	up	 to	 sit	on	his	knee	on	 the
massive	 carved	 chair.	 She	 struggled	 to	 keep	 a	 straight	 face,	 realising	 that	 the
urge	was	a	reaction	to	her	nervousness.	Her	hesitation	served	her	well,	however,
as	the	Wakir	took	it	as	a	further	sign	of	her	displeasure.	He	rose	from	his	chair.
Will	had	to	hide	a	smile	as	he	saw	how	awkward	this	movement	was.	The	short-
legged	Arridi	ruler	had	to	skid	his	behind	forward	to	the	edge	of	 the	seat,	 then
virtually	drop	to	the	floor.

Having	 been	 shorter	 than	most	 of	 those	 around	 him	 all	 his	 life,	Will	 enjoyed
seeing	someone	else	struggling	with	the	problem.

'Sit,	your	highness,	please!'	he	repeated	and	Evanlyn	nodded	her	consent,	moved
to	a	richly	upholstered	bench	that	Selethen	placed	before	her	and	sat	gracefully.
The	Wakir	 nodded.	 He	 climbed	 back	 aboard	 his	 seat,	 wriggling	 his	 backside
again	 to	 get	 into	 position,	 cast	 another	 sideways	 glance,	 then	 licked	 his	 lips
nervously.	Evanlyn	thought	she	might	as	well	take	charge	of	matters.

'We've	come	to	discuss	the	ransom	of	our	friend	Erak,	Oberjarl	of	Skandia,'	she
said.	Her	voice	was	high	and	clear.	'We	understand	you	have	set	a	sum	for	this?'

'We	have,'	 the	Wakir	 replied.	 'The	 sum	 required	 is	 ...	 '	Again	he	hesitated	 and
again	 there	 was	 that	 sideways	 shift	 of	 the	 eyes.	 Evanlyn	 frowned.	 The	 man
seemed	 very	 unsure	 of	 himself,	 she	 thought.	 Then	 he	 continued.	 'Eighty
thousand	 reels	of	 silver.'	There	was	a	 renewed	 tone	of	 confidence	 in	his	voice
now	that	he	spoke	the	figure,	as	if	it	had	just	been	confirmed	for	him.

Evanlyn	shook	her	head.	 'Too	high,'	she	said	firmly.	The	Wakir	 jerked	back	 in
his	seat	in	surprise.



'Too	high?'	 he	 repeated	 and	Evanlyn	nodded.	She	was	 conscious	of	Anthony's
briefing	on	this	matter.	They'll	expect	you	to	bargain,	he	had	said.	It's	a	virtual
insult	if	you	don't.

'We're	offering	fifty	thousand,'	Evanlyn	told	him	calmly.	The	Wakir's	hands	flew
about	his	head	in	an	agitated	fashion.

'Fifty	thousand?	But	that's	...	'	He	hesitated	and	Evanlyn	finished	for	him.

'Our	offer.'

The	Wakir's	hand	played	with	his	chin,	tugging	at	the	loose	flesh	below	it.	His
eyes	took	on	a	crafty	look.

'All	very	well	to	offer	such	a	low	price,	your	highness.	But	how	do	I	know	you
are	capable	of	paying	even	that	much?	How	do	I	know	you	are	authorised?'

'You	have	my	seal,'	Evanlyn	said	simply.	She	had	seen	the	seal	box	that	she	had
returned	 to	Selethen	 the	previous	day.	 It	was	 sitting	on	a	 side	 table	beside	 the
Wakir's	chair.	He	looked	at	it	now,	picked	it	up	and	opened	the	hinged	top.,

'Aaah,	yes.	Your	seal,'	he	said,	studying	it.

'It	identifies	me	as	the	Princess	Cassandra	of	Araluen,'	Evanlyn	replied	and	Halt,
listening	intently,	detected	the	slightest	note	of	suspicion	in	her	voice.

Again	the	Wakir	fingered	his	chin.

'So	you	say.	But	this	seal,	of	course,	could	belong	to	...	 '	He	looked	around	the
room,	waved	his	hand	indefinitely	and	finished,	'	...	anybody.'

Evanlyn	sat	back	on	her	bench	 for	a	 few	seconds,	her	mind	 racing.	She'	knew
that	countries	kept	a	 register	of	official	seals	and	she	knew	that	Arrida	was	on
the	list	of	countries	with	which	Araluen	had	exchanged	such	information.	Before
she	 had	 left	 Araluen,	 Duncan	 and	 Anthony	 had	 assured	 her	 that	 in	 the	 last
exchange,	some	six	months	prior,	her	seal	had	been	included	with	Duncan's	as	a
matter	of	course.	The	Wakir	should	know	that.	 If	he	didn't,	 it	could	mean	only
one	thing	...



Abruptly,	she	rose	from	her	chair	and	turned	to	her	five	waiting	companions.

'Let's	go,'	she	said	crisply.

She	didn't	hesitate,	but	strode	decisively	through	them.	They	hurried	to	follow	in
her	wake,	her	boot	heels	loud	on	the	tiled	floor.	Behind	them,	there	was	a	buzz
of	activity	on	the	dais.	Will	glanced	back	and	saw	the	Wakir	had	come	to	his	feet
again,	 and	 was	 gesturing	 uncertainly	 towards	 Selethen.	 The	 captain	 stepped
forward	now	and	called	after	her.

'Princess	Cassandra!	Please	wait!'

Evanlyn	stopped	and	turned	deliberately.

'Wait?'	she	asked	and	he	moved	towards	her,	hands	stretched	out	in	an	imploring
gesture.	 'Why	should	I	wait	 to	be	 insulted	any	further?	You've	had	me	dealing
with	an	impostor.	I'll	wait	in	the	guesthouse,	but	only	as	long	as	the	real	Wakir
doesn't	make	himself	known	by	next	tide,	then,	we're	leaving.'

Selethen	hesitated,	then	his	shoulders	relaxed	and	he	smiled	ruefully.

'My	apologies,	your	highness.'	He	 turned	 to	 the	 tubby	 little	 figure	on	 the	dais.
'Thank	you,	Aman.	You	did	your	best.'

The	fake	Wakir	shrugged	disconsolately.	 'I'm	sorry,	Excellence.	She	caught	me
by	surprise.'

The	 suspicion	 that	 had	 been	 growing	 in	 Evanlyn's	 mind	 was	 confirmed.	 She
raised	an	eyebrow	at	the	captain.	'Excellence?'	she	repeated	and	he	shrugged.

'Aman	is	my	accountant,'	he	said.	'As	I	think	you	just	guessed,	I	am	Wakir	of	Al
Shabah.	 Now	 perhaps	 you	 could	 come	 back	 and	 we'll	 begin	 to	 negotiate	 in
earnest.'

Evanlyn	hesitated.	She	was	 tempted	 to	 stand	on	her	dignity.	Then	 she	 thought
about	Erak	and	realised	that	every	second	of	delay	would	cause	him	discomfort
and	uncertainty.

'Very	well,'	she	said	and	walked	back	to	the	dais.	The	four	Araluans	and	Svengal



followed	her.	As	they	marched	back	up	the	audience	hall,	Horace	leaned	down
to	Will	and	whispered	in	his	ear.

'Is	she	good	at	this,	or	what?'



Chapter	18

Selethen	led	them	out	of	the	large	audience	hall	to	a	smaller	chamber	set	to	one
side.	There	was	a	 low	central	 table	surrounded	by	thick,	comfortable	cushions.
Arched,	 unglazed	windows	 looked	 out	 onto	 a	 shaded	 verandah	while	 a	 slow-
moving	fan,	obviously	kept	moving	by	an	unseen	servant,	swung	back	and	forth
overhead,	keeping	a	cool	breeze	moving	through	the	room.

Selethen	gestured	for	them	to	sit.	This	time,	Will	realised,	there	was	no	position
of	 power	 for	 the	Wakir.	 He	 sat	 on	 the	 same	 level	 as	 his	 guests.	 Two	 of	 his
soldiers	remained	in	the	room	standing	impassively	to	either	side	of	the	door.	At
a	 signal	 from	 from	 one,	 servants	 emerged	 through	 a	 far	 archway	 and	 placed
bowls	of	 fruit	on	 the	 table,	 along	with	a	coffee	and	 small	 cups.	Evanlyn	hid	a
smile	as	she	saw	the	Rangers'	eyes	light	up	at	the	sight	of	the	last	items.

'My	 apologies	 for	 the	 play	 acting	 outside,'	 Selethen	 said	 smoothly.	He	 looked
slightly	amused	by	the	whole	proceeding,	Will	thought.	Evanlyn	showed	no	sign
of	any	reciprocal	amusement.

'Was	it	really	necessary?'	she	asked	coldly	and	Selethen	inclined	his	head.

'I'm	afraid	 I	 felt	 it	was,	 your	highness,'	 he	 said.	Evanlyn	went	 to	 speak	but	he
continued,	 'You	 must	 appreciate	 that	 I	 needed	 to	 be	 sure	 I	 was	 dealing	 with
someone	who	has	full	power	to	negotiate.	After	all,	I	expected	Svengal	here,'	he
nodded	 towards	 the	 Skandian,	 who	 was	 trying	 to	 make	 himself	 comfortable
sitting	cross-legged	on	a	cushion,	'to	return	some	months	hence	with	the	ransom
money.	A	delegation	from	Araluen,	arriving	so	soon	and	apparently	acting	on	his
behalf,	was	definitely	a	surprise.	I	suspected	a	trick.'

His	 gaze	 flicked	 to	 Svengal	 again.	 'No	 offence,'	 he	 added	 and	 the	 Skandian
shrugged.	If	he	had	been	able	to	think	of	a	worthwhile	trick	to	release	Erak,	then
he	would	have	tried	it.

'You	had	my	seal,'	Evanlyn	told	him.	'Surely	that	was	proof	enough.'	It	wasn't	a
question.	It	was	a	statement.	Selethen	inclined	his	head	thoughtfully.



'I	 recognised	 the	 seal,	 of	 course.	 I	 knew	nothing	 of	 the	 person	who	 carried	 it.
After	all,	a	seal	can	be	stolen	or	even	copied.	I	was	faced	with	 the	prospect	of
negotiating	with	a	young	woman.	I	needed	to	be	certain	 that	you	were	 the	real
Princess.	 That's	why	 I	 had	Aman	 impersonate	me.	 I	 knew	 you'd	 probably	 see
through	 the	 deception.	 But	 if	 you	 were	 planning	 trickery	 of	 your	 own	 you'd
pretend	 to	 go	 along	with	 it.	Only	 a	 real	 princess	would	 have	 the	 courage	 and
dignity	to	call	my	bluff	and	walk	out	as	you	did.'

He	smiled	at	Halt.	'Your	Princess	has	a	strong	nerve.	She'd	make	a	great	Arridi.'

'She	 makes	 a	 great	 Araluan,'	 Halt	 replied	 and	 the	 Wakir	 acknowledged	 the
statement.

Then	he	rubbed	both	his	hands	together	and	smiled	soberly.

'So	now,	perhaps	we	can	negotiate!'	he	said.

***

The	haggling	took	most	of	the	rest	of	the	morning.	Selethen	returned	to	his	base
figure	 of	 eighty	 thousand	 reels.	 Evanlyn	 countered	with	 an	 offer	 of	 forty-five
thousand.	When	 he	 gave	 her	 a	 hurt	 look	 and	 pointed	 out	 that	 earlier,	 she	 had
begun	at	fifty	thousand,	Evanlyn	told	him	that	he	had	tried	to	trick	her	and	her
dignity	now	demanded	a	lower	figure	as	a	starting	point.

The	 bargaining	 continued.	 Selethen	 raised	 the	 fact	 that	 keeping	 Erak	 guarded
and	cared	for	had	already	cost	his	province	a	considerable	amount	of	money.

'Those	soldiers	could	have	been	gainfully	employed	elsewhere,'	he	told	her.	'The
Tualaghi	bandits	raid	our	villages	constantly.'

Halt	looked	up	at	the	name.	Crowley's	briefing	to	him	had	relied	on	intelligence
that	was	over	a	year	old.	He	had	been	under	the	impression	that	the	Tualaghi,	a
wild	 desert	 tribe	 of	 bandits	 and	 robbers,	 had	 been	 successfully	 suppressed.
Apparently,	 if	 the	Wakir	 was	 to	 be	 believed,	 they	 had	 regained	 some	 of	 their
traditional	strength.	It	was	fact	worth	knowing,	he	thought	—	unless	it	was	just	a
bargaining	ploy	on	Selethen's	part.



Evanlyn	expressed	her	sympathy	for	the	expenses	incurred.	But	her	tone	left	no
doubt	that	she	was	less	than	concerned	about	it.	In	reply,	she	countered	with	the
expense	of	her	trip	to	Arrida	—	and	the	cost	of	maintaining	her	own	retinue.

'Very	few	expeditions	enjoy	the	presence	of	three	Rangers,'	she	said.	'Their	skills
are	very	much	in	demand	in	my	homeland.'

It	was	Selethen's	turn	to	react	to	a	word.	His	eyes	narrowed	thoughtfully	as	she
said	 'Rangers'.	 He	 knew	 there	 had	 been	 something	 about	 those	 three	 cloaked
men.	 They	 had	 the	 appearance	 of	 simple	 woodsmen,	 archers	 or	 hunters.	 Yet
there	 was	 an	 air	 of	 self-assurance	 about	 them	 all,	 and	 the	 older	 one,	 the
Princess's	principal	adviser,	spoke	with	a	depth	of	authority	that	one	would	never
expect	 from	a	simple	archer.	Rangers.	Yes,	he	had	heard	 the	 term.	There	were
rumours	about	the	Araluan	Rangers	—	stories	told	by	seafarers	who	had	visited
their	country.	They	were	vague	and	unsubstantiated,	and	doubtless	exaggerated,
to	be	sure.	But	enough	to	make	him	look	at	them	with	renewed	interest.

Even	 as	 his	 mind	 was	 running	 along	 these	 lines,	 he	 continued	 his	 smooth
discussion	 of	 relative	 costs	 and	 expenses	 incurred	 —	 along	 with	 appropriate
levels	of	reparation	that	might	be	involved.

'Let	 it	be	remembered	that	your	friend	and	ally	came	here	as	a	raider,'	he	said.
'He	planned	to	rob	Al	Shabah's	treasury.'	His	subtle	use	of	the	words	'friend	and
ally'	 conveyed	 the	 vague	 implication	 that	 the	 Kingdom	 of	 Araluen	 had	 given
some	 kind	 of	 tacit	 approval	 to	 Erak's	 raiding.	 It	 gave	 him	 a	 step	 up	 onto	 the
moral	high	ground.	'There	must	be	some	penalty	exacted	for	that	intention.'

Evanlyn	 conceded	 the	 point	—	 she	 could	 hardly	 do	 otherwise.	 She	 countered
with	 the	 fact	 that	 nothing	 had	 actually	 been	 stolen	 but	 Selethen	 had	won	 that
round.	She	was	forced	to	raise	her	bid	to	fifty-five	thousand.	He	said	he	would
consider	—	consider,	mind	you	—	a	sum	of	seventy-eight	thousand.

And	so	it	went	on.	Selethen	was	clearly	enjoying	the	process.	Bargaining	was	a
matter	dear	to	any	Arridi's	heart.	And,	after	a	while,	to	her	own	surprise,	Evanlyn
found	 she	 was	 enjoying	 herself	 as	 well.	 The	 man	 was	 charming	 and	 good
humoured.	It	was	impossible	to	take	offence	to	him.	And	she	had	to	admit	that
he	was	very	handsome,	in	an	exotic,	swashbuckling	fashion.

Eventually,	 they	 reached	 a	 tentative	 agreement.	 The	 figure	 was	 sixty-six



thousand,	 four	 hundred	 and	 eight	 reels	 of	 silver,	 to	 be	 paid	 in	 the	 form	 of	 a
warrant	on	the	Silasian	Council.	The	odd	figure	of	four	hundred	and	eight	reels
was	 reached	 when	 Selethen	 complained	 that	 the	 Silasians	 would	 take	 their
commission	 from	 the	 end	 figure.	 The	 fact	 that	 delivery	 of	 the	 silver	 was
absolutely	 guaranteed	 allowed	 him	 to	 give	 a	 little	 on	 the	 figure.	 But	 he	 still
resented	the	commission.

He	wrote	the	final	amount	on	a	parchment	and	nodded	several	times.

'I	will	consider	this	for	the	next	hour,'	he	said.

He	rose,	offering	his	hand	to	Evanlyn	to	assist	her.	Even	though	she	was	as	lithe
and	athletic	as	a	cat,	 she	 took	 it,	enjoying	 the	contact.	She	saw	Horace's	slight
frown	 as	 she	 did	 so	 and	 smiled	 to	 herself.	 A	 girl	 can	 never	 have	 too	 many
admirers,	she	thought.	Will,	she	noted,	seemed	unperturbed	by	the	fact	that	she
retained	hold	of	Selethen's	hand	a	little	longer	than	politeness	dictated.	But	then,
Rangers	 were	 trained	 to	 look	 imperturbable.	 He	 was	 probably	 seething	 with
jealousy,	she	thought.

The	 others	 rose	 to	 their	 feet	 as	 well,	 Svengal	 grunting	 as	 he	 heaved	 his	 bulk
upright.

'I	will	have	you	escorted	back	to	the	guesthouse,'	Selethen	told	her.	'I	will	bring
you	my	answer	in	an	hour's	time.'

In	spite	of	the	delay,	she	knew	that	the	figure	would	be	accepted.	Halt	had	told
her	before	they	left	the	guesthouse	that	the	facade	of	considering	it	for	an	hour
was	simply	part	and	parcel	of	Arridi	bargaining.

She	smiled	and	bowed	her	head.	'Thank	you,	Excellence.	I	look	forward	to	your
decision.'

***

Back	 at	 the	 guesthouse,	 as	 they	 sat	 around	 the	 table	 in	 the	 courtyard,	Svengal
shook	his	head	impatiently.

'Why	do	they	have	to	go	through	all	this	rigmarole?'	he	asked.	'We	know	they're
going	 to	accept	 the	 figure.	They	know	 they're	going	 to	accept	 it.	Why	not	 just



say	so	and	be	done	with	it?'

'It's	 a	kind	of	 compliment,'	Halt	 told	him.	 'It	makes	 it	 seem	 that	you've	driven
such	 a	 hard	 bargain	 that	 they	 can't	 accept	 immediately.	 They	 have	 to	 appear
reluctant.	They	enjoy	subtleties	like	that.'

Svengal	 snorted.	 Like	 most	 Skandians,	 he	 preferred	 the	 direct	 approach.	 The
tortuous	subtleties	of	diplomacy	left	him	cold.

Gilan	grinned.	'I	liked	his	subtle	implication	that	we	were	somehow	involved	in
the	raid.'

Halt	nodded.	'You	mean	his	reference	to	our	being	"a	friend	and	ally"?	It	was	a
nice	touch.'

Svengal	was	still	annoyed	over	what	he	saw	as	an	unnecessary	waste	of	time.	In
addition,	 he	was	 bored,	 tired	with	 behaving	 diplomatically	 and	 looking	 for	 an
argument	to	pass	the	time.

'Well,	in	a	way,	he's	right.	All	this	is	partly	your	fault,	you	know,'	he	said.

Halt	leaned	forward	in	his	chair,	eyebrow	raised.	'Our	fault?'

Svengal	made	a	vague	gesture.	'Yes.	After	all,	if	you	hadn't	insisted	that	we	stop
raiding	your	country,	we	never	would	have	been	here	in	the	first	place.'

'Pardon	me	if	I	disagree,'	Evanlyn	said.	 'You	surely	can't	be	trying	to	blame	us
for	Erak's	habit	of	charging	ashore	waving	an	axe	and	grabbing	everything	that
isn't	nailed	down?'	She	realised	as	she	said	it	that	it	might	sound	a	little	harsh	so
she	added	with	a	note	of	apology,	'No	offence,	Svengal.'

Svengal	 shrugged.	 'None	 taken.	 It's	 a	 pretty	 accurate	 description	 of	 Erak	 on	 a
raid,	as	a	matter	of	fact.	But	the	point	remains	...	'

Whatever	 that	 point	 might	 have	 been	 was	 never	 made	 clear,	 as	 a	 servant
appeared	 at	 that	 moment,	 informing	 them	 of	 Selethen's	 arrival.	 The	 Wakir
followed	a	few	metres	behind,	smiling	as	they	rose	from	their	chairs	around	the
table.



'Agreed,'	he	said	and	there	were	smiles	all	round	the	table.

'That's	wonderful,	Excellence,'	Evanlyn	 told	him.	 'I	 have	 a	warrant	 against	 the
Silasian	Council	in	my	baggage.	All	it	needs	is	for	the	amount	to	be	filled	in	and
for	me	to	add	my	seal.	We	can	do	that	straight	away.'

Selethen	nodded	contentedly.	'Whenever	it's	convenient,	your	highness,'	he	said.
'There's	no	hurry.'

Fortunately,	 there	 would	 be	 no	 problem	 with	 both	 sides	 understanding	 the
warrant.	The	Silasian	Council's	warrants	were	well	known	 throughout	 the	area
and	although	Araluans	and	Arridi	used	a	different	written	language,	both	nations
used	 the	same	numbering	system.	The	 figure	agreed	and	signed	 to	by	Evanlyn
would	be	unmistakable.

'I'm	sure	Erak	wouldn't	agree,'	Halt	said.	 'When	will	we	be	able	to	see	him	and
give	him	the	news?'

Selethen	hesitated.

'Ah	...	yes.	We	will	bring	him	to	you,'	he	agreed	eventually.

'Today?'	Halt	asked	and	again	there	was	that	slight	hesitation.

'Perhaps	it	might	take	a	little	longer	than	that,'	Selethen	said.	Halt	looked	at	him
suspiciously.

'How	 long?'	he	asked	very	deliberately.	Selethen	gave	him	his	most	disarming
smile.	Halt	remained	resolutely	un-disarmed.

'Four	days?	Perhaps	five?'	Selethen	said.

Evanlyn	and	Halt	exchanged	exasperated	glances.

'Where	exactly	is	he?'	the	Princess	asked	Selethen.	There	was	a	definite	cutting
edge	on	her	voice,	Will	thought.	Selethen	seemed	to	agree.	His	disarming	smile
became	a	little	less	confident.

'In	the	fortress	at	Mararoc,'	he	said.	'It's	four	days	ride	inland.'



Chapter	19

'When	were	you	planning	on	sharing	this	information	with	us?'	Halt's	voice	was
deceptively	calm.

Selethen	shrugged.	'Once	the	bargaining	was	complete.	I	had	him	removed	from
Al	Shabah	three	days	ago,	when	your	ship	was	first	sighted.	There	was	always
the	chance	that	we	might	not	reach	an	agreement	and	in	that	case,	I	wanted	the
prisoner	 where	 his	 crew	 couldn't	 attempt	 a	 sneak	 attack	 to	 rescue	 him.'	 He
glanced	at	Svengal.	'No	offence.'

The	Skandian	drew	a	deep	breath	and	let	 it	out	very	slowly.	He	was	obviously
making	a	huge	effort	to	control	himself.

'You	know,	one	of	these	days,	I'm	actually	going	to	take	offence	if	people	keep
throwing	out	these	slurs.	And	then	things	are	going	to	get	rather	ugly.	When	we
Skandians	take	offence,	we	do	it	with	a	battleaxe.'

Selethen	 inclined	 his	 head.	 'In	 that	 case,	 accept	my	 deepest	 apologies.	 In	 any
event,	now	that	the	bargaining	is	successful,	I'll	send	word	to	Mararoc	and	have
the	Oberiarl	brought	back	here.	As	soon	as	the	warrant	is	sealed	and	delivered	to
me.'

'Oh	 no.	 I	 don't	 think	 so,'	 Evanlyn	 said	 immediately.	 'I'm	 not	 handing	 over	 the
best	part	of	seventy	thousand	reels	until	I've	seen	the	goods	are	undamaged.'	For
a	 moment,	 she	 was	 about	 to	 say	 'no	 offence'	 to	 Svengal	 for	 referring	 to	 his
Oberjarl	as	'goods'.	In	the	light	of	his	previous	statement,	she	thought	it	wiser	not
to.

They	had	reached	an	impasse.	Selethen	was	not	willing	to	bring	Erak	back	to	the
coast	until	 the	money	had	been	exchanged.	Equally,	Evanlyn	was	not	going	 to
pay	until	she	had	proof	Erak	was	unharmed.	The	two	negotiators	stared	at	each
other	stubbornly.	Will	finally	broke	the	silence.

'Why	don't	we	go	to	Mararoc	to	fetch	him?'	he	asked	Selethen.	'The	Princess	can



reassure	herself	that	Erak	is	all	right	and	hand	over	the	warrant	there.'

It	 was	 significant,	 he	 thought,	 that	 both	 Evanlyn	 and	 Selethen	 looked
immediately	to	Halt	for	a	response.	The	older	Ranger	was	nodding.

'I	think	it's	a	good	idea,'	he	said.	It	was	a	fair	compromise.	And	in	addition,	he
could	 see	 there	 were	 advantages	 to	 travelling	 inland	 in	 Arrida.	 Very	 few
Araluans	had	ever	ventured	more	than	a	kilometre	from	the	coast	and	a	Ranger's
thirst	 for	 strategic	knowledge	was	 insatiable.	He	 looked	 at	Selethen.	 'I	 assume
you'll	ensure	the	Princess's	safety?'

'We'll	take	an	escort	of	fifty	of	my	men,'	he	agreed.	'And	my	crew,'	Svengal	put
in.	'After	all,	we've	sworn	to	protect	the	Princess.'

This	time,	however,	Selethen	didn't	agree.

'No,'	he	said	flatly.	'I'm	not	allowing	an	armed	force	of	Skandians	to	go	marching
across	Arrida.'

'There's	only	thirty	of	them,'	Svengal	said	ingenuously.	Selethen	smiled	grimly.

'Thirty	Skandians,'	he	said,	'are	the	equivalent	of	a	small	army.'

Svengal	had	to	grin	modestly	at	 that	assessment.	Selethen	switched	his	gaze	to
Halt.

'I	can't	allow	it,'	he	said	simply.

Halt	nodded.	'He's	right,	Svengal.	You	wouldn't	allow	a	hundred	Arridi	warriors
to	go	wandering	around	Skandia,	would	you?'

Svengal	chewed	his	moustache	thoughtfully	and	eventually	he	had	to	agree	that
Halt	was	right.

The	Ranger	saw	him	wavering	and	added,	'And	I	think	the	five	of	us,	along	with
Selethen	and	fifty	warriors,	should	be	enough	to	keep	the	Princess	safe.'

Evanlyn	coughed	lightly	and	they	all	looked	at	her.



'I	think	the	Princess,'	she	said	archly,	'would	prefer	it	if	you	didn't	discuss	her	as
if	she	weren't	in	the	room.'	She	smiled	at	Svengal	then	and	added:	'I'm	happy	to
release	 your	 men	 from	 their	 oath	 for	 the	 short	 time	 it	 will	 take	 us	 to	 get	 to
Mararoc.'

Then	she	turned	to	Selethen.

'So	when	do	we	get	started?'

***

They	left	in	the	pre-dawn	greyness	the	following	morning.	Selethen	pointed	out
that	the	Arridi	preferred	to	travel	in	the	hours	before	noon,	by	which	time	the	sun
had	reached	its	full	heat.	None	of	the	Araluans	saw	any	reason	to	disagree	with
him.

The	sea	breeze	followed	them	for	the	first	kilometre	or	two.	The	early	morning
was	 fresh	 and	 cool	 and	 they	 covered	 ground	 quickly.	 Selethen	 had	 supplied
Evanlyn	with	a	horse	—	one	of	 the	 local	breed	favoured	by	Arridi	warriors.	 It
was	 taller	 than	 the	 horses	 the	 three	 Rangers	 rode	 —	 finer	 boned	 and	 more
delicate	looking.	Its	coat	was	smooth	and	short-haired,	in	contrast	to	the	shaggy
little	horses.	 It	had	a	short	muzzle	and	a	handsome,	 intelligent	face.	Obviously
bred	for	flashing	speed	in	short	bursts,	thought	Halt	as	he	admired	the	beast.	And
undoubtedly	able	to	cope	with	the	heat	and	dryness	of	the	desert.

The	Arridi	leader	had	offered	Horace	a	similar	mount	but	Horace	had	chosen	to
stay	with	Kicker.

'He	knows	my	ways,'	he	said,	smiling.

There	was	a	long,	thin	band	of	orange	creeping	above	the	low	hills	in	the	east	as
they	rode	inland.	The	sea	breeze	faded	away	as	they	got	farther	from	the	coast
but	the	air	was	still	chilled.	The	clear	nights	in	the	desert	allowed	heat	to	escape
into	 the	atmosphere,	Selethen	had	warned	 them.	Nights	were	 surprisingly	cold
while	the	days	became	hot	and	searing.

'I	thought	deserts	were	supposed	to	be	all	sand,'	Horace	said	to	Will,	surveying
the	hard,	rocky	surface	they	were	crossing.



Selethen	heard	the	comment	and	turned	to	him.

'You'll	 see	 plenty	 of	 that	 when	 we	 reach	 the	 Sand	 Depression,'	 he	 said.	 'The
ground	we're	crossing	now	is	the	coastal	plain.	Then	there's	a	belt	of	sand	dunes
that	 stretches	 for	 thirty-odd	kilometres	before	we	 reach	 the	 inland	escarpment.
We	climb	several	hundred	metres	to	the	site	of	Mararoc.'

'So	we'll	see	plenty	of	the	country,'	Horace	said	cheerfully.

The	three	Rangers	exchanged	quick	glances.	The	previous	night,	Halt	had	called
Will	and	Gilan	to	his	room.	'This	is	a	great	opportunity	to	learn	something	about
the	inland	areas	of	Arridi,'	he	said.	'After	the	first	few	kilometres,	whatever	maps
we	have	in	Araluen	are	sheer	guesswork.'

Will	 and	 Gilan	 listened	 eagerly.	 Rangers	 were	 obsessed	 with	 information
gathering,	and	knowledge	of	the	topography	of	a	country	could	be	vital	if	there
were	ever	any	future	confrontation	with	the	Arridi.

'Take	notice	of	any	major	 land	 features	—	cliffs,	hills,	 tors,	wells.	Particularly
wells.	When	 we	 rest,	 note	 them	 down.	We'll	 compare	 notes	 each	 evening,	 to
make	sure	we	keep	it	as	accurate	as	possible.	Then	we'll	draw	a	chart	of	the	day's
progress.	Do	you	both	have	your	Northseekers?'	he	asked.

The	 two	 younger	 men	 nodded.	 The	 Northseekers	 were	 magnetised	 slivers	 of
steel	set	in	a	protective	container	and	free	to	swivel	as	the	magnetic	field	of	the
earth	 dictated.	 Their	 use	 and	 value	 had	 originally	 been	 discovered	 by	 the
Skandians.	All	Rangers	carried	them.

'Then	use	them,'	Halt	went	on.	'But	try	to	make	sure	Selethen	doesn't	notice	too
much	 of	what	we're	 doing.'	 Selethen	was	 no	 fool.	He	 saw	 the	 quick	 look	 that
passed	 between	 the	 three	 Rangers	 and	 resolved	 to	 keep	 a	 close	 eye	 on	 them.
There	was	 no	 current	 animosity	 between	 their	 countries.	But	who	 knew	when
that	might	change?

The	glaring	eye	of	the	sun	had	slid	up	over	the	rim	of	the	earth	now	—	a	vast	red
ball	rising	into	the	sky.	It	interested	Will	that	at	this	time	of	day	it	was	possible
to	discern	 the	sun's	movement.	One	moment	 it	was	 just	broaching	 the	horizon,
next	it	was	soaring	freely.	And	already	its	heat	was	starting	to	bite,	dispelling	the
remaining	chill	of	the	dark	hours.



'Don't	 like	 the	 look	 of	 that,'	 Svengal	 muttered.	 He	 was	 riding	 a	 heavy-set
workhorse.	The	slender	Arridi	breed	would	have	been	too	light	to	carry	his	bulky
frame	over	a	 long	 journey.	Selethen	 looked	at	him	curiously	and	 the	Skandian
pointed	towards	the	sun.

'When	you	see	a	red	sunrise	like	that	at	sea,	you	start	looking	for	a	harbour,'	he
said.

The	Wakir	nodded.	'Same	in	the	desert.	It	often	means	a	storm.	But	not	always,'
he	added,	smiling	reassuringly	at	Evanlyn.

During	the	hours	before	dawn,	they	had	ridden	as	a	group,	with	Selethen's	men
riding	 in	 a	 ring	 around	 them.	Now	 that	 visibility	 had	 improved,	 he	 blew	 on	 a
small	silver	whistle	and	the	troop	took	up	its	daylight	positions.	A	squad	of	five
riders	cantered	 forward	until	 they	were	a	kilometre	 in	advance	—	still	 in	sight
but	able	 to	give	ample	warning	of	any	 impending	attack.	They	spread	out	 into
line	abreast,	each	man	several	hundred	metres	from	his	neighbour.

Another	 five	 dropped	 back	 and	 formed	 a	 similar	 screen	 to	 the	 rear.	 The
remaining	forty	men	spit	into	two	files	riding	either	side	of	the	command	group,
a	hundred	metres	out	and	on	parallel	paths.	It	was	one	advantage	of	travelling	in
such	 bare,	 featureless	 country,	 Halt	 thought.'	 Selethen	 could	 deploy	 his	 men
across	a	wide	space	without	having	to	keep	them	bunched	up	on	a	track.

The	other	notable	feature	of	the	formation	was	that	it	precluded	the	men	talking
among	 themselves	 and	missing	 any	 possible	 threat.	 The	 horsemen	 in	 the	 two
parallel	 files	 were	 all	 facing	 outwards,	 he	 noticed,	 their	 eyes	 scanning	 the
horizon.

He	nudged	Abelard	up	level	with	Selethen's	pure	white	stallion.

'Expecting	 trouble?'	 he	 asked,	 nodding	 at	 the	 wide-flung	 screen	 of	 men
protecting	them.	Selethen	shrugged.

'Always	expect	trouble	in	the	desert.	Then	you	usually	won't	meet	it.'

Halt	nodded	appreciatively.	'Very	wise,'	he	remarked.	'Who	said	that	first?'



Selethen	allowed	himself	a	thin	smile.	'A	very	wise	man,'	he	said.	'Me,	in	fact.'

He	glanced	round.	He	could	see	the	younger	of	the	three	Rangers	making	a	note
on	a	small	sheet	of	parchment.	He	was	staring	 intently	at	a	hill	 in	 the	distance
with	a	distinctive	hooked	shape	to	its	peak.	He	decided	there	was	little	he	could
do	to	stop	this	activity.

He	realised	Halt	was	asking	another	question.

'You	mentioned	the	Tualaghi,'	 the	Ranger	said.	He	nodded	meaningfully	at	 the
protective	 screen	 around	 them.	 'I'd	 heard	 you	 had	 them	 pretty	 well	 under
control.'

Selethen	 shook	his	head	 in	 exasperation.	 'Nobody	can	keep	 those	devils	under
control	for	too	long.	What	do	you	know	of	them?'

Halt	shrugged.	'They're	raiders.	Bandits.	Assassins,'	he	said.

Selethen	nodded	grimly.	 'All	of	 that	and	worse.	We	call	 them	the	Forgotten	of
God,	the	Blue-Veiled	Riders.	They	despise	the	true	religion.	They	worship	devils
and	 demons	 and	 they're	 committed	 to	 murder	 and	 robbery	 and	 pillage.	 The
trouble	is,	they	know	the	desert	like	the	back	of	their	hands	and	they	can	strike
and	fade	away	before	we	have	a	chance	to	retaliate.	They	have	no	honour	and	no
sense	 of	 pity.	 If	 you	 are	 not	 one	 of	 them,	 you	 are	 not	 human.	 Your	 life	 is
worthless.'

'But	you	did	manage	to	defeat	them	at	one	stage?'	Halt	prompted.

'Yes.	 We	 formed	 an	 alliance	 with	 the	 Bedullin.'	 Selethen	 saw	 the	 question
forming	on	the	other	man's	lips	and	went	on	to	explain.	'They're	a	desert	nomad
tribe.	 Warriors.	 Independent	 and	 very	 proud.	 But	 they're	 honourable	 people.
They	know	the	desert	nearly	as	well	as	the	Tualaghi	and	they	joined	with	us	in	a
temporary	alliance	to	bring	them	to	heel.'

'Pity	you	couldn't	make	it	permanent,'	Halt	said.

Selethen	 looked	 at	 him.	 'Indeed.	 But	 as	 I	 say,	 the	 Bedullin	 are	 proud	 and
independent.	They're	like	hawks.	You	can	use	them	to	hunt	for	you	for	a	while.
But	they're	always	really	hunting	for	themselves.	Perhaps	it's	time	I	approached



them	again	to	put	the	Tualaghi	back	in	their	place.'

Halt	 noticed	 that	 the	Wakir	was	 looking	more	 and	more	 often	 to	 the	 southern
horizon.	He	followed	the	man's	gaze	and	could	see	a	thin	dark	line	there.

'Trouble?'	he	said.	Selethen	flashed	him	a	reassuring	grin.

'Maybe.	But	 at	 least	 the	Tualaghi	won't	worry	us.	They	move	 in	groups	of	no
more	than	ten.	Fifty	warriors	would	be	too	big	a	force	for	them	to	attack.'

'Quite	so,'	Halt	murmured.	'Yet	a	wise	man	should	always	expect	trouble,	didn't
you	 say?'	Unconsciously,	 his	 'hand	 touched	 the	 string	of	 the	massive	 longbow
slung	 across	 his	 shoulders.	 Selethen	 noticed	 the	 action.	 He	 glanced	 at	 the
southern	horizon	again.	The	dark	line	had	thickened	noticeably.	And	it	seemed
closer.	His	hand	went	to	the	silver	whistle	inside	his	shirt.

'I	think	I'll	call	the	outriders	in	a	little	closer,'	he	said.	'Invisibility	could	become
a	problem	before	too	long.'

Svengal	 had	 urged	 his	 sturdy	 horse	 up	 alongside	 them.	 He	 gestured	 to	 the
approaching	storm.

'Seen	that?'	he	asked,	and	Selethen	nodded.	'When	we	get	hit	by	one	of	them	at
sea,	it's	full	of	wind	and	water	and	rain	so	thick	you	can't	breathe.	What's	in	that
one?'

'Sand,'	Selethen	told	them.	'Lots	and	lots	of	sand.'



Chapter	20

There	 was	 a	 new	 urgency	 in	 Selethen's	 manner	 as	 the	 outriders	 closed	 in,	 in
response	to	his	signal.	He	looked	around	the	foreigners,	ensuring	they	were	all
wearing	 the	kheffiyehs	 he	 had	 given	 them	when	 they	 set	 out	 from	Al	 Shabah.
These	were	desert	headdresses	—	essentially	a	simple	square	of	cotton,	 folded
into	 a	 triangle,	 then	 draped	 over	 the	 head	 so	 that	 elongated	 tails	 hung	 down
either	side	and	at	the	back,	providing	protection	from	the	sun.	They	were	held	in
place	by	a	twisted	coil	of	camel	hair	rope.

Now	he	quickly	showed	them	how	the	elongated	tails	could	be	pulled	across	the
face	 then	 quickly	 twisted	 over	 each	 other	 to	 cover	 the	 nose	 and	mouth	 of	 the
wearer.	It	was	a	simple	but	effective	form	of	head	protection	in	the	desert.

'You'll	 need	 them,'	 he	 said.	 'Once	 the	 sand	 wall	 hits	 us,	 you'll	 be	 unable	 to
breathe	without	them.'

Will	glanced	to	the	south.	The	thin	dark	line	he	had	noticed	a	few	minutes	ago
was	now	a	thick	band	that	spread	from	one	side	of	 the	horizon	to	the	other.	In
fact,	he	realised,	the	horizon	seemed	to	have	moved	closer.	He	glanced	north	to
confirm	the	fact.	The	sandstorm	was	blotting	out	the	horizon	to	the	south.	It	was
a	 dirty	 brown	 colour	 at	 the	 base,	 almost	 black.	And	 now	he	 could	 see	 it	 as	 it
towered	thousands	of	metres	into	the	air,	blocking	out	the	sky.	The	storm	itself
was	rapidly	becoming	the	boundary	of	their	world.

Selethen	stood	in	his	stirrups,	looking	for	any	available	shelter.

'There.'	 he	 called.	 'There's	 a	 shallow	 wadi.	 The	 bank	 will	 give	 us	 a	 little
protection.'

He	urged	his	horse	towards	the	wadi,	a	dry	gully	that	jut	through	the	hard	rocky
ground.	The	walls	were	barely	three	metres	in	height	but	they	would	offer	some
protection,	at	least.	They	hurried	to	follow	him.	He	halted	a	few	metres	short	of
the	edge	to	allow	them	to	pass	by.

'My	god,'	said	Horace,	'look	at	how	fast	it's	moving!'



They	looked	up.	The	dirty	brown	wall	of	swirling	sand	now	completely	blocked
their	sight	to	the	south.	There	was	nothing	but	the	storm	and	now	they	could	see
how	 quickly	 it	 was	 advancing	 on	 them.	 It	 was	 moving	 like	 the	 wind,	 Will
thought.	Then	he	realised,	it	was	the	wind.

He	 glanced	 up	 and	 caught	 Evanlyn's	 eyes	 on	 him.	 They	 exchanged	 a	worried
look	 and	 he	 knew	 they	were	 both	 thinking	 of	 the	 same	 thing	—	 the	massive
storm	that	had	swept	down	on	them	when	they	were	prisoners	on	Wolfwind	years
before.	He	tried	to	grin	reassuringly	at	her	but	at	that	moment	the	first	breath	of
the	 storm	 struck	 them	 —	 unbelievably	 hot	 and	 fetid	 and	 laden	 with	 flying,
invisible	grains	of	sand.

Tug	plunged	nervously	as	the	sand	whipped	his	face	and	flanks.	Will	kept	a	firm
hand	 on	 the	 reins.	 Usually,	 Tug	 only	 needed	 him	 to	 hold	 them	 lightly	 but	 in
these	conditions,	he	knew,	his	horse	would	respond	better	to	the	sense	of	control
that	a	firm	pressure	on	the	bit	would	impart	to	him.

'Take	it	easy,	boy,'	he	said.	'It's	just	sand.'

The	wind	was	 now	 a	 living	 presence	 around	 them,	 keening	 horribly.	And	 the
light	 was	 dying.	Will	 was	 startled	 to	 find	 that	 Evanlyn,	 less	 than	 five	metres
away,	was	now	a	shadowy,	 indistinct	form	in	 the	dimness.	The	others	were	no
clearer.

Selethen	rode	in	among	them	and	they	pressed	closer	to	him	to	hear	him,	horses
tossing	and	whinnying	nervously.	He	unwound	the	protective	kheffiyeh	from	his
mouth	and	shouted	his	instructions.

'Ride	down	into	the	wadi.	Dismount	and	turn	your	horses'	tails	to	the	wind.	Try
to	cover	their	heads	with	your	cloaks	if	you	can.	Then	we'll	...	'

Whatever	he	was	going	to	add	was	lost	in	a	giant	fit	of	coughing	as	he	drew	in	a
mouthful	of	fine	flying	sand.	He	doubled	over,	pulling	his	headdress	across	his
face	again	and	waving	them	towards	the	wadi.

Halt	led	the	way.	Will's	sense	of	panic	rose	as	he	realised	that	his	mentor	would
be	out	of	sight	in	a	few	metres	if	he	didn't	hurry	to	follow	him.	He	was	conscious
of	other	blurred	figures	close	to	him	as	Gilan,	Horace,	Evanlyn	and	Svengal	all



followed	suit.	Further	away	there	were	vague	forms	moving	in	the	storm	and	he
realised	these	were	the	Arridi	troops	moving	to	the	shelter.

The	dim	shadow	that	was	Halt	and	Abelard	seemed	to	sink	into	the	ground	and
he	 realised	 that	 they	must	have	 reached	 the	 rim	of	 the	wadi.	Tug,	 seeing	 them
disappear,	became	nervous,	sensing	that	the	ground	before	him	was	unsafe.	He
whinnied	shrilly	and	baulked,	 resisting	Will's	efforts	 to	urge	him	forward.	The
wind	 was	 screaming	 around	 them,	 terrifying	 in	 its	 intensity	 and	 power,
disorienting	the	little	horse.	Never	before	had	Tug	refused	Will's	command	but
now	he	stood	his	ground.	The	wind	prevented	his	hearing	the	reassuring	tones	of
his	trusted	master's	voice	and	he	sensed	danger	somewhere	ahead.	He	had	seen
Halt	and	Abelard	disappear	and	he	was	trained	to	protect	his	master	in	situations
like	 this.	 He	 braced	 his	 legs	 and	 stood	 fast,	 head	 down	 into	 the	 screaming,
flaying	wind.

Will	 saw	 the	 shadowy	 figure	 of	 Horace	 move	 past	 him,	 recognisable	 only
because	of	the	fact	that	Kicker	stood	hands	taller	than	Tug.	Someone	else	moved
past	 him	 too.	 He	 had	 no	 idea	 who	 it	 was.	 Conditions	 were	 getting	 worse,	 as
unbelievable	as	that	might	seem.	The	wind	was	like	the	blast	from	an	oven,	the
air	 superheated,	 and	 the	millions	 of	 flying,	 stinging	 sand	 particles	 tore	 at	 any
piece	of	exposed	skin.	The	grains	forced	their	way	into	clothing,	under	the	face
masks	of	the	kheffiyehs,	into	boots,	inside	collars	and	into	any	crevice	in	the	skin
—	eyelids,	ears,	nostrils	were	full	of	it	and	Will	coughed	rackingly.

He	 found	 the	 action	 of	 coughing	 caused	 him	 to	 inhale	 more	 sand	 than	 he
expelled	but	it	was	unavoidable.

He	couldn't	stay	here	like	this,	he	realised.	And	he	couldn't	leave	Tug.	He	would
have	to	dismount	and	lead	the	little	horse,	hoping	that	the	sight	of	his	master	in
front	of	him	would	calm	his	fears	enough	for	him	to	move.	He	took	a	firm	grip
on	the	reins	and	swung	down	to	 the	ground.	Ordinarily,	he	would	have	 trusted
Tug	to	stand	still	when	he	dismounted.	But	he	knew	the	little	horse	was	close	to
panic	in	this	screaming,	hellish,	sand-laden	wind.

He	 slipped	 his	 right	 arm	 up	 under	 Tug's	 neck,	 caressing	 him	 and	 speaking	 to
him,	all	the	time	keeping	a	firm	hold	on	the	reins	with	the	other	hand.	It	seemed
to	be	working.	Tug's	 braced	 forefeet	 relaxed	 and	he	 allowed	himself	 to	 take	 a
faltering	few	steps	in	response	to	Will's	urging.



'Come	 on,	 boy.	 It's	 all	 right.	 It's	 only	 sand.'	 He	 tried	 to	 croon	 the	 words
reassuringly	but	he	was	startled	by	the	sound	of	his	own	voice,	which	came	out
as	a	dry,	 faltering	croak.	He	doubted	 that	 the	horse	could	hear	him	but	he	 felt
that	the	contact	of	his	right	arm	and	the	proximity	of	his	body	was	keeping	the
little	horse	under	control.

He	 stooped	 as	 he	 led	 Tug	 forward,	 trying	 to	 see	 the	 point	 where	 the	 ground
dropped	away	into	the	wadi.	It	was	all	he	could	do	to	make	out	the	ground	itself
amid	the	flying	debris	of	the	storm.	He	glanced	up	at	Tug's	face	once.	The	little
horse's	 eyes	were	 tight	 shut	 against	 the	wind.	 Fine	 sand	 and	 dust	 had	 crusted
over	the	moisture	around	the	eye	sockets	and	lids.

Where	the	hell	was	that	bank?	He	stumbled	forward,	awkward	with	the	resistant
weight	of	Tug's	reluctant	body.	He	pulled	the	reins	firmly	and	the	horse	yielded
a	little,	 taking	three	more	hesitant	steps	forward.	He	realised	that	Tug's	instinct
was	 to	 turn	 tail	 on	 to	 the	 wind,	 protecting	 his	 eyes	 and	 nostrils	 from	 the
whipping	sand.	But	he	had	to	keep	forcing	the	little	horse	forward	to	the	meagre
shelter	offered	by	the	wadi's	banks.	He	had	a	sense	 that,	 the	storm	had	not	yet
reached	its	peak.

Sand	whipped	 across	 his	 eyes,	 blinding	 him,	 and	 he	 released	 his	 hold	 around
Tug's	 neck	 for	 a	moment	 to	 try	 to	wipe	 them	 clear.	 It	was	 a	 futile	 effort.	He
gasped	 and	 spluttered,	 blinded	 and	 suffocated	 by	 the	 storm.	He	 pulled	 on	 'the
reins	 once	 more	 and	 stepped	 forward,	 head	 bowed	 against	 the	 screaming
darkness	around	him.

And	felt	his	foot	fall	into	empty	space.

Off	balance,	he	teetered	on	the	brink	of	the	wadi	bank,	Flailing	his	free	arm	in
the	air	 to	 try	 to	regain	his	stance.	His	whirling	arm	struck	Tug	across	 the	nose
and	the	little	horse	reared	back	in	surprise	and	alarm,	unsighted	by	the	cloying
sand	around	his	eyes	and	not	seeing	where	the	blow	had	come	from.

Will	began	to	fall	and	desperately	threw	himself	back	from	the	wadi's	edge.

The	 reins	 came	 loose	 from	 his	 grip	 as	 Tug	 jerked	 away,	 terrified	 by	 the
thundering	noise	of	the	wind,	startled	by	the	sudden,	unexpected	blow	across	his
muzzle	and	panic-stricken	by	the	loss	of	contact	with	his	master.	Blinded	by	the
sand,	he	wheeled	 instinctively	away	 from	 the	wind,	 seeking	 for	 some	sense	of



Will	 in	 the	 storm	 close	 by	 him.	 But	 his	 senses,	 normally	 so	 keen	 and	 finely
honed,	were	deadened	by	the	all-pervading	scream	of	the	storm,	the	heat	and	the
whipping,	 flying	 sand.	 Still	 trying	 to	make	 some	 contact	with	Will,	 he	 took	 a
pace,	then	another,	whinnying	shrilly	in	alarm.	But	he	was	already	heading	in	the
wrong	direction.

Will	floundered	to	his	feet.	He	tried	to	call	to	his	horse	but	his	voice	was	barely	a
croak	now.	He	thought	—	thought	—	he	could	sense	a	presence	in	the	storm	a
few	metres	away.	He	stumbled	towards	it,	knowing	it	was	Tug.

But	 the	 vague	 shape,	 nothing	 more	 than	 a	 half-perceived	 denser	 mass	 in	 the
darkness	 surrounding	 him,	 moved	 away	 and	 he	 lost	 sight	 of	 it.	 He	 stumbled
forward,	the	wind	behind	him	now.

'Tug!'	 he	 tried	 to	 shout.	 But	 the	 sound	 was	 inaudible	 even	 to	 his	 own	 ears,
drowned	by	the	triumphant	shriek	of	the	massive	wind.	He	stretched	out	a	hand
but,	touched	nothing	but	flying	sand.

Then,	miraculously,	he	saw	a	shadow	looming	out	of	the	dark	mass	of	wind	and
sand	and	debris.

'Tug!'	 he	 gasped.	 But	 a	 hand	 grabbed	 the	 collar	 of	 his	 cloak	 and	 pulled	 him
forward.

Dimly,	he	realised	that	he	was	face	to	face	with	Selethen.

'Get	 ...	 down!'	 the	 Wakir	 shouted	 at	 him,	 dragging	 him	 towards	 the	 rough
ground.	Will	fought	against	the	iron	grip.

'Horse	...	'	He	managed	to	force	the	word	out.	'My	horse	...	'

'Leave	...	him!'	Selethen	spoke	slowly	and	deliberately	so	that	he	could	be	heard
above	the	storm.	Now	he	was	urging	his	own	horse,	trained	for	and	accustomed
to	these	conditions,	 to	 its	knees,	all	 the	 time	holding	Will's	collar	with	his	free
hand.	The	Arridi	horse	 lay	on	its	side,	head	curled	round	into	 the	shelter	of	 its
own	body.	Will	felt	a	foot	slip	between	his	feet	to	trip	him	and	he	and	Selethen
crashed	 to	 the	 ground	 together,	 the	Arridi	 dragging	 him	 into	 the	 scant	 shelter
provided	by	the	horse's	body.



'Tug!'	Will	screamed,	the	effort	searing	his	parched	throat	with	agony.	Selethen
was	 fumbling	with	his	 cloak,	 trying	 to	drag	 it	 over	both	 their	 heads	 to	protect
them	from	the	sand.	He	leaned	over	to	speak	directly	into	Will's	ear.

'You'll	die	out	 there!'	he	shouted.	 'You'll	never	 find	him	now.	Try	 to	do	 it	and
you'll	die!	He's	gone!	Understand?'

Dully,	Will	realised	that	he	was	right.	He	would	have	no	chance	of	finding	his
horse	in	the	blinding,	whirling	mass	of	sand	that	surrounded	them.	He	felt	a	great
stab	of	pain	in	his	heart	at	the	thought	of	his	horse	—	alone	and	terrified	in	all
that	horror	—	and	he	sobbed	uncontrollably,	great	racking	sobs	that	heaved	and
shuddered	through	his	entire	body.

But	there	were	no	tears.	The	heat	and	the	choking,	cloying	sand	and	dust	denied
him	even	that	small	comfort.



Chapter	21

The	 storm	 passed	 over	 them.	 Will	 had	 no	 idea	 how	 long	 it	 battered	 them,
screamed	 at	 them,	 tortured	 them.	 It	 must	 have	 been	 hours.	 But	 eventually	 it
passed.

While	 it	 raged	 around	 them,	 it	was	 as	 if	 his	 senses	 shut	 down	 so	 that	 he	was
conscious	 only	 of	 the	 screaming,	 tormenting	 voice	 of	 the	wind.	 In	 the	 sudden
silence	that	greeted	its	passing,	he	became	aware	of	other	sensations.	There	was
something	heavy	across	his	legs	and	body,	and	on	top	of	the	cloak	that	Selethen
had	pulled	over	their	heads.	He	felt	Selethen	moving	and	he	wriggled,	fighting
against	 the	constricting	weight	as	well,	 realising	 it	was	sand	piled	up	on	 them,
thrown	there	by	the	rampaging	wind.

Selethen	coughed	beside	him	and	managed	to	throw	a	corner	of	the	cloak	clear.
Dirty	yellow-brown	sand	cascaded	in	on	them	both.	Will	rolled	to	his	back	and
shoved	the	cloak	away	from	his	own	face,	managing	to	look	down	at	himself.

There	was	no	 sign	of	his	body	or	 legs.	There	was,,nothing	but	 a	 sand-covered
hump.	He	struggled	to	sit	up,	shovelling	the	sand	away	from	his	lower	body	with
his	hands.	Beside	him,	he	was	conscious	of	Selethen	doing	the	same	thing.

The	earth	seemed	to	move	behind	him	and	he	twisted	round,	startled,	in	time	to
see	 Selethen's	 horse	 rolling	 and	 heaving	 to	 get	 its	 feet	 under	 it.	 The	 stallion
forced	its	way	upright,	sending	a	huge	weight	of	sand	crashing	onto	the	two	men
who	had	sheltered	behind	him.	Then,	upright,	the	horse	shook	itself	mightily	and
more	dirt	flew.

Will	heaved	himself	backwards	into	the	clear	space	left	by	the	horse's	body	and
felt	his	legs	coming	free.	With	a	final	effort,	he	broke	clear	of	the	sand's	grip	and
staggered	to	his	feet.

Below	 them,	 in	 the	 wadi	 bed,	 others	 were	 doing	 the	 same.	 He	 could	 see
movement	in	the	rows	of	piled	sand	that	marked	where	the	others	had	sheltered.
Then	 the	 sand	 surface	 heaved	 in	 a	 score	 of	 places,	 as	 if	 in	 response	 to	 some



minor	earthquake,	 and	bodies	began	 to	break	clear.	Sheltered	by	 the	bank,	 the
others	had	fared	better	than	he	and	Selethen.	The	covering	of	sand	that	lay	across
them	was	not	so	deep	or	heavy.	But	it	still	took	some	effort	to	break	clear.	The
horses,	able	to	stand	tail	on	to	the	wind	and	sheltered	by	the	wadi	bank,	were	in
better	condition.	At	least	they	hadn't	been	half	buried.

He	 looked	around	 into	Selethen's	 face.	 It	was	coated	and	crusted	with	 the	 fine
clinging	yellow	sand.	The	eyes,	ted-rimmed	and	sore,	stared	out	of	it	like	holes
in	a	grotesque	mask.	Will	realised	that	he	would	look	no	better.	The	Wakir	shook
his	head	wearily.	He	took	a	water	skin	from	his	horse's	saddle	bow,	wet	the	end
of	 his	kheffiyeh,	 and	 began	 to	 clean	 the	 clogged	 sand	 away	 from	 the	 animal's
eyes,	crooning	softly	to	him.	The	sight	of	the	horse	responding	trustingly	to	his
rider's	ministrations	 brought	 a	 horrible	 realisation	 back	 to	Will	 and	 he	 looked
around	 frantically,	hoping	against	hope	 that	he	would	see	another	hump	 in	 the
sand	—	a	hump	that	would	resolve	itself	into	the	shaggy-haired	form	of	Tug	as
he	struggled	to	his	feet.	But	there	was	nothing.

Tug	was	gone.

Gone	somewhere	out	in	the	wasteland	of	the	desert.	Will	blundered	a	few	paces
away	from	the	wadi's	edge,	tried	to	call	his	name.	But	the	dryness	and	the	sand
in	his	throat	defeated	the	effort	and	no	sound	came.	A	hand	touched	his	shoulder
and	 he	 turned	 as	 Selethen	 thrust	 the	 water	 skin	 to	 him.	 He	 took	 a	 mouthful,
rinsed	 it	 and	 spat.	 Then	 another,	 feeling	 the	warm	moisture	 soak	 into	 the	 soft
tissues	of	his	throat.

He	realised	that	Selethen	himself	hadn't	drunk	yet	and	he	handed	the	water	skin
back	 to	 him,	 watched	 as	 he	 rinsed,	 spat,	 then	 swallowed	 a	 mouthful	 or	 two
himself.	Finally,	he	lowered	the	skin.

'You	...	all	...	right?'	he	asked	haltingly.	Will	shook	his	head,	pointing	vaguely	to
the	desert	behind	them.

'Tug,'	 he	 said	miserably.	Then	he	 could	 say	no	more.	He	heard	boots	 slipping
and	sliding	in	the	sand	and	turned	to	see	Halt	climbing	wearily	up	the	wadi	bank.
His	face	was	covered	and	yellow-crusted	as	well.	His	eyes	were	red-rimmed	and
sore.

'Are	you	all	 right?'	he	repeated	Selethen's	question.	Then,	his	eyes	darted	from



side	 to	 side	 and	 a	 horrified	 look	 came	 over	 his	 face.	 'Where's	 Tug?'	 he	 asked
fearfully.	Will	bowed	his	his	head,	 feeling	 tears	 trying	 to	form.	But,	as	before,
his	body	lacked	the	moisture	to	allow	them.

'Gone,'	 he	 said	bitterly.	He	could	only	manage	 the	one	 syllable.	He	waved	his
hand	to	the	desert.

'Gone?'	Halt	echoed	him.	'Gone	where?	How?'

'The	horse	panicked	and	broke	free	in	the	wind,'	Selethen	told	him.	Will	looked
up	at	Halt,	his	eyes	haunted,	shaking	his	head.

'I	lost	him!'	he	blurted	out.	'I	let	go	of	the	reins!	It's	my	fault	...	my	fault!'

He	 felt	 Halt's	 arms	 go	 round	 him,	 felt	 himself	 drawn	 into	 the	 older	 man's
embrace.	But	there	was	no	sense	of	comfort	for	Will.	There	was	no	way	anyone
could	lessen	the	pain	he	felt.	His	horse,	his	beloved	Tug,	was	gone.	And	he	had
been	 the	one	who	let	go	of	 the	 little	horse's	 reins.	He	had	failed	Tug	when	his
friend	was	panicked	 and	 frightened	 and	most	 in	 need	of	 his	master's	 help	 and
support.

And	finally,	 the	 tears	did	come,	streaking	 runnels	 through	 the	yellow	dust	 that
caked	his	face	as	he	put	his	head	on	Halt's	shoulder	and	sobbed	uncontrollably.
Dimly,	he	heard	 the	voices	of	his	 friends	as	 they	gathered	wearily	around,	 the
questions	they	were	asking	and	the	dreadful,	final,	awful	answer	that	Halt	gave
them.

'Tug's	gone.'

Two	words.	Two	words	that	silenced	them	instantly.	Gilan,	Horace	and	Evanlyn
knew	 how	 much	 the	 little	 horse	 meant	 to	 Will.	 They	 knew	 the	 special
relationship	 that	 formed	 between	 a	 Ranger	 and	 his	 horse.	 And	while	 Svengal
couldn't	really	appreciate	it,	he	equated	it	to	the	sense	of	grief	a	Skandian	would
feel	at	the	loss	of	his	ship	and	he	grieved	for	his	friend.

Dimly,	Will	heard	their	expressions	of	disbelief	at	the	dreadful	news.	A	Ranger
and	his	horse	were	more	than	just	rider	and	mount.	They	all	knew	that.	A	Ranger
bonded	with	his	horse	from	the	early	days	of	his	apprenticeship	and	they	learned
their	special	skills	together.



Selethen	watched,	 uncomprehending.	 Like	 all	 Arridi,	 he	 loved	 horses.	 But	 he
knew	that	in	a	harsh	land	like	this,	losses	were	inevitable.	Broken	limbs,	thirst,
the	sun,	marauding	desert	lions	and	the	sand	cobras	that	lurked	in	any	damp	or
shaded	corner	could	all	kill	a	horse	 in	an	 instant.	Such	losses	were	regrettable.
But	they	had	to	be	borne.	He	glanced	at	the	sun,	now	past	noon.

'We'll	rest	here	for	a	few	hours,'	he	said.	 'We'll	continue	on	later	this	afternoon
when	it	cools	down.'

He	 ordered	 his	 men	 to	 light	 a	 fire	 and	make	 coffee.	 He	 doubted	 that	 anyone
would	have	the	appetite	for	a	meal	after	the	ordeal	they	had	gone	through.	But
coffee	would	 restore	 them,	 he	 knew.	He	watched	 as	 the	 older	 Ranger	 led	 his
apprentice	 away,	 finding	 a	 scant	 piece	 of	 shade	 under	 the	 wadi	 bank	 and
lowering	him	to	sit.

The	Princess	 and	 the	 young	warrior	went	 to	 approach	 them,	 offering	 comfort,
but	the	older	man	waved	them	away.	Now	was	not	the	time.

The	boy	would	 be	 exhausted,	Selethen	knew.	They	 all	were.	A	 storm	 like	 the
one	they	had	been	through	allowed	no	rest	for	anyone	caught	in	it.	The	muscles,
the	nerves,	the	mind	were	tensed	to	breaking	point.	The	fear	was	overwhelming,
particularly	 for	someone	who	had	never	been	 through	a	sandstorm	before.	The
physical	and	emotional	exhaustion	were	devastating.

The	 other	 Ranger,	 the	 one	 they	 called	 Gilan,	 had	moved	 to	 where	 the	 troops
were	 lighting	a	 fire.	He	waited	until	 the	coffee	was	 ready	and	 then	 took	a	cup
back	to	the	huddled	form	under	the	wadi	bank.	He	squatted	beside	the	youth	and
held	the	cup	out	to	him.

'Here,	Will,'	he	said	softly.	'Drink	this.'

Will	waved	the	cup	away	feebly.	He	was	sunk	deep	in	misery.	Gilan	pushed	it
forward	again,	more	forcefully,	nudging	him	with	it.

'You'll	need	it,'	he	said.	'You'll	need	your	strength	if	we're	going	to	find	Tug.'

Halt	looked	up	at	him,	startled	by	the	words.



'What	did	you	say?'	he	demanded	but	Gilan	was	unfazed	by	the	question.

'I'll	go	with	him,'	he	replied.	'We'll	find	Tug.'

For	the	first	time,	Will	raised	his	head,	taking	the	cup	and	looking	at	Gilan	over
the	rim.	There	was	a	very	faint	spark	of	hope	in	his	eyes.	Very	faint,	Gilan	saw,
but	present.

Halt	stood	abruptly,	taking	Gilan's	arm	and	drawing	him	to	his	feet.	He	led	the
young	Ranger	a	few	metres	away.

'What	are	you	talking	about?'	he	said	in	a	low	tone.	'Tug	is	gone.	He's	dead.'

Gilan	shook	his	head.	 'We	don't	know	that.	He	might	be	lost,	but	how	can	you
say	he's	dead?'

Halt	raised	his	hands	in	a	perplexed	gesture,	pointing	to	the	piles	of	wind-blown
sand	around	them.	'Did	you	just	go	through	that	storm	with	us?'	he	asked.

Gilan	 nodded	 calmly.'Yes.	And	 I	 survived.	 So	 did	Blaze.	 Seems	 to	me	 you're
being	a	little	hasty	in	assuming	Tug	is	dead.	Ranger	horses	are	a	tough	breed.'

Halt	conceded	the	point.	 'All	 right.	Let's	assume	you're	correct.	He's	alive.	But
still,	he's	lost	somewhere	out	there.	God	alone	knows	where.'

'Lost,'	Gilan	repeated.	'And	lost	can	be	found.	We	have	to	take	the	chance.	You'd
do	 it	 if	Abelard	was	 lost,'	 he	 added	 and	Halt,	 about	 to	 reply	 that	 the	 task	was
hopeless,	 stopped	himself.	 'I'll	 go	with	 him.	Give	us	 two	days.	We	 either	 find
Tug	in	that	time	or	we	catch	up	with	you	at	Mararoc.'

'No,	Gil.	You're	not	coming.	I'll	go	alone.'

Both	 men	 turned,	 startled	 at	 the	 sound	 of	 Will's	 voice.	 It	 was	 as	 much	 the
conviction	 in	 his	 words	 as	 the	 words	 themselves	 that	 surprised	 them.	 Will,
devastated	with	grief	a	few	minutes	ago,	now	had	a	ray	of	hope	handed	to	him.
And	he	had	seized	it	eagerly.

'We	can't	weaken	Evanlyn's	escort	any	further.	We	all	took	an	oath	to	the	King
to	protect	her,'	he	said.	'Of	all	of	us,	I'm	the	one	we	could	spare	most,	so	I'll	go



alone.	Besides,'	he	added,	'I	lost	him	and	it's	up	to	me	to	find	him.'

'Don't	be	ridiculous!'	Halt	snapped.	'You're	a	boy!'

Will's	face,	dust	and	tear	stained,	set	in	stubborn	lines	as	he	faced	his	teacher,	the
man	 he	 respected	 and	 revered	 above	 all	 others.	 He	 drew	 breath	 to	 speak	 but
Gilan	put	up	a	hand	to	stop	him.

'Will,	before	you	say	anything,	give	us	a	moment	here,	please,'	he	asked.	Will
hesitated,	seeing	the	stubbornness	in	Halt's	face	that	matched	his	own.	But	Gilan
nodded	once	and	he	agreed,	withdrawing	back	to	his	position	by	the	wadi	bank.

'Halt,'	said	Gilan	in	a	reasonable	tone,	 'let	me	put	a	hypothetical	case	to	you.	If
Blaze	were	lost	and	I	decided	to	go	and	find	him,	would	you	try	to	stop	me?'

'Of	cour	 ...	 '	Halt	began	automatically.	Then	his	sense	of	reason	asserted	itself.
'Of	course	not,'	he	amended.	'But	you're	a	Ranger.	Will	is	a	boy.'

Gilan	smiled	at	him.	'Haven't	you	noticed,	Halt?	He's	been	growing	up.	He's	not
the	skinny	fifteen-year-old	you	took	under	your	wing	any	more.	He's	already	a
Ranger	in	all	but	name.'

'He's	an	apprentice,'	Halt	insisted.	Gilan	shook	his	head	again,	smiling	at	Halt.

'Do	you	 seriously	 think	he's	not	going	 to	pass	his	 final	 assessment?'	 he	 asked.
'It's	a	formality,	and	you	know	it.	He's	already	more	capable	and	skilled	—	and
smarter	—	than	half	a	dozen	Rangers	I	could	name.'

'But	he's	too	young	to	...	 '	Halt	couldn't	finish	the	sentence.	He	knew	that	what
Gilan	was	saying	was	the	truth.	The	logical	part	of	his	brain	knew	that.	But	the
emotional	part	wanted	to	protect	his	young	apprentice	and	keep	him	safe.	If	Will
went	off	alone	into	the	desert,	who	knew	what	perils	he'd	be	facing?	Gilan	put	a
hand	on	Halt's	shoulder.	It	was	a	strange	sensation,	he	thought,	advising	the	man
he	respected	more	than	any	other.

'You	knew	the	time	would	come	when	you'd	have	to	let	him	go,	Halt.	You	can't
be	around	 to	protect	him	 for	 the	 rest	of	his	 life.	That's	not	why	you've	 trained
him	to	be	a	Ranger.	You	tried	to	do	that	with	me,	remember?'



Halt	 looked	 up	 sharply	 at	 that.	 Gilan	 was	 still	 smiling	 as	 he	 answered	 Halt's
unasked	question.

'In	 the	 last	 few	months	 of	my	 apprenticeship,	 you	 started	mother-henning	me
something	 terrible,'	 he	 said.	 'Remember	 that	 man-killer	 bear	 we	 had	 to	 track
down?	You	tried	to	leave	me	back	at	Redmont	under	some	pretext	or	other.'

Halt	frowned,	thinking	hard.	Had	he	really	done	that?	And	he	had	to	admit	that
he	might	have.	He	thought	now	about	Will	and	he	agreed	with	Gilan.	The	boy	—
the	youth,	he	corrected	himself	—	would	certainly	be	accepted	as	a	fully	fledged
Ranger	 within	 a	 few	 months.	 There	 was	 nothing	 left	 for	 him	 to	 learn.	 The
assessment	was	a	formality.

'Would	you	trust	him	with	your	life,	Halt?'	Gilan	interrupted	and	Halt	looked	up
at	him.

'Yes,'	he	said	quietly.	Gilan	patted	his	shoulder	once	more.

'Then	trust	him	with	his	own,'	he	said	simply.



Chapter	22

Will	selected	a	horse	from	the	ten	remounts	travelling	with	their	escort.	He	was	a
roan	and	the	smallest	of	the	Arridi	horses.	It	was	an	unconscious	choice	and	he
realised	afterwards	that	he	had	probably	picked	a	smaller	horse	to	make	himself
feel	more	at	home.

'His	name	is	Arrow,'	the	Arridi	horsemaster	told	him.	He	smiled	at	the	massive
longbow	 slung	 over	Will's	 shoulder.	 'An	 appropriate	 choice.	And	 a	 good	 one.
You	have	an	eye	for	horses.'

'Thank	 you,'	Will	 said,	 taking	 the	 horse's	 bridle	 and	 giving	 the	 girth	 straps	 an
experimental	 tug.	 He'd	 been	 taught	 never	 to	 rely	 on	 other	 people's	 judgement
when	 it	 came	 to	 a	 horse's	 tack.	 The	 Arridi	 watched	 approvingly.	 He	 wasn't
insulted	by	the	action.

There	were	two	full	water	skins	slung	over	the	saddle	bow	and	a	small	tent	and
blanket	rolled	up	and	fastened	behind	the	saddle.	Will's	own	camping	gear	had
disappeared	into	 the	storm	with	Tug.	He	led	Arrow	back	to	 the	small	group	of
his	friends,	waiting	 to	farewell	him.	The	horse	resisted	at	 first,	 turning	back	 to
his	 own	 familiar	 comrades	 and	whinnying.	 Then	 as	Will	 pulled	 firmly	 on	 the
bridle	and	spoke	encouragingly	to	him,	he	went	along	obediently.

Horace	 shook	Will's	 hand	 wordlessly,	 then	 took	 the	 horse's	 bridle	 while	Will
went	 round	 the	group,	making	his	 farewells.	Evanlyn	hugged	him,	 tears	 in	her
eyes.

'Good	luck,	Will,'	she	whispered	into	his	ear.	'Stay	safe.	I	know	you'll	find	him.'

Gilan	 shook	 hands	 firmly,	 looking	 into	 his	 friend's	 eyes	 with	 a	 worried
expression	on	his	face.

'Find	him,	Will.	I	wish	I	was	coming	with	you.'

Will	 shook	 his	 head.	 'We've	 been	 through	 this	 already,	 Gilan.'	 He	 didn't



elaborate	on	the	point	because	he	knew	if	Evanlyn	knew	he	was	going	alone	so
that	she	would	be	safer,	she	would	object	fiercely.	And	Evanlyn	objecting	was
not	something	he	wanted	to	deal	with	now.

Svengal	was	 next.	He	 grabbed	 the	 slightly	 built	 Ranger	 in	 a	 typical	 Skandian
bear	hug.	'Travel	safely,	boy,'	he	said.	'Find	that	horse	and	come	back	to	us.'

'Thanks,	Svengal.	Just	make	sure	you	don't	waste	any	time	setting	Erak	free.	I'm
sure	he's	an	impatient	prisoner.'

A	 smile	 touched	 the	 huge	 Skandian's	 battered	 face.	 'We	 might	 be	 doing	 his
jailers	a	favour	when	all	 is	said	and	done,'	he	replied.	Will	grinned	and	turned,
finally,	to	Halt.

When	 the	 moment	 came,	 there	 was	 nothing	 either	 of	 them	 could	 say	 and	 he
embraced	the	grey-bearded	Ranger	fiercely.	Finally	he	found	his	voice.

'I'll	be	back,	Halt.	With	Tug.'

'Make	sure	you	are.'

Will	 thought	 there	 had	 been	 a	 break	 in	Halt's	 voice	 but	 then	 decided	 he	must
have	been	mistaken.	Halt?	Grim,	unsmiling,	unemotional	Halt?	Never.

He	and	his	mentor	slapped	each	other's	back	several	 times	—	the	way	men	do
when	they	can't	find	words	to	express	their	emotions.	Then	he	stepped	back	as
Selethen	approached.	The	Wakir	inspected	the	horse	and	the	equipment	slung	on
it	and	nodded	approvingly.	Then	he	held	out	a	rolled	parchment.

'This	 is	 a	map	of	 the	 area,	marking	 the	wells,	 landmarks	 and	also	 the	 route	 to
Mararoc.'	He	hesitated.	He'd	spent	the	last	fifteen	minutes	copying	his	own	chart
and	he	knew	what	 a	valuable	 strategic	document	 it	 could	be	 in	 the	hands	of	 a
foreigner.	 'I	have	your	word	that	you'll	never	try	to	reproduce	this	or	copy	it	in
any	way?'

Will	 nodded.	 'My	 solemn	 word,'	 he	 said.	 That	 had	 been	 the	 condition	 under
which	Selethen	had	agreed	to	provide	him	with	a	chart.

'You're	sure	you'll	be	able	to	find	your	direction?'	Selethen	asked.	Will	touched



his	 jerkin	 to	 make	 sure	 his	 Northseeker	 was	 secured	 in	 its	 inner	 pocket.	 The
magnetic	needle	was	something	the	Arridi	knew	nothing	about.	They	navigated
by	the	stars	during	the	night	and	by	a	complicated	set	of	tables	that	related	to	the
sun's	movement,	altitude	and	position	during	daylight	hours	at	different	times	of
the	year.

'I'll	be	fine.	Thanks,	Selethen.'

The	Arridi	nodded.	He	still	felt	that	this	was	an	unnecessary	fuss	to	go	to	over	a
horse.	 But	 he	 realised	 that	 these	 Araluans	 felt	 very	 differently	 about	 their
mounts.

'Chances	are	your	horse	would	have	run	with	the	wind	behind	him.	That	means
he	was	headed	a	little	north	or	north-east.'	He	unrolled	the	map	and	indicated	the
direction.	 'That	 should	 take	 you	 through	 the	 Red	 Hills	 here.'	 He	 pointed	 to	 a
section	of	hilly	terrain	on	the	chart.	'There	are	two	wells	on	the	other	side	of	the
hills.	 Horses	 can	 smell	 water	 from	 a	 great	 distance.	 If	 your	 horse	 caught	 the
scent,	 he	 could	 be	 at	 one	 of	 these.	 You	 should	 reach	 this	 one	 by	 tomorrow
afternoon.'

Due	 to	 the	 difference	 in	 written	 language,	 landmarks	 such	 as	 the	 wells	 were
drawn	as	icons	on	the	chart.	Will	nodded	his	understanding.

'My	guess	 is,	 if	 he	 found	water,	 he'd	 stay	 close	 by	 it.	 If	 he's	 not	 there,	 I	 can't
advise	you	what	to	do	next,'	Selethen	said.	Will	said	nothing,	studying	the	map,
then	looking	up	from	it	into	the	empty	space	to	the	north.

'Light	a	 fire	at	night.	There	are	 lions	 in	 the	desert	and	a	 fire	will	keep	 them	at
bay.	You'll	know	if	there's	one	around.'	He	glanced	at	the	roan	horse.	'Arrow	will
tell	you	quickly	enough.	He's	what	the	lion	will	be	hunting.'

'Anything	else	to	look	out	for?'	Will	asked.

'Sand	 cobras.	 They're	 deadly.	 They	 look	 for	 shade	 and	 moisture	 —	 as	 most
living	things	do	in	the	desert.	They	blend	in	with	the	sand	and	you	don't	know
there's	one	around	until	it	rears	up.	When	that	happens,	you	have	less	than	two
seconds	before	it	strikes.'

'And	what	do	I	do	if	I'm	bitten?'	Will	asked.	Selethen	shook	his	head	slowly.



'You	die,'	he	said.

Will	raised	an	eyebrow.	That	wasn't	exactly	the	answer	he'd	been	looking	for.	He
shook	hands	with	Selethen,	rolled	the	map	up	and	tucked	it	inside	his	jerkin.

'Thanks,	 Selethen.	 I'll	 see	 you	 in	 a	 few	 days.'	 Selethen	 touched	 his	 hand	 to
mouth,	brow	and	mouth.

'I	hope	the	god	of	journeys	wills	it	so,'	he	said.

Will	turned	to	the	others,	forced	a	grin	and	took	Arrow's	rein	from	Horace.

'Better	 be	 off,'	 he	 said	 with	 mock	 cheerfulness.	 'Can't	 keep	 the	 sand	 cobras
waiting.'

He	swung	easily	 into	 the	saddle	and	 turned	Arrow's	head	 to	 the	north,	 trotting
away	from	the	little	camp	by	the	wadi.	When	he	had	gone	a	hundred	metres,	he
turned	back	and	immediately	wished	he	hadn't.	He	felt	a	huge	lump	of	sadness	in
his	 throat	 and	 breast	 at	 the	 sight	 of	 his	 friends.	 Evanlyn,	 Horace,	 Gilan	 and
Svengal	were	all	waving	sadly.	Halt	didn't	wave.	He	stood	a	little	apart	from	the
others,	watching	his	apprentice	ride	away.

He'd	 continue	 to	watch	 until	well	 after	 the	 horse	 and	 rider	 had	 faded	 into	 the
shimmering	desert	haze.

***

'Come	on,	Halt.	Selethen	says	it's	time	we	were	moving.'

Gilan	placed	a	gentle	hand	on	the	older	man's	shoulder.	Halt	had	remained	where
he	stood	when	Will	left,	staring	across	the	heat-shimmering	ground,	willing	his
apprentice	to	travel	safely.

He	started	at	Gilan's	words	and	finally	turned	away
from	his	vigil.	He	was	a	little	surprised,	and	quite	touched,
to	see	that	Gilan	had	saddled	Abelard	for	him.	But	he	was
still	heavy-hearted	as	he	walked	to	where	his	horse	waited.



Abelard	and	Blaze	seemed	to	sense	Tug's	absence	as	well,	he	thought.	In	other
horses,	that	might	have	been	a
fanciful	 notion.	 But	 Ranger	 horses,	 like	 their	 riders,	 were	 a	 close-knit	 breed.
And,	 of	 course,	Abelard	 and	Tug	 had	 been	 in	 each	 other's	 close	 company	 for
nigh	on	five	years.	Halt	sensed	the	restlessness	in	his	own	horse,	the	urge	to	turn
towards	the	north	where	he	sensed	his	young	friend	had	gone.	He	patted	the	soft
nose	and	spoke	gently.

'He'll	find	him,	boy.	Never	fret.'

But	 as	he	 said	 the	words,	Halt	wished	he	could	believe	 them	himself.	He	was
worried	and	apprehensive	for	Will	—	in	no	small	part	because	his	apprentice	had
gone	into	a	countryside	about	which	he,	Halt,	knew	little	himself.	Normally	he
would	have	been	able	 to	advise	and	counsel	him	of	 the	dangers	he	might	face.
This	time,	he	was	allowing	him	to	venture	into	a	great	unknown.

He	swung	into	 the	saddle	and	glanced	around	the	faces	of	his	companions.	He
saw	his	own	doubt	and	worry	reflected	there	and	he	realised	that	for	their	sake,	if
nothing	else,	he	must	adopt	a	more	positive	stance.

'I	don't	like	it	any	more	than	you	do,'	he	told	them.	'But	let's	look	at	the	positive
side	of	things.	He's	well	armed.	He's	well	trained.	He's	got	a	good	horse.	He's	an
excellent	navigator	and	he	has	his	Northseeker	and	Selethen's	map.	What	can	go
wrong?'

Their	spirits	lifted	a	little	as	he	listed	the	positives.	Will	was	capable,	intelligent
and	resourceful.	Any	one	of	 them	would	 trust	him	to	come	through	in	a	crisis.
All	of	them	had,	at	one	stage	or	another.	There	was	a	general	lightening	in	their
mood	as	the	Arridi	outriders	clattered	out	of	the	camp.

But	as	he	turned	Abelard's	head	round	and	headed	away	from	the	direction	Will
had	taken,	Halt	had	a	gnawing	feeling	that	there	was	an	element	he	had	left	out
of	his	calculations.



Chapter	23

In	days	to	come,	Halt	would	berate	himself	savagely	for	 the	problem	that	Will
was	about	 to	 face,	and	 for	 the	danger	 it	placed	his	young	 friend	 in.	He	should
have	known,	he	told	himself.	He	should	have	realised.

When	Halt	thought	about	it,	with	the	crystal	clarity	that	comes	of	hindsight,	he
realised	 that	 he	 had	 spent	 years	 living	 in	 a	 castle	 named	Redmont	—	 or	 Red
Mountain.	It	was	so	called	because	the	rock	that	comprised	its	massive	walls	lent
the	castle	a	reddish	 tinge	 in	 the	afternoon	light.	The	rock	was	 ironstone,	and	 it
contained	a	high	percentage	of	iron	ore.

Halt	knew	that	Will	would	be	travelling	through	an	area	named	the	Red	Hills.	In
his	own	mind,	he	 told	himself	he	should	have	made	 the	connection:	 ironstone,
Redmont,	iron	ore	and	Red	Hills.

The	hills	were,	in	fact,	the	site	of	massive	deposits	of	iron	—	so	rich	that	at	times
the	ore	itself	was	visible	in	large	veins	on	the	surface.	The	red	coloration	was	the
result	 of	 rust	 forming.	The	problem	 for	Will	was	 that	 as	 he	 rode	 among	 these
huge	iron	deposits	—	and	some	of	the	hills	were	almost	completely	composed	of
iron	 ore	 —	 his	 magnetic	 Northseeker	 needle	 would	 deviate	 from	 the	 earth's
magnetic	field	as	it	was	attracted	to	the	metal	all	around	him.

Selethen	knew	of	the	iron,	of	course.	Most	of	the	iron	and	steel	the	Arridi	used
was	 quarried	 from	 this	 area	—	 principally	 because	 it	 was	 so	 easy	 to	 access,
requiring	no	deep	shafts	or	complicated	equipment.	But	the	Arridi	knew	nothing
of	the	secret	of	the	Northseekers	and	the	three	Rangers	had	been	careful	to	keep
them	hidden.	So	Selethen	had	no	way	of	knowing	that	Will's	navigation	would
be	 severely	 affected	by	 the	 iron	 as	 his	 needle	 deviated	 first	 one	way,	 then	 the
other.

Between	them,	the	two	men	had	the	knowledge	that	might	have	kept	Will	safe.
But	neither	of	them	realised,	so	neither	of	them	said	anything.

It	might	have	become	apparent	to	Will	if	he	simply	rode	with	his	eyes	glued	to
the	Northseeker.	If	that	had	been	the	case,	he	might	well	have	noticed	that	from



time	to	time	the	needle	swung	and	deviated	wildly.	But	that	wasn't	how	he	was
trained	 to	 navigate	 cross	 country.	 After	 all,	 one	 can't	 ride	 through	 potentially
dangerous	territory	staring	down	at	a	magnetic	needle.

Instead,	Will	would	rein	in	and	hold	the	Northseeker	at	eye	level	until	the	needle
settled	to	its	final	position.	Then	he	would	turn	the	graduated	ring	round	the	rim
of	 the	Northseeker	 until	 the	 needle	 coincided	with	 the	N	mark.	 Then,	 peering
through	 the	 aperture	 sight	 on	 the	 side,	 he	 would	 line	 his	 eye	 with	 the	 NE
marking,	all	 the	while	keeping	the	Northseeker	facing	the	N	marking.	Looking
through	 the	 aperture	 site,	 he	would	 search	 from	 a	 prominent	 landmark	maybe
five	or	ten	kilometres	away,	 then	ride	north-east	 towards	it.	As	he	reached	that
landmark,	he	would	repeat	the	process,	finding	another	landmark	that	lay	to	the
north-east	of	his	position	and	riding	towards	that.

The	 fact	 that	 each	 time	he	went	 through	 this	process,	he	was	 in	 fact	deviating
further	and	further	to	the	east	of	his	desired	course	was	never	apparent	to	him.

Had	 he	 been	 in	Araluen,	 he	might	 have	 sensed	 the	 sun's	 position	wasn't	 quite
right	 and	 become	 aware	 that	 there	 was	 a	 problem.	 But	 he	 was	 lulled	 by	 the
knowledge	that,	this	far	south,	the	sun	would	appear	to	be	in	a	different	position.
He	trusted	the	Northseeker,	as	he	had	been	taught	to	do.

And	the	further	he	rode,	the	further	off	course	he	became.

Once	 he	 had	 passed	 through	 the	 Red	 Hills,	 the	 problem	 was	 solved	 and	 the
needle	returned	to	a	true	North	position.	But	by	then	the	damage	had	been	done
and	he	was	miles	from	where	he	thought	he	was.

He'd	 rested	 during	 the	middle	 hours	 of	 the	 day,	 as	 Selethen	 had	 taught	 them.
There	was	no	shade	to	be	found,	with	the	sun	almost	directly	overhead	and	very
few	 trees	 larger	 than	a	shrub	anywhere	 in	sight.	He	pitched	his	small	one-man
tent	 to	 create	 a	 haven	 of	 shade	 and	 crawled	 into	 it,	 leaving	 the	 ends	 open	 to
allow	air	to	pass	through.	Not	that	there	was	much	movement	in	the	desert	air	at
midday.

Arrow,	unfortunately,	had	to	put	up	with	the	direct	heat	of	the	sun.	But	the	horse
was	bred	to	it.

Sitting	cross-legged	under	the	cramped	shelter,	Will	spread	out	Selethen's	chart



and	studied	it	for	perhaps	the	tenth	time	that	day.

He	marked	 his	 starting	 position	 then,	 with	 his	 forefinger,	 traced	 a	 line	 to	 the
north-east,	through	the	Red	Hills	and	onto	the	barren,	sunbaked	plain	where	he
now	found	himself.	Estimating	the	distance	he	had	covered,	he	selected	a	point
on	the	map.

'I	 should	 be	 ...	 here,'	 he	 said.	 He	 frowned,	 looking	 back	 along	 the	 north-east
track.	If	that	were	the	case,	he	should	have	seen	a	prominent	landmark	late	in	the
morning	—	a	large	flat-topped	hill	close	by	to	the	east	of	his	track.

But	 there	had	been	no	sign	of	 it.	He	thought	 that	he	had	sighted	such	a	hill	an
hour	 previously,	 but	 it	 had	 been	 a	 dim,	 shimmering	 sight	 in	 the	 overheated
distance.	And	it	had	lain	well	to	the	west	of	his	track.

Could	 he	 have	 gone	 so	 far	 off	 course?	 He	 shook	 his	 head.	 He	 had	 been
meticulous	 in	 taking	 his	 bearings	 and	 selecting	 the	 landmarks	 that	 he	 rode
towards.	He	 could	 accept	 that	 he	might	 be	 several	 hundred	metres	 off	 course.
Even	half	a	kilometre.	But	in	all	his	navigation	training	exercises	he	had	never
made	such	a	large	error.

The	 flat-topped	 hill	 that	 he	 thought	 he'd	 seen	 must	 have	 been	 five	 or	 six
kilometres	to	the	west	of	where	he	was	now.	He	tapped	the	map	thoughtfully.	Of
course,	he	told	himself,	there	might	well	be	more	than	one	flat-topped	hill	in	the
desert.	 In	 fact,	 there	certainly	would	be.	Perhaps	 the	one	Selethen	had	marked
had	been	worn	down	by	wind	and	weather	until	 its	 shape	wasn't	quite	 so	well
defined.	He	folded	the	map	and	put	it	away.	That	must	be	it,	he	told	himself.	He
must	have	simply	missed	it.	There	were	other	landmarks	he'd	see	the	following
day	—	a	balancing	rock	and	a	line	of	steep	cliffs,	pockmarked	with	eaves.	He'd
just	have	to	keep	a	keener	eye	out	for	them.

He	sat	through	the	next	few	hours	of	stultifying	heat.	How	the	horse	stood	it,	out
in	the	open,	he	had	no	idea.	In	fact,	Arrow,	trained	for	the	conditions,	had	found
a	 scrap	 of	 shade	 beside	 a	 low-lying	 bush.	 He	 lay	 down	 on	 his	 side	 with	 a
complaining,	grunting	sound.	He	placed	his	head,	with	its	sensitive	skin	around
eyes,	muzzle	and	mouth,	in	the	deepest	part	of	the	meagre	screen	offered	by	the
branches.

The	sun	passed	its	zenith	and	began	to	descend	towards	the	western	rim	of	the



desert.	Will	crawled	wearily	out	of	 the	 tent.	He	couldn't	be	said	 to	have	rested
and	he	felt	completely	wrung	out	by	the	heat.	He'd	taken	his	two	water	skins	into
the	tent	with	him.	Had	he	left	them	out	in	the	direct	sun,	the	water	would	have
heated	until	it	was	too	hot	to	touch.	And	more	of	it	would	have	evaporated	away
through	the	skins,	which	could	never	be	made	completely	watertight.

There	was	a	folding	leather	bucket	tied	to	his	saddle	pack	and	he	untied	it	now,
snapping	it	open.	Arrow	heard	the	noise	and	struggled	to	roll	to	his	feet,	shaking
himself	 to	 clear	 the	 cloying	 sand	 from	his	 coat.	He	walked	patiently	 to	where
Will	was	carefully	pouring	water	from	one	of	the	skins	into	the	bucket.	Will	was
impressed	 to	 see	 that	 the	 horse	made	 no	 attempt	 to	 drink	 before	 he	 raised	 the
water	to	its	mouth.

As	Arrow	 began	 slurping	 noisily	 at	 the	water,	Will	 found	 himself	 licking	 his
own	 lips	 in	anticipation.	His	mouth	and	 tongue	were	 thick	and	gummy	and	he
was	longing	to	drink	himself.	But	he'd	been	trained	to	look	after	his	horse	first
and	he	waited	 till	Arrow	 finished	drinking	before	 raising	 the	water	 skin	 to	his
own	lips.	He	took	a	long	draught,	held	it	in	his	mouth,	swirled	it	round,	then	let
it	 trickle	 slowly	down	his	 throat.	The	water	was	hot	 and	had	 a	bitter,	 leathery
taste	from	the	water	skin.	But	it	was	like	nectar,	he	thought.	He	allowed	the	last
of	 the	mouthful	 to	 trickle	down	his	 throat,	 thought	about	 taking	another	drink,
resisted	the	thought	and	forced	the	stopper	home.

He	was	impressed	by	the	fact	that	Arrow	had	drunk	what	was	in	the	bucket	and
moved	a	few	paces	away.	Any	other	horse,	even	Tug,	would	have	nosed	around
for	more.	Arridi	training	again,	he	thought.	As	he	took	a	sack	of	grain	from	his
saddle	bags	and	poured	some	into	the	bucket,	he	wondered	what	Tug	was	doing,
where	 he	 was	 and	 if	 he	 was	 safe.	 He	 set	 the	 receptacle	 down	 for	 Arrow	 and
listened	to	the	grinding	of	the	horse's	jaws	as	he	ate.

Will	had	a	few	dates	and	a	piece	of	flat	bread.	It	was	stale	now	and	quite	hard
but	he	ate	it	anyway.	He	wasn't	in	the	slightest	bit	hungry,	a	fact	he	put	down	to
the	oven-like	heat	of	the	day.	But	he	knew	he	had	to	eat	something.

He	took	another	quick	sip	at	the	water.	Arrow's	head	came	up	at	the	sound	of	the
stopper	 being	 removed	 from	 the	 neck.	 Will	 thought	 he	 sensed	 a	 feeling	 of
reproach	in	those	big,	liquid	eyes.

'You're	used	 to	 this.	 I'm	not,'	he	 told	 the	horse.	Arrow	seemed	unimpressed	by



his	excuse.	He	put	his	nose	back	down	into	the	bucket,	his	big	tongue	searching
for	any	leftover	grains	in	the	bottom.

Will	 looked	 at	 the	 sun	 and	 estimated	 that	 he'd	 have	 another	 hour	 or	 so	before
he'd	have	to	start	making	camp.	Already,	his	shadow	was	a	ridiculous,	elongated
shape	 that	 stretched	 out	 behind	 him,	 undulating	 over	 the	 broken	 ground.	 He
knew	that	Selethen	would	start	and	finish	his	day's	march	in	darkness.	The	Arridi
wasn't	reliant	upon	seeing	landmarks	in	the	distance	through	the	aperture	sight	of
a	Northseeker	so	he	didn't	need	light	to	travel.

Will	needed	to	be	able	to	see	—	both	the	landmarks	that	he	steered	by	and	the
features	marked	on	the	map.	He	thought	again	about	that	flat-topped	hill	and	felt
a	worm	of	doubt	worrying	away	 inside	him.	He	couldn't	have	missed	 it,	could
he?

He	saddled	Arrow,	packed	up	his	tent,	blanket	and	the	rest	of	his	gear	and	tied	it
on	behind	the	saddle.

'We'll	 ride	 for	 another	 hour,'	 he	 told	Arrow.	The	 horse	was	 neither	 pleased	 or
displeased	by	the	news	and	stood	patiently	while	Will	swung	up	into	the	saddle.
Once	there,	he	took	out	the	Northseeker,	aligned	it	and	peered	through	the	sight.
A	sand	and	salt	pillar,	some	three	metres	high	with	crystals	glistening	in	the	low
angle	 sun,	 gave	 him	 a	 convenient	 reference	 point.	 He	 clicked	 his	 tongue	 and
urged	Arrow	into	a	walk.

As	 the	 sun	 sank	 lower,	 the	 land	 features	 to	 his	west	 became	more	backlit	 and
indistinct.	He	thought	he	saw	the	line	of	cliffs	—	although	they	seemed	a	little
low	to	describe	them	as	such.	They	were	more	of	a	raised	bank,	he	thought.	And
it	 was	 impossible	 to	 see	 if	 they	 were	 pockmarked	 with	 caves,	 as	 the	 chart
indicated.	 The	 facing	 bank	 was	 backlit	 by	 the	 lowering	 sun.	 It	 was	 deep	 in
shadow	by	now	and	he	couldn't	make	out	detail	like	that.	Still,	he	thought,	they
could	 be	 the	 cliffs	marked	 on	 the	 chart.	 And	 they	 could	 be	 pockmarked	with
caves.	He	told	himself	they	were.	They	had	to	be.

But	again	he	felt	that	worm	of	doubt	worrying	away	inside	him.

The	giant	 red	ball	of	 the	sun	was	close	 to	 the	horizon	when	he	decided	 it	was
time	to	stop.	He	had	to	gather	firewood	and	he	needed	light	for	that.	He	hobbled
Arrow	and	walked	to	an	outcrop	of	low,	dry	bushes,	drawing	his	saxe	knife	with



his	right	hand.	His	bow	was	in	his	left	and	he	used	it	to	reach	out	and	shake	the
bush	violently,	as	he	had	seen	Selethen's	men	doing.	Sand	cobras	lurked	in	the
shade	 under	 such	 bushes,	 he	 knew,	 and	 he	 intended	 to	 scare	 any	 out	 before
putting	his	hand	into	a	potential	death	trap.

But	there	were	none	and	he	gathered	a	sufficient	supply	of	firewood.	The	bush's
branches	 were	 full	 of	 oil	 and	 they	 would	 burn	 with	 a	 bright,	 dry	 heat	 for	 a
considerable	time	before	being	consumed.

He	built	the	fire	but	didn't	light	it.	Then,	with	that	immediate	task	taken	care	off,
he	unsaddled	Arrow	and	piled	his	gear	 to	one	side.	He	glanced	at	 the	 sky	and
looked	at	the	tent	beside	his	saddle	and	bedroll.

'No	need	for	it,'	he	said	finally.

He	 spread	 out	 his	 bedroll	 and	 blanket	 and	 sat	 on	 them,	wincing	 as	 one	 of	 the
desert's	multitude	of	stones	dug	into	his	rump.	His	tastebuds	ached	for	a	cup	of
coffee	but	he	didn't	have	the	water	to	spare.	He	contented	himself	with	another
swig	 from	 the	 water	 skin	 and	 a	 handful	 of	 dates.	 Seeing	 Arrow's	 reproachful
look,	he	rose,	groaning	as	his	knees	took	the	strain,	and	moved	to	feed	and	water
the	horse.

The	sun	finally	disappeared	and	the	day's	heat	began	to	leach	out	of	the	desert.
By	 midnight,	 it	 would	 be	 close	 to	 freezing,	 he	 knew.	 He	 checked	 Arrow's
hobbles,	then	returned	to	his	bedroll.	He	was	exhausted.	The	heat	of	the	day	had
been	a	palpable	force	and	it	seemed	to	have	beaten	against	his	body,	leaving	him
feeling	battered	and	worn	out.	The	darkness	grew	and	 the	stars	began	 to	blaze
out	above	him.

As	more	and	more	of	them	blinked	on,	he	lay	back,	an	arm	behind	his	head,	to
study	 them.	Normally	 he	 found	 the	 stars	 a	welcoming,	 friendly	 sight.	But	 not
tonight.	 Tonight	 his	 thoughts	 were	 with	 Tug,	 lost	 somewhere	 in	 this	 pitiless
desert.	 And	with	Halt	 and	 the	 others,	 far	 away	 to	 the	 south-west.	 He	 thought
sadly	about	the	cheerful	conversation	by	the	camp	fire,	and	cups	of	thick,	sweet
coffee.	He	licked	his	lips.

Even	 the	stars	were	no	comfort	 to	him.	They	were	strangers.	Cold	and	pitiless
and	 uninterested	 in	 him	 and	 his	 plight.	 The	 familiar	 constellations	 of	 the
northern	latitudes	were	missing	here.	When	he	inched	around,	he	could	see	one



or	two	of	them,	low	on	the	northern	horizon.

But	these	foreign	desert	stars	gave	him	no	comfort	at	all.

Arrow	stirred	and,	 in	 the	distance,	Will	heard	a	 low,	grunting	cough.	He	knew
that	was	the	sound	that	a	lion	made.	He	would	have	expected	a	majestic,	earth-
shattering	roar.	But	this	asthmatic	coughing	grunt	was	the	reality.	He	looked	at
the	horse.	Arrow	stood	straight,	ears	pricked,	eyes	showing	a	lot	of	white.

'Better	 light	a	 fire,'	Will	said	 reluctantly.	He	stood	painfully,	moved	 to	 the	fire
and	went	 to	 work	with	 flint	 and	 steel.	Within	 a	 few	minutes	 he	 had	 a	 small,
bright	 fire	 burning.	 He	 led	 Arrow	 a	 little	 closer	 to	 it.	 The	 horse	 moved
awkwardly	in	its	hobbles	but	Will	couldn't	risk	removing	them	and	losing	him.

'Settle	down,'	he	told	him.	Within	a	few	minutes,	Arrow	had.	His	head	drooped
again,	his	ears	relaxed.

Will	 stretched	 out	 and	 pulled	 the	 blanket	 up	 around	 his	 chin.	 Accustomed	 to
sleeping	when	the	opportunity	arose,	he	dropped	off	almost	at	once.

The	 moon	 had	 risen	 when	 Arrow's	 startled	 whinny	 jerked	 him	 awake.	 For	 a
second	 or	 two	 there	 was	 an	 awful	 sense	 of	 disorientation	 while	 he	 wondered
where	he	was.	Then	he	remembered	and	came	to	his	feet,	his	bow	in	one	hand
and	an	arrow	in	the	other,	eyes	searching	the	thick	darkness	around	them.

He	heard	the	coughing	grunt	again	and	it	seemed	that	it	could	be	a	little	closer.
He	stirred	the	fire,	added	a	few	more	branches	and	sat	down,	his	back	against	his
saddle,	the	bow	across	his	knees.

He	hitched	the	blanket	up	around	his	shoulders	and	settled	himself,	resigned	to
the	 fact	 that	he	would	have	 to	keep	guard	 sitting	up	and	dozing	 fitfully,	while
every	muscle	and	bone	in	his	body	ached	for	him	to	stretch	out	and	relax.

'No	 rest	 for	 the	 wicked,'	 he	 said.	 He	 sensed	 it	 was	 going	 to	 be	 a	 long,	 cold,
uncomfortable	night.



Chapter	24

As	Will	 had	 noted	 to	 himself,	 Selethen	 had	 kept	 his	 party	moving	 in	 the	 pre-
dawn	hours	each	day.

They	 would	 wake	 hours	 before	 dawn	 when	 the	 Arridi	 escort	 would	 prepare
cook-fires,	 making	 coffee	 and	 toasting	 the	 flat	 bread	 over	 the	 coals.	 Selethen
noticed	 that	 a	 change	 had	 come	 over	 the	 party	 of	 Araluans	 since	 the	 young
Ranger	had	 left	 them	 two	days	previously.	No	 longer	did	 they	 joke	 and	 laugh
around	the	camp	fire	while	they	drank	their	morning	coffee.	They	were	subdued,
concerned	for	their	missing	companion.

It	was	 easiest	 to	 notice	with	 the	 three	 younger	members:	Horace,	 the	Princess
and	 the	 young	 Ranger,	 Gilan.	 Halt,	 of	 course,	 had	 always	 maintained	 an
unemotional	 facade.	 He	 was	 grim-faced	 and	 taciturn	 most	 of	 the	 time.	 But
Selethen	 fancied	 that	 in	 the	past	days,	 the	grimness	was	accentuated	a	 little.	 It
was	obvious	that	the	Ranger	Will	provided	the	heart	and	life	of	the	group	and	the
others	felt	his	absence	sorely.

Not	 that	 the	 two	 older	 Rangers	 were	 any	 less	 diligent	 in	 observing	 their
surroundings	 and	 taking	 covert	 notes	 as	 they	 passed	 landmarks.	 He	 was	 sure
they	were	memorising	and	noting	prominent	features	so	they	could	reproduce	a
map	of	 the	 route	 from	Al	Shabah	 to	Mararoc.	Will	might	 have	given	his	 oath
never	to	reproduce	the	chart	Selethen	had	given	him,	but	the	others	were	bound
by	no	such	promise.	He	was	concerned	about	that	but	decided	there	was	little	he
could	do	to	stop	them.

For	the	first	few	hours,	in	the	pre-dawn	dimness,	they	rode	in	their	usual	close-
knit	formation.	Then,	as	the	sun	performed	its	spectacular	arrival,	the	screen	of
cavalry	around	 the	central	party	moved	out	 to	 take	up	 their	daylight	 travelling
positions.

On	the	second	day,	a	few	hours	after	sun-up,	 they	came	upon	the	tracks	of	 the
party	 preceding	 them	 —	 the	 party	 who	 were	 taking	 Erak	 as	 a	 hostage	 to
Mararoc.	Prior	to	that	point,	of	course,	any	sign	left	by	the	riders	ahead	of	them
had	been	obliterated	by	the	massive	storm	that	had	swept	over	the	desert.	Now,



they	realised,	they	were	within	two	days	of	them.

'They'll	be	moving	more	slowly	than	we	are,'	Halt	said.	He	knew	that	Selethen
had	sent	Erak	with	one	of	the	regular	caravans	that	travelled	between	Al	Shabah
and	 Mararoc,	 carrying	 trade	 goods	 from	 the	 coast	 to	 the	 inland	 city.	 Such
caravans	already	had	an	armed	escort	 and	 it	made	sense	 to	kill	 two	birds	with
one	stone.	But	of	course,	the	heavily	laden	pack	mules	and	freight	camels	would
slow	the	party	down.

Gilan	 swung	 down	 from	 his	 saddle	 and	 knelt	 beside	 the	 marks	 in	 the	 hard
ground.	 He	 made	 out	 faint	 impressions	 of	 hoofs	 here	 and	 there	 —	 all	 but
invisible	to	an	untrained	eye.	From	time	to	time	there	were	more	obvious	clues
of	 the	party's	passage,	 in	 the	 form	of	piles	of	dung.	Gilan	poked	at	one	with	a
stick,	 breaking	 it	 up	 to	 study	 the	 moisture	 content	 inside.	 Rangers	 used	 such
clues	to	determine	how	fresh	the	tracks	might	be	—	moisture	in	horse	dung	or
sap	 in	 the	 broken	 stem	of	 a	 twig	 snapped	by	 a	 passing	 animal.	But	 they	were
unused	to	the	blinding	heat	and	dryness	of	the	Arridi	desert	and	the	effect	it	had
on	moisture	content.

'Hard	to	say	how	old	it	is,'	he	said	finally.	Halt	shrugged.

'It'd	dry	out	a	 lot	faster	here	than	further	north.	We	know	it	can't	be	more	than
two	days	old.	It's	been	left	there	since	the	storm	passed	through.'

Gilan	nodded.	 'You're	right.	But	if	I	were	to	see	that	back	home,	I'd	say	it	was
three	to	four	days	old.	It's	worth	knowing	for	future	reference,	I	suppose.'

He	straightened,	brushing	dust	off	his	knees,	and	swung	up	 into	Blaze's	saddle
once	more.	He	glanced	towards	Selethen	and	saw	that	the	Wakir	had	stopped	his
horse	as	well	and	was	fiddling	with	the	ties	that	held	his	bedroll	in	place	behind
the	saddle.	The	Arridi	horse	was	turned	at	forty-five	degrees	to	the	direction	of
travel	and	Gilan	had	no	doubt	that	the	Arridi	leader's	eyes	beneath	the	shadow	of
his	kheffiyeh	were	trained	unwaveringly	on	himself	and	Halt.

'He's	watching	us,'	he	said	quietly	and	Halt	nodded,	without	looking	in	Selethen's
direction.

'He	always	does.	I	think	we	make	him	nervous.'



'Do	you	think	he	knows	we're	keeping	a	chart	of	the	route?'

'I'd	bet	my	life	on	it,'	Halt	said.	'Not	much	gets	past	him.	And	I'll	bet	he's	racking
his	brains	to	find	a	way	to	stop	us.'

As	 they	moved	off,	Selethen	 seemed	 to	 finish	 re-tying	 the	 thongs.	He	 touched
his	 stallion	with	 his	 knee,	 turned	 back	 to	 the	 course	 his	 outriders	 had	 set	 and
trotted	forward.

'What	 do	 you	make	 of	 him?'	 Gilan	 asked.	 This	 time	Halt	 did	 look	 at	 the	 tall
Arridi	warrior	before	he	answered.	He	was	considering	his	opinion,	Gilan	knew,
weighing	 up	 what	 he	 knew	 about	 the	Wakir	 with	 what	 he	 sensed	 about	 him.
Finally,	Halt	replied.

'I	like	the	look	of	him,'	he	said.	 'A	lot	of	these	local	officials	are	always	on	the
lookout	for	bribes.	Corruption	is	almost	a	way	of	life	in	this	country.	But	he's	not
like	that.'

'He's	a	soldier,	not	a	politician,'	Gilan	said.	He	had	a	fighting	man's	usual	distrust
of	politicians	and	officials,	preferring	to	deal	with	men	who	knew	what	it	meant
to	 fight	 for	 their	 lives.	 Such	 men	 often	 had	 an	 inherent	 honesty	 to	 them,	 he
thought.

Halt	 nodded.	 'And	 a	 good	 one.	 Look	 at	 this	 formation	 he's	 got	 us	 in.	At	 first
glance,	it	looks	like	we're	straggling	across	the	desert	like	Brown's	cows.	But	we
can't	 be	 approached	 from	 any	 direction	 without	 those	 outriders	 spotting
something.'

'His	men	seem	to	respect	him,'	Gilan	said.	'He	doesn't	have	to	shout	and	bluster
to	get	things	done.'

'Yes.	I've	hardly	heard	him	raise	his	voice	since	we've	been	on	the	march.	That's
usually	a	sign	that	the	men	believe	he	knows	what	he's	about.'

They	 fell	 silent	 for	 a	 few	 minutes,	 both	 studying	 the	 white-cloaked,	 straight-
backed	figure	riding	on	his	own,	twenty	metres	ahead	of	them.

'Not	 too	 friendly,	 though,'	 Gilan	 said,	 grinning.	 He	 was	 trying	 to	 keep	 Halt
talking,	 in	 an	 attempt	 to	 keep	 his	 old	 teacher	 from	worrying	 too	much	 about



Will,	gone	 somewhere	 into	 the	unknown	wastes	of	 this	desert.	Halt	 sensed	his
intention	 and	 appreciated	 it.	 Talking	 with	 Gilan	 gave	 him	 some	 moments	 of
respite	from	the	constant	nagging	worry	he	felt	about	the	boy	who	had	come	to
mean	so	much	to	him.	Without	intending	to,	he	let	out	a	deep	sigh.	Gilan	looked
quickly	at	him.

'He's	all	right,	Halt,'	he	said.

'I	hope	so.	I	just	think	...	'

Whatever	 it	 was	 that	 Halt	 thought	 was	 lost	 as	 something	 drew	 his	 attention.
There	was	 a	 cloud	of	 dust	moving	 towards	 them	 from	 the	 front	—	one	of	 the
outriders,	 he	 realised,	 as	 he	 managed	 to	 see	 more	 clearly	 through	 the	 heat
shimmer	and	made	out	the	dark	figure	at	the	head	of	the	dust	cloud,	and	could
see	the	individual	puffs	of	dust	kicked	up	with	each	stride	of	his	horse's	legs.

'What	do	we	have	here?'	he	said	quietly.	He	touched	Abelard	with	his	knee	and
moved	up	to	ride	beside	Selethen,	Gilan	following	a	metre	or	so	behind	him.

'Messenger?'	he	asked.

Selethen	shook	his	head.	'It's	one	of	the	screen.	They	must	have	seen	something
up	 ahead,'	 he	 told	 them.	 The	 rider	 was	 closer	 now	 and	 they	 could	 make	 out
detail.	He	swerved	his	horse	slightly	as	he	made	out	the	tall	figure	of	the	Wakir
and	rode	directly	towards	him.

'Vultures,'	 said	 Gilan	 suddenly.	While	 the	 others	 had	 been	 intent	 on	 the	 rider
approaching,	his	keen	eyes	had	sought	ahead	of	 them.	Halt	 looked	up	now	but
Gilan's	eyes	were	younger	than	his.	He	thought	that	perhaps	he	could	see	black
specks	circling	high	in	the	sky	ahead	of	them.	Or	it	could	just	be	his	mind	telling
him	he	could	see	them	now	that	Gilan	had	said	they	were	there.

Any	doubt	was	 removed	when	 the	 rider	 came	 closer,	 reining	 in	 his	 horse	 in	 a
sliding	cloud	of	dust.

'Excellence,	we've	 seen	vultures	ahead,'	 he	 reported.	Selethen	waited.	His	men
were	well	trained	and	he	knew	there	would	be	more	to	the	report.

'I've	sent	Corporal	Iqbal	and	two	men	ahead	to	reconnoitre,'	the	man	continued.



'In	the	meantime,	I've	halted	the	forward	screen.'

Selethen	 nodded	 acknowledgement.	 'Good.	 We'll	 continue	 until	 we	 come	 up
with	 the	screen.	By	 then	 Iqbal	might	have	something	 to	 report.	Return	 to	your
post,'	 he	 added.	 The	messenger	wheeled	 his	 horse,	 touching	mouth,	 brow	 and
mouth	in	a	hasty	salute,	then	clattered	away	back	the	way	he	had	come,	raising,
more	of	the	fine	dust.	Selethen	glanced	at	the	two	Rangers.

'Better	 safe	 than	 sorry.	Those	 vultures	mean	 there's	 something	 dead	 up	 ahead.
There's	no	knowing	if	whatever	it	was	that	killed	them	is	still	around.'

Halt	 nodded	 agreement.	 It	 made	 sense.	 The	 desert	 was	 a	 dangerous	 place	 to
travel,	 he	 realised.	 Selethen	 was	 too	 good	 a	 soldier	 to	 go	 blundering	 in
unprepared	to	see	what	had	attracted	the	vultures.

'There's	a	lot	of	them,'	Gilan	pointed	out.	'That	could	mean	there's	been	a	lot	of
killing.'

'That's	what	I'm	afraid	of,'	Selethen	replied.

***

His	 fears	were	well	 founded.	They	came	up	 to	 the	 scene	of	 the	battle	 an	hour
later.	Not	that	it	had	been	much	of	a	battle	—	it	was	more	of	a	massacre.	Horse,
mules,	 camels	 and	 men	 were	 scattered	 about	 the	 desert,	 lifeless	 shapes
surrounded	by	darkening	patches	of	dried	blood	that	had	soaked	into	the	sand.

It	was	the	trading	party	from	Al	Shabah,	and	they	had	been	wiped	out	to	a	man.

As	the	new	arrivals	cantered	in	among	them,	the	heavy	black	vultures	left	their
feasting	and	flapped	lazily	into	the	air.	Halt	motioned	for	Evanlyn	and	Horace	to
wait	 behind.	 He	 and	 Gilan	 dismounted	 and	 walked	 among	 the	 bodies	 with
Selethen.

The	men	 and	 animals	 had	 been	 killed,	 and	 then	 hacked	 in	 a	 senseless	 frenzy.
There	was	barely	a	body	with	just	a	single	killing	wound.	The	freight	packs	had
been	ripped	open	and	their	contents	scattered	on	the	ground.	Anything	of	value
had	been	taken.	Then	the	predators	had	done	their	awful	work.



'When,	 do	 you	 think?'	 Halt	 asked.	 Selethen	 looked	 around,	 his	 normally
impassive	face	dark	with	rage	and	frustration.

'Earlier	 this	morning,	 I'd	say,'	he	 replied	and	Gilan,	kneeling	beside	one	of	 the
bodies,	nodded	confirmation	to	Halt.

'The	 big	 predators,	 the	 cats	 and	 jackals,	 haven't	 got	 to	 them	 yet,'	 Selethen
explained.	 'They	tend	to	prowl	at	night,	so	it	must	have	been	after	dawn	today.
And	the	vultures	are	still	gathering.'

Halt	had	walked	away	as	Selethen	was	talking,	studying	the	scene	more	closely.
Selethen	 glanced	 up	 at	 the	 slowly	 wheeling	 black	 birds	 above	 them,	 riding
effortlessly	on	the	currents	of	heated	air	that	rose	from	the	desert	floor.

'Any	idea	who	might	have	done	it?'	Gilan	asked	and	Selethen	studied	him	for	a
moment,	regaining	control	of	his	emotions.

'The	 Tualaghi,'	 he	 said	 briefly,	 almost	 spitting	 the	 word	 out.	 'All	 this	 ...	 '	 He
indicated	 the	 hacked	 bodies.	 '	 ...	 is	 typical	 of	 their	 handiwork.'	 He	 shook	 his
head,	 puzzled.	 'But	 why?	Why	 would	 they	 attack	 a	 well-armed	 party?	 There
were	 over	 twenty	 soldiers	 in	 the	 escort.	 Usually	 the	 Tualaghi	 prey	 on	 small
parties.	Why	this?'

'Maybe	 someone	 paid	 them,'	 said	 Halt	 as	 he	 returned	 from	 his	 survey	 of	 the
desolate	scene.	The	Wakir	looked	at	him	now,	frowning.

'Who?	Who'd	pay	them?'	he	challenged.

'Whoever	betrayed	Erak	 in	 the	 first	place,'	Halt	 told	him.	 'Take	a	 look	around.
There's	no	sign	of	him.	Whoever	killed	your	men	took	him	away	with	them.'



Chapter	25

Will's	 mistakes	 were	 beginning	 to	 compound.	 As	 they	 did,	 the	 danger	 grew
progressively	greater.

The	first	mistake,	and	the	one	that	led	to	all	the	others,	he	was	still	unaware	of.
That	 was	 the	 fact	 that	 for	 the	 greater	 part	 of	 the	 first	 day,	 misled	 by	 his
inaccurate	 Northseeker,	 he	 had	 been	 travelling	 far	 to	 the	 east	 of	 his	 intended
course.	When	 the	 influence	 of	 the	 iron	 deposits	 in	 the	 Red	 Hills	 was	 finally
behind	 him,	 and	 his	 Northseeker	 returned	 to	 a	 true	 heading,	 the	 damage	 was
already	done.	With	every	kilometre,	he	had	diverged	farther	from	the	course	that
he	 thought	 he	was	 taking.	Now	he	was	 travelling	parallel	 to	 it,	 but	 kilometres
from	where	he	thought	he	was.

His	second	mistake	was	to	convince	himself	that	he	had	seen	the	landmarks	he
was	seeking.	Admittedly,	he	had	seen	no	flat-topped	hill.	But	he	told	himself	that
he	must	have	passed	 it	without	 recognising	 it,	 rationalising	 to	himself	 the	 fact
that	 its	 shape	 had	 undoubtedly	 changed	 over	 the	 years	 from	 the	 distinctive
profile	that	Selethen's	chart	indicated.

The	 low	 bank	 that	 he	 had	 seen	 late	 the	 previous	 afternoon	 bore	 no	 real
resemblance	to	a	line	of	cliffs.	But,	needing	to	believe	that	he	had	seen	the	cliffs,
he	 convinced	 himself	 that	 he	 really	 had.	He	 had	 seen	 no	 caves,	 and	 the	 chart
showed	 that	 the	cliffs	had	been	honeycombed	with	 them.	Instead,	he	reassured
himself	 that	 the	 caves	 were	 invisible	 because	 they	 had	 been	 shrouded	 in	 late
afternoon	shadow.

Now,	 to	 settle	 the	 question	 once	 and	 for	 all,	 he	 should	 see	 a	 balancing	 rock
formation	 some	 time	 in	 the	next	 few	hours	—	a	 formation	where	 a	 large	 rock
balanced	 precariously	 on	 top	 of	 a	 smaller.	 At	 least,	 he	 told	 himself	 with	 a
growing	sense	of	foreboding,	a	feature	like	that	would	be	unmistakable.

Unless	the	big	rock	had	fallen	off	the	smaller	one	overnight,	he	added	grimly.

He	 needed	 to	 see	 that	 formation	 because	 his	 water	 supply	 was	 becoming



alarmingly	depleted.	The	first	water-skin	was	empty.	The	second	was	less	than
half	 full.	 He	 had	 tried	 to	 ration	 himself	 severely	 but	 the	 heat	 simply	 drained
energy	from	him	so	that	he	had	to	drink	or	fall	senseless	to	the	ground.

He	consoled	himself	with	the	thought	that,	once	he	saw	the	balancing	rocks	and
fixed	his	position,	 the	water	problem	would	be	 solved.	A	 few	kilometres	 from
those	rocks,	a	soak	was	marked	on	the	chart	—	a	small	depression	in	a	dried-up
river-bed	where	water	 seeped	 slowly	 to	 the	 surface.	 Once	 there,	 all	 he	would
have	to	do	was	dig	down	a	metre	or	so	and	wait	while	water	filled	the	hole.	It
might	be	muddy	and	unpleasant,	he	knew.	But	it	would	be	drinkable.	And	with
his	waterskins	refilled	and	his	location	established	once	and	for	all,	he	would	be
able	to	strike	out	for	one	of	the	wells.

Sometime	 in	 the	 next	 few	 hours,	 he	 simply	 had	 to	 see	 the	 balancing	 rock
formation	or	he	was	lost	—	figuratively	as	well	as	literally.	As	a	result,	he	had	to
trust	his	map	and	his	Northseeker	and	continue	to	believe	that	sooner	or	later,	he
would	see	those	rocks.	He	simply	had	no	alternative	course	of	action.

It	 was	 this	 growing	 fatalism	 that	 led	 to	 his	 final,	 and	 most	 serious,	 mistake.
Obsessed	with	 the	need	 to	 find	 the	balancing	 rocks,	 and	validate	his	course	of
action	so	far,	he	continued	to	ride	through	the	hottest	hours	of	the	day.

Experienced	desert	travellers	like	Selethen	didn't	do	this,	he	knew.	But	again,	he
rationalised.	 Selethen	 could	 navigate	 by	 the	 stars	 and	 didn't	 need	 daylight	 to
sight	landmarks	and	reference	points.	That	meant	he	could	afford	the	time	spent
resting	in	the	middle	of	the	day.	But	Will	had	an	urgent	need	to	find	that	water
soak	and	surely	a	few	hours	of	heat	wouldn't	do	too	much	harm.

So	he	rode	on,	 the	heat	battering	down	on	him	like	a	physical	force	as	 the	sun
rose	higher	in	the	sky.	The	air	itself	was	superheated	so	that	it	almost	scorched
his	throat	and	lungs	when	he	breathed	it	in.	It	seemed	that	the	all-pervading	heat
had	 sucked	 the	 very	 oxygen	 out	 of	 the	 air	 so	 that	 he	 gasped	 and	 panted	 for
breath.

As	well	as	the	heat,	the	glare	was	a	constant	torture,	forcing	him	to	look	into	the
shimmering	distance	with	his	eyes	screwed	almost	shut.

Beneath	him,	Arrow	plodded	on,	head	down,	feet	dragging.	Will	was	alarmed	by
the	horse's	rapid	deterioration,	having	no	idea	that	his	own	condition	was	even



worse.

'Time	 for	 some	 water,	 boy,'	 he	 said.	 His	 voice	 was	 little	 more	 than	 a	 croak,
forcing	itself	out	through	his	dry	throat	and	mouth.

He	 swung	down	 from	 the	 saddle,	 his	 body	 stiff	 and	 awkward.	He	 staggered	 a
few	paces	as	he	touched	the	ground,	having	to	steady	himself	against	the	horse's
flank.	 Arrow	 stood	 unmoving,	 head	 drooped	 almost	 to	 the	 ground.	 Then	 he
shifted	 his	 weight	 to	 his	 left	 side,	 seeming	 to	 favour	 his	 right	 front	 hoof.
Already,	after	only	a	few	seconds	standing,	Will	could	feel	 the	blazing	heat	of
the	ground	burning	up	 through	 the	soles	of	his	boots.	For	Arrow's	unprotected
hooves,	it	must	be	torture,	he	thought.

'I'll	take	care	of	that	in	a	minute,'	he	told	the	horse.	'First	we'll	drink.'

He	fumbled	with	the	ties	attaching	the	folding	leather	bucket	behind	the	saddle
and	dropped	the	bucket	onto	the	ground.	He	laughed	briefly.

'Just	as	well	it	wasn't	full,'	he	told	Arrow.	The	horse	didn't	respond.	Setting	the
bucket	down	carefully,	making	sure	he	had	placed	it	on	a	flat	surface,	Will	took
the	remaining	waterskin	and	unstoppered	it	carefully.	He	was	painfully	aware	of
how	light	it	was	now.	As	he	poured	carefully,	Arrow's	head	turned	towards	the
sound.	The	horse	made	a	low	grumbling	noise	in	his	throat.

'Hold	your	horses,'	he	said.	Then	he	laughed	again	at	the	idea	of	telling	his	horse
to	hold	his	horses.

'Not	that	you're	my	horse,	really,'	he	continued.	'But	you're	a	good	horse	for	all
that.'

A	part	of	his	mind	was	a	 little	concerned	by	 the	fact	 that	he	was	 laughing	and
joking	with	his	horse.	He	had	the	strange	sensation	that	he	was	standing	to	one
side,	watching	himself	and	Arrow,	and	he	frowned	at	 this	 irrational	behaviour.
He	shook	the	ridiculous	notion	away	and	held	the	bucket	for	Arrow	to	drink.

As	 ever,	 he	 felt	 his	 own	 mouth	 and	 throat	 working	 as	 he	 watched	 the	 horse
drink.	 But,	 whereas	 the	 previous	 day	 his	 mouth	 had	 been	 thick	 and	 gummy
feeling,	today	it	was	dry	and	swollen,	all	excess	moisture	gone	from	it.



Arrow	finished,	his	big	tongue	futilely	searching	the	seams	of	the	bucket	where	a
few	 last	 drops	 might	 be	 hidden.	 Will	 had	 become	 accustomed	 to	 the	 horse's
almost	philosophical	acceptance	of	the	amount	of	water	he	was	given.	This	time,
however,	Arrow	raised	his	head	and	nosed	insistently	around	the	waterskin	slung
over	 Will's	 shoulders.	 It	 was	 another	 indication	 of	 how	 their	 condition	 was
worsening.	The	horse's	training	was	overcome	by	its	need	for	water.

Will	 pushed	 the	 questing	 muzzle	 away.	 'Sorry,	 boy,'	 he	 said,	 almost
incoherently.	'Later.'

He	took	two	small	sips	himself,	holding	each	one	in	his	mouth,	making	it	 last,
before	letting	it	trickle	slowly	down	his	throat.	Then,	reluctantly,	he	re-stoppered
the	water	skin	and	laid	it	in	the	scant	shade	of	a	thornbush.

He	raised	Arrow's	left	front	hoof	to	examine	it.	The	horse	grumbled	and	shifted
awkwardly.	There	was	no	visible	 injury	but	when	he	 laid	his	palm	on	 the	 soft
centre	of	the	hoof,	he	could	feel	the	heat	there.	The	desert	ground	was	burning
Arrow's	 unprotected	 feet.	 Will	 appreciated	 it	 even	 more	 now	 that	 he	 was
standing.	The	heat	was	all	around	them.	It	beat	down	from	the	sun,	hit	the	desert
floor	 and	 struck	 upwards	 again.	At	 least	when	 he	was	 riding	Arrow	 he	 had	 a
little	relief	from	it.

He	untied	his	blanket	from	behind	the	saddle	and	cut	it	 into	squares	and	strips.
Then	he	wrapped	the	little	horse's	hoofs	with	pieces	of	the	blanket,	padding	the
underside	with	several	folded	layers,	and	tying	the	whole	thing	in	place	with	thin
strips.	He'd	be	cold	when	night	fell,	he	knew.	But	he'd	be	in	a	worse	spot	if	his
horse	became	lame.

Arrow	seemed	 to	be	standing	more	comfortably,	no	 longer	 leaning	 to	his	 right
side.	Will	took	his	bridle	and	led	him	a	few	paces,	walking	backwards	to	watch
his	 gait.	 The	 horse	 didn't	 seem	 to	 be	 favouring	 either	 side	 now,	 he	 saw	with
some	relief.

Retrieving	the	water	skin,	Will	slung	it	over	his	shoulder	and	prepared	to	mount.

Then	he	stopped	and	patted	Arrow	gently	on	the	neck.	'I'll	walk	for	a	while,'	he
said.	'You've	been	doing	all	the	work.'

He	 took	 out	 his	Northseeker	 and	 checked	 his	 course,	 seeking	 a	 bearing	 point.



There	was	a	vertical	pillar	of	 rock	and	salt	 in	 the	middle	distance,	 the	crystals
reflecting	painfully	in	the	sun.	But	that	made	it	easier	to	keep	track	of	and	he	set
off	for	it.

Arrow	 trudged	 after	 him,	 head	 down,	 his	 hooves	 now	 making	 a	 strangely
muffled	sound	on	the	desert	sand.

***

A	further	mistake.	Burdened	by	the	inescapable	heat,	Will	took	off	his	cloak	and
draped	 it	 over	 Arrow's	 saddle.	 He	 rolled	 up	 his	 shirt	 sleeves	 and,	 for	 a	 few
moments,	 he	 felt	 a	 little	 cooler.	 But	 it	 was	 an	 illusion.	 The	 cloak,	 like	 the
flowing	garments	of	the	Arridi,	helped	the	body	retain	moisture.	Without	it,	and
exposed	to	the	sun,	he	began	to	dehydrate	even	more	rapidly	than	before.

In	addition,	his	bare	arms	began	to	redden,	then	to	burn,	then	to	blister.	But	by
the	 time	 he	 might	 have	 realised	 his	 mistake,	 Will	 was	 no	 longer	 capable	 of
intelligent	 thought.	His	system	was	shutting	down.	His	 thinking	was	becoming
erratic	 and	 unreliable.	 And	 still	 he	 hadn't	 seen	 that	 elusive	 formation	 of
balancing	 rocks.	 They	were	 an	 obsession	with	 him	 now.	They	 had	 to	 be	 here
somewhere	and	he	had	 to	 see	 them.	Soon,	he	 told	himself.	Soon.	He	could	no
longer	 appreciate	 the	 fact	 that	 he	 had	 hoped	 to	 see	 them	 after	 an	 hour	 or	 two
travelling.	He	had	now	been	riding	and	walking	for	over	four	hours	with	no	sign
of	them.

Some	time	after	noon	he	turned	to	face	Arrow.

'Have	you	seen	 them?'	he	asked.	—	Arrow	 looked	at	him	disinterestedly.	Will
frowned.

'Not	talking,	eh?'	he	said.	'Maybe	you're	a	little	hoarse.'

He	cackled	briefly	at	his	own	wit	and	for	a	moment,	he	had	that	uncomfortable
sensation	 again	—	 that	 he	was	 standing	 to	 one	 side	watching	 himself	 and	 the
horse	stumble	across	the	desert.	He	became	aware	of	the	water	skin	slung	across
his	shoulders.

'Need	a	drink,'	he	said	to	Arrow.	Irrationally,	he	told	himself	that	the	water	skin
was	weighing	 him	down.	 If	 he	 drank	 some	more,	 it	would	 be	 lighter.	And	 he



would	move	more	easily,	he	decided.

He	drank	deeply,	then	became	aware	of	Arrow's	accusing	eyes	on	him.	Guiltily,
he	re-stoppered	the	skin	and	set	off	again.

It	 was	 then	 that	 the	 realisation	 hit	 him.	 Selethen	 had	 given	 him	 a	 false	 map.
There	were	no	cliffs	pockmarked	with	caves.	There	was	no	flat-topped	hill.	Of
course,	the	Wakir	wouldn't	hand	him	such	a	valuable	strategic	document!	Why
hadn't	he	seen	it	before?	The	swine	had	given	him	a	false	chart	and	sent	him	out
into	the	desert	to	die.

'He	 tricked	us,'	he	 told	 the	horse.	 'But	 I'll	 show	him.	We	must	be	close	 to	 that
soak	 by	 now.	We'll	 find	 it	 and	 I'll	 go	 back	 and	 ram	 his	 map	 down	 his	 lying
throat.'	.

He	 frowned.	 If	 the	map	were	 false,	 there	 would	 be	 no	water	 soak	 just	 a	 few
kilometres	away.	He	hesitated.	Yet	there	must	be	a	soak.	There	had	to	be!	Then
his	thoughts	cleared.

'Of	course!'	he	told	Arrow.	'He	couldn't	falsify	the	whole	thing!	Some	of	it	must
be	 true!	 Otherwise	 we'd	 have	 seen	 right	 through	 it	 straight	 away!	 That's	 real
cunning	for	you.'

That	problem	solved,	he	decided	that	he	could	afford	to	give	Arrow	some	more
of	 the	 precious	 water.	 But	 the	 effort	 of	 untying	 and	 assembling	 the	 folding
bucket	seemed	too	much.	Instead,	he	let	the	water	trickle	into	his	cupped	hand,
laughing	softly	as	Arrow's	big	tongue	licked	at	it.	Some	of	it	spilled,	of	course,
soaking	 instantly	 into	 the	 baking	 sand.	 But	 it	 didn't	 matter.	 There	 would	 be
plenty	more	at	the	soak.

'Plenty	more	at	the	soak,'	he	told	the	horse.

He	replaced	the	stopper	and	stood	swaying	beside	Arrow.	The	problem	was,	he
thought,	without	another	drink,	he	might	not	have	the	strength	to	reach	the	soak.
Then	 he	would	 die,	 all	 because	 he	 refused	 to	 drink	 the	water	 he	 already	 had.
That	would	be	foolish.	Halt	wouldn't	approve	of	 that,	he	 thought.	Coming	to	a
decision,	he	removed	the	stopper	and	drained	the	last	of	the	water.	Then	he	set
off,	staggering,	beckoning	Arrow	to	follow.



'Come	on,	boy,'	he	said,	the	words	sounding	like	the	harsh	croaking	of	a	crow.

He	 fell.	The	ground	burnt	 his	 hands	 as	he	 tried	 to	break	 the	 fall	 and	he	didn't
have	the	strength	to	rise.	He	lifted	his	head	and	then,	wonder	of	wonders,	he	saw
it!

The	balancing	 rock,	 just	 as	Selethen	 had	 drawn	 it!	 It	was	 only	 a	 few	hundred
metres	away	and	he	wondered	how	he	could	have	missed	seeing	it	before	 this.
And	just	beyond	that	would	be	the	soak,	and	all	the	water	he	could	drink.

He	couldn't	stand.	But	he	could	easily	crawl	that	far.	He	began	to	crawl	towards
those	beautiful	balancing	rocks.

'How	do	 they	 do	 it?	Why	 don't	 they	 fall	 over?'	 he	marvelled.	 Then	 he	 added,
with	a	chuckle,	'Good	old	Selethen!	What	a	map!'	He	looked	behind	him.	Arrow
stood,	feet	wide	apart,	head	hanging,	not	following.

'Come	 on,	Arrow!'	 he	 called.	 'Plenty	 of	water	 this	way!	Come	 on!	 Just	 to	 the
rocks!	The	wonderful,	wonderful	balancing	rocks!	How	do	they	do	it?	Step	right
up	and	see!'

He	didn't	realise	that	his	words	were	an	indecipherable	croak.	The	water	he'd	just
drunk	hadn't	been	enough	to	compensate	for	the	amount	he	had	lost	in	the	past
five	hours.

He	 continued	 to	 crawl,	 dragging	 himself	 over	 the	 rough,	 stony	 ground	—	 the
stones	 cutting	his	 hands	 and	 the	heat	 burning	 them.	He	 left	 bloody	handprints
behind	him	—	handprints	that	quickly	dried	to	a	dull	brown	in	the	insufferable
heat.	 Arrow	 watched	 him	 going	 with	 dispirited	 eyes.	 But	 the	 horse	 made	 no
move	to	follow	him.	There	was	no	reason	to.

There	were	no	balancing	rocks	and	Will	was	crawling	in	a	giant	circle.



Chapter	26

Selethen	looked	up	quickly	at	Halt's	words,	a	frown	creasing	his	forehead.

'Who	would	pay	them	to	do	such	a	thing?'	he	asked.	'And	why	would	they	do	it?'

Halt	met	his	gaze	evenly.	He	knew	the	Arridi	was	angry	and	emotional	over	the
death	of	so	many	of	his	men	—	and	he	sensed	that	his	feelings	were	fuelled	by	a
longstanding	 hatred	 of	 the	Tualaghi	 tribesmen.	 The	 situation	was	 a	 dangerous
one	and	he	would	have	to	choose	his	words	carefully.	The	more	he	knew	about
what	 had	gone	on	here,	 he	 reasoned,	 the	 better	 he	 could	 convince	Selethen	of
what	he	was	about	to	say.	He	turned	and	spoke	quietly	to	Gilan.

'Take	a	look	around.	See	if	you	can	figure	out	what	happened.'

The	young	Ranger	nodded	and	moved	off.	Only	then	did	Halt	address	Selethen's
question.

'I'd	 say	 that	whoever	betrayed	Erak	 to	you	 in	 the	 first	place	 is	behind	 this,'	 he
replied.

'That'd	be	Toshak.'	Svengal	had	approached	unnoticed.	He	had	been	 searching
the	scene	for	his	Oberjarl's	body	and	had	come	to	the	same	conclusion	as	Halt.
'It'd	be	exactly	the	sort	of	thing	he'd	get	up	to.'

Selethen	looked	from	Halt	to	Svengal,	then	back	again.	Now	there	was	another
emotion	showing	on	his	face	—	suspicion.

'Who	is	this	Toshak?'	he	challenged.	'I've	never	heard	the	name.	And	why	would
he	pay	to	have	your	Oberjarl	abducted?'

'For	the	same	reason	he	betrayed	Erak	to	you	in	the	first	place.	He	wants	him	out
of	the	way,'	Halt	said.	He	saw	Selethen	was	about	to	ask	another	question	but	he
continued,	 talking	over	 the	other	man.	 'It's	politics,'	he	said.	 'Skandian	politics.
There's	a	small	group	of	Skandians	who	resent	Erak	and	would	like	to	see	him



deposed.'

He	saw	a	first	glimpse	of	understanding	in	the	Arridi's	face.	Arrida	was	rife	with
political	 intrigue	 and	Selethen	 accepted	 this	 as	 a	 plausible	 explanation.	But	 he
wasn't	fully	convinced.

'I	 repeat.	 I've	never	heard	of	 this	Toshak	person.	 I	 take	 it	he's	a	Skandian,	 like
you?'	 He	 addressed	 the	 last	 question	 to	 Svengal,	 whose	 face	 darkened	 into	 a
scowl.

'He's	a	Skandian.	But	he's	nothing	like	me.'

Selethen	nodded,	accepting	 the	distinction.	Svengal's	anger,	matching	his	own,
was	possibly	 the	most	 convincing	aspect	of	Halt's	 argument.	But	Selethen	had
seen	a	flaw.

'If	 this	 Toshak	 wants	 your	 leader	 out	 of	 the	 way,	 why	 bother	 to	 have	 him
captured	and	abducted?	Why	not	simply	kill	him	with	the	rest	of	these	people?'

But	 Halt	 was	 already	 shaking	 his	 head	 before	 Selethen	 finished	 voicing	 the
question,	as	if	he	had	foreseen	it.

'He	 needs	 time,'	 he	 replied	 instantly.	 'I	 said	 his	 group	 is	 a	 small	 one.	 Most
Skandians	 are	 content	 with	 Erak	 as	 their	 Oberjarl.	 So	 Toshak	 and	 his	 friends
need	 time	 to	build	 resentment	and	uncertainty.	A	dead	Oberiarl	wouldn't	 serve
their	purposes.	The	other	Skandians	would	simply	elect	a	new	one	straight	away
—	probably	one	of	Erak's	friends.	Maybe	even	Svengal	here.'

'Gods	forbid	that,'	Svengal	said	earnestly.	Halt	allowed	himself	a	grim	smile	at
the	big	Skandian.

'But	if	Erak	is	missing,	held	prisoner	somewhere	—	and	it	can	be	claimed	to	be
the	 result	 of	 his	 own	 incompetence	 then	 Toshak	 and	 his	 group	 can	 start	 a
whispering	campaign	to	get	people	doubting	his	ability,	and	his	suitability	to	be
their	leader.	Particularly	if,	at	the	same	time,	his	captors	are	demanding	a	large
ransom	from	the	Skandians.	Skandians	don't	like	that	sort	of	thing.'

'Indeed	we	don't,'	Svengal	agreed.	'That's	why	the	chief	told	me	to	go	to	Araluen
for	help	in	the	first	place.'



Selethen	looked	around	the	group	and	nodded.	He	was	still	unconvinced.	But	he
had	wondered	why	Svengal	had	returned	with	a	group	of	foreigners	 to	pay	the
ransom.	So	far,	the	only	reason	he	had	been	given	was	that	Erak	was	a	friend	of
the	 Araluans.	 Now	 he	 could	 see	 a	 more	 plausible	 explanation	 for	 their
involvement.	A	quick	resolution	to	the	problem	would	act	in	Erak's	favour.	The
more	the	situation	was	dragged	out,	the	more	opportunity	there	would	be	for	his
enemies	to	sow	dissent	among	his	countrymen.

'Given	 enough	 time,	 the	 dissenters	 could	 create	 the	 right	 conditions	 to	 put
forward	their	own	candidate	as	Oberjarl	—	probably	Toshak	himself,'	Halt	said.
This	time	Svengal's	only	comment	was	a	low	growl	of	anger	at	the	idea.

Selethen	paced	back	and	forth,	stroking	his	beard	with	one	hand	as	he	considered
Halt's	arguments.	Abruptly,	he	stopped	and	turned	to	Halt	again.

'It's	possible,	I	suppose	...	 '	he	said.	The	word	 'but'	was	left	hanging,	unsaid,	 in
the	air	by	the	tone	of	his	voice.	Halt	waited,	determined	that	he	wouldn't	be	the
one	 to	 voice	 the	 obvious	 doubt.	 Like	 Selethen,	 he	 could	 see	 another	 possible
explanation	for	the	carnage	around	them.	But	before	he	raised	that,	Selethen	had
another	question.

'You	say	your	countryman	Toshak	is	behind	this.	That	he	betrayed	your	leader	in
the	 first	 place?'	 he	 questioned	 Svengal.	 The	 sea	 wolf	 nodded	 and	 Selethen
continued.	'Yet	I	have	never	heard	of	him.	Our	informant	was	a	fisherman	from	a
small	village	down	the	coast.	More	of	a	smuggler	than	a	fisherman,	as	a	matter
of	fact,'	he	added.	'He's	accustomed	to	moving	unseen	through	the	waters	around
our	coast.	He	saw	your	ship	and	brought	word	to	us.'

Svengal	said	nothing.	But	once	again	Halt	had	a	ready	answer.

'You'd	hardly	negotiate	with	a	Skandian.	If	Toshak	had	tried	to	approach	you,	he
wouldn't	have	got	a	word	in	before	the	first	volley	of	arrows	was	on	its	way.	Of
course	he	needed	a	go-between.	And	it	would	have	been	relatively	easy	for	him
to	make	contact	with	a	smuggler.	Chances	are,	your	informant	was	also	the	one
who	sold	Erak	the	false	timetable	for	the	money	transfers.'

'Yes,	that's	reasonable,	I	suppose.'	In	spite	of	his	words,	they	could	all	hear	the
tone	of	doubt	 in	Selethen's	voice.	 'But	 I	keep	coming	back	 to	another	possible



explanation	for	all	this.'

He	waved	his	arm	distastefully	around	the	scene	of	death	and	destruction.	Halt
waited	impassively.	Make	him	say	it,	he	 thought.	Don't	say	 it	 for	him	or	you'll
give	it	credibility.

'I	agree	with	you,	this	could	be	the	work	of	Skandians	—	or	of	Tualaghi	in	the
pay	of	Skandians.	But	there's	another	possible	reason	why	Erak's	body	isn't	here.
This	was	a	rescue	party.	The	people	who	killed	my	men	did	it	to	set	Erak	free.
Even	now,	he	could	be	heading	for	the	coast	and	another	ship.'

'Do	you	think	we'd	willingly	put	ourselves	in	your	hands	if	we'd	planned	that?'
Halt	asked.

'I	think	it's	exactly	the	sort	of	double	bluff	that	you	might	consider,'	Selethen	told
him.	'You	negotiate	with	me	while	you	organise	for	another	party	of	Skandians
to	rescue	your	friend.	If	they're	successful,	you	save	sixty-six	thousand	reels.	If
they're	 not,	 you	 can	 continue	 as	 before,	 and	 deny	 all	 knowledge	 of	 the	 rescue
attempt.'

Halt	 said	 nothing	 for	 a	 few	 seconds.	 As	 he	 had	 realised	 before,	 politics	 and
plotting	were	very	much	a	part	of	life	in	Arrida.	And	this	was	exactly	the	sort	of
convoluted	reasoning	that	would	seem	logical	to	Selethen.	He	knew	that	his	next
words	were	going	to	be	vital	to	the	success	of	their	mission.	While	he	gathered
his	 thoughts,	 trying	 to	muster	 the	 best	 possible	 argument	 to	 restore	 Selethen's
trust,	Halt	stepped	forward.	As	Halt	and	Selethen	and	Svengal	had	been	talking,
Horace	and	Evanlyn	had	edged	closer	listening.	Now	the	young	warrior	thought
it	was	time	he	spoke	up.

'One	question.'	he	said.	All	eyes	swung	to	him.	Halt	held	up	a	hand	to	stop	him
going	 any	 further.	 The	 subtleties	 of	 negotiation,	 the	 fine	 cut	 and	 thrust.of
complex	 argument	 was	 not	 the	 young	 man's	 strongest	 suit.	 Horace	 was	 a
straightforward	person,	with	a	direct	approach	to	any	problem	that	faced	him.

'Horace,'	Halt	said,	a	warning	tone	in	his	voice,	'this	might	not	be	the	best	time	...
'

But	 Horace	 was	 holding	 up	 his	 own	 hand	 to	 silence	 Halt.	 His	 face	 was
determined	and	set	in	a	tight	frown.	Halt	knew	he	was	angered	by	the	suggestion



that	they	had	engaged	in	the	sort	of	underhanded	scheme	Selethen	had	described.
He	didn't	need	Horace's	injured	sense	of	dignity	muddying	the	waters	here.	But
the	young	man	was	ploughing	ahead,	regardless.

'A	question	for	the	Wakir,'	he	said.	Evanlyn,	beside	him,	mirrored	Halt's	worried
expression.	Horace	might	be	about	to	put	his	foot	in	it,	she	thought.	But	Selethen
made	a	gesture	for	Horace	to	continue	and	it	was	too	late.

'Your	question	is?'	he	said	smoothly.

'How	did	we	know?'	Horace	asked.	His	tone	was	blunt	and	challenging.	Selethen
frowned,	not	understanding	immediately.

'How	did	you	know	...	what?'	he	asked.

Horace's	 face	 was	 flushed	 now,	 partly	 with	 indignation	 but	 also	 because	 he
realised	that	he	was	the	centre	of	attention.	He	never	enjoyed	that.	But	he	felt	his
point	to	be	a
valid	one	and	deserved	to	be	made.

'How	did	we	know	that	Erak	was	with	this	party.'

For	a	moment,	nobody	understood.	Selethen	voiced	a	confused	little	gesture	with
both	hands.

'I	told	you,'	he	said.	Standing	back	and	watching,	Halt	felt	an	immense	surge	of
warmth	for	the	warrior.	Sometimes,	he	thought,	the	direct	approach	could	be	far
more	effective	than	a	long,	involved	dissertation.

Horace	 nodded.	 'You	 told	 us	 the	 night	 before	we	 left	Al	 Shabah.	You	 told	 us
when	the	negotiations	were	complete.	Not	before	then.	Up	until	then,	you	know
we	believed	Erak	was	being	held	 in	Al	Shabah.	So,	 in	 the	eight	hours	we	had,
how	 did	 we	 organise	 for	 this	 other	 group	 of	 Skandians	 to	 dash	 out	 into	 the
desert,	find	the	Tualaghi,	And	bribe	them	to	intercept	a	caravan	we	had	only	just
heard	of?'

'Well	...	you	could	have	...	'	Selethen	hesitated	and	Horace	pressed	his	advantage.

'And	you	know	that	none	of	us	left	the	guesthouse	on	that	final	night.	So	how	did



we	do	it?	I	mean,	Halt's	good	at	these	things,	but	that's	beyond	even	his	abilities.'

Halt	 thought	 it	was	 time	he	stepped	back	 in.	Horace	had	made	his	point	and	 it
was	a	telling	one.	Now	was	the	time	it	drive	it	home,	before	he	blundered.

'He's	 right,	 Selethen,	 and	 deep	 down,	 you	 know	 it,'	 Halt	 said.	 The	 Wakir's
attention	was	back	on	him	now	and	Halt	knew	it	was	time	to	settle	this,	once	and
for	all.	He	knew	it	was	time	to	force	Selethen	to	either	commit	to	them	or	to	take
a	position	against	 them.	Very	deliberately,	he	 said,	 'Tell	me,	Selethen,	 leaving
aside	 the	 fact	 that	we	couldn't	 have	organised	 this	 in	 the	 time	we	had,	do	you
honestly	believe	that	we	are	capable	of	that	sort	of	duplicity?'

Selethen	 went	 to	 speak,	 then	 hesitated.	 He	 looked	 at	 the	 small	 group	 of
foreigners.	The	warrior	Horace	and	the	raider	Svengal	were	fighting	men.	There
was	no	guile	or	deceit	 in	either	of	 them.	They	would	be	dangerous	enemies	 to
face	on	a	battlefield,	he	knew.	But	they	would	fight	honestly	and	bravely.

Then	there	was	the	Princess.	During	the	negotiations,	she	had	shown	her	courage
and	 forthrightness	 as	 well.	 In	 fact,	 he	 thought	 ruefully,	 if	 there	 had	 been	 any
false	dealing	at	all,	it	had	come	from	him.	First	in	having	his	servant	impersonate
him	and	secondly	in	the	fact	that	Horace	had	just	pointed	out	—	in	his	not	telling
them	that	Erak	had	already	left	Al	Shabah.

That	left	the	one	they	called	Halt.	Unmistakably,	he	was	the	leader	of	the	group,
in	 spite	 of	 the	 girl's	 rank.	 Undoubtedly,	 he	 was	 a	 thinker	 and	 a	 planner.	 Yet
Selethen	 sensed	 a	 core	 of	 decency	 and	 honesty	 in	 the	 man.	 Instinctively,	 he
found	himself	drawn	to	the	short,	grey-haired	Ranger.

It	was	obvious	that	the	others	respected	him	and	trusted	him.	And,	perhaps	most
important,	 liked	 him.	 Horace	 and	 Svengal	 might	 be	 straightforward	 and
uncomplicated	but	they	were	not	fools.	Horace	had	just	proved	that.

Selethen	bit	his	lip	thoughtfully,	considering	Halt's	question.	Then	he	replied.

'No.	I	don't	think	that.'

Halt	was	 tempted	 to	 let	go	a	huge	sigh	of	 relief.	But	he	knew	that	would	be	a
mistake.	Instead,	he	simply	nodded	once,	as	if	he	had	held	no	doubt	as	to	what
Selethen's	answer	would	be.



'Then	let's	get	on	with	it,'	he	said	briskly.	'What	do	we	plan	to	do	about	all	this?'

'I'll	send	a	party	out	after	them	once	we	reach	Mararoc,'	Selethen	asked.	'For	all
the	good	it	will	do.'

Bitter	experience	had	taught	him	how	the	Tualaghi	operated.	They	would	attack
a	 caravan,	 then	 simply	melt	 away	 into	 the	 desert.	 The	Arridi	were	 essentially
town	 dwellers,	 without	 the	 skills	 in	 tracking	 and	 desert	 craft	 to	 follow	 the
raiders.	 The	 Tualaghi	 knew	 these	wastelands	 like	 the	 back	 of	 their	 hands	 and
they	 knew	 how	 to	 disappear	 into	 them.	 Oh,	 Selethen	 would	 send	 a	 party	 in
pursuit.	But	it	would	be	a	gesture	only.	After	two	or	three	days	they	would	lose
track	of	the	Tualaghi	war	party	and	return,	exhausted,	dusty	and	frustrated.	It	had
always	been	the	way,	he	thought.	If	he	had	some	of	the	Bedullin	with	him,	they
would	have	a	chance.	The	Bedullin	were	hunters	and	trackers	and	they	knew	the
desert	every	bit	as	well	as	the	Tualaghi,	their	sworn	enemies.	That	was	how	he
had	 defeated	 the	 Tualaghi	 some	 years	 previously	—	 by	 forming	 a	 temporary
alliance	with	the	Bedullin.	But	they	were	a,	proud,	independent	people	and	they
wouldn't	stay	tied	to	the	Arridi	apron	strings	once	the	Tualaghi	had	been	brought
to	battle	and	defeated.

'Why	not	go	after	them	now?'	Halt	said.

Selethen	 smiled	 at	 the	 man's	 naivety.	 'Because	 they	 will	 fade	 away	 into	 the
desert.	That's	what	they	do.'

'Then	we'll	track	them	down.	That's	what	we	do,'	said	another	voice.

It	was	Gilan.	He	had	returned	from	surveying	the	scene	of	the	one-sided	battle	in
time	to	hear	Selethen's	last	words.	Halt	turned	to	him.	'Find	anything?'

Gilan	pursed	his	lips,	then	pointed	to	each	location	as	he	mentioned	it.

'They	 were	 hidden	 behind	 those	 rocks	 to	 the	 east,'	 he	 said.	 'Maybe	 eighty	 or
ninety	 of	 them.	 Most	 of	 them	 on	 horses	 but	 some	 on	 camels.	 They	 had	 a
diversion	party	to	the	north	—	perhaps	ten	riders.	They	swooped	in,	feinted	an
attack,	 then	 turned	and	 ran.	When	 the	escort	broke	 ranks	and	went	after	 them,
the	main	party	hit	them	from	behind.'



Selethen	looked	at	the	young	Ranger	with	new	respect.	'You	can	tell	all	that	just
by	looking	at	the	ground?'

Gilan	grinned	at	him.	 'As	 I	 said.	 It's	what	we	do,'	 he	 replied.	 'So	what	do	you
say?	Do	we	go	after	them	or	slink	back	to	Al	Shabah?'

His	tone	was	intentionally	provocative.	He	sensed	that	the	Wakir	was	looking	for
a	reason	to	go	in	pursuit	of	the	Tualaghi	—	to	teach	them	once	and	for	all	who
ruled	this	country.	And	he	was	right.	Selethen's	mind	was	racing.	This	could	be
just	the	chance	he	had	been	looking	for.

'We'll	be	outnumbered,'	he	said	thoughtfully.

'But	 we'll	 have	 the	 element	 of	 surprise	 on	 our	 side,'	 Halt	 countered.	 'You
normally	wouldn't	go	after	them,	would	you?'

Selethen	considered.	Eighty	Tualaghi,	 the	young	Ranger	had	said.	And	he	had
fifty	well-trained,	well-armed	veterans	at	his	command.	As	well	as	the	Araluans.
Horace	and	Svengal	would	give	a	good	account	of	themselves,	he	knew.	In	fact,
the	more	he	thought	about	it,	the	more	he	thought	that	he'd	enjoy	seeing	Svengal
carve	his	way	through	a	Tualaghi	war	party	with	that	battleaxe	he	carried.	And
the	 two	Rangers	both	carried	massive	 longbows	slung	over	 their	shoulders.	He
was	willing	 to	 bet	 they	were	 not	 just	 there	 for	 decoration.	He	had	 the	 distinct
feeling	 that	 those	 two	 cloaked	men	 could	 do	 a	 lot	 of	 damage.	 There	was	 one
problem.	He	couldn't	afford	to	weaken	his	forces	any	more.	He'd	need	every	man
he	could	find.

'What	about	the	girl?'	he	said.	If	she	were	to	go	back	to	Al	Shabah,	he'd	have	to
spare	men	to	escort	her.	That	would	weaken	his	force	even	further.

'She'll	come	with	you,'	Evanlyn	said	in	a	carrying	voice.

Selethen	looked	at	Halt,	his	eyebrows	raised	in	a	question.	Halt	smiled	grimly.
He'd	seen	Evanlyn's	courage	in	battle	before.	And	he	knew	she	was	able	to	take
care	of	herself	with	the	sabre	she	wore	at	her	belt.	On	the	voyage	from	Araluen,
she'd	practised	with	Horace	and	Gilan,	both	masters	of	the	sword.	She'd	held	her
own.	 She	 wasn't	 in	 their	 league,	 of	 course,	 but	 she	 was	 capable.	 Evanlyn
wouldn't	be	a	burden,	he	knew.	She	might	well	prove	to	be	an	advantage.



'She'll	come	with	us,'	he	said.



Chapter	27

The	 bitter	 cold	 of	 the	 desert	 night	 woke	 him.	 He	 was	 face	 down,	 shivering
violently	 as	 the	 heat	 leached	 from	 his	 body.	 It	 wasn't	 fair,	 he	 thought.	 The
blinding	 heat	 of	 the	 day	 and	 the	 near	 freezing	 temperatures	 of	 the	 night	were
combining	to	rob	the	last	vestiges	of	strength	from	him.	Shivering	took	energy
and	he	had	none	to	spare.

Will	 tried	 to	 raise	 his	 head,	 and	 failed.	 Then,	with	 a	massive	 effort,	 he	 rolled
over	onto	his	back,	to	find	himself	staring	up	at	the	brilliant	stars,	blazing	down
from	the	clear	night	sky.	Beautiful,	he	thought.	But	strangers	to	him.	He	wanted
to	 crane	 around	 and	 look	 to	 the	 north,	 where	 he	 would	 see	 the	 familiar
constellations	of	his	homeland,	lying	low	on	the	northern	horizon.	But	he	didn't
have	 the	 strength.	He'd	 just	 have	 to	 lie	 here	 and	die,	watched	over	 by	 strange
stars	who	didn't	know	him,	didn't	care	for	him.

It	was	very	sad,	really.

There	was	a	strange	clarity	to	his	thinking	now,	as	if	all	the	effort	of	the	day,	all
the	self-delusion,	was	gone	and	he	could	view	his	situation	dispassionately.	He
knew	 he	was	 going	 to	 die.	 If	 not	 tonight,	 then	 certainly	 tomorrow.	He	would
never	stand	another	day	of	that	furnace-like	heat.	He	would	just	dry	up	and	blow
away,	carried	on	the	desert	wind.

It	was	very	sad.	He'd	like	to	cry	about	it	but	there	was	no	moisture	to	spare	for
tears.	 With	 his	 newfound	 clarity	 of	 thought,	 he	 felt	 a	 nagging	 sense	 of
annoyance.	He	wanted	to	know	what	he	had	done	wrong.	He	didn't	want	to	die
wondering.	He'd	done	everything	correctly	—	or	so	he	thought.	Yet	somewhere
he	had	made	a	mistake	—	a	fatal	mistake.	It	was	sad	that	he	had	to	die.	It	was
annoying	that	he	didn't	know	how	it	had	come	to	this.

He	 wondered	 briefly	 if	 the	 map	 Selethen	 had	 given	 him	 had	 been	 false.	 He
remembered	 that	 thought	 occurring	 to	 him	 during	 the	 preceding	 day.	 But	 he
dismissed	it	almost	 immediately.	Selethen	was	an	honourable	man,	he	thought.
No,	 the	map	was	accurate.	The	mistake	had	been	his	and	now	he	would	never



know	what	it	had	been.	Halt	would	be	disappointed,	he	thought	—	and	perhaps
that	was	the	worst	aspect	of	this	situation.	For	five	years,	he	had	tried	his	best	for
the	grizzled,	unsmiling	Ranger	who	had	become	like	a	father	to	him.	All	he	ever
sought	was	Halt's	approval,	no	matter	what	anyone	else	in	the	world	might	think.
A	nod	of	appreciation	or	one	of	Halt's	rare	smiles	was	the	greatest	accolade	he
could	imagine.	Now,	at	this	final	hurdle,	he	felt	he	had	let	his	mentor	down	and
he	didn't	know	how	or	why	it	had	happened.	He	didn't	want	to	die	knowing	that
Halt	would	be	disappointed	in	him.	He	could	bear	the	dying,	he	thought,	but	not
the	disappointment.

A	large	shape	moved	near	him,	blotting	out	a	section	of	the	sky.	For	a	moment,
his	 heart	 raced	 in	 fear,	 then	 he	 realised	 it	 was	 Arrow.	 He	 hadn't	 hobbled	 the
horse	 for	 the	 night,	 he	 realised.	 He'd	 wander	 off	 and	 get	 lost	 or	 be	 taken	 by
predators.	He	 tried	 to	 rise	once	more	but	 the	effort	defeated	him.	 It	was	all	he
could	 do	 to	 raise	 his	 head	 a	 centimetre	 or	 two	 from	 the	 hard,	 stony	 ground
underneath	it.	Then	he	dropped	back,	defeated.

He	wondered	what	had	happened	 to	Tug.	He	hoped	 that	 somewhere,	his	horse
was	all	right.	Maybe	someone	had	found	him	and	was	caring	for	him	now.	Not
that	they'll	ever	manage	to	ride	him,	he	thought,	and	chuckled	soundlessly	at	the
mental	picture	of	Tug	bucking	off	every	rider	who	tried	to	mount	him.

Arrow	began	 to	move	 away	 from	him,	 the	 soft	 shuffling	 sound	 of	 his	 padded
hooves	 puzzling	 Will	 for	 a	 moment,	 before	 he	 remembered	 tying	 pieces	 of
blanket	 round	 the	horse's	hooves.	One	of	 them	must	have	come	 loose	because
Arrow	walked	with	a	strange	gait	—	three	muffled	thumps	and	then	a	clop	as	the
unprotected	hoof	made	contact	with	the	hard	ground.

He	turned	his	head	to	follow	the	dark	shape	moving	away	from	him.

'Come	back,	Arrow,'	he	said.	At	least,	he	thought	he	said	it.	The	only	sound	that
came	 from	 his	 mouth	 was	 a	 dry,	 choking	 rasp.	 The	 horse	 ignored	 it.	 He
continued	 to	move	 away,	 searching	 for	 forage	 that	might	 contain	 even	 a	 little
moisture.	 Again,	Will	 tried	 to	 call	 Arrow	 back	 but	 again,	 no	 articulate	 sound
would	come.	Finally,	he	gave	up.	The	foreign	stars	watched	him	and	he	watched
them.

'I	don't	like	these	stars,'	he	said	to	no	one	in	particular.	They	seemed	to	be	fading,
their	 cold	 brilliance	 dimming.	That	was	 unusual,	 he	 thought.	Usually	 the	 stars



kept	burning	till	the	sun	came	up.	He	didn't	realise	that	the	stars	were	burning	as
brightly	 as	 ever.	 It	was	 he	who	was	 fading.	After	 a	while,	 he	 lay	 still,	 barely
breathing.

The	 lion	 passed	within	metres	 of	 him.	Arrow,	weakened	 and	 dehydrated,	was
intent	on	freeing	himself	from	the	blanket	strips	tangled	round	one	forefoot.	He
never	 sensed	 the	 giant	 predator	 until	 the	 last	 second.	 There	was	 time	 for	 one
shrill	scream	of	fear,	cut	off	almost	instantly	by	the	massive	jaws.

Later	 on,	Will	would	 think	 that	 he	might	 have	 heard	 it	 but	 he	 could	 never	 be
sure.	In	fact,	it	had	registered	with	his	subconscious	but	he	was	too	far	gone	to
stir.

Arrow	died	quickly	and,	in	doing	so,	he	saved	Will's	life.

***

He	could	feel	the	snorting	breath	of	a	horse	close	by	his	face,	feel	the	softness	of
its	muzzle	as	it	nuzzled	against	him,	and	the	roughness	of	the	big	tongue	licking
him,	the	lips	nibbling	softly	at	his	hand.

For	one	wonderful	moment,	Will	thought	it	was	Tug.	Then	his	spirits	sank	as	he
remembered	that	Tug	was	gone,	lost	somewhere	in	this	wasteland.	Arrow	must
have	come	back,	he	thought.	His	eyes	wouldn't	open.	But	he	didn't	want	them	to.
He	could	see	the	glare	of	the	sun	even	through	his	closed	eyelids,	burning	down
on	him	once	more,	and	he	didn't	want	to	face	that.	Far	easier	to	lie	here	with	his
eyes	glued	shut.	Arrow	moved	again	so	that	his	shadow	fell	across	Will's	face,
shading	him,	and	he	murmured	his	gratitude.

He	 tried	 to	 force	 his	 eyelids	 open	but	 they	were	 gummed	 shut	 in	 his	 swollen,
sunburnt	 face.	He	was	 vaguely	 surprised	 to	 realise	 that	 he	wasn't	 dead	 but	 he
knew	it	was	only	a	matter	of	time.	Maybe,	he	thought,	he	was	dead.	If	so,	 this
certainly	 didn't	 feel	 like	 any	 idea	 of	 heaven	he'd	 ever	 been	 told	 about	 and	 the
alternative	 wasn't	 pleasant	 to	 contemplate.	 Once	 again,	 Arrow	 nudged	 his
muzzle	against	him,	as	if	trying	to	wake	him.	Tug	used	to	do	that,	Will	recalled.
Maybe	all	horses	did	it.	He	didn't	want	to	wake	up,	didn't	want	to	open	his	eyes.
The	effort	would	be	too	great.

Funny,	he	thought,	a	few	hours	ago,	he	didn't	have	the	energy	to	roll	over.	Now	a



simple	act	like	raising	his	eyelids	was	beyond	him.	It	would	be	easier	to	just	lie
here	sleeping	and	fade	away	from	it	all.

He	heard	the	crunch	of	footsteps	on	the	sand	and	rock,	close	by	him.	That	was
strange,	he	didn't	remember	anyone	else	being	here.	Then	a	hand	slipped	under
his	head	and	raised	it,	resting	it	on	what	felt	 like	a	knee,	so	that	he	was	sitting
half	upright.	He	sighed.	He	simply	wanted	to	be	left	alone.

Then	 he	 felt	 something	wonderful.	 Something	 unbelievable.	 A	 cool	 trickle	 of
water	spilled	over	his	dry,	cracked	 lips.	He	opened	his	mouth	eagerly,	 seeking
more	of	the	wonderful	water.	Another	trickle	found	its	way	inside	and	he	tried	to
rise,	tried	to	reach	for	the	water	skin	and	hold	it	to	his	mouth.	A	hand	restrained
him.

'Steady,'	said	a	voice.	'Just	a	little	at	a	time.'

And	as	he	said	it,	more	water	trickled	into	Will's	parched	mouth	and	then	down
his	 throat.	 It	 caught	 in	 the	 back	 of	 his	 throat	 and	 he	 coughed,	 spitting	 it	 out,
trying	frantically	to	retain	it,	knowing	that	he	mustn't	 lose	it.	 'Take	it	easy,'	 the
voice	said.	'There's	plenty	here.	Just	take	it	slowly	at	first.'

Obediently,	 Will	 lay	 back	 and	 allowed	 the	 stranger	 to	 trickle	 water	 into	 his
mouth.	He	was	grateful	to	whoever	it	was,	but	obviously	the	man	didn't	realise
that	Will	was	 nearly	 dead	 from	 thirst.	Otherwise	 he	would	 have	 let	 the	water
flood	into	his	eager	mouth,	he	thought,	overflowing	and	spilling	down	his	chin
while	he	gulped	it	in	by	the	gallon.	But	he	said	nothing.	He	didn't	want	to	offend
his	benefactor	in	case	he	stopped.

He	heard	an	anxious	whinny	close	by	and,	once	again,	he	was	sure	it	was	Tug
before	he	remembered.	Tug	was	gone.

'He's	all	right,'	 the	voice	said.	He	assumed	he	was	talking	to	the	horse.	Nice	of
Arrow	 to	be	worried	about	him,	he	 thought.	They	hadn't	known	each	other	all
that	 long.	 He	 felt	 a	 wet	 cloth	 wiping	 gently	 round	 his	 eyes,	 working	 on	 the
gummed-up	eyelids.	Some	of	the	water	trickled	down	his	cheeks	and	he	caught	it
with	his	tongue,	flicking	it	into	his	mouth.	Be	a	shame	to	waste	it.

'Try	to	open	them,'	said	the	voice	and	he	obeyed,	using	all	his	strength	to	get	his
eyes	open.



He	could	see	a	slit	of	light	and	a	dark	shape	leaning	over	him.	He	blinked.	The
action	 took	 an	 enormous	 effort	 but	when	 he	 re-opened	 his	 eyes	 it	was	 a	 little
easier	 and	his	 vision	was	 a	 little	 clearer.	 It	was	 a	 dark	 face.	Bearded,	 he	 saw.
Framed	by	a	yellow	and	white	kheffiyeh.	The	nose	was	big	and	hooked	and	at
some	 time	 in	 its	 owner's	 life	 it	 had	 been	 badly	 broken	 so	 that	 it	was	 crooked
across	 the	 face	 at	 an	 angle.	 For	 a	 moment,	 the	 nose	 held	 his	 focus.	 Then	 he
blinked	again	and	the	eyes	above	the	nose	caught	his	attention.

They	were	dark,	almost	black.	Hooded	by	heavy	eyebrows,	deep-set	in	the	face.
A	strong	face,	he	realised.	But	not	handsome.	The	big	crooked	nose	saw	to	that.

'Tha's	 a	 big	 nose,'	 he	 croaked	 and	 instantly	 realised	 he	 shouldn't	 have	 said
something	so	impolite.	I	must	be	light-headed,	he	thought.	But	the	face	smiled.
The	teeth	seemed	inordinately	white	against	the	dark	beard	and	skin.

'The	only	one	I	have,'	he	said.	'More	water?'

'Please,'	said	Will	and	that	wonderful	water	was	back	in	his	mouth	again.

And	 then,	 wonder	 of	 wonders,	 another	 face	 pushed	 its	 way	 into	 his	 field	 of
vision,	nudging	the	bearded	man	aside,	nearly	causing	him	to	spill	the	water.	For
a	moment,	Will's	 face	was	unshaded	 and	 the	glaring	 sun	 caused	him	 to	wince
away	and	blink.	Then	shadow	fell	across	him	again	and	he	opened	his	eyes.

'Tug?'	he	said,	not	daring	to	believe	it.	And	this	time,	as	the	horse	whinnied	in
recognition,	there	was	no	doubt	about	it.	It	was	Tug,	standing	over	him,	nuzzling
him,	nibbling	him	with	his	big	soft	lips	and	trying	to	be	as	close	to	him	as	was
possible.

He	butted	against	Will's	shoulder	 in	 the	old	familiar	way.	The	big	eyes	 looked
deep	into	Will's	half-closed	ones.

See	what	trouble	you	get	into	when	I'm	not	around?	they	said.

The	 bearded	 man	 looked	 from	 the	 horse	 to	 the	 blistered,	 burnt	 face	 of	 the
foreigner.

'I	take	it	you	two	know	each	other,'	he	said.



***

He	 was	 half	 conscious	 but	 he	 was	 aware	 of	 someone	 spreading	 a	 soothing,
cooling	 balm	 onto	 the	 burnt	 skin	 of	 his	 face	 and	 arms.	 And	 there	 was	 more
water,	 all	 he	 could	drink	—	so	 long	 as	 he	drank	 it	 slowly.	He	had	 learned	by
now.	 If	he	 tried	 to	drink	 too	quickly,	 the	water	was	 taken	away.	Drink	 slowly
and	 it	 kept	 flowing.	 As	 several	 people	 tended	 to	 him,	 he	 was	 aware	 of	 Tug,
always	there,	always	close	by.	Will	drifted	in	and	out	of	consciousness	and	each
time	he	awoke,	he	had	a	momentary	fear	that	he	had	been	dreaming	and	that	Tug
was	 still	 missing.	 Then	 he	 would	 see	 that	 familiar,	 worried	 face	 and	 breathe
more	easily.

Vaguely,	he	registered	the	fact	that	he	had	been	placed	on	a	litter	that	was	tilted
at	 about	 thirty	 degrees	 from	 the	 horizontal.	 Perhaps,	 it	was	 strapped	 behind	 a
horse,	 he	 thought.	 Then,	 as	 he	 began	 to,	 move	 and	 he	 felt	 the	 strange	 slow
rhythm	of	the	animal	dragging	him	behind	it,	he	revised	his	estimate.	It	must	be
a	 camel,	 he	 thought.	 The	 unusual,	 long-legged	 swaying	 gait	 transmitted	 itself
through	the	wood	poles	and	webbing	base	of	the	litter	to	his	body.

Someone	thoughtfully	placed	a	shade	cloth	to	protect	his	face	and	eyes	from	the
glare	and	he	dozed	as	 they	proceeded	across	 the	desert.	He	had	no	 idea	which
direction	 they	 were	 taking.	 He	 didn't	 care.	 He	 was	 alive	 and	 Tug	 was	 a	 few
metres	away,	walking	slowly	beside	him,	alert	 to	any	sign	 that	he	might	be	 in
danger	again.

They	could	have	travelled	for	half	an	hour	or	half	a	day	as	far	as	he	knew.	Later,
he	 found	 out	 that	 he	 had	 ridden	 on	 the	 litter	 for	 just	 over	 an	 hour	 and	 a	 half
before	they	reached.	his	rescuers'	camp.	He	was	lifted	from	the	litter	and	placed
on	a	bedroll	 in	 the	shade	under	a	 stand	of	palm	 trees.	The	 light	 filtered	gently
down	through	the	fronds	and	he	thought	he	had	never	been	so	comfortable	in	his
life.	 The	 skin	 was	 sore	 on	 his	 face	 and	 arms,	 but	more	 of	 the	 soothing	 balm
eased	the	pain.

Tug	stood	nearby,	watching	him	attentively.

'I'm	 fine,	Tug,'	 he	 told	 the	horse.	He	was	 relieved	 that	 his	voice	 seemed	 to	be
getting	back	to	normal.	He	was	still	a	little	hoarse	but	at	least	now	he	could	form
words	properly.	He	smiled	ruefully	at	 the	thought	of	 the	words	 'a	 little	hoarse'.



He	remembered	making	that	joke	with	Arrow	—	it	seemed	like	months	ago.

He	wondered	where	Arrow	had	got	to.	He	hadn't	seen	the	Arridi	horse	since	he
had	woken	again.	He	hoped	he	wasn't	lost.

'Got	to	stop	losing	horses,'	he	said	drowsily.	'Bad	habit.'	Then	he	slept.

***

Will	woke	from	a	deep,	refreshing	sleep.	He	was	lying	on	his	back,	looking	up	at
palm	fronds.

He	was	in	a	large	oasis.	He	could	heard	the	sound	of	trickling	water	close	by	and
the	movement	and	voices	of	many	people.	As	he	swept	his	gaze	around,	he	saw
a	 camp	 of	 low	 tents	 had	 been	 set	 up.	 The	 oasis,	 and	 the	 camp,	 sprawled	 for
several	 hundred	 metres	 in	 either	 direction.	 There	 was	 a	 large	 central	 pool	 of
water,	and	other	outlying	pools	and	wells	 surrounding	 it.	People	moved	about,
carrying	urns	of	water	from	the	wells,	preparing	cooking	fires	or	tending	to	the
herds	of	goats,	camels	and	horses	that	he	could	see.	From	the	size	of	the	camp,
he	 estimated	 that	 there	 must	 be	 several	 hundred	 people,	 all	 dressed	 in	 long,
flowing	robes.	The	men	wore	kheffiyehs	and	the	women	had	long	scarves	draped
over	their	heads,	leaving	the	face	uncovered	but	protecting	the	head	and	neck.

'You're	awake.'

The	 voice	 came	 from	 behind	 him	 and	 he	 twisted	 round	 to	 see	 the	 speaker.	A
small,	slender	woman,	aged	perhaps	forty,	was	smiling	down	at	him.	She	carried
a	 flat	 basket	 of	 fruit	 and	 bread	 and	 meat,	 and	 a	 flask	 of	 water	 as	 well.	 She
dropped	gracefully	 to	her	knees	beside	him	and	set	 the	basket	down,	gesturing
for	him	to	help	himself.

'You	should	eat,'	she	said.	'I'm	sure	you	haven't	eaten	in	some	time.'

He	 studied	 her	 for	 a	 moment	 or	 two.	 Her	 oval	 face	 was	 evenly	 featured	 and
friendly.	Her	eyes	were	dark	and	there	was	an	unmistakable	light	of	humour	in
them.	When	she	smiled,	which	she	did	now,	the	face	seemed	to	be	transformed
into	one	of	great	beauty.	Her	skin	was	a	light	coffee	colour.	Her	headscarf	and
robe	were	a	bright	yellow.	There	was	something	motherly	and	welcoming	about
her,	he	thought.



'Thank	 you,'	 he	 said.	He	 took	 a	 piece	 of	 fruit	 and	 bit	 into	 it,	 feeling	 the	 juice
spurt	inside	his	mouth,	bringing	his	own	saliva	alive.	He	revelled	in	the	feeling,
remembering	how,	just	a	short	while	ago,	his	tongue	and	throat	had	been	swollen
and	dry.	He	had	a	vague	memory	of	someone	repeatedly	placing	the	neck	of	a
water	skin	to	his	mouth	and	admonishing	him	to	drink,	but	slowly	now	while	he
had	been	sleeping.	There	was	a	dreamlike	quality	to	it	but	he	realised	it	had	been
real.	His	rescuers	must	have	thoroughly	rehydrated	him	without	actually	waking
him.

He	took	another	sip	of	water.	He	wanted	to	ask	where	he	was	but	 the	question
seemed	so	banal.	Instead,	he	indicated	the	people	moving	through	the	camp.

'What	people	are	these?'	he	asked.	She	smiled	at	him.

'We	are	the	Khoresh	Bedullin,'	she	told	him.	'We	are	desert	people.	My	name	is
Cielema.'	She	made	the	lips-brow-lips	hand	gesture	he	had	seen	Selethen	use.	He
didn't	 feel	up	 to	carrying	 it	off	 in	 response.	 Instead,	he	made	an	awkward	half
bow	from	his	sitting	position.

'How	do	you	do,	Cielema.	My	name	is	Will.'

'Be	 welcome	 to	 our	 camp,	 Will,'	 she	 said.	 As	 they	 were	 speaking,	 he	 had
suddenly	 realised	 how	 hungry	 he	 was	 and	 he	 helped	 himself	 to	 some	 of	 the
delicious	flat	bread	in	the	basket.	There	were	also	slices	of	cold	roast	meat	and
he	 took	 one,	 wrapping	 it	 in	 the	 bread	 and	 taking	 a	 large	 bite.	 The	 meat	 was
delicious,	perfectly	grilled	so	that	it	was	still	flowing	with	juices,	with	a	slightly
smoky	taste	from	the	fire	and	lightly	flavoured	with	delicious	spices.	He	chewed
and	swallowed,	then	tore	off	another	huge	piece	of	bread	and	a	second	slice	of
meat,	filling	his	mouth	and	chewing	rapturously.	Cielema	smiled	gently.

'There	can't	be	too	much	wrong	with	any	young	man	with	such	an	appetite,'	she
said	 and	 he	 hesitated,	 thinking	 that	 perhaps	 he	 had	 shown	 bad	 manners	 in
wolfing	his	food	this	way.	She	laughed	and	made	a	gesture	for	him	to	continue.

'You're	hungry,'	she	said.	'And	such	enthusiasm	is	a	compliment	to	my	cooking.'

Gratefully,	he	ate	more	of	the	food.	When	the	pangs	of	hunger	were	stilled,	he
brushed	crumbs	off	his	lap	and	looked	around	again.



'The	man	who	found	me,'	he	asked.	'Where	is	he?'

She	gestured	to	the	middle	of	the	camp	site.	He	realised	that	he	had	been	placed
on	the	fringe	of	the	camp,	probably	to	assure	his	uninterrupted	rest.

'That	was	Umar	ib'n	Talud,'	she	told	him.	'He's	surely	involved	in	very	weighty
affairs	right	now.	He	is	our	Aseikh.'

She	 saw	 the	 incomprehension	 in	his	 eyes	 and	explained	 further.	 'Aseikh	 is	our
word	for	leader.	He	is	the	headman	of	the	Khoresh	Bedullin	people.	He's	also	my
husband,'	she	added.	'And	he	knows	that	our	tent	needs	mending	and	that	I	have
a	carpet	that	needs	beating.	This	is	why	he	is	surely	involved	in	weighty	affairs
right	now.'

The	hint	of	a	smile	touched	her	mouth.	Will	had	the	feeling	that	an	Aseikh	might
be	the	leader	of	his	people	but,	like	husbands	the	world	over,	he	answered	to	the
ultimate	authority	of	his	wife.

'I	would	like	to	thank	him,'	he	said	and	she	nodded	agreement.

'I'm	sure	he	would	enjoy	that	too.'



Chapter	28

'These	Tualaghi	are	good	at	this,'	Gilan	said	as	he	and	Halt	swung	back	into	their
respective	saddles.	Selethen	was	seated	on	his	own	mount,	waiting	to	hear	what
the	Rangers	had	found.

It	was	the	fifth	time	that	afternoon	that	they	had	lost	the	trail	left	by	the	Tualaghi
war	 party	 ahead	 of	 them,	 and	 had	 to	 cast	 around	 on	 foot	 for	 some	 faint	 sign
showing	the	direction	they	had	taken.

Halt	grunted	in	reply	as	they	headed	out	again.	On	the	first	day,	the	Tualaghi	had
pushed	on	without	making	any	attempt	to	hide	their	progress.	But	after	that,	they
had	 begun	 to	 cover	 their	 tracks,	 leaving	 a	 small	 party	 to	 follow	 behind	 and
obliterate	 the	signs	 left	by	the	main	group	as	 they	gradually	changed	direction.
Of	course,	they	couldn't	manage	to	remove	every	trace	of	their	passing,	but	only
trackers	with	the	skill	of	Halt	and	Gilan	would	see	the	faint	signs	remaining.

'This	is	how	it's	been	any	time	we've	tried	to	follow	them,'	Selethen	said.	'We'd
see	their	trail	clearly	for	a	while,	then	they	would	simply	disappear.'

'Makes	sense,'	Halt	told	them.	'You	need	daylight	to	cover	tracks	like	this,	just	as
we	need	daylight	 to	 follow	 them.	The	first	day,	 they'd	be	keen	 to	put	as	many
kilometres	behind	them	as	possible.	My	guess	is	they	ride	out	before	dawn	and
keep	pushing	till	the	middle	of	the	day.	Then	they	rest	and	continue	on	in	the	late
afternoon	 and	 evening.	 Then,	 when	 they've	 established	 a	 lead	 over	 their
pursuers,	 they	 start	 all	 this	 zigzagging	 and	 track	 covering.'	 He	 looked	 at
Selethen.	 'That's	when	your	 trackers	 lose	 the	 trail	and	you	have	 to	give	up,'	he
said.	Selethen	nodded	glumly.

'At	least	this	is	slowing	them	down,'	Gilan	put	in.

Halt	nodded.	'They	have	to	travel	in	daylight,	the	same	as	we	do.	And	they're	not
taking	a	direct	route.	My	guess	is	we've	closed	the	gap	by	half	a	day.'

The	 two	 Rangers	 had	 been	 able	 to	 cut	 a	 few	 corners	 in	 their	 pursuit.	 It	 had



quickly	become	apparent	 that	 the	Tualaghi,	perhaps	overconfident	 in	 their	past
ability	 to	 confuse	Arridi	 pursuers,	 had	 fallen	 into	 a	 pattern	 of	 false	 trails	 and
zigzags.	After	several	hours,	 the	pattern	had	become	predictable	and	Gilan	and
Halt	had	been	able	to	ignore	several	of	the	false	trails	and	keep	on	a	more	direct
route,	 picking	up	 the	 real	 trail	 some	kilometres	 further	 on.	 It	 had	 also	 quickly
become	apparent	that	when	they	laid	a	false	trail,	they	would	take	less	effort	to
cover	 it.	 They	were	 good,	 as	 Gilan	 had	 noted.	 But	 they	 lacked	 the	 important
element	of	subtlety.

Of	 course,	 it	 helped	 that	 Halt	 and	 Gilan	 could	 work	 as	 a	 team.	 When	 they
reached	a	diversion,	Gilan	would	follow	it	for	a	short	time,	as	insurance,	while
Halt	 led	the	Arridi	party	along	the	path	the	enemy	had	been	taking	previously.
The	 fact	 that	 the	 pursuing	 party	 was	 travelling	 in	 the	 early	 morning	 or	 late
afternoon	was	another	piece	of	luck.	The	oblique,	low	angle	light	made	it	easier
to	sight	the	disturbances	and	faint	hoof	prints	left	 in	the	thin	sand	covering	the
desert.

So	far,	whenever	they	had	adopted	this	tactic,	they	had	rediscovered	the	real	trail
within	 a	 few	kilometres,	 at	which	point	Gilan	would	 rejoin	 them.	Fortunately,
the	terrain	was	flat	and	they	were	able	to	maintain	line	of	sight	communication
for	considerable	distances.

As	Halt	 had	 said,	 this	 had	 put	 them	half	 a	 day	 closer	 to	 the	Tualaghi.	But	 he
wanted	 to	 get	 closer	 still.	 He	 looked	 up	 at	 the	 sun,	 shading	 his	 eyes	with	 his
hand.	It	was	getting	close	to	the	middle	of	the	day,	when	they'd	have	to	rest	from
the	heat.

'I'm	thinking,'	he	said	to	Selethen,	'that	this	afternoon,	the	three	of	us	might	push
on	ahead.	We'll	move	more	quickly	that	way	and	we	can	leave	clear	signs	for	the
rest	 of	 the	 party	 to	 follow.	 I	want	 to	 get	 close	 enough	 by	 tomorrow	 night	 for
Gilan	to	take	a	look	at	these	Tualaghi.'

Selethen	 nodded	 agreement.	The	 suggestion	made	 sense.	With	 a	 party	 of	 fifty
men,	 they	 were	 limited	 by	 the	 slowest	 horse	 in	 the	 group.	 And	 the	 continual
stop-start	nature	of	their	progress,	when	Halt	and	Gilan	had	to	search	for	tracks
on	the	hard	ground,	added	to	the	time	they	were	taking.	Each	time	they	stopped,
it	took	that	much	longer	to	reassemble	a	large	party	and	get	it	under	way	again.
There	was	always	a	girth	 to	be	 tightened,	 a	 stone	 in	a	horse's	hoof,	 a	piece	of
equipment	needing	adjustment,	 another	drink	 to	be	 taken	 from	a	water	 skin.	 It



might	only	be	a	few	minutes	here	and	there	but	it	all	added	up	over	a	day.

'We'll	 keep	 going	 for	 a	 few	more	 kilometres,'	 he	 said,	 is	 'then	we'll	 rest.	 This
afternoon,	the	three	of	us	will	go	on	ahead.'

It	was	a	significant	 indication	of	 the	change	 in	 their	 relationship,	Halt	 thought.
After	his	initial	suspicions	at	the	scene	of	the	massacre,	the	Wakir	had	placed	his
trust	in	the	two	Rangers	to	guide	his	party.	Now	he	was	willing	to	isolate	himself
from	his	own	men	and	ride	ahead	with	Halt	and	Gilan.

For	 his	 part,	 the	Wakir	 felt	 a	 growing	 satisfaction	 at	 the	prospect	 of	 dealing	 a
telling	 blow	 to	 the	 Tualaghi	 tribesmen.	 The	 nomads	 knew	 that	 he	 had	 no
Bedullin	trackers	working	with	him	and	they	were	overconfident,	as	the	bearded
Ranger	had	explained.	If	he	and	his	warriors	were	able	to	stage	a	surprise	attack
sometime	in	the	next	few	days,	the	old	enemy	might	not	be	so	ready	to	raid	in
future	 with	 their	 apparent	 ability	 to	 disappear	 into	 the	 desert	 wasteland
undermined.	They	would	never	know	how	he	managed	to	track	them	across	the
desert	and	he	would	make	sure	the	knowledge	never	reached	them.

He	was	 in	 some	awe	of	 the	ability	of	 the	 two	northerners	 to	 read	signs	on	 the
ground.	They	had	shown	him	several	times	what	they	were	looking	for,	and	what
they	 sighted:	 a	 faint	 indentation	 in	 a	 softer	 piece	 of	 sand;	 a	 slight	 scrape	 of	 a
hoof	on	a	piece	of	stony	ground;	a	thread	from	a	saddle	blanket	or	robe	caught
on	 one	 of	 the	 ever-present	 scrubby	 bushes.	 Tiny	 signs	 that	 he	 would	 never
notice.	Yet	their	keen	eyes	read	them	as	if	the	facts	were	written	on	the	ground
in	large	letters.	He	also	reflected	wryly	on	his	willingness	to	ride	off	alone	with
them.	 He	 had	 been	 tempted	 to	 take	 one	 or	 two	 of	 his	 troops	 as	 well.	 But	 he
rejected	the	notion.	It	was	important,	he	felt,	 to	show	these	men	that	he	trusted
them.

Gilan	was	swinging	down	from	the	saddle	again	and	running	a	few	paces	ahead,
staring	 down	 at	 the	 ground.	 His	 bay	 horse	 followed	 obediently	 behind	 him,
saving	 him	 the	 time	 needed	 to	 run	 back	 and	 remount.	 The	 young	 Ranger
reminded	Selethen	of	a	searching	hound	with	his	energy	and	eagerness	to	follow
the	trail	of	the	Tualaghi.

'This	 way,'	 he	 was	 calling,	 pointing	 slightly	 to	 the	 left,	 and	 the	 Arridi	 party
swung	their	horses	to	follow	the	direction	he	had	indicated.



***

After	 resting	 through	 the	 middle	 of	 the	 day,	 Selethen	 and	 the	 two	 Rangers
moved	ahead	of	 the	main	party,	 having	arranged	 to	 leave	 signs	behind	 for	 the
others	to	follow.	At	every	change	in	direction,	they	would	scrape	a	large	arrow
in	the	ground.	Or,	if	the	ground	were	too	hard,	they	would	form	an	arrow	with
stones	and	rocks.

After	 the	 first	 two	 hours,	 it	was	 obvious	 that	 they	were	moving	more	 quickly
than	Selethen's	troopers.	The	small	cloud	of	dust	raised	by	the	body	of	horsemen
was	barely	visible	on	the	horizon.	Halt	frowned	thoughtfully	as	he	studied	it.

'Best	keep	that	in	mind	when	we	get	within	striking	distance,'	he	said.	'We	don't
want	them	to	know	we're	behind	them.'

They	 pushed	 on	 through	 the	 late	 afternoon,	 until	 the	 sun	was	 virtually	 on	 the
western	 horizon	 and	 the	 light	 was	 too	 uncertain	 for	 tracking.	 Selethen	 had
noticed	 that	 the	Rangers	had	 increased	 their	pace,	sometimes	 trotting	and	even
cantering	 when	 the	 trail	 was	 easier	 to	 follow.	 The	 sturdy	 horses	 they	 rode
showed	 no	 discomfort	 at	 travelling	 faster	 than	 the	 slow	 walk	 they	 had	 been
reduced	to	formerly.	His	own	mount	was	unbothered	by	the	change	in	pace,	but
he	was	a	thoroughbred,	from	a	long	line	of	some	of	the	finest	horses	in	Arridi.
Selethen	knew	that	some	of	the	lesser	horses	ridden	by	his	troopers	would	have
baulked	 at	 the	 increased	 tempo	 and	 he	 looked	more	 carefully	 at	 the	 Ranger's
shaggy	mounts.	Alongside	his	beautifully	formed	and	groomed	Arridi	horse	they
appeared	 nondescript	 and	 shabby.	 But	 they	 had	 enormous	 endurance	 and
amazing	speed,	he	thought.	In	the	short	term,	he	believed	that	his	stallion,	Lord
of	 the	 Sun,	 would	 probably	 outpace	 them.	 But	 then	 their	 ability	 to	 maintain
speed	kilometre	after	kilometre	would	probably	begin	to	tell.

Perhaps	I	should	find	out	more	about	these	horses,	he	thought,	as	he	considered
the	advantages	of	having	cavalry	equipped	with	such	uniformly	fine	mounts.

The	main	party	was	well	out	of	sight	by	the	time	the	three	stopped	for	the	night.

They	 unsaddled,	 tended	 to	 the	 horses	 and	 made	 camp.	 Selethen	 set	 about
gathering	firewood	for	a	small	signal	fire.	Halt	and	Gilan	moved	to	help	him	but
he	waved	them	aside.



'You've	been	working	all	day,'	he	said.	'I've	been	a	passenger.'

He	 saw	 the	 slightly	 surprised	 look	 that	 passed	 between	 them	 and	 felt	 secretly
pleased	 that	 he	 had	 earned	 their	 gratitude	 and,	 perhaps,	 a	 little	 respect.	 They
were	 not	 men	 to	 stand	 on	 ceremony,	 he	 thought,	 and	 they	 knew	 that	 true
authority	 came	 from	 sharing	 the	 hard	 work,	 not	 attempting	 to	 place	 oneself
above	 it.	He	 soon	had	a	 fire	going	and	 it	 threw	a	bright	 circle	of	 light	 around
them.	 It	 would	 be	 visible	 in	 the	 darkness	 for	 quite	 a	 distance,	 he	 knew.	 The
following	party	would	have	no	trouble	finding	them	in	the	dark.

'That's	another	thing	we'll	have	to	watch	as	we	get	closer,'	Halt	said.	From	five
or	six	kilometres	away,	the	fire	would	be	a	bright	pinpoint.	And	before	the	moon
rose,	its	glow	might	well	be	visible	in	the	sky	from	much	further	away.

They	ate	when,	the	main	party	finally	joined	them,	three	hours	after	nightfall.	As
the	troops	relaxed	after	their	meal,	drinking	coffee	and	talking	quietly,	Selethen
moved	among	them,	as	a	good	commander	should.	He	would	stop	by	each	small
group,	dropping	to	one	knee	and	talking	quietly,	appraising	them	of	the	progress
made	during	 the	day,	 checking	 to	 see	 if	 they	or	 their	mounts	were	having	any
problems.

Halt	 and	 Gilan	 had	 been	 joined	 by	 Svengal	 and	 the	 other	 Araluans.	 They
watched	Selethen	approvingly	as	they	enjoyed	the	rich	Arridi	coffee.	They	knew
the	Wakir	 must	 be	 tired	 and	 longing	 to	 sprawl	 comfortably	 on	 the	 still-warm
ground	with	a	cup	of	coffee.	But	he	continued	to	move	among	his	men,	with	a
joke	here	for	an	old	companion	or	a	word	of	advice	or	concern	there	for	a	young
recruit.

Finally,	 the	 tall,	 white-robed	 figure	 completed	 his	 rounds.	 Somewhat	 to	 their
surprise,	he	walked	towards	the	spot	where	they	were	sitting.

'May	I	join	you?'	he	said.

Halt	made	a	welcoming	gesture.	'Please	do.'

Horace	began	to	scramble	to	his	feet.	 'I'll	get	you	a	cup	of	coffee,'	he	said,	but
Selethen	waved	him	back	down.

'Sidar	 will	 see	 to	 that,'	 he	 replied	 and	 they	 realised	 that	 one	 of	 the	 troopers,



anticipating	his	leader's	needs,	was	bringing	a	cup	from	the	single	small	fire.	As
Selethen	sat	down,	he	sighed	contentedly,	then	accepted	the	cup	from	his	soldier.

He	sipped	deeply,	then	sighed	again	—	the	contented	sigh	that	comes	from	sore,
tired	muscles	that	are	finally	allowed	to	rest.

'What	would	we	do	without	kafay?'	he	asked	them,	using	the	Arridi	name,	and
the	original	name,	for	the	drink.

'If	you're	a	Ranger,	very	little,'	Horace	replied	and	they	all	grinned.	Selethen	had
already	observed	that	the	Rangers	were	as	keen	on	the	drink	as	any	Arridi.	The
tall	 warrior	 seemed	 to	 share	 the	 same	 near-addiction,	 whereas	 the	 Skandian
usually	grumbled	over	his	coffee	in	the	evening,	wishing	instead	for	the	dark	ale
of	his	homeland.	As	far	as	Svengal	was	concerned,	 that	was	the	only	beverage
worth	drinking	after	a	long	day.

'Don't	know	how	you	all	keep	going	without	a	good	drink	of	ale,'	he	said.	'Settles
the	mind	in	the	evening,	ale	does.'

Evanlyn	smiled	at	him..	 'Feeling	homesick,	Svengal?'	she	asked.	The	big	pirate
studied	her	for	a	moment,	considering	his	reply.

'To	tell	the	truth,	your	majesty,'	he	said,	'I'm	not	built	for	this	climate.'

Svengal	 insisted	on	calling	Evanlyn	your	majesty.	This	was	 in	spite	of	 the	fact
that	 she	 had	 asked	 him	 repeatedly	 to	 call	 her	 Evanlyn	 or	 Cassandra.	 She	 had
even	pointed	out	 that	 as	 a	 princess,	 she	 should	 correctly	 be	 addressed	 as	your
highness,	not	your	majesty.	But	Svengal	 persisted.	She	 suspected	 that	 it	was	 a
not-too-subtle	 form	 of	 Skandian	 leg-pull	 and	 an	 assertion	 of	 the	 Skandian
egalitarianism	 that	 rejected	 the	 idea	 of	 royal	 lineage	 and	 hereditary	 kings	 pre-
destined	to	rule	by	the	mere	fact	of	their	birth.	Skandians	elected	their	leaders	for
their	ability	and	popularity,	she	knew.	And,	looking	back	on	some	of	the	kings
that	Araluen	 had	put	 up	with	 in	 its	 history,	 she	wasn't	 altogether	 sure	 that	 the
Skandians	didn't	have	the	better	idea.

'You're	not	built	for	riding,	either,'	Horace	added.	'I'd	say	more	saddle	sore	than
homesick.'

Svengal	 sighed	 ruefully,	 shifting	 his	 buttocks	 for	 the	 twentieth	 time	 to	 find	 a



more	comfortable	spot.

'It's	 true,'	 he	 said.	 'I've	 been	 discovering	 parts	 of	 my	 backside	 I	 never	 knew
existed.'

Selethen	 smiled,	 enjoying	 the	 quiet	 good	 humour	 and	 friendship	 of	 these
foreigners.

But	he	hadn't	come	to	chat.	He	coughed	gently	and	saw	that	Halt's	attention	was
drawn	immediately.

'Something	on	your	mind,	Selethen?'	Halt	asked.	They	had	passed	the	time	when
he	might	address	the	Wakir	by	his	title	or	by	the	honorific	'Excellence'.	Selethen
leaned	forward,	smoothing	the	sand	in	front	of	him.

'As	a	matter	of	fact,	yes.	One	of	my	corporals	raised	an	interesting	point	while	I
was	talking	to	the	men.'

He	drew	his	curved	dagger	and	scratched	an	x	in	the	sand.	'Let's	say	this	is	our
position	at	the	moment,'	he	said.	Then	he	drew	a	zigzagging,	curving	line	back
from	 that	 position	 for	 a	 metre	 or	 so.	 'And	 to	 get	 here,	 we've	 followed	 the
Tualaghi	while	 they	zigzagged	and	diverted	and	backtracked.'	He	 looked	up	at
Halt.	'As	you	pointed	out,	this	gave	us	the	chance	to	catch	up	on	them.'

Halt	nodded.	He	waited	to	see	what	the	Arridi	was	leading	up	to.

'Yet	with	all	this	chopping	and	changing	and	to-ing	and	fro-ing,	the	Arridi	have
kept	 coming	 back	 to	 one	 base	 course.'	 He	 slashed	 a	 straight	 line	 through	 the
middle	of	the	zigzagging	line.	 'And	if	they	continue,	it	will	take	them	here.'	He
gouged	 a	 point	 in	 the	 sand	 further	 along	 the	 projected	 line	 that	 indicated	 the
Arridi	base	course.

'And	what	might	be	there?'	Evanlyn	asked.	Selethen	glanced	up	at	her	to	answer.

'The	 Khor-Abash	Wells,'	 he	 said.	 'The	 best	 water	 source	 within	 two	 hundred
kilometres.'

Horace	frowned	at	the	scrape	marks	in	the	sand.	D'you	think	they	need	water?'
he	 asked.	 Selethen	 turned	 his	 gaze	 upon	 the	 young	man.	His	 face	was	 deadly



serious	when	he	replied.

'In	the	desert,	you	always	need	water,'	he	told	him.	'A	wise	traveller	never	goes
past	the	chance	to	refill	his	water	skins.'

'Is	 there	nowhere	else	 they	could	do	 this?'	Halt	asked.	Selethen	 tapped	another
mark	into	the	sand	with	his	dagger.

'There	are	the	Orr-San	Wells,'	he	said.	'They're	smaller	and	not	as	reliable.	And
they're	 forty	kilometres	 further	 to	 the	west.	 If	 the	Tualaghi	are	headed	where	I
think	they	are,	they're	too	far	from	their	course.'

'Where	 do	 you	 think	 they're	 headed?'	 Halt	 asked	 him.	 For	 the	 most	 part,	 the
others	were	content	to	let	him	do	the	talking.

'Here.'	The	knife	stabbed	again.	'To	the	north.	The	northern	massif	lies	here.'	He
scraped	 a	 line	 from	 east	 to	 west.	 'There	 are	 mountains,	 hills,	 cliffs,	 blind
canyons.	And	several	towns	they	can	use	as	a	base.'

Halt	frowned.	'I	thought	you	said	the	Tualaghi	were	nomads?'

Selethen	nodded.	 'They	are.	The	 towns	 are	Arridi	 towns	but	 the	Tualaghi	 take
them	over	and	occupy	 them	for	a	month,	 six	weeks	at	 a	 time.	Then	 they	head
back	into	the	desert	again,	or	further	into	the	hills.'

Halt	rubbed	his	chin	reflectively,	studying	the	marks	Selethen	had	made.

'So	 if	 you're	 right	 and	 they're	 headed	 for	 these	 wells,	 we	 could	 simply	 stop
following	the	Tualaghi	and	cut	across	straight	towards	them?	With	any	luck,	we
could	be	waiting	for	them	when	they	arrive.'

Selethen	met	his	gaze,	held	it	and	nodded.	'It's	a	gamble,	of	course,'	he	said.	'But
I	can't	think	of	anywhere	else	they	could	be	heading.'

Halt	 hesitated.	He	 looked	 around	his	 companions'	 faces.	After	 all,	Erak	was	 a
friend	to	all	of	them	and	if	he	followed	Selethen's	plan	they	risked	losing	track	of
him	altogether.	Silently,	one	after	the	other,	they	all	nodded.	He	looked	back	at
Selethen.



'Let's	do	it,'	he	said.



Chapter	29

Cielema	helped	Will	 to	 stand	as	he	cast	off	 the	blanket	 and	 rose	 from	 the	bed
that	had	been	placed	under	the	trees.

She	 steadied	 him	 with	 a	 hand	 under	 his	 arm.	 He	 swayed	 groggily	 for	 a	 few
seconds,	 then	his	head	steadied	and	he	 stood	more	 firmly.	She	nodded	at	him,
satisfied	that	he	was	well	on	the	way	to	recovery.

'A	strong	healthy	body	restores	itself	quickly	with	a	little	rest,'	she	said.	 'Come
and	meet	the	mighty	Umar.'

Again,	there	was	an	amused	undertone	to	her	words.	Will	realised	his	feet	were
bare	 and	 he	 couldn't	 see	 his	 boots.	His	 cloak	was	 gone	 as	well.	 She	 saw	 him
glance	around.

'Your	belongings	are	safe,'	she	told	him.	She	saw	him	looking	for	something	else
and	guessed	what	it	might	be.	The	little	horse	had	stayed	by	his	side	through	the
day	and	night	he	had	slept.

'The	horse	is	with	the	rest	of	the	herd.	They	are	being	watered	and	fed,'	she	told
him.	'It	took	a	while	to	convince	him	to	leave	your	side.'

Will	 smiled	at	 the	 thought.	He'd	had	a	moment	of	panic	when	he	had	 thought
perhaps	he	had	dreamed	that	Tug	was	here.	Reassured,	he	looked	at	his	bare	feet.

'My	boots,'	he	said.	'I	need	my	boots.'

But	 Cielema	 merely	 smiled	 and	 began	 to	 lead	 him	 towards	 the	 centre	 of	 the
camp.	'The	sand	is	soft.'

She	 was	 right.	 He	 walked	 beside	 her	 as	 she	 held	 his	 arm	 lightly	 in	 case	 he
stumbled.	The	sand,	not	yet	heated	by	the	burning	rays	of	the	sun,	was	cool	and
soft	underfoot.	He	became	aware	of	a	slight	burning	sensation	on	his	arms	and
face.	He	looked	down	and	saw	that	the	red,	burnt	skin	of	his	arms	was	glistening



with	some	kind	of	oil	compound.

'It's	a	salve	our	people	have	used	for	years.	In	a	day	or	two	your	burns	will	heal,'
she	told	him.	He	nodded	to	her.

'Thank	you,'	he	said,	and	once	more	she	smiled	at	him.	He	felt	a	sense	of	warmth
towards	this	kind,	humorous	woman.	Aseikh	Umar	was	a	lucky	man,	he	thought.

As	they	passed	through	the	camp,	he	noticed	that	people	stopped	to	watch	him
—	 particularly	 the	 children.	 Several	 times	 he	 heard	 the	 words	 the	 foreigner
muttered	 behind	 him.	 Such	 curiosity	 was	 only	 natural,	 he	 thought.	 But	 there
were	also	smiles	and	gestures	of	welcome	—	the	by-now	familiar	mouth-brow-
mouth	gesture	—	and	he	returned	the	smiles	and	nodded	his	head	in	greeting.

'Your	people	are	very	friendly,'	he	said.	Cielema	frowned	thoughtfully.

'Not	always,'	she	told	him.	'As	a	rule,	we	like	to	keep	to	ourselves.	But	everyone
is	 happy	 when	 someone	 is	 saved	 from	 the	 savage	 Skylord.'	 She	 gestured
upwards	 and	he	 realised	 that	 she	meant	 the	 sun.	He	guessed	 it	was	 a	 constant
enemy	and	threat	to	these	people.

They	were	close	to	the	centre	of	the	camp	now	and	he	could	see	a	group	of	half	a
dozen	men	sitting	round	in	a	circle.	All	of	them	wore	yellow	and	white	checked
kheffiyehs	—	 like	 the	one	he	had	noticed	on	his	 rescuer.	Cielema	stopped	him
with	a	gentle	pressure	on	his	arm.

'We	must	wait,'	she	said.	'They	are	involved	in	important	business.'

Her	 tone	was	 serious,	 almost	 reverential.	The	 two	of	 them	 stopped,	 some	 five
metres	from	the	group	of	men.	They	were	all	leaning	forward,	staring	intently	at
an	 upright	 rock	 placed	 in	 the	middle	 of	 the	 circle.	Will	 thought	 they	must	 be
praying,	although	no	words	were	being	said.

Then,	as	one,	they	all	slumped	back	with	a	roar	of	disappointment.

'It	flew	away!'	said	one	figure	and	Will	recognised	the	voice.	It	was	the	man	who
had	rescued	him.	'Almost	to	the	top	and	it	flew	away!'

He	 looked	 questioningly	 to	Cielema	 and	 she	 rolled	 her	 eyes	 at	 him.	 'Can	 you



believe	it?'	she	said.	'Grown	men	gambling	on	two	flies	crawling	up	a	stone!'

'Gambling?'	he	said.	'I	thought	they	were	praying.'

She	raised	an	eyebrow.	'To	them,	it's	much	the	same	thing.	The	Bedullin	will	bet
on	just	about	anything.	It's	almost	a	religion.'	She	urged	him	closer	as	the	circle
began	to	break	up	and	most	of	the	men	moved	away.	'Aseikh	Umar!'	she	called.
'Your	visitor	has	woken.'

Her	husband	 stood	and	 turned	 to	 them	with	 a	wide	 smile.	Will	 recognised	 the
powerful	face	and	the	big,	crooked	nose.	Umar	stepped	towards	him,	both	hands
out.	He	went	to	seize	Will's	forearms	in	greeting	but	his	wife	hissed	warningly.

'Careful,	buffoon!	His	arms	are	burnt!'

Realising	his	mistake,	the	Aseikh	held	both	hands	in	the	air	in	a	kind	of	blessing
gesture	instead.	'Of	course!	Of	course!	Please,	come	and	sit.	Tell	me	your	name.
I	am	...	'

'He	knows	who	you	are.	You	are	the	great	fly-gambling	Umar.	His	name	is	Will.'

Umar	grinned	easily	at	his	wife.	Will	had	the	impression	that	this	sort	of	byplay
went	on	between	the	two	of	them	all	the	time.	Then	he	looked	back	at	Will.

'It's	good	to	see	you	awake.	You	were	nearly	finished	when	we	found	you!	Come
and	sit	and	tell	me	what	you	were	doing.'	He	looked	at	Cielema.	'Beloved	wife,
will	you	bring	us	coffee?'

Cielema	 raised	 an	 eyebrow	 and	 looked	 inquiringly	 at	 Will.	 'Would	 you	 like
coffee,	Will?'

His	mouth	watered	at	the	thought	of	it,	a	sure	sign	he	was	recovering	quickly.	'I'd
love	coffee,'	he	said.

She	made	a	graceful	bow.	'In	that	case,	I	will	bring	some.'

She	swept	away,	her	head	held	high.	Umar	grinned	after	her.	Then	he	turned	his
attention	back	to	Will	and	ushered	him	to	the	circle	of	cushions.



'So,	your	name	is	Will,'	he	said	as	they	sat	cross-legged.

'It	 is.'	Will	paused,	 then	added,	 'I	want	 to	 thank	you	for	saving	my	life,	Aseikh
Umar.'

The	 Bedullin	 waved	 his	 thanks	 away.	 'It	 was	 the	 horse	 you	 were	 riding	 that
saved	your	life.	And	he	did	so	twice.'

'Arrow!'	said	Will,	remembering.	He	hadn't	seen	Arrow	since	he'd	been	rescued.
'Where	is	he?	What	did	he	do?'

Umar's	 smile	 disappeared.	 'He's	 dead,	Will.	A	 lion	 took	 him	during	 the	 night.
That	was	the	first	time	he	saved	you.	The	lion	took	him,	and	not	you.	We	saw	its
tracks	and	it	passed	within	two	or	three	metres	of	where	you	lay.	The	horse	was
obviously	moving	and	making	noise	so	that	the	lion	never	noticed	you.'

'Dead,'	 Will	 said,	 saddened.	 Arrow	 had	 been	 a	 good	 horse.	 Umar	 nodded
sympathetically.	He	admired	a	man	who	cared	for	his	horse.

'He	saved	your	life	a	second	time	the	following	morning,'	he	said.	'The	vultures
gathered	to	feast	on	him	and	we	saw	them.	I	came	to	investigate	and	...	there	you
were.'	He	smiled,	back	on	a	more	cheerful	topic.

Will	shook	his	head	gratefully.	'Once	again,	you	have	my	gratitude,'	he	said.

As	before,	Umar	dismissed	his	thanks.	'It's	what	we	do	in	the	desert.	In	fact,	it's
considered	 good	 luck	 to	 save	 a	 fellow	 traveller	 in	 trouble.'	 Then	 his	 face
quickened	with	interest.	'We	have	your	weapons!'	he	said.	He	turned	and	called
to	a	low,	wide-spreading	tent	a	few	metres	away.	'Ahmood!	Bring	the	foreigner's
weapons!'

A	teenage	boy	emerged	from	the	tent	a	few	seconds	later.	Grinning,	he	deposited
Will's	 knives,	 in	 their	 double	 scabbard,	 and	 his	 bow	 and	 quiver.	 He	 also	 set
down	 the	 folded	 chart	 and	 the	Northseeker	 in	 its	 leather	 case.	Will	 stood	 and
buckled	on	the	double	scabbard.	He	felt	a	sense	of	completeness.	No	Ranger	was
ever	totally	comfortable	without	his	weapons.	Umar	watched	him	carefully,	then
picked	up	the	unstrung	bow.

'I've	never	seen	one	like	this	before,'	he	said.	'It	must	be	amazingly	powerful.'



'It	is,'	Will	said.	Quickly,	he	settled	the	bow	in	front	of	his	left	ankle	and	behind
his	right	calf.	Using	his	back	muscles,	he	bent	the	bow	and	slid	the	string	up	into
the	 notch	 at	 the	 end.	 He	 handed	 it	 to	 Umar,	 who	 tested	 the	 draw	 weight,
grimaced	slightly,	then	returned	the	weapon	to	Will.

'Show	me,'	he	said,	handing	Will	an	arrow	from	the	quiver.

Will	 nocked	 the	 arrow	 and	 looked	 around	 for	 a	 suitable	 mark.	 He	 noticed	 a
group	of	boys	fifty	metres	away,	playing	a	game	with	a	small	leather	ball.	They
used	 their	 feet,	heads	and	bodies	 to	keep	 it	 in	 the	air,	passing	 it	between	 them
without	 letting	 it	 touch	 the	 ground.	 He	 started	 to	 look	 for	 a	 safer	 area	 to
demonstrate,	then	glanced	back	as	something	caught	his	eye.	The	smallest	boy,
no	more	 than	eight	years	old,	had	 lost	 control	of	 the	ball,	 sending	 it	 bouncing
and	rolling	until	it	ended	under	a	flat	rock.	Laughing,	he	ran	after	it	and	dropped
to	his	hands	and	knees,	reaching	for	it.

Will	drew,	aimed	and	fired	in	the	space	of	a	heartbeat.	His	arrow	flashed	across
the	oasis,	missing	the	boy's	reaching	hand	by	centimetres,	and	ended,	quivering,
embedded	under	the	rock.	The	boy	recoiled,	screaming	in	terror.	His	companions
echoed	his	cries,	turning	to	see	where	the	arrow	had	come	from.

A	massive	fist	struck	Will	backhanded	across	the	jaw.	He	staggered	and	fell,	the
bow	dropping	from	his	hands.	Umar's	face	was	contorted	in	rage.

'You	 reckless	 fool!	Do	 you	 think	 you'll	 impress	me	 by	 risking	 the	 life	 of	my
grandchild?	You	could	have	killed	him!'

His	hand	dropped	to	the	massive	hilt	of	a	heavy	dagger	in	his	belt.	Will,	stunned
by	 the	blow,	 tried	 to	 regain	his	 feet	but	a	 savage	kick	 from	Umar	winded	him
and	 sent	 him	 sprawling	 again.	 In	 the	 distance,	Will	 could	 hear	 the	 child,	 still
crying	in	fright,	and	a	 jumble	of	voices	calling	out	—	shouting	in	surprise	and
anger	and	fear.

He	heard	the	faint	metallic	shring!	of	the	dagger	being	drawn	from	its	scabbard.
Then	Cielema's	voice,	shrill	and	urgent,	was	carrying	above	the	others.

'Umar,	stop!	Look	at	this!'



Umar	 turned	 away	 from	 the	 prone	 figure	 before	 him.	 His	 wife	 had	 been
returning	with	the	coffee	when	she	had	passed	by	their	grandson	and	witnessed
the	incident.	Now	she	was	on	her	knees,	reaching	for	something	under	the	rock.
With	an	effort,	she	tugged	Will's	arrow	free.	With	it,	held	firmly	by	the	barbed
broadhead,	was	 the	metre-long	body	of	 the	sand	cobra	he	had	shot.	The	arrow
had	passed	cleanly	through	the	snake's	head,	killing	it	instantly.

A	second	before	it	could	strike	at	the	boy.

The	dagger	dropped	from	Umar's	hand	as	he	realised	what	had	happened,	what
he	had	done.	Aghast,	he	stooped	to	help	Will	to	his	feet.

'Forgive	me!	I'm	sorry!	I	thought	...	'

Will	was	 still	 gasping	 for	 breath	when	Cielema	 reached	 them,	brandishing	 the
dead	snake	impaled	on	the	arrow.

'What	are	you	doing,	you	fool?'	she	demanded.	'The	boy	saved	Faisal!'

Umar	 had	 hauled	Will	 to	 his	 feet	 and	 begun	 to	 feverishly	 brush	 him	 down,	 a
stricken	 look	 in	 his	 eyes.	 He	 had	 been	 about	 to	 kill	 the	 young	man	who	 had
undoubtedly	saved	his	grandson's	life.

'Forgive	me!'	 he	 said	 frantically.	 But	 Cielema	 brushed	 past	 him,	 shoving	 him
away	from	the	young	foreigner.

'Get	away!'	she	said	roughly.	She	dropped	the	dead	snake,	took	Will's	jaw	in	her
hands	and	gently	worked	it	from	side	to	side,	her	head	cocked	to	listen.	'Are	you
all	 right?'	 she	asked	him.	He	 tried	a	weak	grin,	 then	wished	he	hadn't	when	 it
hurt	his	jaw.

'Bit	swollen,'	he	said	thickly.	'Bu'	I'm	all	ri'.'

She	moved	quickly	to	where	a	jar	of	water	stood	outside	the	large	tent	nearby.
Dipping	the	end	of	her	scarf	in	it,	she	came	back	and	pressed	the	cool	wet	cloth
against	his	jaw.	Umar	tried	once	more	to	placate	her.

'I'm	 sorry!'	 he	 said.	 'I	 thought	 that	 ...	 '	He	got	no	 further.	She	 rounded	on	him
savagely.



'You	thought?	When	did	you	ever	think?	You	were	ready	to	kill	the	boy!	I	saw
you	with	that	knife	of	yours!'

Will	took	her	hands	and	removed	the	wet	cloth	from	his	face.	He	worked	his	jaw
a	little,	making	sure	nothing	was	broken.

'It's	 all	 right,'	 he	 told	 her.	 'No	 harm	 done.	 I'm	 a	 little	 bruised.	 It	 was	 just	 a
misunderstanding.'

'Exactly!'	Umar	told	her.	'A	misunderstanding.'	Cielema	looked	at	him	savagely.

'He	 saved	Faisal's	 life,'	 she	 said.	 'And	what	 did	 you	 do?'	Umar	went	 to	 reply,
realised	there	was	nothing	he	could	say	that	would	placate	his	furious	wife,	and
dropped	his
hands	helplessly.	He	knew	that	he	had	acted	in	haste,	that	he	was	in	the	wrong.
But	what	could	you	expect?	It
certainly	 had	 looked	 as	 if	 the	 stranger	 had	 shot	 close	 to	 his	 grandson	 in	 an
arrogant	 and	 reckless	 display	 of	 his	 marksmanship.	 Now	 that	 Umar	 thought
about	it,	he	realised	that	the	stranger's	marksmanship	was	of	the	highest	possible
order.	He	had	never	 seen	 anyone	 shoot	 like	 that.	He	 looked	 again	 at	 his	wife,
saw	 the	 anger	 in	 her	 eyes	 and	 the	 set	 of	 her	 body	 and	 knew	 that	 there	 was
nothing	he	could	say.

Will	 stepped	 into	 the	 awkward	 silence.	 'He	 saved	 my	 life,	 remember?'	 He
grinned	a	little	lopsidedly	at	the	Aseikh.	'I'd	say	that	makes	us	even.'	He	held	out
his	hand	to	the	Bedullin,	who	took	it	gratefully,	and	gripped	it.

'You	see?'	he	said	to	his	wife.	'There	are	no	hard	feelings.	It	was	a	mistake!'

Seeing	Will's	reaction,	and	his	disinclination	to	hold	any	sort	of	grudge,	Cielema
relaxed	a	little.	She	even	allowed	herself	a	small,	tight	smile	at	the	two	men	as
they	continued	shaking	hands.

'Very	well,'	she	said.	Then,	to	Will,	'But	you	must	tell	us	anything	we	can	do	for
you.'

He	shrugged.	'You've	already	done	more	than	enough.	Just	give	me	a	day	or	two
to	rest	and	regain	my	strength;	give	me	food,	water	and	my	horse.	Then	give	me



directions	for	Mararoc	and	I	won't	bother	you	any	more.'

But	 the	Aseikh	was	 frowning	 at	 his	words.	 'Your	horse,?'	 he	 said.	 'Your	horse
died.	I	told	you.	A	lion	took	it.'

Will	 shook	his	head,	 smiling.	 'Not	 that	horse.	Tug.	The	 little	 shaggy	grey	 that
was	with	you	when	you	found	me.	He's	my	horse.'

Now	it	was	 the	Aseikh's	 turn	 to	shake	his	head.	He	was	 reluctant	 to	cause	any
disappointment	to	the	stranger.	But	he	had	to	face	facts.

'He's	not	your	horse,'	he	said.	'He's	ours.'



Chapter	30

Now	 that	 they	had	decided	on	 taking	 the	more	direct	 route	 to	 the	Khor-Abash
Wells,	 there	 seemed	 to	 be	 no	 point	 in	 having	 Gilan,	 Halt	 and	 Selethen	 ride
ahead.

Before	 dawn	 the	 following	morning,	 the	 entire	 party	 broke	 camp	 and	 set	 out
together.	 Initially,	Selethen	 led	 them	on	a	 long	swing	due	west,	before	angling
back	 to	 a	 north-west	 course	 —	 the	 base	 course	 that	 the	 Tualaghi	 had	 been
following.	This	gave	 them	enough	clearance	 so	 that	 they	would	avoid	 running
into	the	Tualaghi	war	party	on	one	of	their	westerly	zigzags.

With	no	need	to	follow	the	Tualaghi's	tracks	any	more,	they	were	able	to	revert
to	their	original	 travel	pattern,	 travelling	in	the	cooler	hours	of	darkness	before
dawn.	 In	 addition,	 they	 continued	 to	 move	 north-west	 after	 the	 sun	 had	 set,
giving	themselves	an	extra	hour	or	two	of	travel	each	day.	In	this	way,	they	were
able	to	gain	considerable	ground	on	the	enemy.	As	they	camped	in	the	darkness
on	the	second	day	of	direct	travel,	one	of	Selethen's	scouts	rode	into	camp	and
reported	 to	 his	Wakir.	 Selethen	 listened,	 then	 approached	 the	 spot	 where	 the
Araluan	party	were	sitting,	a	satisfied	smile	on	his	face.

'We	were	right,'	he	said.	'My	scout	tells	me	that	the	Tualaghi	force	is	following	a
course	 parallel	 to	 ours.	 They	 are	 camped	 for	 the	 night,	 approximately	 ten
kilometres	 to	 the	 north-east.'	 He	 glanced	 meaningfully	 at	 the	 small,	 semi-
concealed	cookfire	that	was	all	he	had	allowed	for	their	party.	Its	light,	he	knew,
would	 be	 barely	 visible	 from	 a	 distance	 of	 more	 than	 two	 kilometres.
'Apparently,	they're	convinced	that	we	have	lost	their	trail.	They're	not	worrying
about	concealing	their	fires.'

Halt	 scratched	 his	 chin	 thoughtfully.	 'Of	 course,	 under	 normal	 circumstances,
you	would	have	given	up	and	turned	back	long	ago,	wouldn't	you?'

The	 Arridi	 leader	 nodded.	 'Exactly.	 It	 seems	 that	 our	 friends	 are	 becoming
overconfident	in	their	ability	to	lose	us.'



'And	overconfidence,'	Halt	 added,	 'can	be	a	dangerous	 thing.'	He	 turned	 to	 the
younger	 Ranger,	 who	 was	 relaxing,	 the	 small	 of	 his	 back	 supported	 by	 his
saddle,	the	ever-present	coffee	in	his	hands.	'Gil,'	he	said,	'd'you	think	you're	up
to	taking	a	look	at	their	camp	tonight?'

Gilan	 smiled	 and	 finished	 his	 coffee.	 'Thought	 you'd	 never	 ask,'	 he	 said.	 He
glanced	up	at	the	quarter	moon,	now	low	in	the	western	sky.	'Moon'll	set	in	half
an	hour	or	so.	Might	as	well	get	going	now.'

'According	to	Selethen's	man,	you	should	be	able	to	see	the	loom	of	their	fires
from	about	four	kilometres	away.	Leave	Blaze	there	and	go	ahead	on	foot.	Make
sure	you	cover	your	tracks	and	...	 '	Halt	paused,	aware	that	Gilan	was	watching
him	with	a	patient	smile	on	his	face.	'Sorry,'	he	said.	If	anyone	knew	how	to	go
about	 a	 surveillance	 job	 like	 this,	 it	 was	Gilan.	 'You	 know	 all	 this,	 right?'	 he
added,	a	rueful	smile	on	his	face.

'Right,'	said	Gilan.	'But	it	never	hurts	to	be	reminded.	Anything	in	particular	you
want	me	to	look	for?'

Halt	 thought,	 then	 shrugged.	 'The	obvious.	See	 if	you	can	 spot	Erak.	See	how
they	have	him	guarded.	If	there's	a	chance	we	could	break	him	out	of	their	camp
by	stealth,	I'd	rather	do	that	than	fight	a	pitched	battle.	Numbers,	of	course.	Let's
find	out	how	many	of	them	there	really	are.	Anything	else	you	think	might	be	of
interest.'

'Consider	 it	 done.'	 Gilan	 had	 hoisted	 his	 saddle	 over	 one	 shoulder	 and	 was
heading	towards	the	spot	where	their	horses	were	quartered	for	the	night.	Horace
rose	hastily,	brushing	sand	from	his	knees.

'Hold	up,	Gilan.	Want	some	company?'	he	asked.	Gilan	hesitated.	He	didn't	want
to	offend	the	young	warrior.

'Might	be	better	if	he	went	alone,	Horace,'	Halt	cautioned.	'He's	trained	to	move
silently	and	you're	not.'

Horace	nodded	his	 understanding.	 'I	 know	 that.	But	 I	 can	wait	 back	where	 he
leaves	 Blaze	 —	 keep	 an	 eye	 on	 things.	 Even	 I	 can't	 be	 heard	 from	 four
kilometres	away.'



'That's	 debatable,'	Halt	 said,	 perfectly	 straight-faced.	Then	 he	 looked	 at	Gilan.
'But	he	does	have	a	point.	Might	be	a	good	idea	to	have	some	backup	close	by.'

'Fine	by	me,'	Gilan	said,	relieved	now	that	he	knew	there	was	no	need	to	offend
Horace.	'I'll	be	glad	of	the	company.	Let's	get	saddled.'

Horace	 reached	down	and	seized	his	own	saddle	and	 together,	 the	 two	walked
towards	their	horses.

***

'This	 is	as	far	as	you'd	better	go,'	Gilan	told	Horace.	The	younger	man	nodded
and	 they	 both	 swung	 down	 to	 the	 ground.	Horace	 tethered	Kicker's	 reins	 to	 a
thorn	 bush.	 Gilan,	 in	 the	 way	 of	 Rangers,	 simply	 dropped	 his	 reins	 on	 the
ground.

'Stay,'	he	said	to	Blaze.

The	bay,	 they	both	knew,	would	confine	his	movements	 to	 a	 radius	of	 twenty
metres	or	so	until	his	master	returned.	Gilan	and	Horace	surveyed	the	skyline	to
the	north-east.

'They're	getting	cocky,	aren't	they?'	Horace	said.	Even	at	this	distance,	the	glow
of	the	Tualaghi	camp	fires	was	clearly	visible	in	the	sky	above	the	horizon.

'They	are	indeed,'	Gilan	said.	'Let	that	be	a	lesson	to	you.	Never	assume	you've
given	someone	the	slip	until	you're	absolutely	sure	of	it.'

He	 unslung	 his	 bow	 and	 quiver	 and	 laid	 them	 on	 the	 ground.	He	wouldn't	 be
needing	 them	 on	 this	 mission	 and	 they'd	 just	 get	 in	 his	 way.	 Similarly,	 he
unclipped	his	scabbarded	sword	from	his	belt.	That	left	him	with	his	saxe	knife
and	throwing	knife,	which	were	weapons	enough.

'Do	 you	 want	 me	 to	 loosen	 Blaze's	 saddle	 girth?'	 Horace	 asked	 and	 Gilan
answered	without	hesitation.

'No.	Leave	it	as	it	is.	Kicker's	too.	We	may	want	to	get	out	of	here	in	a	hurry	if
anything	goes	wrong.'



Horace	regarded	him	with	some	interest.	He	knew	the	young	Ranger's	reputation
as	one	of	the	finest	unseen	movers	in	the	Ranger	Corps	—	perhaps	the	finest.	It
was	 said	 that	 Gilan	 could	 approach	 to	 within	 a	 few	 metres	 of	 a	 wide	 awake
sentry,	steal	his	belt	and	shoes,	and	leave	the	man	wondering	why	his	pants	were
falling	down	and	his	feet	were	cold.	Horace	knew	it	was	an	exaggeration	—	but
not	by	much.

'Are	 you	 expecting	 something	 to	 go	 wrong?'	 he	 asked.	 Gilan	 looked	 at	 him
seriously	and	laid	one	hand	on	his	shoulder.

'Always	 expect	 something	 to	 go	 wrong,'	 he	 told	 him.	 'Believe	 me,	 if	 you're
wrong,	you're	not	disappointed.	If	you're	right,	you're	ready	for	it.'

Sometimes	it	felt	strange	to	be	giving	this	sort	of	advice	to	someone	who	was	a
knight,	 and	 recognised	 as	 a	 fine	 swordsman.	 But	 Gilan	 had	 to	 make	 himself
remember	 that	Horace	was	only	young,	no	matter	how	accomplished	he	might
be.

'See	you	in	a	couple	of	hours,'	he	said,	and	melted	away	into	the	darkness.

***

Gilan	moved	quickly	and	silently	over	the	rough	ground.	As	he	reached	the	crest
of	the	first	ridge	between	him	and	the	Tualaghi	camp,	he	glanced	back	once	to
where	the	tall	figure	and	the	two	horses	stood	waiting.	Then	he	dropped	to	the
ground	 and	 rolled	 silently	 over	 the	 ridge	 and	 into	 the	 dark	 area	 below	 it,
avoiding	sky-lining	himself	to	any	possible	observer.	The	only	thing	that	such	a
person	might	have	seen	would	have	been	a	low,	indeterminate	shape	that	briefly
broke	the	line	of	the	horizon	before	disappearing.

Once	 he	was	 safely	 below	 the	 ridge	 itself,	Gilan	 resumed	his	 feet	 and	 headed
towards	the	fires.

The	fact	 that	he	had	such	a	clear-cut	guide	was	a	potential	hazard,	he	knew.	It
would	 be	 too	 easy	 to	 simply	 continue	 towards	 the	 light	 of	 the	 fires,	 now
becoming	more	and	more	visible	over	 the	horizon,	without	 taking	care	 that	he
himself	wasn't	seen.	Over-confidence,	as	they	had	all	observed,	was	a	dangerous
thing.	So	he	proceeded	as	 if	 there	were	a	score	of	sentries	 just	out	of	sight,	all
alert	and	all	forewarned	that	someone	might	be	trying	to	slip	past	them.



It	took	more	time	to	do	it	that	way.	But	he	knew	it	might	save	his	life	in	the	end.

***

It	was	an	hour	later	when	he	reached	the	Tualaghi	camp.	As	before,	he	dropped
to	the	ground	before	the	crest	of	the	final	ridge,	and	inched	forward,	the	cowl	of
his	cloak	pulled	up	to	shade	the	white	oval	of	his	face.

As	his	eyes	rose	above	the	ridge	line,	he	whistled	silently	to	himself.	The	camp
was	 much	 bigger	 than	 he	 had	 expected.	 They	 had	 been	 following	 a	 party	 of
around	eighty	men.	There	must	have	been	more	than	two	hundred	in	this	camp,
and	 twice	as	many	fires	as	he	might	have	expected	—	another	 reason	why	 the
firelight	had	been	so	obvious.

Either	they've	rejoined	a	main	party,	he	thought,	or	met	up	with	another	one.

It	 didn't	 really	matter	which,	 he	 realised.	The	 fact	was,	 there	were	nearly	 four
times	 as	 many	 men	 as	 they	 had	 with	 them.	 That	 meant	 a	 direct	 attack	 was
virtually	out	of	the	question.

While	he	digested	this	fact,	his	eyes	searched	the	camp	for	some	sign	of	Erak.	It
didn't	 take	 long	 to	 find	 him.	 The	Oberjarl's	 burly	 figure	 stood	 out	 among	 the
slightly	built	desert	nomads.	As	might	be	expected,	he	was	virtually	in	the	centre
of	 the	 camp,	where	 he	would	 be	 hardest	 for	 a	 potential	 rescuer	 to	 reach.	 The
Tualaghi	 had	 left	 their	 prisoner	 in	 the	 open	 air,	 while	 they	 spent	 the	 night	 in
small,	low	tents,	similar	to	the	ones	Selethen's	Arridi	troops	used.	Erak	was	left
to	make	 himself	 as	 comfortable	 as	 possible	 in	 the	 cold	 night	 air,	 with	 only	 a
blanket	for	warmth.	As	Gilan	watched,	the	big	Skandian	re-arranged	himself	on
the	 stony	 ground	 and	 the	 chains	 securing	 him	 became	 more	 obvious.	 Gilan
frowned,	 trying	 to	 see	 what	 Erak	 was	 attached	 to,	 then	 realised	 that	 he	 was
chained	to	not	one,	but	two	camels	that	were	lying	nearby.	He	shook	his	head	in
frustration.	Even	after	a	brief	 time	 in	Arrida,	he	had	 learned	how	stubborn	 the
hump-backed	beasts	could	be.	Chaining	Erak	between	two	of	them	would	make
it	virtually	impossible	for	him	to	escape.	And	the	bad-tempered	animals	would
provide	a	noisy	warning	if	anyone	tried	to	tamper	with	his	chains.

So,	no	direct	assault	and	no	way	to	creep	in	and	release	him,	Gilan	thought.	This
was	getting	trickier	by	the	minute.



He	had	no	idea	what	alerted	him	to	the	slight	movement.	He	sensed	it	more	than
saw	 it	—	right	out	at	 the	periphery	of	his	vision.	Something,	or	 someone,	had
moved	on	the	long	ridge	he	was	occupying.	But	whoever	or	whatever	it	might	be
was	 four	 or	 five	 hundred	 metres	 to	 the	 left	 of	 his	 position,	 where	 the	 ridge
curved	back	to	the	right.	He	looked	directly	at	the	spot	now	and	saw	nothing	in
the	uncertain	night	light.	Then	he	looked	to	one	side	ofthe	position,	to	allow	his
peripheral	vision	a	chance	to	see	if	anything	were	there.	This	was	an	old	trick	for
seeing	movement	in	the	dark.	The	peripheral	vision	was	more	reliable.

Now	he	was	sure	of	it.	Something	moved.	The	movement	was	an	abrupt	one	and
that	was	what	alerted	him	to	it.	A	small	shape	had	slipped	back	below	the	level
of	 the	 ridge.	He	 looked	 directly	 at	 the	 spot	 again	 but	 there	was	 nothing	 to	 be
seen.	A	sentry?	He	didn't	think	so.	There	was	no	reason	for	a	sentry	to	behave	in
such	a	clandestine	manner.	And	there	was	no	sign	of	any	other	sentries	this	far
out	from	the	perimeter.	That	had	been	the	first	thing	Gilan	had	checked	when	he
made	his	approach.	It	made	no	sense	for	one	sentry	to	be	placed	where	he	had
seen	 the	 movement.	 Perhaps	 it	 had	 been	 a	 small	 nocturnal	 animal?	 It	 was
possible,	but	he	doubted	it.	Rangers	were	trained	to	listen	to	their	instincts.

Gilan's	told	him	that	someone	else	had	been	observing	the	Tualaghi	camp.



Chapter	31

Will	 felt	 the	blood	 rushing	 to	his	 face.	 'Your	horse?'	 he	 said,	 his	 voice	 a	 little
shriller	than	he	intended.	'What	are	you	talking	about?	You	know	he's	mine.'

Cielema	was	 frowning	at	her	husband.	But	 the	Aseikh	made	a	helpless	gesture
with	both	hands.	He	was	not	happy	about	the	situation	but	there	was	nothing	he
could	do	about	it.

'He	was	yours,'	he	admitted.	'But	now	he's	ours.	That's	the	way	we	do	things.'

'You	steal	horses?'	Will	accused	him	and	he	saw	the	embarrassment	on	the	other
man's	face	change	to	anger	at	the	words.

'I	will	ignore	that	insult	because	you're	ignorant	of	the	way	we	do	things	in	the
desert,'	he	said.	'Don't	make	the	mistake	of	repeating	it.'

Cielema	 stepped	 towards	 her	 husband.	 'Surely,	 Umar,	 you	 could	 make	 an
exception	...	'	she	began	but	Umar	stopped	her	with	an	upraised	hand.	He	turned
back	to	Will,	seeing	the	anger	seething	in	every	inch	of	the	slightly	built	youth's
body.

'It's	not	up	to	me	to	make	that	exception.'	He	turned	to	Will	and	continued.	'You
must	understand	our	ways.	You	did	own	that	horse	originally.	No	one	contests
that.'

'How	 could	 you?'	 Will	 said.	 'There	 was	 a	 spare	 arrow	 case	 on	 the	 saddle,
carrying	 arrows	 identical	 to	 that	 one.'	 He	 gestured	 to	 the	 arrow	 that	 had
transfixed	 the	 sand	 cobra,	 still	 lying	 on	 the	 ground	 at	 their	 feet.	 It	 was	 a
calculated	move.	He	wanted	Umar	 to	be	reminded	that	Will	had	 just	saved	his
grandson's	life.

'Yes.	We	agree.	And	it	was	obvious	when	we	found	you	that	the	horse	knew	you.
But	that's	beside	the	point.	You	must	have	allowed	him	to	escape.'



Will	was	taken	aback	by	the	statement.	He	still	blamed	himself	for	letting	go	of
Tug's	bridle	during	the	storm.	'Well,	yes	...	in	a	way,	I	suppose.	But	there	was	a
storm,	and	I	couldn't	...	'

He	got	no	further	as	Umar	seized	the	advantage.	'And	in	our	law,	if	you	release	a
horse	and	it	runs	off,	it	is	no	longer	your	horse.	Whoever	finds	it	owns	it.	And
Hassan	ib'n	Talouk	found	it.	It	was	wandering,	nearly	dead	of	thirst.	He	rescued
it	and	cared	for	it	and	now	it	is	his	horse.'

Will	 shook	 his	 head.	His	 voice	was	 bitter.	 'I	 don't	 believe	 this.	 I	 nearly	 killed
myself	looking	for	Tug	and	you	tell	me	this	...	Hassan	Ib'n	Talouk	...	owns	him
now	because	he	found	him?'

'That's	exactly	what	I'm	telling	you,'	Umar	said.

'Umar,	 we	 owe	 this	 young	 man,'	 Cielema	 said,	 a	 pleading	 note	 in	 her	 voice.
'Surely	there	is	something	you	can	do?'

Umar	shook	his	head.	'Yes,	we	owe	him.	And	he	owes	us	his	life,	if	you	recall.
We	are	even	on	that	score.	He	has	said	as	much	himself.'	Unhappy	as	he	might
be	with	the	situation,	Umar	felt	obliged	to	respect	his	own	tribal	law.	'Look,	if	I
had	found	 the	horse,	 I	would	happily	 return	him	 to	you.	But	 it's	not	up	 to	me.
Hassan	has	taken	a	fancy	to	him.	He's	fascinated	by	him	and	he	wants	 to	keep
him.'

'He'll	never	be	able	to	ride	him!'	Will	shouted.	Ranger	horses	were	trained	so	that
they	could	never	be	stolen	by	another	rider.	Before	mounting	for	the	first	time,	a
rider	had	to	speak	a	secret	code	phrase	to	the	horse.

'Yes.	We've	 noticed	 that.	 There	 is	 obviously	 some	 secret	 to	 riding	 that	 horse.
Unfortunately	that	has	intrigued	Hassan	even	more.	I	doubt	he	will	give	him	up.'

'Then	I'll	buy	him!'	Will	said.

Umar	raised	an	eyebrow.	'With	what?	You	had	no	money	on	you	when	we	found
you.	Have	you	somehow	obtained	some	in	the	last	few	hours?'

'I'll	 owe	 it	 to	 you.	You	have	my	word.	 I'll	 pay	 it.	Name	a	price!'	He	knew	he
could	get	Evanlyn	to	back	his	promise.	But	again,	Umar	was	shaking	his	head.



'How	will	you	pay	us?	How	will	you	ever	 find	us	again?	We're	nomads,	Will.
We	don't	deal	in	future	promises.	We	deal	in	gold	and	silver	and	we	deal	in	right
now	when	we	trade.	Do	you	have	gold	or	silver?	No,	you	don't.'	He	answered	his
own	question	with	an	air	of	finality.	Then,	his	tone	softened	a	little.

'Look,	our	 laws	 say	 that	when	we	 find	a	man	dying	of	 thirst	 in	 the	desert,	we
must	do	everything	in	our	power	to	save	him.	We	could	have	just	ridden	by	and
left	you	to	die.	But	our	law	says	otherwise.	By	the	same	token,	another	law	says
that	 a	 horse	 found	 wandering	 becomes	 the	 finder's	 property.	 You	 can't	 take
advantage	of	one	law	and	deny	the	other.'

'This	 is	 ridiculous	 and	 embarrassing,	 Umar,'	 Cielema	 said	 angrily.	 'You	 will
speak	to	Hassan.	You	will	tell	him	that	he	must	return	the	horse	to	Will.	You	are
the	Aseikh.	You	can	do	this.'

Umar's	lips	set	in	a	tight	line.	'Don't	you	understand,	wife,	it	is	precisely	because
I	am	the	Aseikh	that	I	can't	do	this!	I	cannot	order	Hassan	to	ignore	our	laws!	If	I
do	that,	how	can	I	discipline	anyone	in	the	future	for	doing	the	same	thing?	For
stealing?	Or	 for	 injuring	 another?	Oh,	 I	 am	 sorry,	Aseikh,	 people	will	 say,	we
thought	it	was	all	right	to	ignore	our	laws,	as	you	told	Hassan	to	do	it.'

'Then	you	will	ask	him	to	do	this,'	she	demanded	but	he	shook	his	head	again.

'I	will	not.	I	won't	embarrass	Hassan	—	or	myself.	I	know	he	wants	to	keep	this
horse.	He	has	every	right	to	do	so.	I	will	not	try	to	make	him	feel	guilty	about
doing	something	he	is	entitled	to	do.'

Cielema	 looked	 away	 angrily,	 and	 her	 tense	 stance	 and	 folded	 arms	 spoke
volumes	about	the	fury	inside	her.	Will	felt	a	mounting	sense	of	hopelessness.

'Could	 I	 speak	 to	 Hassan?'	 he	 asked,	 controlling	 the	 anger	 in	 his	 own	 voice,
forcing	 himself	 to	 speak	 calmly.	 Umar	 considered	 the	 suggestion	 for	 a	 few
seconds,	then	shrugged.

'There's	no	reason	why	not,'	he	said.	'But	I	warn	you,	it	will	do	no	good.'

***



Hassan	was	a	young	man.	He	couldn't	have	been	much	more	than	twenty	years
old.	He	had	a	pleasant	face	and	a	rather	wispy	beard	that	he	was	obviously	trying
to	 grow.	 His	 eyes	 were	 dark	 and	 humorous	 and	 in	 other	 circumstances,	Will
would	probably	have	liked	him.

Right	now,	he	hated	him	with	every	fibre	of	his	body.

The	young	Bedullin	was	grooming	Tug	when	they	found	him	in	the	horse	lines.
Umar	and	Cielema	had	escorted	Will	and	as	they	passed	through	the	camp,	word
had	spread	as	to	what	was	happening.	Now	a	small	crowd	of	onlookers	followed
behind	them.	It	was	noticeable	that	Will	was	now	fully	armed,	with	his	saxe	and
throwing	knife,	and	the	massive	longbow	slung	over	his	shoulder	once	more.

He	heard	one	whispered	comment	from	the	people	following	behind	him	as	he
strode	through	the	camp.	 'I've	heard	the	foreigner	wants	to	fight	Hassan	for	the
horse!'	someone	said.	And	the	more	he	thought	about	it,	the	more	Will	found	he
wasn't	opposed	to	the	idea.

Tug	 nickered	 happily	 when	 he	 saw	Will	 approaching.	 He	 had	 recognised	 the
sound	 of	 his	 master's	 stride.	 Hassan	 looked	 up	 from	 his	 work	 and	 smiled	 a
welcome.	He	made	the	Arridi	greeting	gesture	to	Umar.

'Good	morning,	Aseikh	Umar.'	He	 looked	 at	Will,	 saw	 the	 anger	 in	 the	 young
man's	 face	 and	 wondered	 what	 was	 troubling	 him.	 'I	 see	 the	 stranger	 has
recovered.	That's	good.'

Tug	tried	to	move	towards	his	master	but	Hassan	restrained	him	with	a	firm	hand
on	his	bridle.	The	little	horse	baulked	and	looked	puzzled.	He	whinnied	shrilly.
The	sound	tore	at	Will's	heart.

'Hassan,'	Umar	was	saying,	'this	is	Will.	Will,	meet	Hassan	ib'n	Talouk.'

Hassan	made	the	polite	greeting	gesture	again.	Will	responded	with	a	stiff	little
bow.	 Once	 again,	 Hassan	 saw	 the	 anger	 and	 frowned,	 wondering	 what	 had
caused	it.

'You	 seem	 to	 have	 recovered,	Will,'	 he	 said.	 'I'm	glad	 to	 see	 it.'	He	wondered
what	the	foreigner	was	doing	here.	Hassan,	after	all,	had	not	been	responsible	for
finding	 him	 in	 the	 desert.	He	 had	 only	 tagged	 along	 because	 the	 shaggy	 little



horse	that	he	had	found	some	days	previously	had	bolted	after	the	Aseikh	when
he	had	ridden	out	to	investigate	the	vultures.	The	horse	must	have	caught	some
scent	of	his	former	owner,	Hassan	thought.

It	was	obvious	that	the	little	horse	had	formerly	belonged	to	the	young	man	they
found	 close	 to	 death	 in	 the	 desert.	 But	 Hassan	 had	 no	 compunction	 about
keeping	 Tug.	 Of	 course,	 he	 had	 no	 idea	 that	 was	 the	 horse's	 name.	 He	 had
renamed	 him	 Last	 Light	 of	 Day,	 in	memory	 of	 the	 time	 of	 day	when	 he	 had
found	 him.	 Finders	 owners	 was	 the	 law	 of	 the	 desert	 and	 Hassan	 and	 all	 the
Bedullin	had	seen	it	exercised	many	times	in	the	past.	He	had	no	reason	to	think
that	Will	would	dispute	the	fact.

He	waited	patiently	now	while	 the	stranger	worked	to	get	control	of	his	anger.
Finally,	Will	said	in	a	calm	voice:	'Hassan,	I	would	like	my	horse	back,	please.'

Hassan	 frowned.	He	 looked	 to	Umar	 for	 guidance	 but	 the	Aseikh	 avoided	 his
gaze.	He	smiled	pleasantly	at	the	stranger.

'But	he's	no	longer	your	horse.	He's	mine.'	He	looked	to	Umar	again.	'Have	you
not	explained	the	law,	Aseikh?'

Umar	shifted	uncomfortably.	'I	have.	But	the	stranger	is	a	foreigner.	In	his	land,
the	law	is	different.'

Hassan	considered	 this	 information,	 then	shrugged.	 'Then	I'm	glad	we're	not	 in
his	 land.	 Because	 I	 like	 this	 little	 horse.'	 He	 hesitated,	 seeing	 the	 unhappy
expression	on	Umar's	 face.	Cielema	was	beside	him,	he	noticed.	She	was	very
stiff-backed	and	angry	looking	too.

'Aseikh	Umar,'	he	said,	'do	you	wish	me	to	return	my	horse	to	the	stranger?'

Umar	hesitated	for	a	long	moment.	He	knew	that	the	young	man	held	him	in	the
highest	 regard.	He	 idolised	him,	 in	 fact.	 If	Umar	were	 to	 say	 that	he	did	wish
him	to	return	the	horse,	Hassan	would	do	so,	out	of	respect	for	his	Aseikh.	And
that	was	what	 stopped	Umar	 from	 asking	 him	 to	 do	 so.	He	 knew	 it	would	 be
using	his	influence	unfairly.	The	horse	was	Hassan's,	and	Hassan	was	not	from	a
wealthy	family.	It	could	be	years	before	he	could	afford	another	horse.

'I	won't	 ask	 you	 to	 do	 that,'	 he	 said	 finally,	 folding	 his	 arms	 across	 his	 chest.



Cielema	looked	angrily	at	him	but	said	nothing.

Hassan	looked	back	to	Will.	'I'm	sorry,'	he	said.	He	turned	away	to	continue	with
his	grooming.

'I'll	pay	you	for	him!'	Will	said	abruptly.

Hassan	stopped	grooming	and	looked	back	at	him,	'You	have	gold?'	he	asked.

Will	shook	his	head.	'I'll	get	it.	I	give	you	my	word.'

Hassan	 smiled	 again.	 He	 was	 a	 polite	 young	 man	 and	 had	 no	 wish	 to	 be
discourteous	but	the	stranger	simply	didn't	understand	how	things	were	done.

'I	 can't	 buy	 anything	with	words,'	 he	 said.	He	wished	 the	 stranger	would	 stop
being	so	pushy.	But	now	that	he	was	here,	Hassan	thought	he	might	well	find	out
something	that	had	been	bothering	him	about	Last	Light	of	Day.

'Can	 this	horse	be	ridden?'	he	asked	curiously.	Every	 time	he	had	 tried	 to	gain
the	saddle,	the	little	grey	had	bucked	him	off.	He	was	a	mass	of	bruises.

Will	nodded.	'I	can	ride	him.'

Hassan	 led	Tug	 forward	 and	handed	 the	 bridle	 to	Will.	He	wanted	 to	 see	 if	 it
were	possible.

'Show	me,'	he	said.	He	watched	as	Will	put	a	foot	in	the	stirrup	and	swung	easily
into	 the	 saddle.	 Hassan	 waited	 a	 few	 seconds.	 Usually,	 about	 now,	 the	 little
horse	would	explode	into	a	leaping,	twisting,	bucking	devil.	But	he	stood	calmly,
ears	pricked.

Sitting	astride	Tug,	Will	had	a	momentary	urge	to	set	him	to	a	gallop	and	simply
ride	off.	As	if	sensing	it,	the	Bedullin	tribesmen	tightened	the	circle	around	him
and	the	moment	was	lost.	Besides,	he	thought,	he	had	no	idea	where	he	was,	no
chart	and	his	Northseeker	was	back	by	Umar's	tent.	Umar	made	an	unmistakable
gesture	with	his	thumb	and	Will	reluctantly	dismounted.	He	put	the	bridle	back
into	Hassan's	waiting	hand.

'So	there	is	a	secret	to	riding	him,'	Hassan	said.	'You	will	have	to	tell	me.'



He	smiled,	wishing	the	stranger	would	simply	accept	the	inevitable.	But	he	saw
the	refusal	in	the	younger	man's	angry	expression.

'You'll	never	ride	him,'	Will	said.

Hassan	shrugged.	He	looked	inquiringly	to	Umar,	wishing	he	would	step	in	and
end	this	unpleasantness.	'I'll	find	a	way,'	he	said	confidently.	He	was	an	excellent
rider	and	horse	handler,	after	all.	He	sensed	that	Will	had	come	to	a	decision.

'If	 you	won't	 let	me	pay	you	 for	him,	 I'll	 fight	you	 for	him,'	Will	 said	 tersely.
Hassan	actually	stepped	back	a	pace,	appalled	at	the	lack	of	courtesy	and	basic
good	manners.	 This	 time	Umar	 did	 step	 in,	 as	 a	 buzz	 ran	 round	 the	watching
crowd.

'There'll	be	no	 fighting!'	he	snapped.	He	glared	at	Will.	 'What	did	you	have	 in
mind	—	to	stand	off	 fifty	paces	and	kill	him	with	 that	bow	of	yours	before	he
comes	in	reach?	That's	not	fighting.	That's	murder!'

Will	dropped	his	eyes.	Umar	was	 right.	But	he	was	 torn	with	anxiety	over	 the
loss	of	his	horse.	To	find	him	again	and	then	lose	him	like	this	was	unbearable.
Something	Cielema	had	said	was	moving	round	in	his	mind,	just	out	of	reach	of
conscious	thought.	There	was	a	way,	he	thought,	if	he	could	only	...

'Besides,	 if	 I	 can't	 ride	 him,	 I'll	 use	 him	 as	 a	 pack	 pony.	He's	 sturdy	 enough,'
Hassan	was	saying.

That	 was	 the	 final	 straw.	 The	 idea	 that	 Tug,	 his	 intelligent,	 affectionate,
wonderful	Tug,	would	see	out	his	days	as	a	beast	of	burden	was	 too	much	for
Will	to	bear.	Then	Cielema's	earlier	statement	came	into	clear	focus	and	he	knew
there	was	one	desperate	way	out	of	this.

'I'll	 race	 you	 for	 him,'	 he	 challenged.	 'I'll	 race	 Tug	 against	 the	 best	 horse	 and
rider	you	have	in	the	camp.'

Now	 there	 was	 a	 definite	 buzz	 of	 interest	 among	 the	 crowd.	 Umar's	 head
snapped	up	at	the	challenge.	As	his	wife	had	said,	no	Bedullin	man	could	resist	a
wager.	 And	 besides,	 this	 would	 resolve	 the	 unpleasant	 predicament	 that	 had
come	about.



'What	 terms?'	Umar	 asked.	Will	 thought	 quickly,	 then	 took	 a	 deep	 breath	 and
commited	himself.

'If	 I	win,	 I	get	Tug	back.	 If	your	man	wins,	 I'll	 tell	Hassan	 the	secret	 to	 riding
him.	And	I'll	give	up	all	claim	to	him.'

Umar	looked	around	the	watching	circle	of	faces.	He	could	see	a	light	of	interest
and	 expectation	 in	 every	 eye.	This	was	 the	 sort	 of	 challenge	 that	 set	Bedullin
blood	racing.	Already,	side	wagers	were	being	negotiated	among	the	onlookers.
He	 looked	 back	 at	Will,	 saw	 the	 defiant	 look	 on	 the	 young	man's	 face	 as	 he
staked	everything	on	one	throw	of	the	dice.

'Hassan?'	he	asked	and	the	young	Bedullin	nodded	eagerly.

'As	long	as	I'm	the	rider,'	he	said.	'And	you	let	me	ride	your	horse	Sandstorm.'

Umar	 nodded.	 Hassan	 was	 a	 brilliant	 rider	 and	 Umar's	 palomino	 stallion
Sandstorm	was	far	and	away	the	best	horse	in	the	tribe.

'Done,'	he	said.



Chapter	32

'You	never	 saw	who	 it	was?'	Halt	 asked	 as	Gilan	made	his	 report.	The	young
Ranger	shook	his	head.	'It	may	not	have	been	a	person	at	all.	It	could	have	been
a	small	animal.'

'But	 you	 don't	 think	 so?'	 Halt	 asked.	 This	 time	 Gilan	 hesitated	 before	 he
answered.

'No,	I	don't,'	he	said	finally.	'I	would	have	gone	closer	to	examine	the	ground	but
I	didn't	know	if	he'd	gone	or	was	still	in	the	area	—	or	if	he	had	friends	with	him.
If	some	kind	of	ruckus	had	started,	it	would	have	given	everything	away	to	the
Tualaghi.	I	thought	it	was	better	to	come	back	here	and	report.'

'Yes.	 Yes,	 you	 were	 right,'	 Halt	 said,	 frowning	 over	 the	 news.	 He	 looked	 at
Selethen.	'Any	idea	who	might	be	keeping	an	eye	on	the	Tualaghi?'	he	asked.

The	Wakir	 shrugged.	He'd	 been	 considering	 the	 question	 since	Gilan	 had	 first
reported.

'There	could	be	a	Bedullin	party	somewhere	 in	 the	area.	They	come	and	go	as
they	please.	If	so,	it	would	make	sense	for	them	to	keep	an	eye	on	the	enemy.'

'Would	they	be	likely	to	attack	them?'	Halt	asked.	This	time	the	Wakir	was	more
definite	in	his	answer.

'I	wouldn't	think	so.	They	don't	usually	go	looking	for	trouble	and	a	party	of	two
hundred	Tualaghi	is	a	lot	to	take	on	...	'

'I	was	thinking	the	same	thing	myself,'	Halt	interposed.

Selethen	nodded	gravely.	'Quite	so.	But	if	they	were	Bedullin	watching,	odds	are
they	 would	 simply	 move	 away	 and	 give	 the	 Tualaghi	 as	 wide	 a	 berth	 as
possible.'



'Do	you	think	he	saw	you?'	Halt	asked.

Gilan	 shook	 his	 head.	 'I'm	 sure	 he	 didn't.	 I	 only	 saw	 him	 because	 he	 moved
suddenly.'

There	was	 no	 need	 for	Halt	 to	 ask	Gilan	 if	 he'd	moved.	He	 knew	 his	 former
student	would	never	make	such	a	fundamental	mistake.

'You	covered	your	tracks	coming	back,	of	course?'

'Of	course,'	Gilan	replied.	'Don't	worry,	Halt,	I	left	no	sign	that	I'd	been	there.'

Halt	came	to	a	decision.	'All	right.	We	can	catch	a	few	hours'	sleep.	We'll	push
on	 as	 usual	when	 it	 gets	 a	 little	 closer	 to	 dawn.	See	 if	 you	 can	get	 some	 rest,
people.'

Selethen	and	the	Araluans	turned	and	headed	for	their	respective	tents.	They	all
knew	the	value	of	getting	as	much	rest	as	the	situation	allowed.

***

Unfortunately,	 while	 Gilan	 had	 left	 no	 tracks,	 the	 unknown	 observer	 had	 not
been	so	careful,	or	so	skilled.	And	by	the	worst	possible	chance,	the	path	he	took
when	he	 left	 the	Tualaghi	 camp	site	 led	within	a	quarter	of	 a	kilometre	of	 the
camp	where	the	Arridi	troops	had	spent	the	night.

An	hour	after	Selethen	had	led	the	party	on	their	way,	Tualaghi	scouts,	following
the	 tracks	 discovered	 near	 their	 camp,	 chanced	 across	 those	 left	 by	 the	mixed
Araluan-Arridi	group.	They	followed	them	carefully	until	the	Arridi	troops	came
in	 sight.	 Then,	 taking	 a	wide	 curve	 to	 keep	 from	 being	 seen	 themselves,	 they
hurried	back	to	their	own	leaders	to	report	that	an	armed	party	was	travelling	on
a	parallel	course	to	their	own.

After	 a	 quick	 consultation,	 half	 of	 the	 Tualaghi	 split	 off	 and	 dropped	 back
behind	the	others,	 then	travelled	southwest	until	 they	too	cut	across	the	trail	of
Selethen's	troops.

They	 picked	 up	 the	 pace	 at	 that	 point	 and	 began	 moving	 closer	 to	 the
unsuspecting	Arridi.	Halt	and	Gilan,	expecting	that	if	any	trouble	came	it	would



be	 from	 the	 north-east,	 had	 no	 idea	 that	 one	 hundred	mounted	 warriors	 were
closing	 in	on	 them	from	 the	south.	Nor	were	 they	aware	 that	 the	 lead	party	of
Tualaghi	had	begun	to	move	faster,	and	to	angle	slowly	across	their	path.

The	hunters	had	become	the	hunted.

***

They	stopped	in	the	middle	of	the	day,	as	was	their	custom.	It	was	this	fact	that
gave	the	Tualaghi	leaders	their	final	opportunity	to	spring	the	trap	they	had	spent
the	day	preparing.

After	 the	main	heat	of	 the	day	had	passed,	 and	before	 they	continued	on	 their
way,	the	Araluans	were	discussing	ideas	for	a	possible	rescue	operation.	Under
cover	of	darkness,	either	of	the	two	Rangers	would	be	able	to	make	his	way	into
the	 camp	unseen	by	 the	Tualaghi.	The	problem	arose	when	 it	 came	 to	 getting
Erak	out	unseen.

'That's	 why	 they	 keep	 him	 out	 in	 the	 open,	 of	 course,'	 Evanlyn	 said.	 'If	 he
escapes,	anyone	looking	in	that	direction	can	see	that	he's	gone.'

'Plus	you'll	need	a	way	to	cut	him	loose	from	those	camels,'	Horace	put	in.

'Maybe	 only	 one,'	 Svengal	 suggested.	 'If	 you	 could	 cut	 the	 chains	 to	 one,	 he
could	ride	the	other	one	out	of	the	camp.'

'Be	just	a	little	obvious,'	Gilan	said.	'The	combination	of	a	Skandian	and	a	camel
isn't	exactly	hard	to	notice	—	and	the	last	thing	we	want	is	a	running	fight	with
two	hundred	Tualaghi.'

Halt	 sat	 to	 one	 side,	 quietly	 listening	 as	 his	 friends	 put	 up	 suggestions	 then
rejected	 them.	 Most	 of	 these	 thoughts	 he'd	 already	 examined.	 But	 there	 was
always	the	chance	that	a	stray	remark	might	trigger	the	eventual	solution	to	their
problem.	Not	so	far,	however,	he	thought	ruefully.	For	the	moment,	the	best	they
could	hope	to	do	was	continue	as	they	were.	If	they	could	reach	the	wells	before
the	Tualaghi,	 they	might	be	able	to	arrange	something	—	exactly	what,	he	had
no	 idea.	 But	 long	 experience	 had	 taught	 him	 that	 if	 you	waited	 long	 enough,
sooner	or	later	an	unexpected	opportunity	might	arise.



'You're	quiet,	Halt,'	Horace	said,	turning	to	where	the	grey-bearded	Ranger	sat.
'Do	you	have	any	...	?'	His	voice	trailed	away	to	silence	as	his	eyes	lifted	from
Halt	to	the	ridge	behind	him,	some	hundred	and	fifty	metres	away.

'Good	God,'	he	said,	in	a	more	urgent	tone	of	voice,	'where	did	they	come	from?'

The	 others	 followed	 his	 gaze.	 They	 had	 camped	 in	 a	 large,	 saucer-shaped
depression,	concealed	from	the	sight	of	any	Tualaghi	stragglers.	But	the	problem
with	 concealing	 yourself	 from	 sight	 is	 that	 others	 can	 be	 concealed	 as	 well.
Selethen	had	pickets	out,	of	course,	beyond	the	ridge	line.	But	later,	they	would
see	 the	 bodies	 of	 those	 men	 lying	 where	 the	 Tualaghi	 skirmishers	 had	 killed
them.

For	the	moment,	their	attention	was	fixed	upon	the	line	of	armed	horsemen	that
had	 just	materialised	over	 the	 ridge,	 spreading	out	 in	a	semi-circle	across	 their
intended	line	of	march.

Halt	 swore	 softly	 and	 turned	 quickly	 to	 look	 behind	 them.	 As	 he	 had	 feared,
another	 line	 of	 horsemen	 stood	 at	 the	 top	 of	 that	 ridge.	 They	 were	 trapped
between	 the	 two	parties	—	each	of	which	was	at	 least	one	hundred	strong.	By
now,	others	had	seen	the	enemy	as	well	and	the	Arridi	troops	were	running	and
shouting,	 pointing	 to	 the	 two	 lines	 of	 horsemen	 who	 had	 them	 trapped.
Selethen's	 voice	 rose	 above	 the	 others	 and	 the	moment	 of	 panic	 passed	 as	 he
began	 to	 form	his	men	 into	 a	 defensive	 circle,	with	 their	 horses	 inside	 it.	The
four	Araluans	and	Svengal	quickly	gathered	their	weapons	and	moved	to	join	the
Arridi	leader.

Selethen	 cursed	 bitterly.	 Only	 the	 night	 before,	 he	 had	 boasted	 about	 the
Tualaghi's	overconfidence	—	now	he	had	 fallen	 into	 the	same	 trap.	The	desert
raiders	were	wily	and	unpredictable.	He	should	always	have	assumed	that	 they
might	get	wind	of	the	fact	that	someone	was	trailing	them.	That	they	had	done	so
through	an	immense	stroke	of	luck	was	unknown	to	him.	Even	if	he	had	known
it,	it	wouldn't	have	changed	things.	A	good	leader	should	plan	for	bad	luck.

As	Halt	and	the	others	joined	him,	he	nodded	briefly.

There	was	no	point	in	recriminations,	he	knew.	Now	all	they	could	do	was	create
the	best	defence	they	could.	'You're	fighting	them	on	foot?'	Halt	asked.



The	Arridi	nodded.	'No	point	in	mounting	and	trying	to	charge	them.	We're	too
badly	outnumbered.'

'And	you'd	be	 charging	uphill,'	Horace	 remarked.	 'All	 the	 advantage	would	 lie
with	them.	Let	them	come	to	us.'

Selethen	looked	at	him,	a	little	surprised.	For	one	so	young,	Horace	had	sized	up
the	 tactical	 situation	 quickly.	 Most	 of	 Selethen's	 young	 troopers	 would	 have
chosen	 to	 charge	 the	 enemy,	 he	 knew.	 Horace	 saw	 the	 look,	 guessed	 at	 the
thought	 behind	 it	 and	 shrugged.	 He'd	 had	 good	 teachers.	 He	 unsheathed	 his
sword	now,	the	blade	hissing	out	of	the	scabbard.

Svengal	was	looking	around	the	ring	of	Arridi	warriors.	They	had	their	shields
locked	 together	 and	 each	man	was	 armed	with	 one	 of	 the	 slender	 lances	 they
usually	used	from	horseback.	In	addition,	each	one	wore	a	curved	sabre	for	close
quarters	work.

'Shield	wall,'	he	said	approvingly.	'Good	work.'

It	was	a	standard	Skandian	battle	tactic	and	he	felt	instantly	at	home.	He	swung
his	 massive	 battleaxe	 experimentally,	 the	 huge,	 heavy	 blade	 making	 a	 thick
swooshing	sound	as	it	passed	through	the	air.	For	now,	he'd	stand	back.	But	the
minute	a	gap	appeared	in	the	wall,	he'd	fill	it.	Any	Tualaghi	warrior	planning	on
breaking	through	would	have	an	ugly	surprise	waiting	for	him.

Horace	 looked	 at	 him	 and	 read	 his	 thoughts.	 'I'll	 join	 you,'	 he	 said	 quietly,
moving	 to	 stand	 shoulder	 to	 shoulder	 with	 the	 bear-like	 northerner.	 Svengal
grinned	at	him.

'With	us	two,	we	could	probably	send	the	rest	of	these	boys	home,'	he	said.

Gilan	and	Halt	also	stood	side	by	side,	but	in	the	centre	of	the	ring	formed	by	the
shield	wall.	Evanlyn	looked	at	them,	her	heart	thudding	nervously	in	her	chest.
They	all	seemed	so	calm.	She	was	sure	her	hands	were	trembling.	For	a	moment,
she	 thought	of	getting	her	 sling	 from	where	 it	was	 concealed,	but	 she	 realised
that	the	two	Rangers'	longbows	would	provide	more	than	adequate	long	distance
firepower.	Instead,	she	accepted	a	spare	shield	from	Selethen	and	eased	her	sabre
in	and	out	of	its	scabbard.	No	need	to	draw	it	yet,	she	thought.	She	swallowed
nervously.



Halt	saw	her	and	called	softly.

'Evanlyn,	 come	 here	 with	 us.'	 As	 she	 moved	 to	 stand	 beside	 the	 Rangers,	 he
gestured	to	the	ridge	at	their	back.	'Gilan	and	I	are	going	to	concentrate	our	fire
to	 the	front.	Keep	an	eye	on	 the	Tualaghi	behind	us.	When	they're	within	fifty
metres,	let	us	know	and	we'll	switch.'

'Yes,	Halt,'	she	said.	Her	mouth	was	dry	and	she	didn't	trust	herself	to	say	more.

Gilan	 grinned	 at	 her.	 'Make	 sure	we	 hear	 you,'	 he	 said.	 'There'll	 be	 plenty	 of
yelling	going	on.'

He	was	so	relaxed	and	unworried,	she	thought.	His	casual	manner	helped	to	ease
the	butterflies	that	were	swarming	in	her	stomach.

Selethen	approached	them	now.	'They'll	try	the	easy	way	first,'	he	said.	'An	all-
out	charge	to	see	if	they	can	break	our	position.'

'Might	not	turn	out	to	be	as	easy	as	they	think,'	Gilan	replied,	testing	the	draw	on
his	bow.	Selethen	regarded	him	for	a	moment.	Soon,	he	thought,	he	would	see
just	how	well	these	two	cloaked	foreigners	could	shoot.	He	had	the	feeling	that
he	wasn't	going	to	be	disappointed.

'Can	I	suggest	you	put	four	men	with	Svengal	and	Horace?'	Halt	said.	'Use	them
as	a	reserve	for	any	place	the	line	is	broken.'

'Good	 idea,'	 Selethen	 replied.	 They	might	 be	 outnumbered	 four	 to	 one	 but	 he
suspected	 the	Tualaghi	were	about	 to	get	a	bloody	nose.	He	called	 four	names
and	the	men	he	had	selected	dropped	out	of	the	shield	wall	and	hurried	back	to
where	he	stood.	The	others	closed	up	the	gaps	where	they	had	been	as	Svengal
gave	the	four	their	orders.

'Just	 tell	 them	 to	give	me	a	 little	elbow	room,'	Svengal	 said.	He	was	grinning,
Evanlyn	noticed.	Finally,	after	the	heat	and	the	sand	and	the	sore	riding	muscles,
Svengal	was	about	to	do	something	he	really	enjoyed.	She	found	herself	smiling
at	the	thought.

Halt	noticed	her	lips	twitching	slightly.	Good	girl,	he	thought.



They	heard	the	jingle	of	harness	before	any	movement	was	perceptible.	Then	the
two	lines	of	horsemen	began	to	move	forward.

'Here	they	come,'	Horace	said	quietly.



Chapter	33

'This	 is	 where	 we	 turn	 to	 head	 back,'	 Will	 told	 Tug.	 A	 tall	 pole	 had	 been
hammered	into	the	ground	to	mark	the	spot.	The	little	horse	studied	the	marker
with	interest.

Will	turned	and	looked	back	towards	the	oasis.	It	was	now	out	of	sight,	hidden
by	 the	 undulating	 ground,	 but	 he	 knew	 it	 was	 four	 kilometres	 distant.	 Four
kilometres	out,	four	back.	Eight	in	all.	He	had	tried	for	twelve,	then	ten.	Finally,
he	 had	 to	 settle	 for	 an	 eight-kilometre	 race	 course.	 He	 hoped	 it	 would	 be	 far
enough	 for	Tug's	 stamina	and	staying	power	 to	assert	 itself	over	Sandstorm.	 It
would	be	a	close	thing,	he	knew.

The	 Arridi	 horse	 was	 definitely	 faster	 over	 a	 short	 distance.	 For	 the	 first
kilometre	or	two,	he	would	leave	Tug	behind.	But	then	the	Ranger	horse	would
start	to	reel	him	in	as	the	Arridi	stallion	began	to	slow	and	Tug	maintained	his
speed.

'We'll	win	it	on	the	back	leg,'	Will	 told	Tug.	He	had	decided	to	walk	the	horse
over	the	course	to	familiarise	him	with	it,	and	to	give	them	both	a	chance	to	spot
any	hidden	holes	or	unevenness	that	might	bring	them	down.

Tug	 shook	 his	 head	 and	 whinnied	 softly,	 At	 times	 like	 this,	 Will	 was	 never
totally	sure	that	the	horse	was	just	responding	to	the	sound	of	his	master's	voice.
It	often	seemed	that	he	understood	every	word	Will	said	to	him	and	was	agreeing
or	disagreeing.

Or	we'll	 lose	 it	on	 the	back	 leg,	Will	 thought.	But	he	didn't	 speak	 the	 thought
aloud	in	case	it	put	negative	concepts	in	Tug's	mind.	He	hoped	that	the	second
four	kilometres	would	give	Tug	the	chance	to	make	up	the	distance	he'd	lose	on
the	first	half	of	the	race.	Then,	when	they	drew	level	with	the	Arridi	horse	and
rider,	another	contest	would	begin.

Horses	like	Tug	and	Sandstorm	hated	to	lose,	hated	to	have	another	horse	ahead
of	them.	As	Tug	drew	alongside	Sandstorm,	Will	knew,	the	Arridi	horse	would
dig	deep	for	a	greater	effort	—	to	put	the	little	foreigner	back	in	his	place.	Tug,



meanwhile,	would	be	 straining	 for	extra	 speed	 to	pass	 the	Arridi	horse.	 It	was
then	 a	 matter	 of	 judgement	 for	 the	 two	 riders,	 to	 pick	 the	 point	 where	 they
should	let	the	horses'	have	their	heads.

Too	soon	and	the	energy	and	speed	would	peter	out	before	the	finish	line.	Too
late	and	there	wouldn't	be	time	to	overtake.	Each	rider	would	do	his	best	to	force
his	opponent	into	going	too	early.	The	moment	had	to	be	just	right	or	the	result
would	 be	 failure.	Will	 frowned	 thoughtfully.	He'd	watched	 as	Hassan	 had	 put
Sandstorm	 through	 his	 paces.	 But	 he	 was	 sure	 the	 Arridi	 rider	 was	 holding
something	back.

As	 they	walked	back	 towards	 the	oasis	Tug's	head	butted	him	 in	 the	shoulder,
sending	him	staggering.

Stop	worrying,	the	horse	seemed	to	say.	I	know	what	I'm	doing,	even	if	you	don't.

'Just	don't	go	too	soon,	that's	all,'	Will	cautioned	him.	Again,	Tug	tossed	his	head
disdainfully.

They	walked	 slowly	 back	 into	 the	 oasis.	Unlike	Hassan,	Will	 had	 no	 need	 to
familiarise	himself	with	his	mount's	 little	peculiarities.	He	and	Tug	knew	each
other's	ways	back	to	front	and	inside	out.	A	curious	crowd	of	Bedullin	watched
them	as	they	entered	the	camp.	It	was	early	morning	and	the	race	was	set	for	late
that	same	afternoon,	when	the	full	heat	of	day	had	passed.

He	knew	that	there	had	been	a	lot	of	betting	on	the	race.	It	was	impossible	not	to
hear	 conversations	 in	 the	 camp,	 even	 though	 he	 tried	 to	 appear	 aloof	 to	 such
matters.	He	also	knew	that	most	of	the	betting	wasn't	about	the	actual	outcome
of	 the	 race.	 It	 was	 about	 the	 margin	 by	 which	 Sandstorm	 would	 win.	 The
Bedullin	were	 familiar	with	 the	 beautifully	 formed	Arridi	 stallion	 that	Hassan
would	be	riding.	It	seemed	that	none	of	them	gave	the	shaggy	little	barrel-shaped
horse	from	the	north	any	chance	of	winning.

Even	 though	 Will	 had	 the	 utmost	 faith	 in	 Tug,	 faced	 with	 such	 universal
disbelief,	he	found	it	hard	to	keep	his	spirits	up.	Yet	he	had	to	believe	they	could
win	 —	 that	 they	 would	 win.	 The	 prospect	 of	 losing	 was	 just	 too	 awful	 to
contemplate.	He	had	been	too	impulsive,	he	thought,	to	risk	losing	Tug	in	such	a
way.	Yet	time	and	again	throughout	the	day,	when	he	racked	his	brains	to	think
of	what	else	he	could	have	done,	he	came	up	with	no	answer.	If	he	were	to	get



Tug	back,	he	would	have	to	risk	losing	him.

The	thought	tortured	him	through	the	long,	heavy	hours	of	the	middle	of	the	day.
Then,	as	the	sun	began	to	slant	down,	and	the	shadows	of	the	palms	stretched	out
further	and	further,	it	was	time.

His	 face	 was	 grim	 and	 set	 as	 he	 led	 Tug	 through	 the	 oasis	 to	 the	 start	 line.
Hassan	was	waiting,	mounted	 on	 the	 beautiful	 palomino,	 by	 the	 line	 that	 had
been	gouged	in	the	sand.	Like	Will,	who	had	discarded	his	cloak	for	the	race,	he
wore	shirt,	 trousers	and	boots,	and	a	kheffiyeh.	The	headgear	would	protect	the
riders'	faces	from	flying	sand	and	dust	during	the	race.	He	nodded	a	greeting	as
Will	 and	 Tug	 moved	 towards	 the	 starting	 line.	 Will	 nodded	 back.	 He	 didn't
speak.	 He	 couldn't	 bring	 himself	 to	 wish	 Hassan	 good	 luck.	 He	 didn't	 want
Hassan	to	have	anything	but	bad	luck.	If	Hassan	managed	to	fall	off	Sandstorm
in	the	first	fifty	metres	and	break	a	leg,	Will	wouldn't	mind	in	the	slightest.	Yet
looking	 at	 the	 Bedullin	 youth's	 easy	 seat	 on	 the	 horse,	 as	 Sandstorm	 moved
nervously,	prancing	slightly,	ears	pricked	with	eagerness	for	the	coming	contest,
it	didn't	seem	likely.	Hassan	seemed	glued	to	the	saddle,	an	integral	part	of	the
horse.

Will	put	his	foot	in	the	stirrup	and	swung	up	astride	Tug.

'This	is	it,	boy,'	he	whispered.	The	horse	tossed	his	head.	Will	drew	one	end	of
the	kheffiyeh	across	his	face,	and	twisted	the	other	end	over	it	to	hold	it	in	place.
Now	 only	 his	 eyes	 showed,	 through	 a	 narrow	 slit.	 The	 rest	 of	 his	 face	 was
covered.	Beside	him,	Hassan	did	the	same.

Sandstorm	pawed	 the	ground	 eagerly,	 kicking	up	 small	 clouds	of	 dust.	Beside
him,	Tug	stood	stolidly,	all	four	feet	planted	firmly.	The	difference	between	the
two	horses	was	 all	 too	 obvious:	 one	 prancing,	 eager	 and	 light-footed,	 his	 coat
groomed	 till	 he	 gleamed;	 the	 other	 solid,	 barrel-chested	 and	 shaggy.	 More
money	changed	hands	as	last-minute	bets	were	made.

'Riders,	are	you	ready?'	Umar	stepped	forward	as	he	called	them.

Hassan	waved	one	arm.	'Ready,	Aseikh!'	he	called.	The	Bedullin	cheered	and	he
waved	to	the	watching	crowd.

'Ready,'	Will	 said.	His	 voice	was	muffled	 behind	 the	 kheffiyeh	 and	 he	 had	 to



force	the	word	out	through	a	throat	constricted	by	anxiety.	There	was	no	cheer
this	 time.	As	 far	 as	 he	 knew,	 nobody	 had	 bet	 on	 him	—	only	 the	 distance	 by
which	he'd	lose.

And	that	was	hardly	something	they	were	going	to	cheer	about.

'Move	to	the	line.	But	remember,	if	you	cross	it	before	the	start	signal,	you	will
have	to	turn	and	go	back	to	cross	it	again.'

Hassan	 edged	 Sandstorm	 forward,	 crabbing	 him	 sideways.	 This	 was	 a	 tricky
moment	 for	 him.	With	 the	 horse	 prancing	 and	 excited,	 he	 had	 to	 hold	 back	 a
metre	or	two	from	the	line	to	make	sure	he	didn't	cross	prematurely.	Will	nudged
Tug	and	the	little	horse	moved	quietly	to	the	line.

'Hold	 there,	 boy,'	 Will	 said	 quietly.	 Tug's	 ears	 twitched	 in	 response	 and	 he
stopped,	his	forehooves	only	centimetres	from	the	line.	One	of	the	Bedullin,	who
had	 been	 assigned	 the	 task	 of	 monitoring	 the	 start	 line,	 crouched	 and	 peered
closely	 at	 the	 horse's	 hooves,	 then	 straightened	 as	 he	 realised	 Tug	 wasn't
infringing.	But	he	kept	his	eyes	riveted	on	the	line	and	Tug's	feet.	Seeing	it,	Will
touched	Tug	with	one	toe.

'Back	up,	boy,'	he	said.	He	wasn't	willing	to	take	the	risk	that	the	judge	might	be
overeager	 to	 penalise	 him.	 Tug	 obediently	 retreated	 one	 pace.	 A	 few	 of	 the
Bedullin	frowned	thoughtfully.	The	horse	was	well	trained.	Was	there	more	they
should	know	about?

'There	will	be	no	interference	between	the	riders.	If	either	of	you	interferes	with
the	other,	he	will	automatically	lose.'

The	two	riders,	now	intent	on	the	course	that	stretched	out	before	them	through
the	desert,	nodded	their	acknowledgement.	There	were	marshals	stationed	along
the	course	to	make	sure	neither	of	them	cheated.

'Ride	straight	 to	the	marker,	round	it	and	ride	back	again.	The	start	 line	is	also
the	finish	line,'	Umar	said.	Neither	rider	nodded	this	time.	They	knew	the	course.
Both	had	been	over	it	during	the	day.

'The	starting	signal	will	be	a	blast	on	Tarlq's	horn.	The	minute	you	hear	it,	you
may	start.'



Tariq,	 an	 elder	 of	 the	 tribe,	 stepped	 forward	 with	 a	 large	 brass	 horn.	 He
brandished	it	so	 they	could	both	see	 it.	Earlier	 in	 the	day,	Will	had	been	made
familiar	with	the	note	of	the	horn.

'In	your	hands,	Tariq,	and	in	God's	will,'	Umar	intoned.	It	was	the	official	notice
that	the	next	sound	to	be	heard	would	be	the	starter's	horn.	An	expectant	silence
fell	over	the	crowd.	Somewhere,	a	child	started	to	ask	a	question.	Umar	looked
round	angrily	and	 the	mother	quickly	silenced	her	offspring.	Umar	gestured	 to
Tariq	and	the	older	man	raised	the	large,	bell-mouthed	horn	to	his	lips.

Will	watched	him	intensely.	He	saw	the	Bedullin's	chest	swell	as	he	took	a	deep
breath.	Beside	him	and	slightly	behind	him,	he	knew,	Hassan	would	be	watching
like	a	hawk.

He	tightened	his	grip	on	the	reins,	forced	himself	to	relax	his	legs	around	Tug's
body.	He	didn't	want	 to	 send	any	 inadvertent	 signal	 to	 the	horse	before	 it	was
time.

Now!

The	horn	brayed	its	metallic	baritone	note	and	he	squeezed	Tug	with	his	knees.
Dimly,	 he	 heard	Hassan's	 yelled	Yaaah!	 as	 he	 urged	 Sandstorm	 forward.	 The
crowd	roared	with	one	huge	voice.	Then	the	sound	cut	off	in	shock.

Tug	shot	away	from	his	stiff-legged	stance	like	an	arrow,	going	from	stock-still
to	full	gallop	in	the	space	of	a	few	metres.	Sandstorm,	excited	and	prancing,	was
left	behind,	curvetting	and	tossing	his	head	for	the	first	few	paces.	Then	Hassan
clapped	his	heels	into	the	palomino's	sides	and	he	stretched	out	in	a	gallop	after
Tug.

The	 crowd,	 silenced	 momentarily	 by	 Tug's	 incredible	 acceleration	 from	 a
standing	start,	began	yelling	again,	screaming	for	Hassan	and	Sandstorm	to	run
him	down.

Even	Will,	who	was	aware	of	Tug's	phenomenal	ability	to	accelerate,	was	a	little
surprised	 at	 the	 lead	 they	 had	 established	 already.	 He	 knew	 that	 Sandstorm
would	 overhaul	 them	 before	 long.	 Once	 he	 was	 in	 stride,	 the	 Arridi	 was
definitely	faster	than	Tug	over	a	kilometre	or	two.	But	now	he	hoped	the	shock



of	 being	 left	 behind	 at	 the	 start	would	 force	Hassan	 to	 overstretch	 his	mount,
using	up	some	of	the	precious	energy	reserves	that	would	become	so	important
in	the	last	few	kilometres.

Behind	him,	vaguely,	he	could	hear	the	yelling	tribesmen.	Closer	to,	he	heard	the
rolling	thunder	of	Sandstorm's	hooves	on	the	rocky	ground.	Tug's	ears	were	up
and	 his	 legs	 were	 churning,	 throwing	 a	 plume	 of	 sand	 and	 dust	 into	 the	 air
behind	them.

Will	touched	his	neck.

'Take	it	easy,	boy.	Pace	yourself.'

Tug's	 head	 tossed	 fractionally	 in	 response.	Not	 too	much	 as	 he	 didn't	want	 to
lose	 stride	 or	 balance	 as	 he	 did	 so.	 Will	 felt	 him	 ease	 a	 little	 and	 nodded.
Sandstorm's	hooves	were	closer	behind	him	now.	The	Arridi	horse	was	as	fast	as
lightning,	he	thought.

Hassan,	 a	 few	metres	behind	 them,	was	worried.	He	had	no	 idea	how	 fast	 the
foreign	horse	would	be.	The	horse's	lines	and	configuration	gave	no	hint	of	his
startling	off-the-mark	speed.	And	even	now	that	Sandstorm	was	gaining,	he	was
doing	so	much	more	slowly	than	Hassan	would	have	liked.	He	urged	the	horse	to
give	a	little	more	and	heaved	a	sigh	of	relief	as	he	began	to	draw	alongside	the
foreigner	and	the	shaggy	little	grey.	The	other	rider	didn't	turn	his	head	to	look	at
them	 but	 Hassan	 saw	 the	 horse's	 eye	 rolling	 to	 view	 them	 as	 they	 came
alongside.

Fast	horses	hate	being	led	in	a	race.	And	this	was	definitely	a	fast	horse	—	not	as
fast	as	Sandstorm	but	faster	than	he	had	expected.	In	Hassan's	experience,	once	a
horse	 found	 itself	 overtaken	 and	 led	 by	 another,	 it	 would	 often	 give	 in	—	 or
overextend	itself,	trying	desperately	to	regain	the	lead.	Hassan	knew	it	was	time
to	establish	his	horse's	superiority.	He	flicked	the	reins	against	Sandstorm's	neck
and	the	palomino	found	another	few	metres	of	speed.	He	surged	forward,	away
from	Tug.

Will	 felt	 Tug	 begin	 to	 respond	 and	 for	 the	 first	 time	 he	 could	 remember,	 he
checked	him	firmly	with	the	rein.	Tug	snorted	angrily.	He	wanted	to	show	this
flashy	Arridi	horse	what	racing	was	all	about.	But	he	obeyed	Will's	 touch,	and
denied	his	own	instinctive	urge	to	go	all	out.



'Not	yet,	boy,'	he	heard	Will's	voice.	'Long	way	to	go.'

They	 flashed	 past	 the	 two-kilometre	mark,	 hearing	 the	 cheers	 of	 the	marshals
stationed	there	as	they	went.	The	cheers	were	all	for	Sandstorm,	who	was	now
leading	 Tug	 by	 nearly	 forty	 metres.	 The	 Arridi	 horse	 ran	 beautifully,	 Will
thought	 grimly,	with	 a	 long,	 powerful	 stride	 and	 perfect	 rhythm.	 Forty	metres
was	 far	 enough,	 he	 thought.	He	 signalled	Tug	 to	 increase	his	pace	 a	 little	 and
Tug	responded.	Will	felt	a	surge	of	affection	for	the	horse	under	him.	Tug	would
keep	running	like	this	all	day,	he	knew.	He	wondered	if	Sandstorm	could	do	the
same.

He	 estimated	 that	 they	 had	 picked	 up	 five	 to	 ten	 metres	 when	 Hassan	 and
Sandstorm	 rounded	 the	 halfway	marker.	 Comfortably	 in	 the	 lead,	 Hassan	 had
eased	his	 horse's	 pace	 a	 little,	 knowing	 that	 his	 best	 turn	of	 speed	was	behind
them	now.

He	waved	as	they	passed	the	other	rider	and	horse.	There	was	no	response	from
Will,	 and	 Hassan	 grinned	 behind	 his	 kheffiyeh.	 He	 wouldn't	 wave	 if	 he	 were
losing,	either,	he	thought.

Round	the	halfway	marker,	Tug's	hooves	clattered	on	the	stony	ground,	skidding
slightly	 as	 they	 turned	 and	 set	 out	 after	 Sandstorm.	 They'd	 picked	 up	 a	 little
distance	when	Sandstorm	 turned,	 lost	 it	again	when	 they	 followed	suit.	Maybe
less	than	thirty	metres	between	them	now.

'Go	now,	Tug!'	Will	yelled	and	the	horse	dug	deep	into	his	reserves	of	strength
and	endurance	and	courage	and	accelerated	under	him.	Will	could	see	Sandstorm
through	the	cloud	of	dust	and	sand	he	was	kicking	up	—	appropriate	name,	he
thought	 grimly.	The	 palomino's	 flanks	were	 streaked	with	 sweat	 and	 his	 sides
heaving	with	exertion.	Slowly,	Tug	narrowed	the	gap	to	the	Arridi	horse.	With
two	kilometres	to	go,	he	moved	alongside,	the	two	horses	plunging	side	by	side,
each	head	alternately	taking	the	lead,	losing	it,	taking	it	again	as	they	raced	stride
for	stride,	neither	gaining	on	the	other.

There	would	be	a	moment,	Will	knew,	when	it	was	time	for	the	final	sprint.	Both
horses	and	both	riders	were	aware	of	 it.	 It	was	a	matter	of	perfect	 timing.	Too
soon	and	the	horse	would	be	exhausted	before	 the	finish	 line.	Too	late	and	the
race	would	be	lost.



The	horses,	side	by	side,	glared	at	each	other,	 their	eyes	 rolling	 in	 their	heads,
whites	showing	so	each	could	view	the	enemy.	Then	Tug	surged	ahead	and	Will
couldn't	check	him	—	to	do	so	now	would	be	to	lose	speed	and	Tug	had	cast	the
dice	for	them,	sensing	the	moment.	He	moved	a	neck	length,	then	a	body	length,
ahead	of	Sandstorm,	moving	 faster	 than	Will	could	ever	 remember	him	doing.
The	 drumming	 of	 the	 horses'	 hooves	 filled	 his	 consciousness.	 Then	 he	 heard
Hassan	 yelling	 encouragement	 to	 Sandstorm	 and,	 turning	 his	 head	 slightly,	 he
saw	 the	 Arridi	 horse	 begin	 to	 regain	 ground	 on	 them.	 Unbelievably,	 he	 was
overhauling	Tug	yet	again.

Then	Tug	faltered.

It	was	the	slightest	break	in	rhythm	and	pace	but	Will	felt	it	and	knew	it	was	all
over.	Sandstorm	saw	it	too	and	lunged	ahead	of	them,	a	metre	...	two	...	five	...
the	clods	of	dirt	and	sand	flew	up	in	Will's	face,	stinging	the	small	area	of	skin
exposed	around	his	eyes,	forcing	him	to	grit	his	eyes	almost	shut.

There	were	three	hundred	metres	to	go	and	Sandstorm	was	fifteen	metres	ahead
of	them.	Tears	blurred	Will's	vision	as	he	realised	he	had	lost	the	race	—	and	his
horse.

He	knew	he	could	ask	Tug	for	more.	He	could	urge	him	to	try	to	catch	up.	And
he	 knew	 the	 little	 horse	 would	 respond	 until	 the	 effort	 killed	 him.	 Tug	 had
already	hit	the	wall.	Sandstorm's	pace	had	been	too	much.	The	early	lead	it	had
given	him	had	been	too	great.	He	was	twenty	metres	ahead	of	them.

And	then	he	faltered.

Will	saw	the	slight	stagger	in	his	step,	the	loss	of	rhythm,	the	slackening	in	the
blinding	 speed.	 If	 only	 they'd	 waited,	 he	 thought	 bitterly.	 Tug	 had	 been	 too
eager.	But	now	 the	 twenty-metre	 lead	would	be	enough	 to	carry	 the	exhausted
Sandstorm	across	the	finish	line	ahead	of	his	equally	exhausted	opponent.

He	had	barely	had	the	thought	when	he	felt	Tug	accelerate	beneath	him.

All	the	power,	all	the	certainty,	all	the	balance	was	back	in	his	stride	as	he	went
to	 another	 level	 of	 performance,	 a	 level	 Will	 had	 never	 seen	 before.	 Tug
stretched	out	and	 reeled	 in	Sandstorm	as	 if	 the	 taller	horse	were	 standing	still.



An	amazed	Will	crouched	low	over	Tug's	neck,	little	more	than	a	passenger.	He
realised	 that	 he	 had	 never	 had	 any	 idea	 of	 how	 fast	Tug	 could	 run.	 It	 seemed
there	 was	 no	 upper	 limit.	 Tug	 would	 simply	 run	 as	 fast	 as	 the	 situation
demanded.

He	realised	that	Tug	had	controlled	the	race,	pretending	to	falter	when	he	did	to
goad	Sandstorm	into	a	final	spurt.	The	loss	of	stride	and	balance	had	been	a	feint
and	Sandstorm	had	swallowed	the	bait,	accelerating	away	and	exhausting	his	last
reserves	just	thirty	metres	too	soon.	That	was	the	gap	between	them	when	Tug
rocketed	over	the	finish	line.

Will	 had	 already	 dismounted,	 and	 was	 hugging	 the	 little	 horse's	 neck	 when
Sandstorm,	 now	 slowed	 to	 a	 canter,	 sweat-streaked	 and	 blowing,	 staggered
wearily	over	the	line	behind	him.	And	now	the	Bedullin	did	cheer	for	the	foreign
horse.	Because	they	loved	good	horses	and	they	realised	they	had	just	seen	one
of	 the	 best.	 And	 besides,	 since	 none	 of	 the	 bets	 were	 predicated	 on	 Tug's
winning,	nobody	had	lost	any	money	to	anyone	else	—	although	those	who	had
bet	on	a	thirty-metre	margin	were	tempted	to	claim	their	winnings.

Umar	took	Sandstorm's	rein	when	Hassan	slid	down	from	the	saddle.	Before	the
young	man	could	speak,	the	Aseikh	slapped	him	on	the	shoulder.

'You	did	your	best,'	he	said.	'Good	race.'

Others	 were	 echoing	 the	 sentiment	 when	Hassan	 pushed	 his	 way	 through	 the
crowd	to	offer	his	hand	to	Will.	He	shook	his	head	admiringly.

'I	was	never	going	to	win,	was	I?'	he	asked.	'You	knew	that.'

Will,	grinning	widely,	 shook	his	hand.	 'Actually,	 I	didn't	know	 it,'	 he	 said.	He
jerked	his	head	at	Tug.	'He	did.'



Chapter	34

Halt	estimated	 that	 there	were	approximately	 thirty	men	riding	down	 the	slope
towards	them.	'They're	coming	this	side	too,'	Evanlyn	said	behind	him.	A	quick
glance	 over	 his	 shoulder	 showed	 a	 similar	 number	 of	 riders	 sweeping	 down
behind	them,	fanning	out	to	encircle	the	waiting	Arridi	troops.	Halt	faced	front
again.	He	and	Gilan	took	a	moment	to	read	the	approaching	speed	of	the	riders.
Then	they	moved	as	one.

'Now,'	said	Halt	quietly	and	they	both	drew	and	shot	once,	then	twice,	then	three
and	four	 times,	 lowering	 the	elevation	each	 time	 to	compensate	 for	 the	rapidly
reducing	 range.	 After	 four	 devastating	 two-arrow	 volleys,	 Evanlyn	 called	 out
behind	them:

'Fifty	metres	at	the	back!'

The	two	archers	pivoted	one	hundred	and	eighty	degrees	and	sent	more	arrows
ripping	into	the	charging	Tualaghi	behind	them.	Already,	half	a	dozen	riderless
horses	were	running	wildly	with	the	group	charging	from	the	front,	their	riders
lying	in	crumpled	heaps	in	the	sand	behind	them.	Now	another	five	joined	them
from	 the	 rear	group	before	 they	drew	so	close	 to	 the	 shield	wall	 that	Halt	 and
Gilan	had	to	cease	fire.	Evanlyn	marvelled	at	the	highspeed	accuracy	of	the	two
Rangers.	Eleven	enemy	troopers	out	of	the	fight	in	a	matter	of	seconds!	That	was
an	attrition	rate	no	commander	could	hope	to	sustain	for	long.

Now	it	was	the	turn	of	the	waiting	men	in	the	shield	wall	as	the	riders	crashed
into	it.

But	few	of	the	horses	made	direct,	head-on	contact.	The	bristling	fence	of	lances,
their	sharpened	heads	gleaming	in	the	sun,	forced	most	of	them	to	swerve	aside
at	the	last	moment,	in	spite	of	their	riders'	urging	and	whipping	them	to	continue
their	head-long	charge.	The	riders	rapidly	lost	momentum	and	found	themselves
at	 a	 disadvantage	 as	 the	Arridis'	 long	 lances	 thrust	 up	 at	 them.	Most	 of	 them
dismounted,	leaving	their	horses	with	comrades	detailed	for	the	task,	and	joined
the	 fight	 on	 foot.	 The	 battle	 became	 a	 heaving,	 shoving,	 hand-to-hand	melee,
with	curved	swords	rising	and	falling,	hacking	and	stabbing	along	the	line.	Men



cried	 out	 in	 pain	 on	 both	 sides	 as	 they	 went	 down.	 Then	 cried	 out	 again	 as
comrades	and	foes	trod	them	down	in	their	efforts	to	reach	the	enemy.

Horace	scanned	the	shield	wall,	eyes	slitted	in	concentration,	looking	for	the	first
weak	spot	where	the	Tualaghi	might	break	through.	To	the	left	front,	an	Arridi
trooper	slipped	and	was	cut	down	by	one	of	the	Tualaghi,	who	instantly	moved
into	the	gap	in	the	line,	hacking	wildly	to	left	and	right,	widening	the	breach	so
that	two	of	his	comrades	forced	their	way	in	and	the	line	began	to	bulge	inwards.

Horace	drew	in	breath	and	turned	to	the	four	troopers	with	him.	Before	he	could
act,	 however,	 there	 was	 a	 bull-like	 roar	 from	 beside	 him	 and	 Svengal	 went
forward	at	 the	run,	 the	huge	axe	whirring	 in	a	circle	above	his	head.	Realising
he'd	 only	 get	 in	 the	 Skandian's	 way	 if	 he	 joined	 him,	 Horace	 relaxed	 and
gestured	for	the	four	men	to	stand	fast	as	well.

Svengal	 hit	 the	 Tualaghi	 who	 had	 broken	 through	 like	 a	 battering	 ram.	 He
smashed	into	them	with	his	shield,	and	in	spite	of	the	pressure	of	the	men	behind
them	urging	them	forward,	hurled	them	back,	off	balance	and	staggering.	Then
he	 began	 dropping	 them	 left	 and	 right	with	 sweeping	 blows	 of	 his	 axe	 before
they	could	recover.

Almost	as	soon	as	it	had	appeared,	 the	breach	in	the	wall	was	restored	and	the
line	closed	up.	Svengal	returned	to	the	point	where	Horace	was	waiting.

'Let	me	know	any	time	you	need	a	hand,'	the	young	warrior	said	mildly.	Svengal
glared	at	him.	There	was	a	dangerous	light	in	his	eyes.

'Unlikely,'	he	said	shortly.	Then	he	was	off	again	as	the	Tualaghi	threatened	to
break	through	in	another	spot,	slamming	into	them	with	shield	and	axe,	forcing
them	back,	 trampling	over	one	who	had	fallen	under	his	charge.	But	 this	 time,
Horace	had	no	time	to	watch.	He	was	needed	at	another	trouble	spot	and	he	led
his	 four	 men	 in	 a	 wedge	 formation,	 running	 to	 the	 point	 where	 a	 group	 of
Tualaghi	 had	 forced	 their	way	 inside	 the	wall.	As	Horace	 approached,	 one	 of
them	went	down	with	an	arrow	in	his	chest.	Then	Horace	and	his	men	were	on
them,	forcing	them	back.

There	was	no	time	for	fancy	swordsmanship.	It	was	shove	and	cut	and	cut	again
and	 parry	with	 the	 shield	 and	 hit	 and	 hit	 and	 hit!	 Horace's	 amazing	 dexterity
stood	 him	 in	 good	 stead	 as	 he	 rained	 blows	 down	 on	 the	 Tualaghi	 with



bewildering	speed	and	force,	forcing	them	back	in	growing	panic.

It	was	a	panic	that	spread	through	the	attackers	and	they	began	to	stream	away
from	 the	 shield	 wall	 —	 first	 in	 ones	 and	 twos,	 then	 in	 larger	 groups.	 They
retrieved	 their	 horses,	 mounted	 and	 fled	 up	 the	 slope,	 pursued	 by	 triumphant
jeers	and	catcalls	from	the	defenders.

Gilan	raised	his	bow	and	looked	a	question	at	Halt,	who	shook	his	head.

'Save	your	arrows,'	he	said.	'We'll	need	them	later.'

'Can't	say	I	like	the	idea	of	shooting	men	in	the	back,'	Gilan	agreed.	He	replaced
the	arrow	in	his	quiver.

Selethen	was	 approaching	 them.	His	white	 outer	 tunic	was	 ripped	 and	 stained
with	blood	and	dirt.	He	was	cleaning	his	sword	blade	as	he	came.

'That	hurt	them,'	he	said.	'You	shot	well,'	he	added,	nodding	in	acknowledgement
to	 the	 two	 Rangers.	 Their	 rapid-fire	 archery	 had	 disconcerted	 the	 attacking
troops,	he	knew.

'I	 doubt	 they'll	 try	 another	 frontal	 attack,'	 Halt	 said	 and	 the	 Wakir	 nodded
agreement.	He	gestured	to	the	rim	of	the	hill,	where	a	group	of	three	horsemen
were	watching,	raining	abuse	on	the	retreating	troops	as	they	rode	past	them.	At
one	 stage,	 the	 tallest	 of	 the	 three	 leaned	 over	 in	 his	 saddle	 and	 struck	 at	 a
retreating	soldier	with	his	riding	whip.

'Unless	 I	miss	my	guess,	 that's	Yusal	Makali	 up	 there.	He's	 one	 of	 their	more
capable	war	leaders.	He's	cunning	and	cruel	and	he's	no	idiot.	He's	just	seen	what
a	frontal	assault	will	cost	him.	Now	we'll	have	to	see	what	he	tries	next.'

'It's	cost	us	as	well,'	Gilan	said	quietly,	nodding	to	where	the	Arridi	troops	were
tending	 to	 their	 wounded.	 There	 were	 too	 many	 of	 them	 for	 comfort.	 The
Tualaghi	may	have	lost	men	in	the	attack,	but	at	least	ten	Arridi	soldiers	lay	dead
or	wounded.

Svengal	and	Horace	had	moved	to	join	them.	Both	were	cleaning	their	weapons,
as	Selethen	had	done.	Svengal's	face	was	still	red	with	battle	rage,	his	eyes	still
wild	in	his	head.



'What	 are	 they	 waiting	 for?'	 he	 said,	 his	 voice	 louder	 than	 the	 occasion
demanded.	'Why	don't	they	get	on	with	it?'

Halt	eyed	him	with	concern.	'Calm	down,	Svengal,'	he	warned.	He	could	see	that
the	Skandian,	frustrated	by	weeks	of	inaction,	was	close	to	the	berserk	rage	that
could	strike	a	Skandian	in	the	heat	of	battle.	 'Odds	are	they	won't	attack	again.
You	 cost	 them	 too	many	 casualties.	Good	work,	 too,	Horace,'	 he	 added	 as	 an
aside.	He	had	seen	 the	young	man's	devastating	counterattack.	Horace	nodded.
His	sword	was	clean	now	and	he	resheathed	it.

'What	do	you	think	they'll	do	next,	Halt?'	he	asked.

Before	 he	 answered,	 the	 Ranger	 squinted	 up	 at	 the	 sun,	 now	 almost	 directly
overhead	and	hammering	down	on	them.

'I	think	they'll	wait	for	heat	and	thirst	to	do	their	work	for	them,'	he	said.	'That's
what	I'd	do	in	their	place.'

He	 was	 right.	 The	 rest	 of	 the	 day	 passed	 with	 no	 further	 attack	 from	 the
Tualaghi.	 Instead,	 the	Araluans	 and	 their	Arridi	 comrades	 sweltered	 under	 the
blasting	heat	of	the	sun.

Their	 water	 supplies	 were	 low.	 Expecting	 to	 reach	 the	 Khor-Abash	 Wells
sometime	 that	 day,	 Selethen	 had	 relaxed	 his	 normally	 strict	 water	 discipline.
Now	he	estimated	that	with	strict	rationing,	they	had	water	for	two	more	days.

The	Tualaghi,	of	course,	could	send	riders	for	all	the	water	they	needed.	All	they
had	to	do	was	keep	watch	over	the	little	camp	in	the	middle	of	 the	depression.
Wary	of	 the	accuracy	shown	by	 the	 two	bowmen	among	 the	enemy,	 they	kept
below	the	ridge.	But	from	time	to	time	they	could	be	seen	briefly	as	the	watch
changed	and	sentries	were	relieved.	Halt	had	no	doubt	that	their	low	black	tents
were	pitched	just	beyond	the	ridge.

As	darkness	fell,	Selethen	drew	his	men	in,	shortening	the	perimeter	so	that	half
his	 force	 could	 sleep.	 At	 least,	 that	 was	 the	 idea.	 An	 hour	 after	 nightfall,	 the
quick,	darting	attacks	began.

There	 were	 never	more	 than	 a	 dozen	 Tualaghi	 involved.	 But	 they	 would	 rise



shrieking	from	the	desert,	having	crept	within	stone's	 throw	of	 the	camp.	Then
they	would	dash	in	on	the	shield	wall,	killing	a	man	here,	losing	one	of	their	own
there,	then	withdrawing,	carrying	their	wounded	with	them.	They	were	nuisance
attacks,	pure	and	simple.	But	they	kept	the	entire	Arridi	camp	alert	and	watchful
throughout	the	night,	preventing	them	from	resting.

Even	though	the	attacks	were	feints,	each	one	had	 to	be	countered	as	Halt	and
the	others	never	knew	when	a	genuine	attack	in	force	might	come.

The	 result	was	 a	 nervous,	 sleepless	 night	 for	 the	Arridi	 troops,	 punctuated	 by
brief	moments	of	violence	and	sudden	terror.

In	 the	 light	of	dawn,	Halt	 turned	bleary,	 red-rimmed	eyes	 to	 the	ridge	 line.	He
could	 see	 occasional	 movement	 there	 but	 nothing	 that	 presented	 him	 with	 a
worthwhile	 target.	The	Arridi	had	 lost	 four	men	killed	 in	 the	 first	mass	attack,
and	another	two	succumbed	to	their	wounds	overnight.	There	were	several	more
wounded	 and	most	 of	 these	 needed	water	—	which	was	 now	 in	 short	 supply.
Selethen	reluctantly	told	his	medical	orderlies	to	reduce	the	amount	of	water	the
wounded	were	receiving.	It	was	a	hard	decision.	Water	was	just	about	the	only
comfort	they	had	out	in	the	desert.

He	was	visiting	the	wounded	when	Halt	called	to	him.	A	white	flag	was	waving
over	the	crest	of	the	ridge.

'They	want	to	parley,'	Halt	said.

***

The	 tall	 rider	 Selethen	 had	 identified	 as	 Yusal	 Makali	 rode	 down	 the	 slope,
accompanied	by	a	 rider	carrying	 the	white	 flag.	Selethen,	with	Halt	 carrying	a
similar	 flag,	 stepped	 through	 the	 line	 of	 Arridi	 warriors	 and	 walked	 to	 meet
them.

'Yusal	knows	 I'll	 respect	 the	 flag	of	 truce.	Yet	he'd	 ignore	 it	 in	a	moment	 if	 it
suited	him,'	Selethen	said	bitterly.	'I	wish	I	could	ask	you	to	simply	shoot	him	as
he	rides	in.'

Halt	 shrugged.	 'We	could	do	 it,	of	course,	but	 that	wouldn't	 solve	 the	problem
that	we're	 trapped	 and	 outnumbered.	And	we	might	 not	 get	 another	 chance	 to



negotiate.'

They	 stopped	 half	 a	 dozen	 metres	 from	 the	 two	 mounted	 men.	 Yusal	 swung
down	from	the	saddle	and	advanced	to	meet	them.

He	was	 taller	 than	 the	 average	Arridi	 or	 Tualaghi,	Halt	 saw,	 standing	 a	 good
head	 above	 Halt	 himself	 and	 some	 centimetres	 taller	 than	 Selethen.	 He	 wore
white,	flowing	robes	and	a	kheffiyeh.	White	was	a	sensible	colour	in	the	searing
desert	heat.	But	whereas	Selethen's	robes	were	all	white,	Yusal's	were	trimmed
in	dark	blue.	And	while	the	Arridi	would	wind	the	ends	of	the	headdress	around
his	face	for	protection,	the	Tualaghi	left	his	flowing	free.	But	the	lower	half	of
his	face	was	hidden	behind	a	dark	blue,	mask-like	veil.	Halt	had	heard	the	Arridi
refer	to	their	enemies	as	'the	Veiled	Ones,	Forgotten	of	God'.	Now	he	understood
the	reference.

Yusal's	skin,	what	could	be	seen	of	it	above	the	mask,	was	dark	brown	—	burnt
by	years	of	desert	sun	and	wind.	Although	 the	mask	covered	his	 lower	face,	 it
was	obvious	that	the	nose	was	prominent	and	curved,	like	a	bird	of	prey's	beak.
His	 eyes	 were	 deep-set	 and	 hooded,	 under	 heavy	 brows	 and	 thick	 eyebrows.
They	 were	 deep	 brown,	 almost	 black.	 They	 were	 the	 only	 feature	 Halt	 could
make	out	yet	he	knew	he	would	recognise	Yusal	again	if	he	saw	him	without	the
veil.	 The	 eyes	 were	 cold,	 black	 and	 pitiless.	 There	 was	 no	 trace	 of	 mercy	 or
warmth	in	them.	They	were	a	killer's	eyes.

'So,	Wakir	Seley	el'then,'	Yusal	said,	'why	are	you	following	me?'

The	voice	was	muffled	slightly	by	the	veil.	But	it	was	harsh	and	unfriendly,	like
the	eyes.	So	much	for	pleasantries,	Halt	thought.

Selethen	was	equally	to	the	point.	'You	killed	twenty	of	my	men.	And	you	have
a	prisoner	with	you.	We	want	him.'

Yusal	shrugged.	The	movement	was	a	contemptuous	one.	 'Come	and	 take	him
then,'	he	challenged.	There	was	a	moment	of	silence.	Then	he	added,	'You're	in	a
bad	 position,	 Seley	 el'then.	 You're	 surrounded.	 You're	 outnumbered	 and	 your
water's	running	short.'

The	 last.	 statement	was	a	guess,	of	 course.	Yusal	had	no	 idea	how	 little	water
they	had	and	Selethen	wasn't	about	to	inform	him.



'We	have	plenty	of	water,'	he	said	evenly	and	again,	Yusal	shrugged.	Selethen's
statements	meant	little	to	him.

'If	you	say	so.	The	fact	is,	you	will	run	out	eventually,	while	I	can	send	for	all
the	water	I	need.	I	can	afford	to	wait	while	thirst	and	heat	starts	to	kill	your	men.
You	can't.'

He	glanced	back	up	the	slope	that	surrounded	them	on	all	sides.

'You	can	attack	us	if	you	like.	But	it's	uphill	and	we	outnumber	you	four	to	one.
There's	only	one	way	such	an	attack	will	end.'

'We	 might	 surprise	 you,'	 Halt	 said	 and	 the	 dark,	 hooded	 eyes	 swung	 to	 him,
studying	him,	boring	into	him.	Halt	realised	the	unwavering	stare	and	the	silence
that	accompanied	it	were	intended	to	unnerve	him.	He	raised	one	eyebrow	in	a
bored	fashion.

'You're	 one	 of	 the	 archers,	 aren't	 you?'	 Yusal	 said.	 'But	 in	 spite	 of	 your
marksmanship,	once	the	battle	gets	to	close	quarters,	numbers	will	tell.'.

'You	requested	 this	parley,	Yasal,'	Selethen	said.	 'Was	 it	merely	 to	 tell	us	how
hopeless	 our	 position	 is?	 Or	 did	 you	 have	 something	 worthwhile	 to	 say?'	 He
allowed	the	same	tone	of	contempt	that	the	Tualaghi	had	used	to	creep	into	his
words.

Yusal	looked	back	at	him.

'Surrender,'	he	said	simply	and	Selethen	responded	with	a	short	bark	of	laughter.

'And	have	you	kill	us	out	of	hand?'	he	asked.

The	Tualaghi	leader	shook	his	head.	'You're	worth	money	to	me,	Selethen.	I	can
ask	a	large	ransom	for	you.	I'd	be	mad	to	kill	you.	And	I'm	sure	there	are	people
who	will	pay	 for	 the	 foreigners	with	you	as	well.	 I've	kept	 the	other	Skandian
alive	for	that	very	reason.	Why	would	I	do	differently	with	you?'

Selethen	hesitated.	The	Tualaghi	were	motivated	by	greed	above	all	else	and	he
was	inclined	to	believe	Yusal.	As	he	thought	about	it,	the	Tualaghi	leader	voiced



the	alternative.

'Or	stay	here	and	die	of	 thirst.	 It's	only	a	matter	of	 time.	When	you're	weaker,
we'll	have	no	problem	walking	in	and	taking	the	weapons	from	your	hands.	And
if	you	make	me	wait,	I	might	not	be	so	charitable.'

He	 turned	 away,	 as	 if	 disinterested,	 no	 matter	 which	 course	 Selethen	 might
choose.	The	Wakir	took	Halt's	sleeve	and	led	him	a	few	paces	away.

'This	concerns	your	people	as	well.	What	do	you	say?'	he	asked	in	a	low	voice.
Halt	looked	at	the	tall	figure	standing	a	few	metres	away,	his	back	to	them.

'Do	you	believe	him?'	he	asked	and	Selethen	nodded,	a	fractional	movement	of
his	head.

'A	Tualaghi	will	do	anything	for	money,'	he	said.	'At	least	this	way	we'll	have	a
chance.	As	he	says,	if	we	wait,	we'll	grow	progressively	weaker	until	we	have	to
give	in	anyway.'

Halt	 considered	 the	 situation.	He	 and	Gilan	might	 break	 through	 the	Tualaghi
lines	under	cover	of	darkness.	But	even	that	wasn't	certain.	Expert	 though	they
might	 be	 at	 unseen	movement,	 the	ground	was	virtually	 devoid	of	 cover.	And
scores	of	eyes	would	be	on	watch.	And	 if	 they	did	 succeed	 in	getting	past	 the
Tualaghi,	 then	what?	They'd	be	on	foot,	with	the	nearest	help	many	kilometres
away.	By	 the	 time	 they	 reached	Mararoc	 to	 bring	 help,	 Selethen	 and	 his	men
would	 be	 dead.	 Evanlyn,	 Horace	 and	 Svengal	 too.	 If	 they	 surrendered	 now,
they'd	all	be	in	reasonable	condition	and	an	opportunity	might	arise	to	escape	or
turn	the	tables	on	their	captors.	Better	now	than	later	when	they	were	weakened
and	half	mad	from	thirst.

'Very	well,'	he	said.	'Let's	discuss	terms.'



Chapter	35

Will	was	checking	the	straps	and	ties	that	attached	his	equipment	to	Tug's	saddle
when	he	heard	footsteps	crunching	the	sand	behind	him.	He	turned	to	see	Umar
approaching,	a	worried	look	on	his	face.

'There's	something	you	ought	to	know	before	you	leave,'	he	said.

It	was	four	days	after	the	race	—	a	race	that	was	already	set	to	become	part	of
the	Bedullin	 verbal	 history.	 In	 that	 time,	Will	 and	 Tug	 had	 been	 feted	 by	 the
tribe,	and	fussed	over	nonstop	by	Cielema.	The	cheerful,	grinning	foreigner	and
his	 amazing	 barrel-bodied	 horse	 had	 become	 popular	 figures	 in	 the	 camp.
Hassan	and	Will	had	become	good	friends	too	—	the	young	man	bore	no	grudge
for	being	defeated	 in	 the	 race	 and	 losing	his	 claim	 to	Tug.	The	Bedullin	were
inveterate	gamblers,	as	Will	had	noticed,	but	they	accepted	their	losses	without
complaint.

The	 friendship	 was	 helped	 along	 by	 the	 fact	 that	 Umar,	 delighted	 with	 the
outcome	of	the	race,	had	presented	Hassan	with	a	horse	from	his	own	herd	—	a
blood	relative	of	Sandstorm.	Hassan	was	overjoyed	and	had	volunteered	to	guide
Will	on	his	way	to	Mararoc.

The	mystery	of	the	faltering	Northseeker	had	finally	been	solved.	Asked	how	he
had	 planned	 to	 navigate	 the	 trackless	 desert,	 Will	 had	 shown	 them	 the
Northseeker	and	explained	the	secret	of	its	magnetic	properties.	To	demonstrate,
he	had	brought	the	blade	of	his	saxe	knife	close	to	the	needle	and	showed	how	it
wavered	away	from	the	earth's	magnetic	field.	It	took	only	seconds	for	Umar	to
see	the	connection.

'You	 rode	 through	 the	 Red	 Hills?'	 he	 said	 and	 Will	 confirmed	 the	 fact.	 'But
they're	 almost	 pure	 iron	—	 huge	 deposits	 of	 iron.	 Surely	 that	 would	 serve	 to
make	your	instrument	unreliable.'

As	Will	realised	the	truth	of	the	statement,	he	felt	a	small	sense	of	relief.	In	the
back	 of	 his	mind,	 he	 had	 still	 harboured	 a	 vague	 suspicion	 that	 Selethen	 had
given	him	a	false	map.	On	top	of	that,	he	felt	an	unreasonable	guilt	that	he	had



somehow	 failed	 Halt's	 belief	 in	 him.	 Now	 that	 he	 could	 see	 a	 reason	 for	 the
mistake	—	and	realised	 that	he	couldn't	have	foreseen	 it	—	he	could	 lay	 those
fears	to	rest.

While	he	had	been	preparing	Tug	for	their	departure,	a	rider	had	come	in	from
the	desert	—	dusty	and	dishevelled,	riding	a	tired	horse.	He	had	reported	straight
away	to	Umar's	 tent.	Will	had	watched	with	no	particular	 interest.	Doubtless	 it
was	some	business	of	concern	only	to	the	Bedullin.	Now,	however,	he	wasn't	so
sure.

He	followed	Umar	to	the	wide-spread,	low	tent	that	he	occupied	with	Cielema.
Stooping,	he	 entered	 and	made	 the	 required	 lips-brow-lips	greeting	gesture.	 In
the	past	few	days,	he	had	become	familiar	with	it.

The	tent	was	floored	with	a	 thick	carpet,	with	soft	cushions	scattered	across	 it.
He	selected	one	and	sat	cross-legged	on	it	 in	 the	 tribe's	fashion.	A	Bedullin	he
hadn't	seen	before	was	sitting	on	another,	eating	and	drinking	eagerly	as	Cielema
plied	him	with	fruit	and	water.	He	looked	up	at	Will,	then	glanced	curiously	at
Umar.

'This	 is	 Jamil,	 one	of	 our	 scouts,'	Umar	 explained	 and	 the	Bedullin	 nodded	 in
greeting.	He	was	in	his	thirties,	Will	estimated,	although	it	was	hard	to	tell	with
the	Bedullin	men,	whose	skin	was	usually	brown	and	heavily	lined	by	the	sun.

'This	is	the	foreigner	I	told	you	about.	His	name	is	Will.'

Again	Will	made	the	greeting	gesture.	It	seemed	appropriate,	he	thought.	Jamil
seemed	 a	 little	 surprised	 that	 a	 foreigner	 should	 have	 a	 grasp	 of	 Bedullin
etiquette	and	he	responded	hastily.	Will	glanced	at	Umar,	a	question	on	his	face.
The	Aseikh	gestured	to	Jamil	to	proceed.

'Tell	Will	what	you	have	told	us.'

Jamil	 finished	eating	an	orange,	 licked	 the	 last	of	 the	 juice	off	his	 fingers,	and
wiped	his	mouth	with	a	cloth.

'You	were	travelling	with	a	group	of	Arridi	soldiers?'	he	said.	It	was	as	much	a
statement	 as	 a	 question.	 Will	 nodded	 confirmation,	 his	 brow	 furrowing.	 He
sensed,	from	the	man's	serious	manner,	that	something	had	gone	wrong.



'That's	right,'	he	said.

'And	there	were	other	foreigners	as	well	...	two	of	them	dressed	as	you	are.'	He
indicated	 the	mottled	brown	cloak	Will	was	wearing.	Again,	Will	nodded.	The
Bedullin	scout	shook	his	head	in	displeasure	at	the	fact	and	Will's	premonition	of
impending	bad	news	deepened.

'What's	 happened	 to	 them?'	 he	 asked.	 The	 Bedullin	 looked	 at	 him	 a	moment,
then,	thankfully,	came	straight	to	the	point	without	any	useless	attempts	to	soften
the	news.

'They've	been	captured	by	the	Tualaghi,'	he	said.

Will	looked	quickly	at	Umar.	'The	Tualaghi?'	he	queried.

The	Aseikh's	expression	was	one	of	intense	distaste.

'Brigands.	Bandits.	The	Forgotten	of	God.	They're	nomads	like	us	but	they	prey
on	 other	 travellers	 and	 undefended	 villages.	 They	 encircled	 your	 friends	 and
captured	them.	Now	they're	taking	them	towards	the	northern	massif,	along	with
Wakir	Seley	el'then	and	his	surviving	men.	There	was	a	skirmish,'	he	added	 in
explanation	and	Will	felt	a	stab	of	fear.

'A	skirmish?	Were	any	of	the	foreigners	hurt?'

Jamil	shook	his	head.	'No.	They	were	taken	and	chained	with	the	other	foreigner.
They	are	captives	like	him.	It	seems	that	—	'

This	was	all	moving	too	fast	for	Will.	He	held	up	a	hand	to	stop	the	Bedullin's
account.

'Just	 a	 moment!	 The	 other	 foreigner?	 What	 other	 foreigner	 are	 you	 talking
about?'

Jamil	nodded	apologetically,	realising	that	more	explanation	was	required.

'The	 Tualaghi	 had	 captured	 another	 foreigner.	 One	 of	 the	 wild	men	 from	 the
north.	There	was	one	of	them	with	your	group	too,'	he	added.



Will's	head	was	spinning.	There	could	only	be	one	person	he	was	talking	about.
But	Erak	had	been	in	Arridi	hands	last	he	had	heard.

'This	is	crazy,'	he	said.	'You	must	mean	Erak.	But	he	was	being	taken	to	Mararoc
with	an	Arridi	caravan.	How	has	he	suddenly	turned	up	with	these	Tualaghi?'

Jamil	shrugged.	Umar	rubbed	his	nose	thougthfully.

'Perhaps	 the	 Tualaghi	 attacked	 the	 caravan	 and	 captured	 the	 Northman?'	 he
suggested.

Will	nodded	to	himself,	thinking	furiously.	If	that	had	been	the	case,	Gilan	and
Halt	would	have	been	able	to	read	the	signs	of	the	attack.	Then	they	would	have
set	out	after	the	ambushers,	with	Selethen	and	his	men	in	company.	He	shook	his
head	to	clear	his	thoughts.	It	didn't	matter	how	it	had	happened,	he	realised.	The
plain	fact	was	that	it	had	happened.

He	was	surprised,	however,	that	Halt	and	Gilan	had	been	so	careless	as	to	allow
the	Tualaghi	bandits	to	get	wind	of	them.

'Do	you	have	any	idea	how	the	Tualaghi	learned	that	my	friends	were	tracking
them?'	he	asked.

This	time,	the	Bedullin's	eyes	slid	away	in	shame.	He	hesitated	a	moment	before
he	could	bring	himself	to	answer.

'I'm	afraid	I	led	them	to	your	friends'	camp,'	he	said.	And	as	Will	began	to	rise
angrily	from	his	sitting	position,	he	hastily	held	out	a	hand.

'No!	Please!	It	was	unintentional!	I	had	no	idea	your	friends	were	there.	I	saw	the
Tualaghi	 party	 in	 the	 distance	 and	 I	went	 closer	 to	 find	 out	more	 about	 them.
They	were	a	much	larger	party	than	usual	—	at	least	two	hundred,	maybe	more.
After	dark,	I	crept	close	to	their	camp	to	see	more	clearly.	That	was	when	I	saw
the	Northman	—	they	had	him	chained	up	in	the	open.

'I	 left	before	dawn	and	headed	 towards	here.	 I	must	have	passed	close	 to	your
friends'	 camp	without	 ever	 seeing	 them.	But	 a	Tualaghi	 rearguard	 scout	 found
my	 tracks	 and	 followed	 them	 later	 that	morning	—	 and	 they	 led	 him	 to	 your



friends.	 They	 were	 travelling	 parallel	 to	 the	 Veiled	 Ones,	 several	 kilometres
away.	If	I	hadn't	inadvertently	crossed	their	track,	the	Tualaghi	would	never	have
known	they	were	there.'

'How	do	you	know	all	this?'	Will	asked.

The	scout	replied	unhappily.	'I	went	back	the	next	day	to	check	further.	I	had	no
idea	then	that	my	tracks	had	been	discovered.	But	I	saw	where	the	Tualaghi	had
followed	me,	 saw	where	 they	 crossed	 your	 friends'	 path	 and	 turned	 to	 follow
them.	They	must	have	thought	I	was	part	of	that	group.	I'm	sorry,	Will.	I	had	no
idea	I	was	bringing	danger	to	your	friends.'

Will	waved	the	apology	aside.	It	hadn't	been	Jamil's	fault,	he	realised.	It	had	just
been	damnable	bad	luck	—	Jamil	had	been	the	chance,	unexpected	element	that
had	 led	 to	Halt	 and	 the	 others	 being	 captured.	As	Halt	 had	 told	 him	 so	many
times,	if	anything	can	go	wrong,	it	will.

'You	couldn't	have	known,'	he	said.	'Do	you	have	any	idea	where	they	might	be
taking	them?'	He	addressed	the	question	to	both	Jamil	and	Umar.

'I'd	say	they	were	heading	for	the	massif,'	Jamil	said.	Will	looked	to	Umar,	who
explained.

'It's	a	huge	range	of	cliffs	and	hills	and	mountains	 to	 the	north-west.	There	are
Arridi	villages	scattered	throughout	the	hills	and	the	Tualaghi	often	ride	in	and
impose	 themselves	 on	 the	 villagers	 —	 stealing	 their	 crops	 and	 killing	 their
livestock.	A	party	of	two	hundred	would	have	no	trouble	taking	over	a	village	—
or	even	a	small	town.

Chances	are	they	have	one	in	mind	and	they'll	use	it	as	their	headquarters	for	a
month	 or	 two.	 Then,	 when	 the	 herds	 and	 food	 supplies	 are	 exhausted,	 they'll
move	on.'

Will	reached	into	his	shirt	and	produced	the	map	Selethen	had	given	him.

'I've	 got	 to	 go	 after	 them!	Show	me	 on	 this,'	 he	 demanded.	But	Umar	 put	 his
hand	over	the	younger	man's	to	calm	him.

'Slow	down,	friend	Will,'	he	said.	'Nothing	will	be	gained	by	rushing	off	into	the



desert	without	a	plan.	The	Tualaghi	are	dangerous	enemies.	I	need	to	talk	with
my	council	and	then	we'll	see	what	can	be	done.'

Will	went	to	argue	but	the	pressure	of	Umar's	grip	increased.

'Trust	me	 on	 this,	Will.	 Give	me	 an	 hour,'	 he	 said.	 Reluctantly,	Will	 relaxed,
folding	the	chart	and	returning	it	to	its	hiding	place	inside	his	shirt.

'Very	well,'	he	said.	'An	hour.	But	then	I'm	leaving.'

***

Will	 returned	 to	where	Tug	waited	patiently	 and	 loosened	 the	 saddle	girths	 so
the	horse	would	be	more	comfortable.	Then	he	sat,	his	back	resting	against	the
bole	of	a	palm	tree,	his	eyes	closed,	while	he	tried	to	make	sense	of	the	situation.

Somehow,	he	would	have	to	rescue	his	friends.	He	knew	that	much.	But	how?
He	was	alone	and	he	was	unfamiliar	with	the	territory.	Against	that,	his	friends
were	being	held	by	two	hundred	armed	bandits	—	cruel	and	merciless	men	who
would	cut	 their	 throats	without	hesitation.	He	was	a	foreigner.	He	would	stand
out	 among	 the	 Arridi	 villagers,	 even	 if	 he	 could	 manage	 to	 find	 the	 correct
village	in	the	first	place.	He	realised	that	he	didn't	even	know	where	to	pick	up
the	 trail	 left	 by	 the	 Tualaghi.	 And	 if	 his	 recent	 attempts	 at	 navigation	 were
anything	to	judge	by,	he'd	probably	never	find	them.

He	must	have	dozed,	affected	by	the	heat	of	the	day.	He	was	woken	by	the	sound
of	Umar	lowering	himself	to	the	sand	beside	him	with	a	faint	grunt	of	exertion.

'We've	talked,'	he	said	simply.	Will	looked	at	him.	There	was	no	hint	of	what	he
and	his	advisers	had	decided	in	his	bland	expression.

'Will	you	 let	Hassan	guide	me	 to	where	 the	Tualaghi	captured	my	friends?'	he
said.

Umar	held	up	a	hand,	palm	outwards,	to	stop	him.	'Let	me	explain.	Here	are	the
facts	I	put	to	my	council.	The	Tualaghi	are	no	friends	of	ours.	A	large	war	party
like	this	means	they're	up	to	no	good	and	they	could	well	attack	other	Bedullin
bands	—	ones	smaller	than	this.	Then	there's	the	matter	of	Seley	el'then.	I	don't
like	the	fact	that	he's	their	captive.'



'You	know	Selethen?'Will	asked.

The	Aseikh	 nodded.	 'We've	 fought	 together	 against	 the	 Tualaghi.	 He's	 a	 good
man.	 A	 brave	 fighter.	 More	 important,	 he's	 an	 honest	 man	—	 a	 man	 I	 trust.
Those	are	good	qualities	to	have	in	a	Wakir.	There's	always	the	possibility	that
another	man	might	not	be	so	fair-minded.	And	a	lot	of	Arridi	resent	us.	They	see
us	as	interlopers	in	their	country.	Wakir	Seley	el'then	has	always	treated	us	well.
It	might	not	 suit	us	 to	have	him	replaced	by	someone	who	 is	not	 so	honest	or
fair-minded.'

A	 small	 flame	 of	 hope	 was	 starting	 to	 burn	 in	 Will's	 chest	 as	 the	 Aseikh
continued	to	analyse	the	situation.

'Are	 you	 saying	 you'll	 ...	 ?'	 he	 began	 but	 once	 more,	 Umar	 made	 that	 palm
outward	gesture	to	silence	him.

'And	there	are	 two	more	points	 to	consider.	One:	you	have	become	a	friend	of
the	Bedullin.	You	saved	my	grandson's	life	and	you	behaved	well	in	the	matter
of	the	race.	My	people	like	you,	Will.	And	we	take	friendship	seriously.'

'You	said	two	points,'	Will	interposed.

Umar	shook	his	head,	his	expression	very	serious.	'As	Jamil	told	you,	it	was	his
fault	that	your	friends	were	captured.	If	he	had	not	been	so	clumsy,	the	Tualaghi
would	 never	 have	 known	 they	 were	 there.	 His	 fault,	 his	 failing,	 becomes	 the
failing	of	the	tribe	as	a	whole.	This	weighs	very	heavily	on	Jamil's	mind	...	and
my	own.'

Will	 hardly	 dared	 to	 hope	 that	what	 he	was	 beginning	 to	 think	might	 be	 true.
Tentatively,	as	if	by	being	too	positive	he	might	cause	the	idea	to	dissolve	and
blow	away	on	the	wind,	he	said:	'So	you're	saying	you	...	'

He	couldn't	bring	himself	to	finish	the	statement.	Umar	did	it	for	him.

'I'm	saying	we're	all	agreed.	We're	going	to	rescue	Seley	el'then	and	your	friends
from	 the	 Veiled	 Ones.'	 He	 smiled	 at	 the	 elated	 young	 man	 beside	 him.	 'Of
course,	you're	welcome	to	come	along	with	us	if	you	wish.'



Chapter	36

The	Arridi	soldiers	were	disarmed	and	made	to	sit	on	the	ground,	surrounded	by
over	a	hundred	Tualaghi	warriors.	Selethen,	the	four	Araluans	and	Svengal	were
led	 to	one	side.	Their	hands	were	bound	 in	 front	of	 them	and	 they	watched	as
Yusal	and	two	of	his	officers	walked	among	the	seated	Arridi	troopers.

'I	could	kill	you	all	now,'	he	told	them.	'You	know	that.	But	instead	I'm	going	to
be	merciful.'

Halt	watched	 sceptically.	 'And	he	knows	 that	 if	 he	 started	killing	 them,	 they'd
fight	back,'	he	 said	 in	an	aside	 to	Evanlyn.	Even	 though	 they're	unarmed,	he'd
lose	some	of	his	own	men.'	Men	who	were	certain	they	were	going	to	die	would
fight	desperately	to	the	end,	he	knew.	But	if	there	was	a	ray	of	hope,	no	matter
how	faint,	they	would	take	it.

'I'll	keep	your	horses,'	Yusal	continued,	'and	we'll	take	your	boots.	Then	you	can
go.'

Selethen	started	forward	angrily	but	a	Tualaghi	sentry	restrained	him.

'Go?	Go	where?'	he	 shouted.	The	 tall	war	 leader	 turned	 towards	him,	 the	eyes
above	the	blue	mask	devoid	of	any	sign	of	mercy.	He	shrugged.

'That's	 not	my	 concern,'	 he	 said	 harshly.	 'I	 didn't	 ask	 these	men	 to	 follow	me.
You	did.	If	I	leave	them	now	in	the	desert,	that's	on	your	head,	not	mine.	At	least
I'm	giving	them	a	chance.'

'What	 chance	will	 they	have	 in	 the	 desert	without	water?'	 Selethen	 challenged
and	Yusal	spread	his	hands	in	a	sarcastic	gesture.

'Did	I	say	they	would	be	left	without	water?'	he	asked.	'I	said	I'd	keep	their	boots
and	their	horses.	I	don't	want	them	following	us.	But	the	Word	of	Law	says	we
must	never	 turn	a	 traveller	out	 in	 the	desert	without	water.	Of	course	 they	will
have	water.'	He	gestured	to	one	of	his	men.	'Give	them	two	water	skins,'	he	said.



'For	 over	 thirty	 men?	 And	 some	 of	 them	 wounded?	 This	 isn't	 what	 the	 Law
means	and	you	know	it,	you	murderer!'

Yusal	shrugged.	 'Unlike	you,	I	don't	pretend	to	know	God's	will,	Seley	el'then.
The	Word	of	Law	says	a	stranger	must	be	given	water.	I	don't	recall	an	amount
being	mentioned.'

Selethen	 shook	 his	 head	 bitterly.	 'No	 wonder	 you're	 the	 Forgotten	 of	 God,
Yusal,'	he	said.

The	Tualaghi	 flinched	 at	 the	 insult	 as	 if	 he	 had	 been	whipped.	He	 turned	 and
gave	 a	 curt	 order	 to	 his	 men	 and	 there	 was	 a	 ringing	 sound	 of	 steel	 as	 one
hundred	swords	were	drawn	and	raised	over	the	defenceless	Arridi	troops.

'Your	 choice	 then,	 Seley	 el'then.	 Give	 the	 word	 and	 my	 men	 will	 kill	 the
prisoners	now.	Or	would	you	rather	they	had	my	mercy?'

His	hand	was	raised	to	give	the	command.	The	muscles	in	Selethen's	jaw	knotted
as	 he	 tried	 to	 control	 his	 rage	 and	 frustration.	One	 of	 his	 troops,	 a	 lieutenant,
looked	up	and	called	to	the	Wakir.

'Excellence,	don't	worry	about	us!	We'll	be	all	 right!	We'll	 find	help	and	come
after	you!'

Yusal	laughed	then.	'How	brave!	Perhaps	I	should	kill	this	one.	I	wouldn't	like	to
think	that	such	a	fierce	warrior	was	dogging	my	footsteps.'	He	stepped	close	to
the	 young	 officer	 and	 drew	 his	 own	 sword.	 The	 Arridi	 looked	 up	 at	 him
defiantly.

'Your	 choice,	 Seley	 el'then,'	Yusal	 repeated.	 Selethen	made	 a	 small	 gesture	 of
defeat.

'Let	them	live,'	he	said	quietly	and	Yusal	laughed	again.

'I	 thought	 you	might	 change	 your	mind.'	He	 gave	 another	 hand	 gesture	 to	 his
own	men	and	their	weapons	were	sheathed.	Then	he	leaned	down	to	the	young
Arridi	who	had	spoken.	His	eyes,	dark	and	cruel	as	those	of	a	bird	of	prey,	bored
into	the	soldier's.



'You're	 brave	 enough	 now,	 boy,'	 he	 said	 in	 a	 quiet,	 bitter	 voice.	 'But	wait	 till
your	tongue	is	dry	and	swollen	so	large	that	 it	 fills	your	throat	so	that	you	can
hardly	 breathe.	Wait	 till	 your	 feet	 are	 torn	 and	 blistered	 by	 the	 heat	 and	 the
rocks.	Your	 eyes	will	 be	 blinded	by	 the	 glare	 of	 the	 sun	 and	you'll	wish	your
leader	had	allowed	me	to	kill	you	here	and	now.	Believe	me,	he's	done	you	no
favour	today.'

The	young	man's	 defiant	 gaze	dropped	 from	Yusal's.	The	Tualaghi	war	 leader
snorted	in	contempt.

'Turn	 them	out	 into	 the	 desert!'	 Then,	 to	 the	 guards	who	were	 gathered	 round
Halt,	Selethen	and	the	others,	he	ordered,	'Bring	these	ones	to	the	camp!'

He	 turned	 away,	 strode	 to	 his	 horse,	 mounted	 and	 rode	 off	 towards	 the	 crest
without	a	backward	glance.

The	guards	moved	 in	on	 the	small	party	of	hostages.	Four	of	 them	surrounded
Svengal	 and	 two	 more	 stationed	 themselves	 behind	 him.	 Obviously,	 their
dealings	with	Erak	had	 taught	 them	what	 to	 expect	 from	 the	wild	 sea	wolves.
Before	Svengal	 could	 resist,	one	of	 the	men	behind	him	struck	him	across	 the
back	of	the	knees	with	the	haft	of	his	spear.	The	Skandian's	legs	collapsed	under
the	unexpected	blow	and	he	fell	to	the	ground.	Instantly,	the	four	were	upon	him,
hobbling	his	legs	with	leather	thongs	so	that	he	could	only	shuffle	along,	taking
half	steps.	Then	they	dragged	the	big	man	to	his	feet	again.	He	glared	at	them,
the	 rage	 boiling	 up	 inside	 him.	 But	 the	 sight	 of	 the	 drawn	 daggers	 that
surrounded	him	was	enough	to	calm	him	down.	There	was	no	point	 to	suicide,
he	realised.

Another	guard	stepped	 forward	and	dragged	Evanlyn	out	of	 the	group.	Horace
went	to	intercept	him	but	a	spear	butt	rammed	into	his	stomach	stopped	him	in
his	tracks.	He	sagged	to	his	knees,	gasping	for	breath.

'The	girl	is	a	valuable	hostage,'	Halt	warned	the	guard.	'Yusal	won't	thank	you	if
she's	harmed.'

The	 man	 hesitated.	 In	 fact,	 he	 had	 only	 been	 interested	 in	 the	 necklace	 that
Evanlyn	wore.	He	seized	it	now	and	dragged	her	off	balance	as	he	examined	it.
But	the	rounded	stones	threaded	onto	the	string	were	worthless	marble.



'Keep	them!'	he	snarled.	'They're	worth	nothing!'

He	shoved	her	back	with	the	others,	then	gave	a	brisk	order.	The	guards	mounted
and	 herded	 their	 captives	 on	 foot	 towards	 the	 camp,	 their	 hands	 tied	 tightly
before	 them	 with	 leather	 thongs.	 Urged	 on	 by	 spear	 butts	 and	 curses,	 they
stumbled	on	the	uneven	ground.

One	of	the	guards	rode	close	to	Gilan.	He	had	lost	three	friends	to	the	Rangers'
arrows	 during	 the	 attack	 that	 morning	 and	 he	 took	 every	 opportunity	 now	 to
crack	 his	 spear	 shaft	 painfully	 across	 the	 Ranger's	 shoulders	 and	 back.	 The
fourth	time	he	did	so,	Gilan	turned	and	looked	up	at	him	with	a	peculiar	smile.

'What	 are	 you	 looking	 at,	 foreigner?'	 the	 guard	 demanded	 roughly.	 The	 smile
was	 a	 little	 unsettling.	 A	 prisoner	 shouldn't	 smile	 at	 his	 captors	 like	 that,	 he
thought.

'I'm	 just	making	sure	 I	can	 remember	you,'	Gilan	 told	him.	 'Never	know	when
that	might	be	useful.'

The	 spear	 cracked	 down	 across	 his	 shoulders.	 He	 flinched,	 then	 nodded
meaningfully	 at	 the	 Tualaghi	 rider	 before	 he	 began	 plodding	 up	 the	 hill	 once
more.

***

Erak	 looked	 up	 as	 the	 hostages	were	 thrust	 unceremoniously	 onto	 the	 ground
beside	him.

As	Gilan	had	observed	some	nights	earlier,	he	was	seated	on	the	ground,	chained
between	 two	 noisy,	 complaining	 camels.	 His	 face	 was	 bruised	 and	 his	 hair
matted	with	dried	blood.	One	eye	was	almost	closed	and	there	were	whip	scores
on	his	arms	and	back.

'Well,	look	at	what	the	cat	dragged	in,'	he	said	cheerfully.	'What	brings	you	here,
Halt?'

'We've	come	to	rescue	you,'	Halt	told	him	and	the	Oberjarl	looked	quizzically	at
the	leather	bindings	that	secured	his	friends.



'You've	chosen	a	strange	way	to	do	it,'	he	said.	Then,	as	he	recognised	Selethen,
his	brows	contracted	into	an	unfriendly	frown.	'Nice	work,	Wakir,'	he	said.	There
was	an	overtone	of	bitterness	in	his	voice	as	he	held	up	his	own	manacled	hands.

Selethen	shook	his	head.	His	own	bitterness	matched	Erak's.

'This	was	not	what	 I	 intended.	 I	 lost	a	 lot	of	good	men,'	he	 told	 the	Skandian.
Erak	considered	the	statement	for	a	moment,	then	his	expression	softened	and	he
nodded.	He	glanced	at	Svengal.

'Svengal,	my	friend,'	he	said,	 'when	I	 told	you	 to	go	and	get	 the	Araluans,	 this
isn't	exactly	what	I	had	in	mind.'

Svengal	shrugged.	'Don't	worry,	chief.	We've	got	these	Tualaghi	surrounded	—
from	the	inside.'

'Exactly,'	Erak	replied	dryly.	Then	he	gestured	to	the	stony	ground.	'Take	a	seat,
why	don't	you?'

As	 the	others	sat,	Evanlyn	knelt	beside	 the	Oberjarl.	Gently,	 she	examined	 the
wounds	to	his	scalp	and	the	massive	bruise	around	his	eye.

'Are	you	all	right,	Erak?'	she	asked.

He	shrugged.	 'Oh,	 I'm	 fine.	They	never	hurt	you	 so	badly	 that	you	can't	walk.
And	 they're	 treating	me	 like	 an	honoured	guest	—	a	handful	of	mouldy	dates,
some	stale	bread	and	a	mouthful	of	water,	then	a	nice	walk	in	the	sunshine.	Who
could	ask	for	more?'

'Any	word	of	Toshak	so	far?'	Halt	asked.

Erak's	expression	darkened.	 'Not	by	name.	But	 that	swine	Yusal	hinted	that	I'd
be	meeting	 a	 countryman	 soon	—	 and	 I	 don't	 think	 he	meant	 you,	 Svengal.	 I
can't	wait.	If	I	get	a	chance	to	get	my	hands	on	Toshak's	throat,	he'll	wish	he'd
never	been	born.'	He	looked	up	at	Halt	then.	'Unlike	you	to	be	taken	by	surprise,
Halt.	Are	you	losing	your	edge?'

Halt	 raised	 an	 eyebrow	 at	 him.	 'From	what	 I've	 heard,	 you	 didn't	 do	 so	 well



yourself	at	Al	Shabah,'	he	pointed	out	and	Erak	shrugged	ruefully.

'I	guess	we're	all	getting	careless,'	he	said.

'Any	idea	where	this	bunch	is	headed,	chief?'	Svengal	asked.

'They	don't	exactly	consult	me.	I	just	drag	along	behind	Matilda	there.'	He	jerked
a	 thumb	 at	 the	 nearest	 of	 the	 two	 camels.	 'We've	 become	 quite	 fond	 of	 each
other,'	he	added,	glaring	balefully	at	the	grumbling	beast.

'Odds	are	we're	headed	for	the	northern	massif,'	Selethen	said	and	Erak	looked	at
him	with	interest.

'I	believe	I	did	hear	those	words	mentioned,'	he	said.	'Well,	you'd	better	get	some
rest	while	you	can.	It's	a	long	day	when	you're	walking.'

Horace	scratched	his	ear,	the	movement	made	clumsy	by	the	fact	that	his	hands
were	tied	together.	'What	time	do	they	feed	us?'	he	asked.	Erak	looked	at	him	for
a	second,	then	grinned.

'Don't	ever	change,	Horace,'	he	said.



Chapter	37

Will,	 Umar	 and	 one	 hundred	 and	 twenty	 Bedullin	 warriors	 were	 on	 a	 forced
march	across	the	desert.	They	rose	four	hours	before	dawn,	rode	until	four	hours
after	first	 light,	 then	rested	through	the	heat	of	 the	day.	In	the	late	afternoon,	a
few	hours	 before	 sunset,	 they	would	 set	 out	 again,	 riding	until	well	 after	 dark
before	they	stopped	to	rest	again.	Will	estimated	that	 it	was	around	nine	in	the
evening	when	they	would	camp	for	the	night.	But	the	two	rest	periods,	one	in	the
middle	of	the	day	and	the	other	late	at	night,	gave	them	plenty	of	time	to	water
and	feed	their	horses	and	recover	their	strength	for	the	next	march.

It	was	a	hard	 schedule	but	a	 sensible	one.	They	 rode	at	a	 steady	pace,	 trotting
their	horses	rather	than	cantering	or	galloping.	But	Will	soon	realised	that	they
were	covering	great	distances	by	keeping	to	the	steady	pace,	even	though	he	was
tempted	to	go	faster.	As	the	kilometres	reeled	by	under	Tug's	hooves,	he	knew
that	this	would	be	the	better	course	in	the	long	run.

Umar	had	decided	to	act	on	jamil's	assertion	that	the	Tualaghi	were	headed	for
one	 of	 the	 towns	 in	 the	 northern	massif.	As	 a	 result,	 they	were	 able	 to	 plan	 a
straight-line	course	 to	 intercept	 the	 raiders,	 rather	 than	 return	 to	 the	 site	of	 the
battle	and	follow	their	tracks.	This,	combined	with	the	prodigious	distances	they
were	able	to	cover	each	day,	meant	they	were	well	on	the	way	to	overhauling	the
enemy.

Will	had	asked	Umar	and	Jamil	 to	 show	him	 the	 location	of	 the	massif	on	his
chart.	It	was	further	to	the	north	than	the	area	covered	by	Selethen's	chart.	They
studied	 that	 document	 with	 some	 interest,	 rapidly	 seeing	 its	 relevance,	 even
though	 the	Bedullin	never	used	charts	 themselves.	Their	navigation	was	based
on	 tribal	 lore	 and	 knowledge,	 handed	 down	 over	 hundreds	 of	 years.	 As	 they
pointed	 to	 landmarks	drawn	by	Selethen,	 they	would	 refer	 to	places	by	names
such	as	'River	of	bright	stones'	or	'Ali's	Hill'	or	'the	snake	wadi'.	While	some	of
the	 names	were	 self-explanatory,	 the	 origin	 of	 others	was	 hidden	 in	 antiquity.
Nobody,	for	example,	had	the	slightest	memory	of	who	Ali	might	have	been,	and
the	bright	stones	that	marked	the	river	had	long	since	disappeared	—	as	had	the
river	itself.



This	 was	 a	 war	 party,	 so	 the	 Khoresh	 Bedullin	 women	 and	 children	 had
remained	at	the	oasis	camp,	with	seventy	of	Umar's	warriors	to	keep	them	safe.
The	Aseikh	was	 reluctant	 to	 reduce	his	 attack	 force	by	 so	many	but	 the	desert
was	 an	uncertain	 place	 and	 seventy	was	 the	minimum	number	 of	men	he	was
willing	to	leave	for	the	protection	of	his	people.

'We'll	be	outnumbered,'	he	remarked	to	Will.

'They	won't	be	expecting	us,'	 the	young	Ranger	replied	and	the	Aseikh	nodded,
with	a	certain	grim	satisfaction.	'I'm	looking	forward	to	that.'

On	 the	 third	 day	 of	 travel,	 the	 problem	 of	 numbers	was	 redressed.	A	 forward
scout	 rode	back	 at	 a	 gallop	 to	 report	 that	 he	had	 encountered	 a	party	of	 thirty
men	on	foot	in	the	desert.,

Umar,	Will	and	Hassan	rode	back	with	him,	cantering	ahead	of	the	main	party.
After	three	kilometres,	they	came	upon	the	group	of	men,	sitting	in	the	meagre
shade	afforded	by	a	wadi	bank	and	sharing	the	last	of	a	water	skin	the	scout	had
left	with	them.

'Arridi	troopers,'	Umar	said,	recognising	the	remnants	of	the	uniforms	they	wore.
Will	noticed	that	none	of	the	men	wore	boots,	although	they	had	torn	cloth	from
their	cloaks	and	shirts	to	wrap	around	their	feet	for	protection.	There	was	barely
more	 than	 a	 mouthful	 each	 in	 the	 water	 skin	 and	 the	 distribution	 was	 being
carefully	 overseen	 by	 a	 young	man	who	 still	wore	 a	 lieutenant's	 insignia.	The
group	 might	 be	 ragged	 and	 close	 to	 exhaustion,	 but	 it	 was	 obvious	 they	 had
maintained	 their	 discipline.	Will	wasn't	 certain	 but	 the	 officer	 looked	 vaguely
familiar.	He	thought	he	might	have	been	one	of	Selethen's	men.

The	 three	 riders	 had	 carried	 extra	water	 skins	 back	with	 them	 and	 these	were
quickly	 distributed.	 The	 lieutenant	 moved	 towards	 Umar	 and	 made	 the
traditional	greeting	gesture.

'Thank	you,	Aseikh,'	 he	began.	He	 recognised	Umar's	badge	of	 rank,	 the	 triple
strand	of	horsehair	rope	that	bound	his	kheffiyeh.	 'I'm	Lieutenant	Aloom	of	 the
—	'

Umar	stopped	him	with	a	gesture	and	passed	him	his	own	water	skin.	The	young
man's	 voice	was	 dry	 and	 croaking.	 'Drink	 first,	 Lieutenant,'	 he	 told	 him.	 'The



talking	will	be	easier	after	that.'

Gratefully,	the	officer	raised	the	water	skin	to	his	mouth	and	drank.	Will	noticed
that	even	 though	he	must	have	been	parched,	he	sipped	only	small	amounts	of
the	water,	drinking	slowly	so	as	not	to	overwhelm	his	body	with	a	sudden	flood
of	 moisture.	 The	 people	 of	 Arrida	 maintained	 excellent	 water	 discipline,	 he
realised,	 remembering	 how	 desperately	 he	 had	 tried	 to	 gulp	 the	water	 he	was
given	when	Umar	found	him.

It	was	close	to	the	tenth	hour	of	the	morning,	which	was	the	time	Umar	would
usually	call	a	halt	for	the	first	rest	period.	He	signalled	to	the	others	to	dismount
and	swung	down	from	his	saddle.

'We'll	camp	here,'	he	said.	'The	Arridi	can	use	the	rest	period	to	recover.'

Lieutenant	Aloom	had	 quenched	 his	 thirst	 now	 and	 told	 them	of	 the	Tualaghi
ambush	and	the	ensuing	battle;	how	Halt	and	the	others	had	been	taken	prisoner
while	he	and	his	men	had	been	turned	out	into	the	desert	by	Yusal,	without	boots
and	with	a	bare	minimum	of	water.	That	had	been	two	days	ago.

'You've	 kept	 thirty	men	 alive	 and	marching	with	 just	 two	water	 skins?'	 Umar
queried.	There	was	a	note	of	respect	in	his	voice.

The	 lieutenant	 shrugged.	 'They're	 good	 troops,'	 he	 said.	 'They	 understood	 the
need	for	discipline.'

'They	 have	 a	 good	 officer,'	 Will	 said.	 He'd	 been	 tempted	 to	 interrupt	 the
lieutenant	immediately	and	ask	for	news	of	his	friends.	But	he	saw	that	the	man
was	close	 to	exhaustion	and	 thought	 it	better	 to	 let	him	tell	his	 tale	 in	his	own
time.	The	lieutenant	stared	at	him	for	a	moment	before	recognising	him.	When
the	war	party	had	set	out	from	the	oasis,	Will	had	adopted	Bedullin	clothes	—
baggy	 trousers,	 a	 long	 flowing	 shirt	 and	 cloak	 and,	 of	 course,	 a	 kheffiyeh	 to
cover	his	head	and	face.	But	the	longbow	and	quiver	slung	over	his	back	were
unmistakable.

'You're	the	one	they	call	Will!'	Aloom	said.	'We	thought	you	would	be	dead	by
now!'

Will	smiled.	'Glad	you	had	such	faith	in	me,'	he	said.	Then	the	smile	faded.	'Are



Halt	and	the	others	all	right?	Is	Evanlyn	safe?'

Aloom	 nodded.	 'They	 were	 safe	 when	 we	 left.	 Yusal	 talked	 about	 ransom,	 I
think.	The	girl	will	be	looked	after.	Chances	are	he'll	want	to	sell	her	as	a	slave
and	 nobody	wants	 to	 buy	 a	 disfigured	 girl	 slave.	 The	men	won't	 be	 so	 lucky.
They'll	be	beaten,	I	would	expect.'

'I	agree,'	Umar	said.	He	turned	to	Will.	'They'll	be	uncomfortable	but	it	won't	be
too	bad.	There's	a	harsh	practicality	to	it	all.	Yusal	won't	allow	them	to	be	badly
hurt.	 It	 would	 slow	 them	 down.	 The	 lieutenant	 is	 right	 about	 the	 girl,	 too.	 If
there's	one	thing	the	Tualaghi	are	good	at,	it's	looking	after	their	investments.'

'Aseikh,	may	I	ask,	what	are	your	plans?'	 the	 lieutenant	asked.	He	glanced	into
the	 distance,	where	 he	 could	 see	 the	main	 party	 of	Bedullin	 approaching.	His
keen	 eyes	 took	 in	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 group	 consisted	 of	 fighting	 men	 only,	 no
women	or	children.

'We're	 going	 after	 the	 Tualaghi,'	Will	 told	 him.	 'Aseikh	 Umar	 and	 his	 people
have	agreed	to	help	me	rescue	my	friends.'

'And	Wakir	Seley	el'then?'	the	lieutenant	asked.

Umar	nodded	confirmation.	'The	Wakir	is	an	old	comrade.	I	don't	plan	to	leave
him	in	Yusal's	grubby	hands.'

They	had	been	sitting	in	the	narrow	patch	of	shade	thrown	by	the	wadi's	bank.
Aloom	scrambled	to	his	feet	now,	with	a	new	light	of	energy	in	his	eyes.

'Then	let	us	come	with	you!'	he	said.	'My	men	and	I	have	a	score	to	settle	with
those	cursed	Tualaghi!	And	I	promised	my	lord	that	we	would	return!'

Umar	 frowned.	 'Your	men	are	exhausted	—	and	half	dead	 from	thirst,'	he	said
doubtfully.	But	Aloorn	was	shaking	his	head	before	he	finished.

'They're	fit	and	in	good	condition.	Let	them	rest	overnight	with	food	and	plenty
of	water.	They'll	be	ready	to	travel	by	tomorrow	morning,	I	swear	it.'

'You're	unarmed,'	Will	pointed	out.



Aloom	 shrugged.	 'Surely	 your	 men	 can	 spare	 a	 few	 daggers?	 Most	 Bedullin
carry	more	 than	 one.	 And	 once	 the	 battle	 starts,	 every	 Tualaghi	 you	 kill	 will
provide	weapons	for	one	of	my	soldiers.'

Will	and	Umar	exchanged	a	glance.	 'It	would	be	handy	 to	have	an	extra	 thirty
trained	 fighting	men,'	Will	 pointed	 out.	 Then	 he	 frowned.	 'But	 how	will	 they
keep	up	with	us?	They're	barefoot	and	walking.'

Umar	 dismissed	 the	 problem	 with	 a	 brief	 shake	 of	 his	 head.	 'They	 can	 ride
double	with	my	men,'	he	said.	 'There's	only	thirty	of	them.	We	can	rotate	them
among	the	force	so	no	horse	has	to	carry	double	for	too	long.'

Aloom	 had	 followed	 the	 discussion	 between	 them	 eagerly,	 his	 eyes	 swinging
from	one	to	another	as	they	spoke.	Now	he	raised	a	hand	and	spoke	tentatively.

'One	thing,'	he	said.	 'Four	of	my	men	are	wounded.	We've	been	carrying	them.
They're	not	fit	for	travel	or	a	battle.'

Umar	weighed	 the	problem	briefly.	He	 liked	 the	 idea	of	 having	more	 fighting
men	 under	 his	 command	 and	 he	 knew	 the	Arridi	 troopers	would	 give	 a	 good
account	of	themselves.	To	him	the	answer	was	obvious.

'We'll	leave	two	of	my	men	to	look	after	them,'	he	said,	thinking	aloud.	'We	can
leave	 some	 water	 with	 them	 but	 we'll	 need	most	 of	 what	 we	 have.	 There's	 a
small	soak	half	a	day's	 ride	 to	 the	east.	 It	will	provide	enough	water	 for	half	a
dozen	men.	One	of	my	men	can	fetch	water	while	the	other	stays	here	with	them.
If	we're	successful,	we'll	pick	them	up	on	the	return	trip.'

He	considered	his	own	statement	for	a	second	or	two,	then	nodded.	They'd	lose
the	evening	travel	period	—	five	hours.	And	he'd	weaken	his	force	by	two	men.
But	in	return,	he'd	gain	twenty-six	trained	soldiers.	Better	yet,	they	were	soldiers
who	had	a	score	to	settle	with	the	Tualaghi.	It	was	a	good	trade-off,	he	thought.

'We'll	camp	here	through	the	rest	of	today	and	tonight,'	he	said.	'Your	men	will
have	food	and	all	the	water	they	need.	Tell	them	to	be	ready	to	travel	four	hours
before	dawn.'

Aloom	smiled	grimly.	'They'll	be	ready,'	he	said.



Chapter	38

The	northern	massif	loomed	over	them,	row	after	row	of	cliffs	and	hills	climbing
eventually	 to	 a	 plain	 high	 above.	The	 open	 desert	 had	 given	way	 to	 a	 narrow
road,	 running	 between	 rocky	 outcrops	 and	 cliffs	 and	 angling	 upwards	 through
the	 first	 foothills.	At	 an	 elevation	 a	 hundred	 and	 fifty	metres	 above	 the	 desert
floor,	 there	was	a	 level	 section	cut	by	nature	 into	 the	 sheer	walls	of	 the	cliffs,
cutting	back	to	run	in	a	rough	north	—	south	alignment.	The	town	of	Maashava
stood	there.

The	 town	was	a	market	centre	 for	 the	Arridi	 farmers	who	 lived	and	worked	 in
the	foothills	and	the	plains	below	the	massif.	Its	normal	population	was	around
five	 hundred,	 but	 it	 grew	 to	 eight	 or	 nine	 hundred	 in	 market	 weeks,	 when
herdsmen	 and	 farmers	 came	 in	 from	 outlying	 areas	 and	 neighbouring	 hill
villages	to	trade	their	goods.

It	was	 a	 perfect	 temporary	 base	 for	 the	 Tualaghi	warriors	—	 large	 enough	 to
provide	accommodation	for	them	and	forage	for	their	animals,	and	well	stocked
with	foodstuffs	brought	into	the	market	and	stored	in	the	town's	warehouses.

The	 buildings	 were	 the	 usual	 white-painted	 mud-brick	 houses,	 mostly	 single-
storey	structures	with	flat	roofs	where	the	occupants	could	enjoy	the	cool	air	at
the	 end	of	 the	day	 and,	 on	occasion,	 sleep	during	 the	hottest	 nights.	But	 there
were	 also	 many	 dwellings	 cut	 into	 the	 face	 of	 the	 cliffs	 themselves	—	 their
entrances	weathered	 and	worn	 by	 the	 years,	 indicating	 that	 they	were	 ancient.
For	the	most	part,	 these	were	used	as	storehouses	for	the	food	and	other	goods
traded	in	the	town.	But	some	were	dwellings	and,	as	the	prisoners	filed	into	the
town	behind	their	guards,	Halt	saw	several	where	the	signs	of	human	occupation
were	obvious:	women,	burdened	with	jars	containing	the	family's	water	supply,
climbed	 access	 ladders	 to	 the	 higher	 entrances,	 and	 the	 smoke	 of	 cookfires
issued	from	carefully	cut	smoke	holes	in	the	face	of	the	rock.	On	some,	washed
garments	had	been	hung	on	long,	slender	poles	and	pushed	out	into	the	hot	air	to
dry,	the	clothes	fluttering	like	pennants	in	the	slight	breeze	that	moved	through
the	canyons.

The	three-day	march	to	Maashava	hadn't	been	a	pleasant	one.	They	had	been	led



on	 long	 ropes	 tied	 to	 the	 saddles	 of	 their	 guards,	 forced	 to	 jog	 awkwardly	 in
order	to	keep	up.	If	anyone	fell	—	and	inevitably	they	did,	since	they	were	kept
off	 balance	 by	 having	 their	 hands	 tied	 together	 in	 front	 of	 them	 —	 he	 was
immediately	surrounded	by	riders	jabbing	with	lance	points	or	striking	down	at
them	with	the	butts	of	their	spears.

After	a	few	kilometres,	Halt	noticed	that	the	riders	of	the	horses	they	were	tied	to
were	 expert	 at	 sudden,	 unexpected	 changes	 of	 pace	 or	 direction,	 calculated	 to
throw	the	prisoners	off	balance	so	that	they	would	fall.

Evanlyn	was	the	exception.	As	Selethen	had	predicted,	the	Tualaghi	saw	her	as
an	 investment	 to	be	protected	and	 she	 suffered	none	of	 this	brutality.	She	was
even	 given	 a	 small	 horse	 to	 ride,	 although	 her	 hands	 remained	 bound	 and	 the
horse	was	led	by	a	Tualaghi	warrior,	constantly	on	the	alert	for	any	sign	that	she
might	try	to	escape.

The	 two	Rangers	 fared	 the	worst.	 They	were	 foreigners	 and	 so	 regarded	with
contempt	by	the	Tualaghi.	Worse,	their	uncanny	accuracy	during	the	brief	attack
had	made	them	hated	men.	Most	of	the	Tualaghi	had	at	least	one	friend	who	had
suffered	at	 the	wrong	end	of	a	Ranger	arrow	and	 the	 two	 longbows	carried	by
Halt	and	Gilan	marked	them	out	as	the	culprits.

Both	men	were	bruised	and	battered	by	the	time	they	reached	Maashava.	Halt's
left	 cheek	was	 a	massive	 bruise	 and	 the	 eye	was	 nearly	 closed,	 courtesy	 of	 a
Tualaghi	fist.	Gilan	had	bled	profusely	from	a	head	wound	inflicted	by	a	small
club.	The	crusted	blood	matted	his	hair	and	face.

It	seemed	that	the	presence	of	the	two	Rangers	diverted	the	Tualaghi's	attention
from	 their	 original	 victim	—	Erak.	He	 and	Svengal	were	 generally	 left	 alone,
aside	from	the	almost	casual	beating	with	spear	butts	when	they	slipped	and	fell.
Selethen	 also	 fared	 better	 than	 the	 others.	Yusal	 knew	 his	 value	 as	 a	 hostage,
whereas	the	Araluans	were	an	unknown	quantity	in	that	area.	.

Horace,	 fit,	 athletic	 and	 light	 on	 his	 feet,	 gave	 their	 guards	 the	 fewest
opportunities	to	beat	him,	although	on	one	occasion	an	angry	Tualaghi,	furious
that	 Horace	 misunderstood	 an	 order	 to	 kneel,	 slashed	 his	 dagger	 across	 the
young	man's	face,	opening	a	thin,	shallow	cut	on	his	right	cheek.	The	wound	was
superficial	but	as	Evanlyn	treated	it	that	evening,	Horace	shamelessly	pretended
that	 it	 was	 more	 painful	 than	 it	 really	 was.	 He	 enjoyed	 the	 touch	 of	 her



ministering	hands.	Halt	 and	Gilan,	 bruised	 and	weary,	watched	 as	 she	washed
the	wound	and	gently	patted	it	dry.	Horace	did	a	wonderful	job	of	pretending	to
bear	great	pain	with	stoic	bravery.	Halt	shook	his	head	in	disgust.

'What	a	faker,'	he	said	to	Gilan.	The	younger	Ranger	nodded.

'Yes.	He's	 really	making	 a	meal	 of	 it,	 isn't	 he?'	He	 paused,	 then	 added	 a	 little
ruefully,	'Wish	I'd	thought	of	it	first.'

Halt's	one	good	eye	glared	round	at	him.	Muttering	under	his	breath,	 the	grey-
haired	Ranger	shuffled	away	a	few	paces,	disgusted	now	with	his	former	pupil.

'Young	men!'	he	snorted	to	Erak.	'They	think	a	pretty	face	can	cure	every	ill.'

'Some	 of	 us	 can	 remember	 back	 that	 far,	 Halt,'	 Erak	 told	 him	 with	 a	 grin.	 'I
suppose	 that's	 all	 far	 behind	 an	 old	 hack	 like	 you.	 Svengal	 told	me	 you	were
settling	 down.	 Some	 plump,	 motherly	 widow	 seizing	 her	 last	 chance	 with	 a
broken-down	old	greybeard,	is	she?'

Erak,	of	course,	had	been	told	by	Svengal	that	Halt	had	recently	married	a	great
beauty.	But	he	enjoyed	getting	a	reaction	from	the	smaller	man.	Halt's	one-eyed
stare	locked	onto	the	Oberjarl.

'When	we	get	back,	I'd	advise	you	not	to	refer	to	Pauline	as	a	"plump,	motherly
widow"	in	her	hearing.	She's	very	good	with	the	dagger	she	carries	and	you	need
your	ears	to	keep	that	ridiculous	helmet	of	yours	in	place.'

Now	 the	 joking	was	 stilled	 as	 they	 stumbled	 into	Maashava	 at	 the	 end	 of	 an
exhausting	day's	march.	The	Arridi	townspeople	looked	at	the	new	arrivals	with
dull,	uninterested	eyes.	They	had	no	sympathy	for	the	prisoners.	The	Tualaghi's
invasion	 of	 their	 town	would	 leave	 them	 penniless	 and	 hungry.	 It	 would	 take
several	seasons	 to	replace	 the	food	and	other	provisions	 that	 the	 invaders	were
helping	themselves	to.

The	town	was	in	shadow,	as	the	sun	was	now	hidden	behind	the	high	cliffs.	They
were	 led	 through	 the	 main	 square,	 where	 the	 market	 was	 held,	 to	 one	 of	 the
warehouse	caves	at	the	rear	of	the	town.	The	long	lead	ropes	were	removed	and
their	hands	were	untied.



'Looks	like	we've	arrived	at	wherever	we're	going,'	Horace	said.

A	Tualaghi	cursed	him	and	told	him	to	hold	his	foreign	tongue.

The	 prisoners	 were	 shoved	 unceremoniously	 into	 the	 empty	 warehouse	 and	 a
guard	was	mounted	outside	 the	entrance.	A	few	minutes	 later,	 food,	water	and
blankets	were	 brought	 to	 the	 captives.	Then	 the	 outer	 door	was	 slammed	 shut
and	locked	and	they	were	left	alone.

'So	what	happens	now?'	Gilan	wondered	aloud.

***

He	didn't	have	to	wonder	long.	Less	than	an	hour	later,	they	heard	the	rattle	of	a
key	in	the	lock	and	the	door	swung	open.	It	was	now	full	dark	outside	and	the
interior	was	lit	by	the	single	candle.	In	the	doorway,	they	could	Just	make	out	a
dim,	 bulky	 figure.	 Then	 he	 shoved	 through	 the	 narrow	 door,	 having	 to	 turn
sideways	to	do	so,	and	strode	into	the	centre	of	the	large	room	they	were	in.	A
half	 dozen	 armed	 Tualaghi	 followed	 him,	 fingering	 the	 hilts	 of	 their	 curved
swords,	 looking	 around	 the	 room,	 alert	 for	 any	 sign	 of	 rebellion	 from	 the
prisoners.	Finally,	Yusal	entered	as	well.	But	none	of	the	prisoners	had	eyes	for
him.	They	were	all	watching	the	heavily	built,	bearded	Skandian	who	had	led	the
way	into	their	cell.

'Toshak!'	Svengal	said.	Angrily,	he	started	to	rise	from	the	sand	floor	of	the	cave.
Immediately,	three	of	the	Tualaghi	drew	their	swords	and	the	familiar,	warning
shriiinnng	 noise	 rang	 through	 the	 cave.	 Erak's	 hand	 shot	 out	 and	 gripped
Svengal's	forearm,	forcing	him	back	down.

'Sit	easy,	Svengal,'	he	said.	'Can't	you	see	he	wants	an	excuse	to	kill	you?'

'Very	astute,	Erak,'	the	renegade	replied.	His	voice	was	surprisingly	smooth	and
well	modulated	for	a	Skandian.	Most	were	seamen	and	used	to	having	to	bellow
above	 storm	 and	 wind.	 Toshak	 gestured	 to	 the	 guards	 and	 the	 swords	 were
returned	to	their	scabbards.

Yusal,	 his	 lower	 face	 still	 shrouded	 by	 the	 blue	 veil,	 watched	 the	 interplay
between	the	two	big	men,	his	head	moving	from	one	to	the	other,	his	dark	eyes
unblinking.



Like	a	hawk,	Halt	thought.	Then	he	amended	the	concept.	Or	a	vulture.

'So,	Toshak,	you're	finally	showing	your	face.	I	thought	you'd	turn	out	to	be	the
cowardly	 traitor	 behind	 all	 this.'	 Erak's	 voice	was	 even	 and	 controlled.	But	 he
couldn't	match	the	smoothness	of	his	enemy's	delivery.

Toshak	 smiled.	 'As	 I	 say,	Oberjarl,	 very	 astute.	But	 of	 course,	 anyone	 can	 be
clever	 in	 hindsight.	 It's	 a	 pity	 you	 didn't	 show	 such	 keen	 perception	 a	 little
earlier.	You	might	have	avoided	my	trap.	You	hardly	gain	any	credit	for	saying
"I	knew	it	was	you	all	along"	when	I	walk	into	the	room,	do	you?'

'Whether	 I	 knew	or	not,	 the	 fact	 remains,	 you're	 a	 traitor.	And	you	deserve	 to
die.'

'Well,	yes.	But	of	course,	one	man's	traitor	is	another	man's	patriot,	as	they	say.
And	I'm	afraid	any	dying	is	going	to	be	done	by	you.'

'Which	means	you'll	lose	the	ransom	money,'	Halt	interrupted.	He	looked	at	the
Tualaghi	leader.	'How	does	your	comrade	in	arms	feel	about	that?	Do	you	want
to	give	up	sixty	thousand	reels	of	silver,	Yusal?'

The	Tualaghi	stepped	forward,	his	eyes	blazing	with	anger.	He	measured	himself
against	the	Ranger,	and	glared	down	at	the	shorter	man.	His	finger	jabbed	Halt	in
the	chest,	emphasising	his	words.

'You	do	not	call	me	Yusal!'	he	snapped.	'You	address	me	as	Aseikh	Yusal	or	as
Excellence.	Do	you	understand	me,	you	insolent	foreigner?'

Halt	cocked	his	head	 to	one	side,	considering	 the	question,	even	 though	 it	had
been	rhetorical.	'What	I	understand,'	he	said,	'is	that	there	is	very	little	about	you
that	is	excellent	and	that	Aseikh	is	a	term	of	honour.	There's	nothing	honourable
in	a	man	who	hides	his	face	behind	a	blue	woman's	hanky.'

The	fury	flared	more	brightly	in	Yusal's	eyes.	Halt	was	watching	them	carefully.
He	 always	watched	 an	 enemy's	 eyes	 and,	 in	Yusal's	 case,	 they	were	 the	 only
feature	visible.

As	Yusal	swung	his	fist	backhanded	at	him,	Halt	was	ready.	He	swayed	slightly



to	 his	 right	 and	 the	 blow	 passed	 by	 harmlessly.	 Yusal,	 expecting	 to	 meet
resistance,	 staggered	 with	 the	 follow-through.	 Burning	 with	 fury,	 he	 stepped
closer	to	Halt	to	strike	at	him	again.	Toshak	raised	his	hand	to	stop	him.

'Wait!'	 he	 said.	He	 peered	more	 closely	 at	Halt,	 studying	 the	 swollen,	 bruised
face.	'You're	the	Ranger,	aren't	you?	Halt.	That's	your	name!	I	remember	hearing
about	 you	now.	You	made	 trouble	 in	Skandia	 three	 years	 ago	 and	now	you're
here.	You	just	get	in	the	way	on	every	continent,	don't	you?	And	I	suppose	that's
the	other	one	who	was	in	Skandia	with	you?'

He	gestured	 to	Gilan.	Truth	be	 told,	Toshak	had	never	 seen	either	Ranger.	He
simply	knew	that	Halt's	assistant	had	been	a	younger	man.

'Actually	...	'	Gilan	began.	But	Halt	cut	him	off.

'That's	right,'	he	said	quickly.	Gilan	looked	at	him,	a	little	surprised.	But	he	said
nothing	further.	Toshak	turned	to	Yusal	now.

'These	are	the	archers?	The	ones	who	killed	so	many?'	he	said.

The	Tualaghi	nodded.	'My	men	wanted	to	kill	them.	But	they	might	be	worth	a
ransom.'

Toshak	shook	his	head.	 'Nobody	will	pay	to	have	them	back,'	he	said.	 'Rangers
are	 troublemakers.	 And	 they're	 dangerous.	 Best	 they're	 killed	 as	 soon	 as
possible.'

'I	can	ransom	them!'	Evanlyn	said	in	the	deathly	silence	that	fell	over	the	room.
'I'm	a	...	diplomat.	I'm	close	to	the	King	of	Araluen.	I	can	arrange	to	have	a	large
ransom	paid	for	these	men.'

Toshak	eyed	her	curiously.	He	hadn't	actually	been	present	in	Hallasholm	during
the	war	with	the	Temujai.

But	he	had	heard	tales	of	what	had	taken	place:	wild	stories	about	a	girl	who	had
been	with	 the	Rangers	—	a	high-ranking	Araluan	girl.	 It	 could	be	 this	one,	he
thought.	 Then	 he	 shrugged;	 her	 identity	 was	 immaterial.	What	 was	 important
was	what	had	been	found	in	her	belongings.



'You'll	do	that	anyway,'	he	said.	'Whether	we	kill	them	or	not.'

Evanlyn	 opened	 her	 mouth	 to	 argue,	 then	 stopped	 as	 she	 saw	 what	 he	 was
holding:	the	draft	for	the	Silasian	Council.

'It's	worthless	without	a	seal,'	she	told	him.

'But	you	know	where	to	find	one,	don't	you?'	he	asked.

Evanlyn	met	his	gaze,	unflinchingly.	Just	before	they	had	surrendered,	she	had
hidden	 the	seal	under	a	 rock	outcrop	 in	 the	saucer-shaped	depression.	She	was
glad	now	that	she	had	done	so.	She	said	nothing,	not	trusting	her	voice.

Toshak	nodded.	Her	silence	confirmed	his	suspicion.	He	turned	to	Yusal.

'Aseikh	Yusal,	how	would	you	convince	this	girl	to	find	the	seal	she	appears	to
have	misplaced?'

Yusal's	eyes	crinkled	and	the	veil	moved	slightly	over	his	face.	Evanlyn	realised
he	was	 smiling.	The	Tualaghi	 had	watched	 the	 captives	 closely	 all	 the	way	 to
Maashava.	He	hadn't	missed	the	byplay	between	the	girl	and	the	young	warrior.
He	pointed	to	Horace	now.

'If	we	began	to	peel	the	skin	from	this	one,	I	think	she	might	remember,'	he	said.
He	chuckled.	His	harsh,	unpleasant	voice	made	it	an	ugly	sound.

Evanlyn	froze,	looking	helplessly	at	Horace.	She	knew	she	would	never	stand	by
and	see	him	tortured.

But	if	she	made	out	the	warrant,	they	would	all	die	anyway.

'Toshak?'	 It	 was	 Svengal,	 his	 voice	 soft	 and	 questioning.	 The	 rebel	 Skandian
looked	at	him,	his	eyebrows	raised.	Svengal	continued.

'How	about	you	and	me,	we	have	a	little	wrestle	together?	Just	for	fun.'

'Fun?'	repeated	Toshak.

Svengal	 smiled	winningly.	 'Yes.	 I	 think	 it	would	be	 such	 fun	 to	 tear	 that	 ugly



head	off	your	shoulders.	And	your	beaky,	blue-faced	friend's,	 too.'	He	spat	 the
last	words	out,	switching	his	glare	to	Yusal.

Toshak	raised	an	eyebrow.

'You	should	have	kept	your	mouth	shut,	Svengal.	I	might	have	let	you	live.	But
now	I	see	how	determined	you	are,	well	...	'	He	paused,	looking	around	the	tense
group	who	faced	him.

'Let's	just	recap	where	we	stand,	shall	we?'	he	said.	He	indicated	Selethen.	'The
Wakir	is	going	to	be	ransomed.	He	gets	off	lightly	but	I	have	no	argument	with
him.	On	the	other	hand,	I	do	have	one	with	Erak	and	Svengal,	so	they're	going	to
die.	You	two	Rangers	as	well.'	He	pointed	at	Horace	next.	'You're	going	to	have
your	skin	peeled	and	the	young	lady	here	is	going	to	pay	us	a	 large	amount	of
money	for	the	privilege	of	listening	to	your	screams.'	He	smiled	around	at	them
all.	'Have	I	missed	anyone?	No?	Well,	have	a	nice	night	thinking	on	it.'

The	smile	disappeared.	He	jerked	his	head	at	Yusal	and	the	two	of	them	turned.
Then	the	Tualaghi	leader,	struck	by	a	thought,	stopped	and	turned	back.	He	held
up	his	left	hand	as	if	asking	for	their	attention	and	moved	back	towards	them.

'There	was	one	more	thing,'	he	said.	Then	he	spat	an	order	to	his	guards	and	two
of	them	gripped	Halt	by	the	arms,	forcing	him	forward	and	down	until	he	was	on
his	knees	in	front	of	Yusal.	The	Tualaghi	Aseikh	then	rained	closed-fist	blows	on
Halt's	face,	left	and	right,	striking	again	and	again	until	the	Ranger's	face	was	cut
and	 bleeding	 and	 his	 head	 lolled	 to	 one	 side.	 Toshak	 watched,	 amused.	 Erak
started	to	move	forward	to	intervene	but	the	point	of	a	sabre	in	his	belly	stopped
him.	Finally,	Yusal	stepped	back,	breathing	heavily.

'Let	him	go,'	he	told	the	men	holding	Halt.	They	released	him	and	he	crumpled
to	the	sand,	face	down	and	semi-conscious.

'Not	 so	 light	 on	 your	 feet	 now,	 are	 you?'	 Toshak	 said	 to	 the	 slumped	 figure.
Yusal	uttered	a	short	bark	of	laughter	and	together	they	turned	and	left	the	room.
The	guards,	hands	on	their	weapons,	backed	out	after	them,	slamming	the	door.
In	the	ensuing	silence,	the	prisoners	heard	the	key	rattle	in	the	lock.

Gilan	let	go	a	deep,	pent-up	breath	and	moved	quickly	to	kneel	beside	his	semi-
conscious	friend.	Gently,	he	rolled	Halt	over	and	began	cleaning	the	mixture	of



sand	and	blood	from	his	face.	Evanlyn	joined	him,	her	hands	light	and	delicate.

Horace	brought	over	the	water	skin	that	had	been	left	with	them	and	handed	it	to
Evanlyn.	He	watched	as	she	gently	washed	Halt's	face.	Horace	was	worried.	He
had	never	seen	Halt	defeated	before.	Halt	was	always	in	control	of	the	situation.
Halt	always	knew	what	to	do	next.

'I	think	we're	in	big	trouble,'	he	said.	Then	they	all	started	as	Halt	moved,	raising
his	hand	and	trying	to	sit	up.	Evanlyn	held	him	down	and	he	stopped	his	efforts.
But	he	spoke,	his	voice	 thick	and	somewhat	 slurred	by	his	 swollen	mouth	and
face.

'They're	forgetting	one	 thing,'	he	said.	There	was	a	 light	of	defiance	 in	his	one
good	eye.	The	other	was	now	completely	closed.

The	 others	 all	 exchanged	 a	 glance.	 They	 could	 see	 no	 positive	 side	 to	 their
predicament.

'And	what	might	that	be,	Halt?'	Evanlyn	asked	him,	willing	to	humour	him.

Halt	 caught	 the	 tone	 in	 her	 voice	 and	 glared	 at	 her.	 Then	 he	 said,	with	 some
force:

'Will's	still	out	there	somewhere.'



Chapter	39

The	 first	 light	 of	 the	 sun	 was	 striking	 the	 white-painted	 houses	 of	Maashava
when	Will	and	Umar	finally	reached	a	vantage	point	above	the	town.

They	had	climbed	for	several	hours	in	the	pre-dawn	dimness,	following	narrow
animal	tracks	to	one	side	of	the	township,	then	angling	back	until	they	emerged
fifty	 metres	 above	 it,	 with	 a	 perfect	 view	 of	 the	 comings	 and	 goings	 of	 the
townspeople.

Now	they	surveyed	the	town.	A	low	wall	ran	around	three	sides.	The	fourth	was
protected	by	 the	cliffs	 themselves.	There	were	watch	 towers	 raised	at	 intervals
along	the	wall	but	there	was	no	sign	of	any	sentries.	Will	remarked	on	the	fact
and	Umar	shook	his	head	contemptuously.

'The	townspeople	are	too	lazy	to	mount	guards	and	the	Tualaghi	believe	there's
no	enemy	within	hundreds	of	kilometres.'

Smoke	from	cooking	fires	was	rising	from	many	points	around	the	town.	Mixed
with	 the	 acrid	woodsmoke	was	 another	 aroma	 that	 set	Will's	 tastebuds	 alight.
Fresh	 coffee	 ,was	 being	 brewed	 in	 kitchens	 throughout	 the	 town.	 Men	 and
women	were	 beginning	 to	 stream	 out	 of	 the	 town,	 heading	 down	 the	winding
road	to	the	flatlands	below,	or	to	terraced	fields	on	the	mountain	side	itself.	Will
pointed	to	them	and	raised	his	eyebrows.

'Field	 workers,'	 Umar	 said	 in	 response	 to	 the	 unspoken	 question.	 'They	 grow
maize	and	wheat	on	the	flatlands,	and	fruit	and	some	vegetables	in	the	terraces.'

There	was	no	shortage	of	water	 in	Maashava.	A	series	of	wells	 tapped	 into	an
underground	stream	that	ran	through	the	mountains.	Some	of	this	was	piped	to
the	terraces,	some	all	the	way	down	to	the	fields.	It	was	a	complex	irrigation	and
cultivation	system	and	Will	had	seen	nothing	like	 it	 in	his	 time	in	 the	dry,	and
country.

'Who	built	all	this?'	he	asked.



Umar	 shrugged.	 'No	 one	 knows.	 The	 terraces	 and	 aqueducts	 are	 hundreds,
maybe	thousands	of	years	old.	The	Arridi	found	them	and	restored	the	town.'

'Well,	in	any	event,	they	give	us	an	opportunity,'	Will	said.	Umar	glanced	at	him
and	he	continued.	 'With	all	 those	workers	moving	in	and	out	each	day,	we	can
infiltrate	some	of	your	men	into	the	town.	I	figure	if	they	go	in	in	ones	and	twos,
we	could	get	up	to	fifty	men	in	over	the	course	of	a	day.'

'And	then	what?'	Umar	asked.

'They	 could	make	 contact	with	 the	 townspeople	 and	 hide	 among	 them.	Surely
the	 people	 of	 Maashava	 will	 welcome	 anyone	 who	 wants	 to	 get	 rid	 of	 the
Tualaghi	once	and	for	all?'

Umar	looked	doubtful.	'Not	my	men,'	he	said.	'They'd	stand	out	as	outsiders.	The
locals	 wouldn't	 trust	 them.	 They'd	 be	 just	 as	 likely	 to	 betray	 them	 to	 the
Tualaghi.'

'But	why?'	Will's	 voice	 rose	 a	 little	 in	 his	 frustration	 at	 the	 answer	 and	Umar
made	urgent	gestures	for	him	to	keep	his	voice	down.	Sound	carried	a	long	way
in	 the	 mountains.	 'Sorry,'	 Will	 continued,	 'but	 why	 would	 they	 betray	 you?
You're	all	the	same	nationality,	aren't	you?'

The	 Bedullin	 shook	 his	 head.	 'We	 may	 live	 in	 the	 same	 country,	 but	 we're
different	tribes.	We	are	Bedullin.	They	are	Arridi.	Our	accents	are	different,	so
are	 our	 customs.	 In	 general,	 Bedullin	 don't	 trust	 Arridi	 and	 the	 Arridi
reciprocate.	My	men	would	be	recognised	as	Bedullin	as	soon	as	they	spoke.'

'That's	 ridiculous,'	Will	 growled.	The	 thought	 that	 people	 could	 be	 divided	 by
such	minor	differences	was	an	affront	to	intelligent	behaviour,	he	thought.

Umar	shrugged.	'Ridiculous	maybe.	But	a	fact.'

Will	 stared	 at	 the	 town	 below,	 watching	 as	 more	 people	 moved	 out	 into	 the
street.	He	gnawed	thoughtfully	on	his	thumb.

'But	you	sent	a	man	in	there	last	night?'	he	said.

Umar	nodded.	One	of	 the	Bedullin	scouts	had	slipped	over	 the	wall	after	dark.



He'd	leave	again	that	night	and	report	on	what	he	had	heard	in	the	town.

'One	man.	It's	easy	for	one	man	to	go	unnoticed,	particularly	as	he	didn't	have	to
speak,	 merely	 listen.	 But	 we'd	 never	 hope	 to	 get	 fifty	 men	 in	 there	 without
someone	 noticing	 the	 different	 accent.'	 He	 decided	 it	 was	 time	 to	 change	 the
subject	 and	 pointed	 to	 one	 of	 the	 openings	 in	 the	 cliff	 face,	 at	 the	 rear	 of	 the
township.	Unlike	others	of	its	kind,	where	the	doors	had	been	thrown	wide	open
to	 receive	 the	 fresh	 morning	 air,	 this	 one	 remained	 closed	 and	 barred,	 and	 a
dozen	Tualaghi	warriors	lounged	around	it.

That	storeroom	must	be	where	they're	holding	your	friends.'

Will	held	his	hands	up	to	his	eyes,	shrouding	them	to	focus	his	attention	as	he
peered	at	the	strongly	defended	door.

'I'd	say	you're	right.'	He	thought	for	a	few	minutes.	 'Wonder	if	 there's	any	way
we	could	break	them	out.'

Umar	shook	his	head.	'Even	if	you	got	to	the	storeroom	undetected,	with	enough
men	to	overpower	the	guards,	you'd	be	seen	and	heard.	Then	you'd	have	to	fight
your	way	out	through	the	town	again.'

Will's	eyes	went	upwards	to	the	sheer	cliffs	towering	behind	the	town.

'What	about	coming	in	from	above?	And	going	out	the	same	way?'

Umar	 considered	 the	 idea.	 'Might	work.	 But	 you'd	 need	 ropes.	 Lots	 of	 ropes.
And	we	don't	have	them,'	he	concluded.

Will	 nodded.	 'Best	 way	 then	 is	 to	 be	 waiting	 for	 them	 to	 bring	 Halt	 and	 the
others	out	of	that	prison,'	he	said,	almost	to	himself.

'There's	only	one	reason	I	can	think	of	that	they	might	do	that,'	Umar	said.	'That's
if	they	were	going	to	execute	them.'

Will	 looked	 at	 him	 for	 several	 seconds	 before	 speaking.	 'Well,	 that's	 a	 big
comfort,'	he	said.

***



Yusal	had	appropriated	the	largest	and	most	comfortable	house	in	the	town	for
his	 own	use.	 It	was	 the	home	of	 the	 town	headman	and	Yusal	 also	 forced	 the
town	elder	and	his	family	 to	wait	on	him	and	his	bodyguard.	The	man	and	his
wife	were	 terrified	of	 the	veiled	nomad	 leader	 and	Yusal	 enjoyed	 the	 fact.	He
liked	 striking	 fear	 into	 other	 people's	 hearts.	And	 he	 enjoyed	 belittling	 people
like	the	headman	and	his	wife,	destroying	their	dignity	and	authority	by	forcing
them	to	perform	menial	servants'	duties	for	him.	Yusal	sprawled	at	ease	on	a	pile
of	thick	cushions	in	the	main	room	of	the	house.

The	headman	had	just	moved	through,	lighting	oil	lamps	and	candles	against	the
gathering	dusk.	Yusal	insisted	on	having	two	or	three	times	as	many	of	each	as
was	necessary.	Oil	and	candles	were	expensive	and	hard	to	come	by	in	a	town
like	this.	He	liked	seeing	the	dismay	on	the	old	man's	face	as	they	were	used	in
such	 a	 profligate	manner.	 In	 a	 few	weeks,	 Yusal	would	 use	 up	 three	months'
supply.	 But	 it	 was	 of	 no	 concern	 to	 the	 Tualaghi	 leader.	 When	 the	 oil	 and
candles	and	food	ran	out,	he'd	move	on.

The	woman	entered	to	serve	him	coffee.	As	he	demanded,	she	went	down	on	her
knees	 to	 offer	 him	 the	 cup.	 He	 took	 it	 from	 her,	 then	 glared	 at	 her	 until	 she
lowered	her	eyes.	Then	he	raised	the	blue	veil	that	covered	his	mouth	and	tasted
the	coffee.	Using	the	sole	of	his	foot,	he	shoved	her	away,	sending	her	sprawling
on	the	mud	floor.

'Too	weak,'	he	said.

Face	averted,	 the	woman	crawled	on	her	hands	and	knees	 from	 the	 room.	She
had	quickly	learned	not	to	look	at	the	Tualaghi	war	leader's	face	when	he	raised
the	blue	veil	to	eat	or	drink.	The	first	time	she	had	been	slow	to	avert	her	eyes,
he	had	had	her	savagely	whipped.

In	 fact,	 there	was	 nothing	wrong	with	 the	 coffee.	The	 headman's	wife	was	 an
excellent	 cook	and	all	Arridi	women	 learned	 to	make	good	coffee	as	children.
But	it	gave	him	an	excuse	to	reassert	his	authority	and	Yusal	enjoyed	that.

His	 good	 humour	 evaporated	 as	 the	main	 door	 of	 the	 house	 opened	 to	 admit
Toshak.

By	rights,	 the	 ill-mannered	Northman	should	wait	until	he	was	announced	and



then	 admitted	 to	 the	 Aseikh's	 presence.	 Yusal	 glared	 at	 him	 now,	 hastily
replacing	the	veil	across	his	mouth	and	nose.

'You	 should	 wait,'	 he	 said.	 'You	 should	 be	 announced	 and	 you	 should	 await
permission	to	enter.'

Toshak	shrugged	carelessly.	'I'll	remember	that,'	he	said	in	an	off-handed	manner
that	told	Yusal	he	didn't	care	a	fig	about	it.	'Tell	me,'	he	added	curiously,	'do	you
ever	take	that	veil	off?'

He'd	seen	the	quick	movement	as	he	entered.	He	wondered	about	 the	blue	veil
that	the	Tualaghi	wore.	Yusal	was	the	only	one	who	never	seemed	to	remove	his.

'Yes,'	Yusal	replied	flatly,	 in	a	tone	that	 told	Toshak	there	would	be	no	further
discussion.	In	fact,	there	was	no	concrete	reason	why	Yusal	wore	the	veil	all	the
time.	Some	believed	that	his	face	was	horribly	disfigured,	others	that	it	was	not
the	face	of	a	human.	He	kept	the	veil	on	to	keep	the	rumours	and	the	uncertainty
alive.	It	added	to	the	aura	of	power	and	mystery	that	helped	keep	people	in	fear
of	him.

Toshak	 dismissed	 the	 subject,	 realising	 Yusal	 wasn't	 going	 to	 discuss	 it	 any
further.	He	took	a	small	object	from	inside	his	vest	and	tossed	it	to	the	Aseikh.

'Look	what	 I've	got,'	he	said.	 'I	 left	a	 few	men	behind	 to	search	 the	foreigners'
camp	site.	They	just	came	in	with	this.'

Yusal	 turned	 the	 object	 over	 in	 his	 hand.	 It	 was	 a	 small	 box	 containing	 the
missing	seal	that	Evanlyn	had	carried.

'I	 figured	 she	must	 have	 had	 it	with	 her	 and	 it	was	 nowhere	 on	 her	 or	 in	 her
belongings.	That	left	only	one	possibility:	she	hid	it	before	they	surrendered.	It
was	a	pretty	barren	site	so	it	wasn't	all	that	hard	to	find.'

Beneath	the	veil,	Yusal	smiled	in	deep	satisfaction.	He	decided	he	could	forgive
the	northerner	for	his	boorish	manners.

'That	is	excellent.	Well	thought	out,'	he	said.

'Now	 we	 can	 complete	 the	 warrant,'	 Toshak	 pointed	 out.	 'That's	 sixty-six



thousand	reels	of	silver.'

Thirty-three	 thousand	 each,'	 the	 Tualaghi	whispered,	 savouring	 the	words	 and
the	amount.	But	to	his	surprise,	Toshak	shook	his	head.

'Sixty-six	 thousand	 for	 you,'	 he	 said.	 'I	 don't	 want	 any	 of	 it.	 Consider	 it
compensation.'

'Compensation?	For	what?	What	do	you	want	me	to	do?'	Yusal	asked.	He	wasn't
accustomed	 to	 having	 people	 hand	 over	 such	massive	 amounts	 of	money.	But
Toshak	had	decided	it	was	worthwhile.	He	would	be	Oberjarl	and	that	was	worth
an	investment	of	thirty-three	thousand	reels.

'Forget	the	ransoms,'	Toshak	told	him.	'I	want	all	the	prisoners	killed.'

Yusal's	 eyes	 widened	 in	 surprise.	 'All	 of	 them?'	 The	 Skandian	 nodded
confirmation.

Yusal	considered	 the	 idea.	Seley	el'then	would	be	worth	a	 lot,	he	 thought.	But
nowhere	 near	 sixty-six	 thousand	 reels.	 And	 the	 Wakir	 had	 been	 a	 thorn	 in
Yusal's	side	for	some	years.	It	would	be	a	far	more	pleasant	world	without	him.
A	replacement	might	not	be	so	energetic	about	pursuing	the	Tualaghi	when	they
raided.

Yes,	he	thought,	a	world	without	Seley	el'then	would	be	a	better	place.	As	for	the
Skandians	and	the	young	Araluan,	he	had	no	qualms	there.	But	it	would	be	a	pity
to	kill	the	girl.

'Why	the	girl?'	he	asked.	'She'd	be	worth	a	lot	in	the	slave	markets.'

'I	want	them	all	dead	because	I	want	no	loose	ends,'	Toshak	replied.	'The	girl	has
influential	friends	in	Araluen	and	the	Araluans	are	friends	of	Erak's.	Slaves	can
escape	or	be	on-sold	and,	when	I'm	Oberjarl,	I	don't	want	any	rumours	starting
that	I	was	behind	Erak's	disappearance.	If	she's	dead,	there's	no	chance	of	that.'

Yusal	nodded	thoughtfully.	It	made	sense,	he	realised.	The	chance	that	 the	girl
might	one	day	escape	and	find	her	way	back	to	Araluen	was	a	slim	one.	But	it
was	a	chance.	Better	in	situations	like	this	to	be	sure.	Besides,	he	thought,	a	mass
execution	would	be	a	good	lesson	to	the	people	of	Maashava.	Like	the	blue	veil,



it	would	add	to	Yusal's	own	legend	and	mystique.

'Very	well,'	he	said	eventually.	 'But	if	we're	going	to	kill	them	all,	we	might	as
well	make	an	occasion	of	it.'	Toshak	shrugged.

'Do	 as	 you	 wish,'	 he	 said.	 'Occasion	 or	 not,	 as	 long	 as	 they're	 all	 dead,	 I'm
happy.'



Chapter	40

'They're	 going	 to	 kill	 them	—	 all	 of	 them?'	Will	 asked	 incredulously.	He	 and
Umar	 were	 back	 at	 the	 Bedullin	 camp	 in	 a	 blind	 canyon	 to	 the	 north	 of
Maashava.

Sharik,	 the	Bedullin	 spy	who	had	 spent	 the	 day	 inside	 the	 crumbling	walls	 of
Maashava,	nodded	in	confirmation.

'That's	 the	 word	 among	 all	 the	 Tualaghi	 I	 saw.	 They're	 announcing	 it	 to	 the
townspeople.	Making	quite	a	big	thing	out	of	it,	apparently.'

Umar	pursed	his	lips	thoughtfully.	'It's	what	you'd	expect	of	Yusal,'	he	said.	Will
turned	his	horrified	glance	on	the	Aseikh.

'But	you	said	he'd	rather	make	a	profit	out	of	them!'	he	said	and	Umar	shrugged.

'Normally,	 yes.	 But	 perhaps	 this	 man	 Toshak	 has	 offered	 him	 something	 in
return.'

Shank	had	also	told	them	about	the	presence	of	a	Skandian	in	the	Tualaghi	camp
—	a	man	who	seemed	to	be	on	equal	terms	with	Yusal.	Will	realised	that	it	must
be	 Toshak.	 Svengal	 had	 told	 them	weeks	 ago	 in	 Araluen	 that	 Erak	 suspected
Toshak	was	behind	 the	betrayal.	Umar	continued	now:	 'And	Yusal	 enjoys	 any
opportunity	to	show	how	merciless	he	can	be.	It	helps	keep	his	victims	subdued.
A	multiple	execution	here	will	be	remembered	for	years.	Word	will	spread	and	it
will	make	his	task	easier	next	time	he	takes	over	a	village.'

Will	was	 thinking	 furiously.	What	 could	Toshak	 have	 offered	 the	Tualaghi	 to
convince	 him	 to	 give	 up	 the	 ransom	money?	There	 could	 only	 be	 one	 logical
answer,	he	realised.

'He's	found	the	warrant	and	Evanlyn's	seal,'	he	said,	almost	to	himself.	Umar	and
Sharik	regarded	him	curiously.

'The	 warrant?'	 Umar	 asked	 and	 Will	 explained	 quickly	 about	 the	 ransom



payment	they	had	arranged	for	Erak.	The	Bedullin	leader	nodded	agreement.

'That	could	be	it.	An	amount	like	that	would	be	enough	to	convince	Yusal.'

Will	looked	to	Sharik	again.	'Did	you	get	any	idea	when	they	might	be	holding
the	executions?'

'On	Sixday,'	the	spy	replied.	'The	usual	time	is	between	the	ninth	and	tenth	hour
if	it's	to	be	a	ceremonial	execution.'

Sixday	 was	 the	 sixth	 day	 of	 the	 week.	 It	 was	 a	 nonworking	 day,	 preceding
Sevenday,	the	day	for	religious	observances.	On	Sixday,	food	and	trade	markets
were	set	up	in	 the	 town	square	and	people	relaxed	and	enjoyed	themselves.	At
least,	Will	 thought,	 they	did	when	 their	 town	hadn't	been	 invaded	by	a	nomad
raiding	party.

'Then	we	have	two	days,'	Will	said.	Then	a	thought	struck	him.	'Will	they	cancel
the	market?'

Umar	 shook	 his	 head.	 'Not	 at	 all.	 The	 more	 people	 out	 and	 about	 to	 see	 the
executions,	the	better,	so	far	as	Yusal	is	concerned.'

Will	massaged	his	chin	with	his	hand,	his	thoughts	racing.	'That	could	work	for
us,'	he	said,	abstractedly.	'The	more	people	about,	the	easier	it	will	be	to	infiltrate
some	of	our	men.'

'I	 told	you,'	Umar	 interrupted	him.	 'My	men	will	be	 recognised	as	outsiders	as
soon	as	they	speak.'

'Yours,	 perhaps,'	 Will	 replied.	 'But	 aren't	 you	 forgetting	 we	 have	 twenty-five
Arridi	troops	with	us?'	He	saw	understanding	in	Umar's	eyes	and	hurried	on,	his
thoughts	spilling	out	even	as	they	formed.	'We	could	pair	each	one	with	one	of
your	men.	They	could	mingle	with	the	farmers	bringing	in	their	produce	for	the
market.	Some	could	even	go	in	the	night	before.	The	Arridi	does	all	the	talking
so	 the	 townspeople	 don't	 react	 to	 a	 Bedullin	 accent.	 That'd	 give	 us	 fifty	men
inside	the	town.'

'That	could	work,'	Umar	agreed.	'Good	work,	Sharik,'	he	said,	realising	that	the
spy	was	tired	and	there	was	no	need	to	keep	him	from	his	bed.	'Go	and	get	some



food	and	rest	now.'	Then	he	looked	to	where	Hassan	was	sitting	nearby,	listening
intently	to	the	discussion.	'Go,	and	find	the	Arridi	lieutenant,'	he	ordered.	'Bring
him	here.'

***

When	 the	 idea	was	explained	 to	Aloom,	he	agreed	eagerly.	The	 lieutenant	had
promised	Selethen	that	he	and	his	men	would	survive	the	desert,	and	come	after
him	to	rescue	him.	Now	they	had	that	opportunity	being	handed	to	them	and	he
accepted	instantly.

He	was	also	keen	 to	meet	with	Yusal	again	—	this	 time	with	a	weapon	 in	his
hand.	But	there	was	one	detail	that	Will	and	Umar	had	overlooked.	He	gestured
at	Umar's	kheffiyeh.

'You'll	 need	 to	 change	 those,'	 he	 said.	 'Your	 men	 all	 wear	 kheffiyehs	 with	 a
yellow	and	white	check.	The	Maashava	people	wear	plain	white.'

It	was	a	good	point.	The	Bedullin	were	all	so	accustomed	to	their	headwear	that
it	was	easy	to	overlook	it.	Umar	nodded	his	head	several	times,	acknowledging
the	point.

'We'll	make	white	ones,'	he	said.	 'We	can	use	the	cloaks	of	the	men	who	aren't
entering	the	town.	Plenty	of	white	cloth	there.'

'I	think	you	should	go	in	the	night	before,'	Will	told	Aloom.	'I'll	come	with	you.	I
need	 to	 look	 over	 the	 town	 and	 find	 a	 vantage	 point	 to	 shoot	 from.	 If	 anyone
questions	us,	tell	them	to	keep	their	mouths	shut.'

'You	might	also	suggest	that	they	can	feel	free	to	lend	a	hand	when	the	fighting
starts,'	Umar	said	dryly	and	Aloom	shook	his	head	in	reply.

'Doubtful,'	he	said.	 'The	townspeople	won't	raise	a	finger	to	defend	themselves.
And	 government	 officials	 aren't	 popular	 in	 towns	 like	 this.	 Odds	 are	 they're
looking	forward	to	the	execution.'

'Where	do	you	want	me?'	Umar	asked.	He	had	unconsciously	deferred	to	Will's
authority	 in	 this	 matter.	 Umar	 was	 a	 warrior	 whose	 skill	 lay	 in	 fast-moving
cavalry	raids	in	open	country.	The	business	of	planning	a	close-quarters,	street-



to-street	 engagement	 in	 a	 town	 was	 new	 to	 him	 and	 he	 sensed	 the	 young
foreigner	knew	what	he	was	talking	about.

'You'll	lead	the	rest	of	the	force	into	the	town	when	we	give	you	the	signal.'	Will
quickly	 sketched	a	 rough	map	 in	 the	dirt	with	 the	point	of	his	 saxe.	 'There's	 a
small	gully	to	the	northern	side	of	the	town	—	we	saw	it	this	morning.'

He	glanced	up	at	Umar	and	the	Aseikh	nodded.	He	remembered	the	spot.	'We'll
get	 your	men	 into	 cover	 there	 the	 night	 before.	 It's	 only	 seventy	metres	 or	 so
from	 the	 town.	We'll	wait	 till	 they've	 brought	Halt	 and	 the	 others	 out	 ...	 '	 He
paused	 and	 looked	 at	 Aloom	 for	 advice.	 'How	 do	 they	 normally	 do	 that?	 All
together	or	one	at	a	time.'

'All	 together,'	Aloom	 told	him.	 'They'll	bring	 them	out	a	 little	before	 the	ninth
hour.'

'By	the	way,'	Will	said,	feeling	a	morbid	sense	of	curiosity,	'how	do	they	plan	to
execute	them?	Will	they	be	hanged?'

Umar	 shook	his	 head.	 'It's	 not	 the	 custom	here.	We	use	 the	 sword.	Yusal	will
have	them	beheaded.'

A	sick	dread	clutched	at	Will's	stomach	as	the	Aseikh	said	the	words.	He	had	a
horrible	image	of	Halt	and	Horace	and	Evanlyn	kneeling	before	the	headsman's
sword.	Evanlyn!	His	stomach	churned	at	the	thought	of	it.	His	breath	came	faster
and	he	closed	his	eyes,	trying	to	blot	out	the	horror	of	it.	What	if	I	fail?	He	heard
the	question	echoing	in	his	mind.	What	if	I	fail?

He	felt	a	firm	grip	on	his	hand	and	opened	his	eyes.	Umar	had	leaned	closer	to
him	and	had	placed	his	hand	over	Will's.

'We're	not	going	 to	 let	 it	happen,'	he	said.	There	was	a	conviction	 in	his	voice
that	 eased	 the	 sudden,	 horrified	 panic	 that	 had	 gripped	 Will.	 His	 breathing
slowed	and	he	steadied	himself,	nodding	in	gratitude	to	the	desert	warrior.	Umar
saw	confidence	returning	to	the	young	man's	eyes	once	more	and	he	released	his
hand.

'Do	you	have	any	thoughts	about	where	you'll	position	yourself?'	Umar	asked.



Will	nodded.	'I'm	thinking	on	one	of	the	watch	towers	along	the	north	wall.'

He'd	 need	 a	 position	 with	 a	 good	 overview	 of	 the	 market	 square	 where	 the
executions	 would	 take	 place.	 And	 he'd	 need	 an	 elevated	 position	 so	 that	 he'd
have	a	clear	shot.	Yusal	would	probably	concentrate	his	men	 in	 the	 immediate
area	 of	 the	 execution	 site	 to	 stop	 any	 trouble.	 He	wouldn't	 be	 expecting	 it	 to
come	from	a	hundred	metres	away.

'Good	 idea,'	 Umar	 agreed.	 He	 and	Aloom	 both	 regarded	 the	 young	man	with
interest.	Umar	had	 seen	 the	 accuracy	of	Will's	 shooting.	Aloom	had	 seen	Halt
and	Gilan's	 skill.	 If	 the	 young	Ranger	was	 half	 as	 good	 as	 his	 companions,	 it
would	make	for	an	interesting	morning,	he	thought.

'You	 plan	 to	 shoot	 Yusal	 then?'	 Aloom	 asked.	 He	was	 in	 fact	 hoping	 that	 he
might	get	the	chance	to	deal	with	the	Tualaghi	leader,	but	he	realised	he	wouldn't
be	 too	 disappointed	 if	 Yusal	 ended	 up	 on	 the	 wrong	 end	 of	 an	 arrow.	 Will
chewed	his	bottom	lip	thoughtfully,	staring	down	at	the	plan	of	the	town	he	had
sketched	in	the	sand.

'Probably,'	 he	 said.	 'My	 first	 priority	will	 be	 the	 executioner.	 He's	 not	 getting
anywhere	near	my	friends.	I'll	want	our	fifty	men	to	mingle	with	the	crowd,	as
close	to	the	execution	site	as	possible.	As	soon	as	the	executioner's	down,	they
can	keep	the	Tualaghi	busy	until	Umar	and	his	men	arrive.	I'll	keep	Halt	and	the
others	covered	in	case	anyone	else	decides	 to	 try	his	 luck	as	an	executioner.	 If
Yusal's	still	around,	I	might	arrange	to	spoil	his	day.'

'I'll	need	a	sign	so	I	know	when	to	attack,'	Umar	pointed	out.

'One	of	my	men	is	the	company	bugler,'	Aloom	replied.	'As	soon	as	he	sees	Will
shoot	the	executioner,	he	can	sound	the	signal.'

'That	 should	 do	 it,'	Will	 said.	 'But	 let's	 cut	 a	 few	 corners.	Keep	watch	 on	 the
tower.	 Once	 you	 see	me	 climbing	 up	 to	 it,	 start	moving	 your	men	 out	 of	 the
canyon.	 Nobody'll	 be	 watching	 in	 that	 direction.	 They'll	 be	 watching
proceedings	in	the	market	square.'

'Right.'	All	 three	men	 realised	 they	were	 staring	 at	 the	 rough	map	 in	 the	 sand
while	 their	 minds	 went	 over	 the	 details.	 It	 was	 a	 relatively	 simple	 plan,	Will
thought,	and	that	was	a	good	thing.	Simple	plans	were	less	likely	to	go	wrong.



Umar	looked	up	and	studied	the	young	man's	face.

'If	you're	going	in	the	night	before,	we	might	need	to	darken	your	face	a	little,'	he
said.	He	 took	Will's	 face	between	 finger	and	 thumb	and	 turned	 it	 from	side	 to
side,	studying	 it	 in	 the	moonlight.	Will	was	 tanned	after	his	 time	in	Arrida	but
his	skin	was	nowhere	near	as	dark	as	the	average	Bedullin.	His	brown	hair	and
dark	eyes	would	pass	muster,	but	not	his	complexion.

'Maybe	we	can	use	a	little	kafay	to	darken	your	skin,'	he	said	thoughtfully,	then
added,	with	a	grin,	'It's	a	pity	your	nose	isn't	bigger.'

Will	 grinned,	 remembering	 his	 unintentional	 insult	 when	 he	 had	 regained
consciousness	in	the	desert	to	find	Umar	bent	over	him.	Then	the	Aseikh	turned
to	Aloom.

'You'd	 better	 brief	 your	 men,	 captain.	 I'll	 pick	 out	 twenty-five	 of	 my	 best
warriors	 to	go	with	 them.	They	can	 start	pairing	off	 and	getting	 to	know	each
other	tomorrow.'

Aloom	started	to	rise,	then	hesitated.	'Captain?'	he	said.	'I'm	a	lieutenant.'

Umar	 shook	 his	 head.	 'I	 just	 promoted	 you.	 You	 might	 have	 to	 throw	 your
weight	around	with	the	townspeople.	And	nobody	ever	listens	to	a	lieutenant.'

Aloom	allowed	himself	a	smile	at	that.	'Too	true,'	he	said	ruefully.	'Too	true.'



Chapter	41

For	the	past	day,	the	prisoners	had	been	hearing	the	sound	of	hammering.	Their
captors	were	building	 something	 in	 the	market	 square,	 they	 realised.	Or,	more
accurately,	 their	 captors	were	 forcing	 the	Arridi	 townspeople	 to	 build	 it	while
they	 stood	 by	 and	 fingered	 their	 weapons.	 But	 with	 the	 large	 door	 remaining
closed	and	locked	the	entire	time,	there	was	no	way	of	knowing	what	was	going
on.	The	mystery	was	driving	Gilan	to	distraction.	Under	normal	circumstances,
he	 probably	 wouldn't	 have	 become	 so	 obsessed	 by	 the	 noise.	 But	 Gilan	 had
nothing	to	occupy	his	mind	while	they	sat	hour	after	hour	in	the	old	store	room.
So	the	question	of	what	was	being	built	loomed	larger	and	larger	with	him.

'Relax,'	Halt	told	him,	for	the	tenth	time.	The	young	Ranger	was	pacing	the	sand
floor	of	the	cave,	restless	energy	positively	radiating	from	him.

'I	can't	relax,'	he	said.	'I	want	to	know	what	they're	up	to.'	He	stopped	beside	his
old	mentor	and	looked	down	at	him.	'Don't	you	sense	they're	up	to	something?'
he	said.

Halt	shrugged.	'I'm	sure	they	are.	But	since	I	have	no	way	of	finding	out	what	it
is,	I'm	not	going	to	bother	about	it.'

Gilan	 looked	 around	 the	 dimly	 lit	 room	 for	 support.	 Erak	 and	 Svengal	 were
sitting	 cross-legged,	 playing	 a	 complicated	 Skandian	 version	 of	 knucklebones
and	wagering	nonexistent	money.

'Doesn't	it	bother	you	two?'	he	asked.

Erak	looked	up	and	shrugged.	'It's	probably	market	stalls,'	he	said.

Gilan	shook	his	head	in	frustration.	'Probably!	Is	that	good	enough	for	you?'

Erak	considered	the	question	for	a	moment,	then	nodded.	'Yes,'	he	said	simply.

Gilan	spread	his	hands	in	a	gesture	of	annoyance.	'But	don't	you	want	to	know?'



'No.'

It	probably	was	market	stalls,	Erak	reasoned.	Anyway,	Erak	had	other	uses	for
his	brain	right	now.	He	was	keeping	a	running	total	in	his	mind	of	the	amounts
he'd	 lost	 and	won	 playing	 knucklebones	with	Svengal.	A	man	 needed	 a	 sharp
brain	 for	 that	 as	 Svengal	was	 not	 averse	 to	 forgetting	 the	 odd	 amount	 that	 he
might	have	lost.

'I	figure	I've	won	seventeen	thousand,	three	hundred	crowns	from	you	so	far,'	he
said	now	to	his	second	in	command.

'True.	And	 that	 goes	 against	 the	 seventeen	 thousand,	 two	hundred	 crowns	 I've
won	from	you,'	Svengal	replied	instantly.

Erak	frowned.	'Are	you	sure	you've	won	so	much?'

Svengal	nodded.	'Totally	sure,'	he	said.

Erak	 shrugged.	 Svengal	 was	 right	 but	 it	 had	 been	 worth	 asking	 in	 case	 he'd
forgotten	the	four	hundred	crowns	he'd	won	just	as	their	midday	meal	had	been
delivered.	No	such	luck,	he	saw	now.

'So	that	makes	two	hundred	you	owe	me,'	he	said	innocently.	He	reached	for	the
bones	and	became	aware	of	Svengal's	pained	expression.

'I	know	that	Oberjarls	are	supposed	to	rob	their	subjects	blind,	Erak.	But	could
you	do	it	with	taxes	rather	than	bad	arithmetic?'	he	said.	 'Last	time	I	figured	it,
seventeen	thousand,	three	hundred	less	seventeen	thousand,	two	hundred	leaves
one	hundred.'

'So	 it	 is,'	 said	 Erak	 as	 if	 he'd	 only	 just	 realised	 his	 mistake.	 Svengal	 snorted
derisively	and	reached	for	the	bones	clutched	in	his	leader's	hand.

And	it's	my	throw.	Not	yours,'	he	said.

'So	 it	 is,'	Erak	 repeated.	Svengal	 rolled	his	eyes	 to	heaven,	 took	 the	bones	and
prepared	to	throw.



'Another	thing	...	'	Gilan	began.

'Oh	my	God,'	Halt	said	wearily.

But	 Gilan	 merely	 glanced	 at	 him	 before	 he	 continued.	 'Another	 thing,'	 he
repeated.	'Has	anyone	noticed	the	strange	looks	the	guards	have	been	giving	us?
When	they	bring	us	our	food,	they're	sort	of	...	grinning	about	something.'

'They're	happy	souls,'	Halt	said.

Gilan	 shook	 his	 head.	 'They're	 smirking	 at	 us.	 Something's	 in	 the	wind.	 I	 can
sense	it.'

'My	 friend,'	Selethen	 told	him,	 'it's	 no	good	wasting	 energy	worrying	 about	 it.
Just	relax.'

Gilan	shook	his	head	stubbornly.	'I	want	to	be	ready	for	it	when	it	happens,'	he
said.	Evanlyn	looked	at	him	curiously.

'How	can	you	be	"ready	for	it"	when	you	don't	know	what	"it"	is	going	to	be?'

'Then	I'll	be	ready	for	anything,'	the	young	Ranger	said.

'Which	 is	 the	 same	 as	 being	 ready	 for	 nothing,'	 Halt	 muttered	 to	 himself,
although	he	made	sure	he	muttered	it	loudly	enough	for	Gilan	to	hear	him.

The	younger	Ranger	drew	breath	 to	 reply,	but	 the	 rattle	of	 the	key	 in	 the	door
lock	 caught	 their	 attention.	 The	 big	 door	 opened,	 the	 rusty	 hinges	 shrieking	 a
nerve-tearing	protest	over	the	last	few	centimetres	of	their	travel,	and	two	of	the
guards	entered	with	 their	evening	meal.	Outside,	 the	 last	 light	was	fading	over
the	town.	With	the	mass	of	hills	behind	them	blocking	the	light	from	the	west,	it
became	dark	here	earlier	than	out	on	the	flat	plain.

Conscious	of	Gilan's	statements,	Evanlyn	watched	the	guards	as	 they	set	down
the	cold	coffee,	flat	bread	and	a	meagre	handful	of	dates.	One	of	them	caught	her
watching	and	grinned	at	her.	Yes,	she	thought,	Gilan	has	a	point.	The	grin	was
not	a	friendly	one	and	it	smacked	of	I	know	something	unpleasant	that	going	to
happen	to	you.



Then	the	suspicion	was	confirmed	as	he	raised	his	thumb	to	his	throat	and	drew
it	across	in	an	unmistakable	cutting	gesture,	rolling	his	eyes	in	a	grim	parody	of
death.

Unnoticed	by	the	guards	and	the	other	prisoners,	Horace	had	sidled	closer	to	the
open	 door	 so	 that	 he	 could	 look	 out	 onto	 the	 town	 below	 them.	Now	 as	 they
went	 to	 leave,	 the	 two	 guards	 became	 aware	 of	 his	 position	 and	 shoved	 him
roughly	back	to	join	the	others.

'I	didn't	like	the	look	of	that,'	Evanlyn	said	in	a	worried	tone.

Horace	hesitated.	Then	he	realised	that	his	companions	deserved	to	know	what
he'd	seen.

'You'll	 like	 it	 less	when	 you	 hear	what	 they've	 been	 building.	 It's	 a	 big	 raised
platform	at	 the	 end	of	 the	 square	—	about	 two	metres	 above	 the	ground,	with
steps	running	up	to	it.'

'Like	a	stage?'	Erak	suggested.	'Maybe	they're	going	to	put	on	a	play.'

'Or	an	execution,'	Horace	said.

***

Will	and	Aloom	joined	the	throng	of	field	workers	making	their	way	back	into
the	 town.	There	were	Tualaghi	guards	at	 the	gateway,	of	course,	but	 they	 took
little	notice	of	 the	Arridi	workers	streaming	past	 them.	In	all	 the	years	 that	 the
Tualaghi	had	been	 forcing	 themselves	on	 towns	and	villages	 in	outlying	areas,
they	 had	 never	 encountered	 any	 real	 opposition.	 They	were	 always	 careful	 to
leave	the	occupants	just	enough	to	live	on	and	regroup	after	they	left.	And	they
usually	didn't	return	to	a	town	for	several	years	after	they	had	ransacked	it.	As	a
result,	 the	Arridi	people	had	come	to	accept	 the	sporadic	 invasions	as	part	and
parcel	of	life.	Not	pleasant,	but	not	worth	dying	over.

In	 the	crowd	around	 them,	Will	 recognised	at	 least	 three	Arridi-Bedullin	pairs.
He	glanced	at	Aloom	and	saw	that	the	lieutenant	had	noticed	as	well.

'Let's	find	a	coffee	house,'	he	said	quietly.	'My	back's	getting	tired.'



Both	 of	 them	 were	 burdened	 by	 large	 bundles	 of	 firewood.	 They'd	 spent	 the
afternoon	gathering	 it	 from	the	gullies	and	canyons	 in	 the	surrounding	area.	 In
contrast	 to	 the	 treeless	desert,	 the	 foothills	 to	 the	northern	massif	had	a	 sparse
cover	of	spindly	trees	and	bushes.	The	underground	streams	that	honeycombed
the	hills	provided	sufficient	water	for	the	vegetation	to	grow.

The	firewood	bundles	were	useful	props.	They	would	be	able	to	sell	them	to	one
of	 the	 inns	 or	 coffee	 houses	 in	 the	 town,	 which	 would	 make	 them	 instantly
welcome.	The	Arridi	always	needed	firewood.	Plus	 they	helped	disguise	Will's
slightly	 foreign	 appearance	 as	 he	 moved	 through	 the	 gate	 past	 the	 Tualaghi
guards.	 He	 walked	 with	 his	 head	 bowed	 and	 his	 back	 bent	 under	 the	 load,
keeping	his	eyes	and	face	down.

There	was	 an	 even	more	 important	 reason	 for	 carrying	 them.	 In	 the	 centre	 of
Will's	bundle	was	his	unstrung	longbow	and	quiver	of	arrows.

They	crossed	the	town	square,	Will	glancing	sideways	at	the	large	platform	built
at	the	western	end.	Its	purpose	was	unmistakable.

'Looks	like	they're	ready,'	he	whispered	and	Aloom	nodded	agreement.

'Let's	move	away	from	here.	We're	too	exposed	out	in	the	square.'

They	dived	into	one	of	the	narrow	streets	that	led	away	from	the	market	square
and	its	ominous	wooden	platform.	Neither	of	them	had	any	idea	where	they	were
going.	But	 they	both	knew	better	 than	 to	 look	uncertain.	They	walked	steadily
along	the	street,	 following	its	 twisting	path.	Will	was	aware	 they	were	moving
upwards	as	the	street	followed	the	natural	incline	of	the	land.

He	 felt	 Aloom's	 hand	 tugging	 his	 sleeve	 and	 he	 looked	 to	 where	 the	 Arridi
lieutenant	was	pointing	down	a	side	alley.

There	was	a	two-storey	building,	larger	than	its	neighbours,	about	thirty	metres
away.	A	signboard	hung	out	over	the	alleyway,	with	Arridi	symbols	painted	on	it
in	fading	letters.

'There's	an	inn,'	said	Aloom,	and	led	the	way	towards	the	building.

They	 had	 opted	 to	 spend	 the	 night	 in	 an	 inn.	 The	 other	 pairs	 would	 spread



themselves	 out	 among	 inns	 or	 coffee	 houses	 in	 the	 town.	 Obviously,	 there
wouldn't	be	enough	of	them	to	accommodate	fifty	extra	men.	But	it	was	normal
practice	 in	 a	market	 town	 like	 this	 for	 the	buildings	 that	 lined	 the	 sides	of	 the
market	square	to	set	up	canvas	awnings,	projecting	out	into	the	square	itself.	The
itinerant	 field	 and	market	workers	who	 came	 into	 town	 for	market	 day	would
bed	down	for	the	night	under	their	shelter.	So	would	many	of	the	Arridi-Bedullin
pairs.

That	meant	they'd	be	on	hand	in	the	market	square	the	following	morning,	which
was	 where	 Will	 wanted	 them	 when	 the	 fighting	 started.	 Aloom	 and	 Will,
however,	wanted	 to	be	 close	 to	 the	wall	 and	one	of	 the	watchtowers	 that	Will
had	selected	as	a	vantage	point.

There	was	a	 lean-to	 stable	beside	 the	main	building.	They	entered	 it,	 lowering
their	 bundles	 of	 firewood	 to	 the	 ground.	Will	 reached	 inside	 his	 and	 quickly
withdrew	his	longbow	and	quiver,	secreting	the	weapons	in	a	manger	half	filled
with	old	hay.	There	were	a	few	animals	in	the	stable	—	two	horses	and	a	ragged-
looking	donkey.	They	looked	up	incuriously	at	the	newcomers,	then	went	back
to	chomping	on	their	hay.

'Obviously	they	don't	have	too	many	guests,'	Aloom	said.	'We	should	be	able	to
get	 a	 room	 here.'	 They	 slung	 the	 bundles	 over	 their	 shoulders	 once	more	 and
marched	to	the	inn's	front	door.

They	entered	the	main	room	of	the	inn.	In	Araluen	or	Gallica,	 this	would	have
been	 the	 tap	 room,	 where	 the	 patrons	 drank	 ale	 or	 wine.	 But	 the	 majority	 of
Arridi	avoided	alcohol,	choosing	to	drink	strong	bitter	coffee	instead.	Will	 laid
the	bundle	of	firewood	down	and	glanced	around	the	room.	There	were	eight	or
nine	men	seated	at	 low	tables,	mostly	in	pairs	or	 threes.	They	looked	up	at	 the
newcomers,	 then,	 seeing	 they	 didn't	 know	 them,	 went	 back	 to	 their
conversations.	One	man	sat	apart.	He	was	overweight	and	he	continued	to	stare
at	Will	as	Aloom	went	to	the	bar	and	negotiated	a	meal	and	a	room	for	the	night
in	return	for	the	firewood	and	a	small	amount	of	money.

'Haven't	 seen	 you	 around	 before,'	 the	 innkeeper	 said,	 once	 the	 bargaining	was
done.	 There	 was	 a	 note	 of	 enquiry	 in	 his	 voice.	 Aloom	 met	 his	 gaze
unblinkingly.

'That's	probably	because	I	keep	myself	to	myself,'	he	said.	His	tone	was	less	than



friendly	and	invited	no	further	discussion.	Country	people	in	Arrida,	he	had	told
Will,	 went	 to	 great	 lengths	 to	 keep	 their	 own	 business	 private	 —	 although,
conversely,	they	loved	sticking	their	beaks	into	other	people's	affairs.

The	innkeeper	accepted	the	rebuff	philosophically.	He	poured	two	cups	of	coffee
and	placed	them	on	a	wooden	tray,	along	with	a	plate	of	fresh	flat	bread,	several
spiced	dips	and	four	skewers	of	grilled	lamb.

Aloom	brought	the	food	and	drinks	to	the	table	Will	had	selected	and	they	began
to	eat.

As	they	did,	Will	could	feel	the	fat	man's	gaze	still	on	him.

'We're	being	watched,'	he	said	quietly	to	Aloom.	The	Arridi	officer	glanced	up
and	made	eye	contact	with	the	fat	man.

'Something	 on	 your	 mind,	 friend?'	 he	 said	 sharply.	 The	 man	 was	 unabashed.
'You're	strangers	around	here,'	he	said.

Aloom	nodded.	 'That's	because	we	heard	you	spend	a	lot	of	 time	here,'	he	said
rudely.

'So	 where	 have	 you	 come	 from?'	 the	 man	 asked.	 Aloom	 fixed	 him	 with	 an
unfriendly	stare.	He	shifted	on	 the	cushion	and	removed	 the	dagger,	 still	 in	 its
scabbard,	from	his	belt.	He	placed	the	weapon	on	the	table	before	him.

'I	don't	believe	 that's	 any	of	your	business,'	 he	 said.	Then,	 in	an	aside	 to	Will,
loud	 enough	 to	 be	 heard,	 he	 added,	 'Typical	 small-town	 busybody.	 Always
minding	other	people's	business	for	them.'

Will	grunted	and	filled	his	mouth	with	bread	and	hot	lamb,	avoiding	the	need	to
reply.

'Does	 your	 friend	 ever	 say	 anything?'	 the	 fat	man	 asked.	Aloom	 set	 down	 the
piece	 of	 bread	 he	 had	 just	 rolled	 round	 several	 chunks	 of	 meat	 and	 gave	 an
exasperated	sigh.

'I	heard	him	say	oops!	once,	when	he	cut	the	ears	off	someone	who	was	asking
too	 many	 questions.'	 Some	 of	 the	 other	 guests	 looked	 up	 and	 nodded	 in



appreciation.

Obviously,	the	fat	man	wasn't	popular	in	the	coffee	house.	'Leave	it,	Saoud!'	one
of	them	called	across	the	room.	'Let	the	people	eat	their	meal.'

There	was	 a	 general	 chorus	 of	 agreement	 and	 the	 fat	man	 looked	 around,	 his
distaste	for	his	fellow	guests	all	too	obvious.	He	sneered	at	them	all,	then	finally
settled	back	on	his	cushion	and	drank	his	coffee.	But	his	eyes	stayed	on	the	two
strangers.

When	they	finished	their	meal	and	headed	for	the	upper	floor,	where	their	room
was	 situated,	 Will	 could	 still	 feel	 the	 man's	 eyes	 boring	 into	 his	 back.	 He
wondered	if	they	should	do	something	about	him.

Aloom	sensed	his	uncertainty.	'Don't	worry,'	he	said	as	they	mounted	the	stairs,
'by	 tomorrow,	 he'll	 have	 forgotten	 all	 about	 us.	 He'll	 have	 something	 else	 to
gossip	about.'

Will	wasn't	so	sure.	He	hoped	Aloom	was	right.



Chapter	42

The	 key	 rattled	 in	 the	 store	 room	 lock.	 The	 prisoners	 glanced	 up	 idly.	 It	 was
morning,	a	 few	hours	after	 first	 light,	and	 they	were	accustomed	 to	having	 the
first	meal	of	 the	day	delivered	about	now.	They	had	 fallen	 into	a	 routine.	The
day	was	divided	by	the	three	meals	they	were	given.	The	food	was	unvaried	and
uninteresting	—	usually	yesterday's	flat	bread,	stale	and	tasteless,	and	a	handful
of	dates	—	not	enough	to	provide	any	of	them	with	a	real	meal.

But	at	 least	 there	was	coffee	and,	even	though	it	was	served	lukewarm	at	best,
Horace,	Halt	and	Gilan	appreciated	 it.	Svengal	and	Erak,	of	course,	bemoaned
the	absence	of	strong	ale.	Svengal	sometimes	thought	longingly	of	the	half-full
cask	he	had	left	behind	on	Wolfwind,	several	weeks	ago.	He	wondered	how	his
men	were	faring	in	Al	Shabah.	Probably	a	lot	better	than	he	was	here,	he	thought
morosely.

The	others	were	nursing	thoughts	of	their	own.	Gilan	was	still	wondering	about
the	 platform	 Horace	 had	 reported	 seeing.	 Executions,	 the	 young	 warrior	 had
said.	Gilan	knew	that	he	and	Halt	were	decidedly	unpopular	with	their	captors.	If
anyone	were	going	to	be	executed,	he	thought,	it	would	be	the	two	of	them.	But
he	faced	the	thought	philosophically.	Rangers	were	accustomed	to	being	in	tight
spots.	They	were	also	used	 to	being	 the	principal	 targets	 for	 their	enemies.	He
had	lived	with	the	possibility	of	an	event	like	this	for	years.	All	he	could	do	now
was	wait	for	an	opportunity	to	escape.

Halt's	seeming	disinterest	was	an	act,	he	realised.	The	older	Ranger	didn't	want
to	 communicate	 any	uncertainty	or	 fear	 to	Evanlyn.	Once	he	 realised	 the	 fact,
Gilan	found	himself	wishing	that	he	hadn't	gone	on	so	much	about	being	'ready
for	 anything'.	 He'd	 be	 ready	 if	 any	 sort	 of	 opportunity	 arose.	 So	 would	 Halt.
Talking	 about	 it	 wouldn't	 make	 them	 any	 more	 so.	 But	 it	 might	 have	 made
Evanlyn	nervous.

Horace	remained	calm.	He	had	faith	in	Halt	and	Gilan.	If	there	were	a	way	out	of
their	predicament,	he	knew	they	would	find	it.	Like	Gilan,	he	saw	through	Halt's
seeming	lack	of	activity.	He	knew	the	Ranger	would	be	keyed	up	for	action,	his



brain	working	furiously.

It	was	the	fact	that	their	captors	came	for	them	at	the	time	when	they	normally
served	breakfast	that	caught	them	all	by	surprise.	Expecting	two	men	to	enter	the
store	 room	 laden	 with	 a	 tray	 of	 food	 and	 a	 jug	 of	 coffee,	 they	 were	 caught
unawares	when	a	dozen	men,	swords	drawn,	dashed	through	the	open	doors	and
took	up	stations	around	them.

Halt,	sitting	with	his	back	against	the	wall,	went	to	rise.	But	the	point	of	a	curved
sabre	stopped	him,	pressing	none	too	gently	into	his	throat.

'Stay	where	you	are,'	the	Tualaghi	captain	ordered	him.	He	gestured	to	the	seated
Ranger,	his	 eyes	never	 leaving	Halt's	 face.	 'Hands	out	 front,'	 he	 said.	Then,	 to
one	of	his	men,	as	Halt	complied:	'Tie	him.'

Halt's	hands	were	quickly	tied	in	front	of	him.	Initially,	as	the	Tualaghi	went	to
tie	 them,	 he	 tried	 to	 tense	 the	muscles	 in	 his	 arms	 and	wrists,	 hoping	 to	 relax
them	later	and	cause	the	ropes	to	loosen	slightly.	But	the	Tualaghi	captain	was
wise	 to	 the	 old	 trick.	 He	 rapped	 Halt	 sharply	 across	 his	 knuckles	 with	 the
unsharpened	back	of	his	blade.

'That's	enough	of	that,'	he	ordered	harshly.	Halt	shrugged	and	relaxed	his	hands.
It	 had	 been	worth	 a	 try.	Around	 the	 room,	 he	watched	 as	 the	 others	 had	 their
hands	similarly	bound.	He	 frowned.	Why	all	of	 them?	He	and	Gilan,	he	could
understand.	Maybe	even	Horace.	But	the	others	were	valuable	hostages.	He	felt
a	sinking	sensation	in	his	stomach	as	he	saw	that	the	others	were	being	dragged
to	 their	 feet.	Then	 the	captain	gripped	 the	 rope	 that	 secured	his	hands	 together
and	hauled	him	upright	as	well.

'Where	 are	 we	 going?'	 he	 demanded	 but	 the	man	 simply	 laughed	 and	 shoved
Halt	towards	the	door.

'This	is	not	looking	good,'	Horace	said	as	he	was	shoved	after	the	grey-bearded
Ranger.

***

Will	 and	 Aloom	 slept	 relatively	 late.	 Most	 of	 the	 other	 guests	 had	 risen,
breakfasted	and	left	shortly	after	first	light.



However,	reasoning	that	they	had	to	wait	until	the	ninth	hour,	they	had	decided
that	there	was	no	point	rising	early	and	then	attracting	suspicion	by	loitering	in
the	vicinity	of	the	watchtower	on	the	crumbling	wall.	Consequently,	they	entered
the	main	room	of	the	inn	an	hour	after	most	of	the	other	guests	had	departed.

Most	of	them.	The	fat	man	from	the	night	before	was	still	in	his	room.	He	had
watched,	his	door	held	just	a	crack	open,	as	the	two	young	men	made	their	way
down	 the	 hall	 to	 the	 stairs.	 Saoud	 was	 a	 vain	 man.	 He	 was	 a	 wealthy	 cloth
merchant	and	he	owned	several	stalls	in	the	market	place,	all	manned	by	his	paid
staff.	 The	 actual	 business	 of	 dealing	with	 customers	was	 beneath	 Saoud	 these
days.	He	was	too	wealthy	and	too	important	for	such	crass	dealings.	Instead,	he
spent	his	time	in	coffee	houses,	where	he	expected	to	be	treated	with	the	respect
due	to	a	rich,	self-made	man.

All	 of	 which	 added	 up	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 he	 hadn't	 liked	 Aloom's	 brusque,
disrespectful	 manner	 the	 previous	 night.	 In	 Saoud's	 eyes,	 he	 was	 a	 man	 who
deserved	respect,	fawning	respect	even,	from	people	he	encountered.	He	wasn't
used	 to	 the	 sort	 of	 thinly	 veiled	 threats	 that	 Aloom	 had	made.	And	 he	 hadn't
liked	the	fact	that	others	in	the	coffee	room	had	joined	in	on	the	strangers'	side.

There	 was	 something	 suspicious	 about	 those	 two,	 he	 thought.	 And	 he	 knew
people	who	might	be	pleased	to	hear	about	it.

As	Aloom	and	Will	 descended	 the	 stairs	 to	 the	 coffee	 room	below,	he	quietly
emerged	from	his	room,	closing	the	door	gently	behind	him,	wincing	at	the	noise
the	lock	made	as	it	slipped	home.	Surely	they	must	hear	him?

But	 no.	 He	 could	 hear	 their	 voices	 floating	 up	 the	 stairway	 as	 they	 talked,
without	 interruption	 or	 pause.	Walking	 carefully,	 staying	 close	 to	 the	 wall	 to
avoid	having	floorboards	squeak	under	his	bulk,	he	moved	to	the	stairs	himself.

He	paused	as	he	heard	the	main	door	of	the	inn	open	and	close.	For	a	moment	he
thought	 the	 two	 men	 had	 left.	 Then	 he	 heard	 the	 older	 one	 speaking	 to	 the
innkeeper.	So	the	younger	one	had	gone	outside	for	something,	he	thought.	But
what?

He	edged	his	way	down	a	 few	more	 stairs,	 his	 ears	 alert	 for	 any	 sound	of	his
quarry	 returning.	 Then	 he	 heard	 the	 front	 door	 again	 and	 saw	 the	 younger



stranger	moving	past	 the	 hall	 at	 the	 bottom	of	 the	 stairs,	 into	 the	 coffee	 room
again.

This	 time,	 he	was	 carrying	what	 looked	 like	 a	 long	 staff,	wrapped	 and	 tied	 in
canvas,	 in	 his	 right	 hand.	 Saoud	 frowned.	He	 had	 never	 seen	 a	 staff	 like	 that
before.	Moving	carefully,	he	went	down	the	rest	of	the	stairs	and	let	himself	out
into	the	street	through	a	side	door.

There	was	another	alleyway	a	few	metres	to	the	right,	even	smaller	than	this	one.
He	hurried	to	it,	moving	gratefully	into	the	shadows,	 then	settled	down	to	wait
for	the	two	men	to	leave.

A	few	minutes	 later	 they	emerged	from	the	 inn	and	 turned	 left,	heading	north.
Saoud	 watched	 them	 curiously,	 then	 followed	 them.	 It	 was	 already	 thirty
minutes	past	the	eighth	hour	and	the	majority	of	people	in	Maashava	would	be
heading	for	the	market	square.	Even	though	they	might	have	no	argument	with
the	prisoners	who	were	scheduled	to	die,	an	execution	was	a	spectacle	and	most
people	wanted	to	watch	it.

Why	then	were	these	two	heading	away	from	the	square?	There	was	nothing	of
interest	 on	 the	northern	 side	of	 the	 town	—	 just	 a	 confusing	 jumble	of	 falling
down,	rat-infested	hovels.	And	the	crumbling	old	wall	itself,	of	course,	with	its
ramshackle	watchtowers.

Turning	 abruptly,	 the	 fat	 cloth	 merchant	 retraced	 his	 steps.	 Talish	 might	 be
interested	 to	 hear	 this,	 he	 thought.	 Talish	 was	 a	 Tualaghi	 warrior	—	 a	minor
authority	in	the	nomad	band,	who	usually	travelled	with	two	henchmen	to	do	his
bidding.	 They	 had	 quickly	 established	 a	 reputation	 among	 the	 Arridi
townspeople	 as	 thieves	 and	 standover	men.	 Somehow,	 they	 always	 seemed	 to
divine	 where	 wealthy	 Arridi	 merchants	 had	 hidden	 their	 money	 or	 their	 best
products.	 In	 fact,	 it	was	Saoud	who	 told	 them.	He	 had	 established	 an	 alliance
with	 the	 three	 Tualaghi.	 In	 return	 for	 their	 leaving	 his	 stalls	 and	 store	 houses
untouched,	he	informed	on	his	neighbours	and	competitors.

There	was	a	coffee	house	that	they	frequented,	by	the	edge	of	the	market	square.
Saoud	 increased	 his	 pace,	 his	 fat	 body	 wobbling	 as	 he	 hurried	 through	 the
narrow	streets	 to	find	 the	Tualaghi	 thief.	 If	Talish	didn't	seem	interested	 in	 the
two	 men,	 he'd	 tell	 him	 they	 were	 carrying	 a	 purse	 full	 of	 gold.	 That	 would
definitely	get	the	Tualaghi's	interest.



Later,	Saoud	could	always	claim	the	strangers	must	have	lost	 it	or	hidden	it.	If
Talish	were	 frustrated	or	angry	at	 the	absence	of	 the	gold,	 it	would	only	work
against	the	two	strangers.	And	as	far	as	Saoud	was	concerned,	that	was	all	to	the
good.

***

Will	and	Aloom	picked	their	way	through	piles	of	rubbish	and	fallen	masonry.
The	northern	section	of	the	town	was	in	the	worst	state	of	disrepair.	The	houses
had	 been	 left	 to	 rot	 and	 collapse	 and	 had	 been	 taken	 over	 by	 squatters	—	 the
poor,	the	unemployed,	the	criminally	inclined.	From	time	to	time,	they	saw	faces
peering	 furtively	 through	 crumbling	 doorways	 at	 them.	As	 soon	 as	 they	were
spotted,	the	observers	would	pull	back	into	the	shadows	of	the	houses.

The	streets	here	were	narrow	and	wound	in	a	haphazard	fashion	as	they	detoured
around	houses	 that	 had	 collapsed	 and	 had	 simply	 been	 left	where	 they	 fell	—
gradually	 deteriorating	 into	 shapeless	 mounds	 of	 masonry.	 Will	 had	 lost	 his
sense	 of	 direction	 some	 time	 back.	 He	 hoped	 Aloom	 knew	 where	 they	 were
heading.	The	Arridi	lieutenant	certainly	led	the	way	confidently	enough.

Will	 heaved	 a	 sigh	 of	 relief	 as	 they	 eventually	 emerged	 from	 a	 twisting,
confusing	alley	and	he	saw	the	remnants	of	the	north	wall	ahead	of	them.

Originally,	there	had	been	a	wide,	clear	footpath	along	the	inner	base	of	the	wall,
with	 buildings	 not	 permitted	 to	 encroach	within	 three	metres.	 But	 over	 recent
years,	people	had	built	hovels	and	lean-tos	against	the	wall	itself	—	often	using
the	collapsed	mud	bricks	that	had	formed	part	of	the	wall	to	build	their	dark	little
hutches.

They	 had	 come	 further	 east	 than	 they	 had	 planned,	 forced	 into	 one	 winding,
random	 detour	 after	 another	 as	 they	 had	 picked	 their	 way	 through	 the	 ruined
houses.	Now	Will	saw	that	the	watchtower	he	had	picked	out	as	a	vantage	point
was	some	two	hundred	metres	away.	He	recognised	it	by	a	roof	beam	that	had
collapsed	and	caught	on	the	railing	of	the	observation	deck.	The	beam	stuck	out
at	an	acute	angle.

He	 looked	 up	 at	 the	 sun.	 It	 was	 climbing	 higher	 into	 the	 eastern	 sky	 and	 the
tower	was	a	long	way	away.	There	was	another	one	closer	to	them,	barely	fifty



metres	away.	By	the	time	he	picked	his	way	past	the	lean-tos	and	the	fallen	piles
of	 rubble,	he	might	 reach	 the	original	 tower	 too	 late.	 It	had	 taken	 them	 longer
than	they	had	estimated	to	traverse	the	ruined	part	of	the	town.

He	gestured	to	the	nearer	tower.

'That'll	have	to	do,'	he	said	and	Aloom	nodded.	He	was	looking	worried.

'It's	getting	late,'	he	said.	'They'll	be	starting	any	minute.'

Half	 running,	 they	 picked	 their	 way	 through	 the	 chaos	 of	 fallen	masonry	 and
hovels	towards	the	nearer	of	the	two	watchtowers.



Chapter	43

Umar	crouched	behind	a	large	granite	boulder	at	the	head	of	the	gully,	his	eyes
screwed	 up,	 intent	 on	 the	 watchtower	 that	 he	 and	 Will	 had	 selected	 the	 day
before.	The	half-fallen	beam	made	it	easy	to	distinguish	from	its	neighbours.

There	was	a	movement	behind	him	and	he	turned	to	see	Hassan.	The	young	man
had	made	his	way	forward	from	the	position	further	back	in	the	gully	where	the
main	Bedullin	force	waited	quietly.

'Any	sign	of	him,	Aseikh?'	Hassan	asked.

Umar	shook	his	head.	'He	should	be	in	position	by	now.	It's	nearly	nine.'

'Maybe	 the	 executions	 have	 been	delayed?'	Hassan	 suggested.	Umar	 scratched
his	beard	reflectively.

'Maybe.	But	I	can't	see	that	devil	Yusal	giving	up	such	a	chance	to	impress	the
locals.'	He	held	up	a	hand	as	for	silence,	his	head	turned	slightly	to	listen.	From
inside	Maashava,	the	deep,	rhythmic	booming	of	a	bass	drum	carried	to	them	on
the	gentle	morning	breeze.

'No,'	he	said.	'The	execution's	going	ahead.	What	the	devil	has	happened	to	Will
and	Aloom?'

'Shall	I	bring	the	men	up,	Aseikh?'	Hassan	asked.

Umar	hesitated.	Chances	were	 there	would	be	no	one	 looking	 in	 this	direction
and	they	could	get	a	head	start	down	the	dusty	track	that	led	to	the	town.	But	he
rejected	the	idea.	All	it	needed	was	one	curious	pair	of	eyes	to	see	them	and	the
alarm	would	be	raised.

'We'll	wait	for	the	Ranger,'	he	said.

***



Surrounded	 by	 guards,	 the	 seven	 prisoners	were	 led	 down	 a	 long	 earthenware
ramp	from	the	storehouse	cave	to	the	streets	of	the	town	itself.

Shoved	and	buffeted,	they	stumbled	over	the	uneven	ground,	strung	together	in	a
long	 line,	 forbidden	 to	 speak	 to	 each	 other.	 For	 the	 most	 part,	 the	 Arridi
townspeople	watched	 them	with	 a	mixture	 of	 apathy	 and	morbid	 pity.	Yet,	 as
always	in	a	crowd,	there	were	those	who	chose	to	jeer	at	the	prisoners	and	throw
stones,	clumps	of	earth	and	garbage	at	them.	Halt	glared	at	one	group	of	young
men	in	their	twenties.	Unlike	most	Arridi,	they	had	obviously	been	drinking	the
powerful	 spirit	 known	 as	arariki.	 They	 stumbled	 and	 staggered	 together,	 their
eyes	red	and	their	jaws	slack	as	they	hurled	insults	at	the	line	of	prisoners.	Halt
turned	 and	 looked	 back	 over	 his	 shoulder	 at	 Selethen,	 the	 next	 in	 line	 behind
him.

'I	thought	your	religion	banned	alcohol,'	he	said.	Selethen	glanced	with	distaste
at	the	noisy,	cat-calling	group	and	shrugged.

'There's	a	low	element	in	every	society,'	he	said.	'People	like	that	are	simply	too
glad	that	they're	not	the	ones	being	led	to	the	block	today.'

A	guard	stepped	forward	and	stung	the	two	men	with	a	knotted	rope	end.

'Hold	your	tongues!'	he	yelled	at	them.	'No	talking,	we	said!'

They	emerged	onto	the	square	itself	now.	It	was	thronged	with	people	and	their
escort	had	to	shove	to	make	a	path	for	them.	Half	those	watching	were	Tualaghi,
Halt	 saw.	They	were	 enjoying	 themselves,	 hoping	 the	 prisoners'	 nerves	would
break	at	the	last	moment	and	reduce	them	to	shrieking	cries	for	mercy.

Not	that	they'd	be	listened	to.	The	concepts	of	pity	and	mercy	were	unknown	to
the	Tualaghi.

On	the	far	side	of	the	square,	close	beside	the	raised	timber	platform	which	they
could	now	see	clearly	for	 the	first	 time,	 the	deep	booming	of	a	drum	began.	 It
continued	in	a	slow	rhythm,	like	the	beating	of	a	great	heart.	It	was	a	signal	for
the	crowd	around	them	to	re-double	their	noise.	The	single	file	of	prisoners	was
forced	 through	 the	 crowd	 until	 they	were	 standing	 by	 the	 steps	 leading	 to	 the
platform.



Halt	looked	up.	Yusal	stood	above	them,	dressed	today	in	flowing	robes	of	dark
blue,	his	booted	feet	spread	apart,	hands	on	hips.	As	ever,	his	face	was	concealed
behind	the	dark	blue	veil.	Only	his	eyes	were	visible,	as	cold	as	ever.	He	faced
the	crowd	now,	scanning	the	faces	before	him,	waiting	for	silence	to	fall.

Gradually,	the	shouting	died	away	to	an	occasional	exclamation.	Then	those	too
were	stilled	as	Tualaghi	soldiers	 in	 the	crowd	struck	out	at	anyone	who	would
interrupt	their	leader.	An	unnatural	silence	fell	over	the	square.

'Bring	 the	 prisoners	 up,'	 Yusal	 said,	 his	 harsh	 voice	 now	 heard	 clearly	 in	 all
corners	of	the	square.

The	guards	urged	their	captives	forward	and	Halt	led	the	way	up	the	rough	steps
to	 the	 platform.	He	 felt	 the	 stairs	 shudder	 under	 his	 feet	 as	 Selethen	mounted
them	behind	him	and	Svengal	followed	behind	the	Arridi.

Yusal	grabbed	Halt's	 shoulder	as	he	went	 to	move	along	 the	platform,	making
way	for	those	who	were	following.

'You	stay	here,'	the	Tualaghi	told	him.	'You	will	be	first.'

There	was	an	angry	growl	of	approval	from	the	Tualaghi	warriors	in	the	crowd.
The	other	prisoners	might	provide	sport	and	diversion	with	their	executions.	The
two	Rangers	were	hated.

The	 drum,	 which	 had	 temprorarily	 ceased	 its	 ominous	 booming,	 began	 once
more.

As	Gilan	climbed	to	the	platform,	following	Erak	and	Evanlyn,	Yusal	gestured
for	 him	 to	 stand	 beside	 Halt.	 Another	 murmur	 of	 pleasure	 came	 from	 the
watching	Tualaghi.

There	 was	 a	 bustle	 of	 movement	 in	 the	 ranks	 of	 the	 crowd	 below	 them	 and
Toshak	shoved	his	way	through	to	the	front.	He	grinned	up	at	Halt.

'This	is	where	you	get	it	in	the	neck,	Ranger!'	he	called

Halt	 ignored	him,	 looking	away,	scanning	 the	crowd,	hoping	beyond	hope	 that



he	might	see	Will	somewhere.	He	still	had	an	unreasoning	faith	in	the	fact	that
his	 apprentice	 had	 survived	 and	 that	 he	would	 not	 let	 them	 go	 to	 their	 deaths
without	attempting	a	rescue	of	some	kind.

If	 he	were	 asked	why	 he	 held	 to	 that	 belief,	 he	 couldn't	 have	 given	 a	 rational
answer.	It	was	faith.	Faith	in	the	ingenuity	and	courage	of	the	young	man	he	had
grown	to	love	as	if	he	were	a	son.	Will	would	be	there	because	he	was	needed.
And	Will	had	never	let	him	down	in	the	past.

Vaguely,	 he	was	 aware	 of	 Erak	 replying	 to	 Toshak,	 inviting	 him	 up	 onto	 the
platform.

'Even	with	my	hands	tied,	I'm	sure	I	could	break	your	treacherous	neck	for	you,
Toshak!'	he	said.	Toshak	grinned	infuriatingly.

'I'll	take	your	head	back	to	Skandia,	Erak,'	he	said.	 'I'll	use	your	skull	as	a	beer
tankard.'

Yusal	glared	at	the	two	northerners.	He	had	a	sense	of	theatre	and	occasion	and	a
flair	for	the	dramatic.	Their	uncultured,	noisy	bickering	had	no	place	here.

'Be	silent!'	he	commanded.	Toshak	glanced	at	him,	shrugged	 indifferently,	and
leaned	against	one	of	the	support	poles	to	the	platform.	Yusal,	satisfied	that	there
would	be	no	further	interruption,	held	up	one	hand.

'Let	Hassaun	stand	forward!'	he	shouted.	The	cry	was	taken	up	by	the	Tualaghi
round	the	square.

Hassaun!	Hassaun!	Hassaun!

The	 shouting	 echoed	 off	 the	 building	 fronts,	 keeping	 pace	 with	 the	 incessant
booming	 of	 the	 drum.	 Some	 of	 the	Arridi	were	 caught	 up	 in	 the	moment	 and
joined	their	voices	to	the	chorus.	They	had	seen	executions	before.	They	had	a
good	idea	what	was	about	to	happen.	The	shouting	grew	in	intensity,	volume	and
urgency.

Then	a	massive	figure	appeared	on	one	side	of	the	square,	standing	high	above
the	heads	of	 the	 spectators.	For	 a	moment	he	 seemed	 to	be	 floating	 in	 the	 air,
then	Halt	realised	that	he	was	on	a	large	wooden	shield,	being	borne	at	shoulder



height	by	four	Tualaghi	as	they	forced	their	way	through	the	crowd	towards	the
execution	site.

The	drumbeat	intensified	in	pace	and	the	shouting	went	with	it.	Hassaun	was	a
massive	 figure,	 clad	 entirely	 in	 black.	His	 long,	 flowing	 robe	 billowed	 on	 the
early	morning	breeze	and	the	tails	of	his	black	kheffiyeh	trailed	behind	him	as	the
four	warriors	carried	him	forward.	The	lower	half	of	his	face	was	covered	by	the
ever-present	dark	blue	Tualaghi	veil.

His	hands,	crossed	 in	 front	of	his	chest,	 rested	on	 the	hilt	of	a	massive,	black-
bladed,	double-handed	sword.

***

Will	and	Aloom	had	reached	the	nearer	tower	as	the	drumbeat	began,	deep	and
sonorous.

'They're	starting!'	Aloom	cried.	'Get	moving!	We	haven't	much	time!'

Will	 said	 nothing.	He	 stripped	 the	 canvas	wrapping	 from	his	 longbow,	 bent	 it
behind	 his	 right	 calf,	 anchoring	 it	 in	 place	 with	 his	 left	 ankle,	 and	 slid	 the
bowstring	up	into	 its	notch,	grunting	slightly	with	the	effort	of	overcoming	the
bow's	fifty-kilogram	draw	weight.

He	tossed	his	cloak	to	one	side,	revealing	the	quiver	of	two	dozen	arrows	over
his	shoulder,	slung	the	bow	alongside	it	and	started	to	climb	up	the	rotten	timber
framework	of	the	tower.

It	 was	 slow	 going.	 In	 spite	 of	 Aloom's	 exhortations	 to	 hurry,	 and	 his	 own
growing	 sense	 of	 urgency,	 he	 knew	 he	 had	 to	 pick	 his	 hand	 and	 footholds
carefully.	The	tower	was	in	worse	condition	than	he	had	expected	and	there	was
an	excellent	chance	that	it	might	collapse	under	a	hurried	movement.

He'd	 gone	 up	 four	 metres,	 past	 the	 top	 of	 the	 wall	 itself,	 and	 was	 stepping
carefully	to	one	last	crosspiece	before	he	gained	the	observation	platform.

The	 drum	 had	 ceased	 for	 a	 few	minutes	 but,	 in	 the	 distance,	 he	 could	 hear	 it
booming	 again,	 coming	 faster	 and	 faster	 now.	Then	 a	 chant	 from	hundreds	 of
voices	carried	to	him:



Hassaun!	Hassaun!	Hassaun!

'Who	 the	blazes	 is	Hassaun?'	he	muttered	 to	himself,	 inching	carefully	along	a
decidedly	untrustworthy	timber	brace.

He	was	 poised	 in	midair,	 his	 foot	 reaching	 out	 tentatively	 for	 the	more	 solid-
looking	 platform,	 his	 weight	 supported	 by	 his	 arms	 so	 that	 he	 was	 utterly
helpless,	when	he	heard	a	voice	from	behind	him.

'Who	the	hell	are	you?	And	what	are	you	up	to?'

He	 looked	down.	Aloom	was	below	him,	 facing	back	 the	way	 they	had	come.
Ten	metres	 away,	 three	 Tualaghi	warriors	watched	 them	 suspiciously.	 Behind
them,	 smiling	 vindictively,	was	 the	 fat	merchant	 they	 had	 seen	 in	 the	 inn	 the
previous	night.



Chapter	44

The	giant	executioner	balanced	easily	on	 the	 shield,	borne	on	 the	 shoulders	of
four	 Tualaghi	 warriors	 as	 they	 made	 their	 way	 through	 the	 crowded	 market
square	towards	the	execution	site.	As	he	passed	through	the	crowd,	hands	were
raised	 and	 weapons	 brandished	 by	 the	 Tualaghi	 in	 admiration	 of	 the	 massive
figure.

The	 four	 bearers	 stopped	 beside	 the	 execution	 platform	 and	 Hassaun	 stepped
lightly	onto	it.	As	he	did	so,	another	bout	of	cheering	rose	up.

Now	that	he	could	see	him	more	closely,	Halt	realised	that	the	executioner	really
was	a	giant.	He	stood	well	over	two	metres	in	height	and	his	shoulders	and	body
were	 built	 in	 the	 same	massive	 proportion.	He	whipped	 the	 huge,	 two-handed
sword	up	until	it	was	raised	vertically	above	his	head	and	paraded	along	the	front
of	the	platform,	ignoring	the	line	of	prisoners	and	brandishing	the	sword	to	the
assembled	crowd.

Again	the	cries	of	his	name	echoed	out.

Hassaun!	Hassaun!	Hassaun!

He	marched	along	the	front	of	the	platform	to	the	far	end,	then	back	to	the	centre
again,	drinking	in	the	adulation	of	the	crowd.	Then,	when	he	stood	at	the	centre,
he	raised	the	sword	to	the	fullest	stretch	of	his	arms,	reversed	it	with	a	flick	of
his	powerful	wrists	and	drove	it,	thudding,	point	first	into	the	platform.

He	stepped	back	a	pace,	leaving	the	sword	slowly	quivering	as	it	stuck	into	the
wood.

Then	he	reached	up	to	the	lacing	that	secured	his	outer	robe,	quickly	released	it
and	swung	the	robe	out	and	away	from	his	body,	letting	it	fall	in	a	heap	behind
him.

He	was	clad	now	only	in	a	pair	of	wide,	billowing	trousers,	gathered	at	the	waist



and	each	ankle,	and	the	black	kheffiyeh	and	dark	blue	face	veil	of	the	Tualaghi.
His	bare	torso	gleamed	slightly	with	oil	and	now	the	hugely	muscled	arms,	chest
and	abdomen	could	be	seen	clearly.

He	stepped	forward	and,	without	any	apparent	effort,	 flicked	the	sword	free	of
the	wood,	then	spun	it	around	his	body	and	head	in	a	bewildering	series	of	high-
speed	 arcs	 and	 circles.	He	 handled	 the	 huge	 sword	 as	 if	 it	 were	 a	 toy,	 but	 to
anyone	who	knew	weapons	 and	 could	 estimate	 the	weight	 of	 the	 long,	 heavy,
tapering	 blade,	 it	 was	 an	 impressive	 display	 that	 spoke	 volumes	 about	 the
strength	and	co-ordination	of	arm,	body	and	wrist	muscles.	The	highly	polished
black	blade	caught	the	rays	of	the	morning	sun	and	flashed	and	dazzled	the	eye,
moving	 so	 quickly	 that	 at	 times	 it	 seemed	more	 like	 a	 solid	 black	 disc	 than	 a
narrow	blade.

Hassaun!	Hassaun!	Hassaun!

The	cries	went	up	again	and	this	time,	more	of	the	Arridi	joined	in,	mesmerised
by	the	strength	and	power	and	charisma	of	 the	Tualaghi	giant.	After	all,	six	of
the	seven	captives	standing	on	the	platform	were	foreigners	and	the	Arridi	had
no	cause	to	mourn	their	execution.	As	for	the	seventh,	word	had	gone	around	as
to	Selethen's	rank	and	the	people	of	remote	back-country	towns	like	Maashava
had	little	reason	to	love	the	Emrikir	and	the	Wakirs	who	ruled	Arrida's	provinces
under	 him.	 As	 Halt	 had	 observed	 some	 days	 earlier,	 most	 officials	 in	 Arrida
were	corrupt,	and	prone	to	look	for	bribes	when	they	dealt	with	the	people	under
them.	Selethen	was	an	exception	to	the	general	rule	but	the	Maashavites	weren't
to	 know	 that.	 He	 governed	 a	 distant	 province	 so	 they	 had	 no	 first-hand
knowledge	of	him.

In	addition,	normal	contact	between	subjects	and	rulers	came	at	tax	time,	when
townspeople	like	those	in	Maashava	were	required	to	hand	over	a	percentage	of
all	 they	 had	 earned	 or	 grown	 during	 the	 year.	At	 such	 times,	 the	 government
showed	little	sympathy	for	a	town	that	might	have	been	invaded	and	pillaged	by
raiding	Tualaghi.

'We	starve	while	they	grow	fat	in	Mararoc'	was	an	old	back-country	saying	and
the	people	of	Maashava	felt	there	was	a	lot	of	basic	truth	in	it.	So	if	a	well-paid,
well-fed	government	official	were	to	lose	his	head,	there'd	be	few	here	to	grieve
over	 the	fact.	With	typical	farmers'	 fatalism,	they	reasoned	there	would	always
be	another	eager	to	take	his	place.



So	 now,	 faced	 with	 the	 savagely	 compelling	 prospect	 of	 a	 mass	 execution
performed	by	an	obvious	artist	like	Hassaun,	they	began	to	cheer	and	encourage
him	to	greater	feats.

Hassaun	was	pleased	to	oblige.	He	began	dancing	from	side	to	side,	delivering
overhead	 cuts,	 side	 cuts	 and	 deep	 thrusts	 with	 the	 massive	 sword,	 letting	 it
flicker	and	sweep	with	all	the	speed	of	a	snake's	tongue.	Back	and	forth	he	went,
from	left	to	right,	then	back	to	the	left	again.

Then	he	leapt	high	in	 the	air	and	delivered	a	huge,	arcing	downwards	cut	with
the	sword,	miming	the	decapitation	of	a	kneeling	victim.	The	point	thudded	into
the	 wood	 planks	 and	 again	 he	 released	 it	 and	 leapt	 back,	 leaving	 the	 sword
quivering	from	the	force	of	the	blow.

As	quickly,	he	seized	 the	 two-handed	grip	and	 jerked	 it	 free	again,	 then	began
knee-walking	from	side	to	side,	dropping	to	a	knee	with	each	stride,	and	all	the
time	keeping	the	sword	spinning,	flashing	and	cutting.	The	chanting	of	his	name
intensified,	 with	 the	 cadence	 of	 the	 chant	 matching	 the	 rhythm	 of	 his
movements.

From	his	kneeling	position,	he	leapt	high	in	the	air,	spinning	as	he	came	down	to
face	 the	 line	 of	 victims,	 carving	 an	 invisible	 X	 in	 the	 air	 with	 two	 diagonal
sweeps	of	the	sword.	Then	he	spun	once	more	to	face	the	crowd.	For	all	his	size
and	strength	he	was	amazingly	light	on	his	feet.	He	signalled	to	one	of	the	men
who	had	carried	him	to	the	platform	and	the	warrior	reached	to	a	nearby	market
stall	and	retrieved	a	melon.	He	tossed	it	high	into	the	air	above	the	giant.

The	sword	flashed	in	two	opposing	diagonal	cuts.	The	first	cleaved	the	melon	in
two	pieces.	The	second	sliced	through	the	larger	of	the	two	before	the	sections	of
fruit	dropped	to	the	platform	with	a	wet	thud.

Unbidden,	the	soldier	now	lobbed	another	melon	and	this	time	Hassaun	halved	it
with	a	horizontal	sweep,	followed	instantly	by	a	vertical	cut	through	one	of	the
pieces.

The	crowd	howled	its	delight.

Hassaun	responded	by	passing	the	sword,	spinning,	from	one	hand	to	the	other,



maintaining	the	rhythm	as	he	passed	it	from	right	to	left	hand	then	back	again,
holding	it	by	the	long	hilt,	close	to	the	crosspiece,	controlling	it	with	the	strength
of	his	hands	and	wrists.

He	tossed	it,	spinning,	high	into	the	air,	caught	it	as	the	hilt	came	round.	Then,
leaping	high,	he	spun	one	hundred	and	eighty	degrees	in	the	air	and	brought	the
sword	down	in	a	savage	splitting	stroke	at	the	captive	who	happened	to	be	facing
him.

By	chance,	it	was	Horace.

The	crowd	fell	 suddenly	silent	as	 the	huge	 figure	 leapt,	 spun	and	struck.	They
expected	to	see	the	foreigner	split	from	head	to	shoulders,	at	least.	But	at	the	last
moment,	with	 an	 amazing	 display	 of	 strength	 and	 control,	Hassaun	 halted	 the
downward	stroke	so	that	the	massive	blade	merely	touched	Horace's	hair.

The	crowd	yelled,	then	fell	silent	as	they	realised	that	the	young	foreigner	hadn't
moved,	 hadn't	 flinched.	 He	 hadn't	 tried	 to	 raise	 his	 bound	 hands	 in	 a	 futile
attempt	 to	 ward	 off	 the	 terrible	 blow.	 He	 had	 merely	 stood,	 rock	 steady,
watching	the	executioner	with	a	disdainful	look	on	his	face.

Horace's	 pulse	was	 racing	 and	 adrenaline	was	 surging	 into	 his	 system.	But	 he
showed	no	sign	of	 it.	He	had	somehow	realised	what	was	coming	as	 the	huge
man	had	 leapt	and	spun	before	him.	The	co-ordination	of	 the	back	stroke	with
the	turn	had	alerted	Horace.	Sensing	what	was	about	to	come,	he	had	determined
that	 he	 would	 not	 move	 a	 muscle	 when	 the	 stroke	 arrived.	 It	 took	 enormous
strength	of	will	but	he	had	managed	it.	Now	he	smiled.

Prance	and	leap	all	you	like,	my	friend,	he	thought,	I'll	show	you	what	a	knight
of	Araluen	is	made	of.

Hassaun	paused.	He	frowned	as	he	stared	at	the	smiling	young	man	before	him.
In	times	past,	that	movement	had	invariably	resulted	in	the	victim's	dropping	to
the	ground,	hands	above	his	head,	screaming	for	mercy.	This	youth	was	smiling
politely	at	him.	Incredibly,	he	held	out	his	bound	hands,	palms	uppermost.

'That	was	really	very	good,'	he	said.	'I	wonder	could	I	have	a	go?'

It	was	as	if	he	really	expected	Hassaun	to	pass	him	the	sword.	The	executioner



took	 a	 pace	 back,	 bewildered.	 He	 felt	 the	 situation	 was	 moving	 out	 of	 his
control.	Then	matters	became	worse	as	the	two	bearded	Skandian	ruffians	joined
in.

'Nice	 work,	 Horace,'	 Erak	 said,	 chuckling	 delightedly.	 Svengal	 echoed	 the
sentiment.	'Well	done,	boy!	That's	set	Horrible	Hassaun	back	on	his	haunches!'

With	 a	 scream	 of	 rage,	Hassaun	 turned	 on	 the	 two	 guffawing	 Skandians.	 The
sword	 spun	 over	 his	 head	 then	 he	 swung	 it	 in	 a	 flat,	 horizontal	 arc	 this	 time,
straight	at	Erak's	neck.	As	with	Horace,	he	halted	the	blow	only	millimetres	from
the	Skandian.	But,	like	Horace,	Erak	showed	no	sign	of	flinching.

Instead,	 he	 turned	 to	 his	 cohort	 and	 said	 in	 an	 approving	 tone,	 'Nice	 control,
Svengal.	The	man's	got	good	wrists.	 I'd	 like	 to	see	him	with	a	battleaxe	 in	his
hands.'

Svengal	frowned,	not	totally	agreeing.

'I'd	 like	 to	 see	 him	with	 a	 battleaxe	 in	 his	 head,	 chief,'	 he	 said	 and	 they	 both
guffawed	again,	totally	at	ease,	totally	unafraid.

Now	Hassaun	sensed	a	growing	 impatience	and	puzzlement	 in	 the	crowd.	The
chanting	of	his	name	had	died	down	as	they	showed	their	respect	for	the	courage
of	 these	 foreigners.	 Arrida	 was	 a	 hard	 land	 and	 violent	 death	 was	 a	 daily
occurrence.	The	Arridi	and	Tualaghi	both	admired	those	who	could	face	it	with
such	aplomb.	 It	was	vital,	Hassaun	knew,	 that	he	 regain	 the	mob's	 respect.	He
paced	along	the	line	of	captives,	looking	for	the	weak	link.

And	saw	the	girl.

She	wouldn't	be	able	to	withstand	the	threat	of	the	huge	sword,	he	reasoned.	He
could	 reduce	 her	 to	 a	weeping	 tearful	 shadow	 of	 herself	within	 seconds.	And
then,	 he	 sensed,	 the	 other	 captives	 would	 have	 to	 lose	 their	 disinterested,
nonchalant	attitude	to	him	as	they	tried	to	comfort	her.

He	let	the	rage	build	up	in	him	like	water	behind	a	dam.	The	he	released	it	with	a
lingering	 scream	of	 hate	 as	 he	 leapt	 for	 the	 girl,	 sword	 raised.	Then	 the	 blade
was	sweeping	and	cutting	across	her,	beside	her,	above	her	head,	thudding	down
into	 the	 planking	 by	 her	 feet	 so	 that	 the	 floor	 of	 the	 platform	 shook	with	 the



force	of	his	blows.	He	cut	 the	air	about	her,	 the	 sword	never	more	 than	a	 few
millimetres	from	her.	It	was	a	terrifying,	terrible	display	of	rage	and	strength.

The	girl	didn't	move.

Evanlyn	stood	stock	still,	knowing	she	must	not	move,	must	not	cringe	or	flinch
or	blink	while	the	terrifying	weapon	hissed	past,	barely	a	hair's	breadth	from	her
face	and	body.	Any	one	of	those	blows	would	cut	her	in	half,	she	realised.	Yet
she	forced	herself	to	show	no	fear.	Her	heart	thudded	and	her	pulse	raced	with	it
but	she	hid	it	deep	inside	her.	She	wondered	vaguely	how	Horace	had	stood	up
to	such	an	ordeal	without	fear	and	then	it	dawned	on	her.	He	hadn't.	But	he	had
controlled	the	fear	because	that	was	his	way	of	having	revenge	on	the	posturing,
leaping,	stupid	man	now	in	front	of	her.

And	she	determined	she	would	have	the	same	revenge.	Logic	told	her	that	 this
display	of	Hassaun's	was	all	 for	 show.	They	had	stated	 several	 times	 that	Halt
would	be	 the	 first	 to	die.	Therefore	all	 this	 slashing	and	cutting	was	simply	 to
frighten	her.	At	 the	same	 time,	she	realised,	 the	slightest	mistake	on	Hassaun's
part	would	be	fatal.	If	rage	or	frustration	threw	him	off	balance	so	that	he	missed
a	stroke	by	as	little	as	half	a	centimetre,	she	would	be	dead.

But	 she	 stood,	 eyes	 open	 but	 deliberately	 unfocused	 as	 the	 razor-sharp	 blade,
nearly	a	metre	and	a	half	 long,	hissed	and	whooshed	around	her	face	and	neck
and	body.

And	 finally,	 it	was	Hassaun	who	was	defeated.	He	stepped	back,	 lowering	 the
sword.	His	body	gleamed	with	perspiration.	His	eyes	above	the	mask	showed	his
utter	bewilderment.	And	the	crowd	was	silent.

Then	one	voice,	from	somewhere	in	the	middle,	called	out.

'Release	her!'

And	another	joined	in,	and	another.	Until	a	growing	section	of	the	crowd	were
echoing	 the	 sentiment.	Mostly	 they	were	Arridi.	But	Yusal's	 eyes	narrowed	 in
rage	 as	 he	 saw	 several	 of	 his	 own	 men	 raising	 their	 hands	 and	 calling	 for
Evanlyn's	release.

Furious,	he	stepped	forward,	drawing	his	own	sword	to	emphasise	his	words.



'That's	enough!'	he	shouted.	'Enough!'

The	cries	for	Evanlyn's	release	died	away	as	Yusal's	bleak	eyes	swept	the	crowd.
Behind	 him,	 Halt	 realised	 that	 this	 was	 a	 moment	 of	 maximum	 danger	 for
Evanlyn.

Yusal	might	well	 choose	 to	make	 a	 swift	 end	of	 her	 here	 and	now	 to	 still	 the
chance	 of	 any	 further	 protest	 on	 her	 behalf.	 He	would	 have	 to	 take	 the	 focus
away	from	her	and	concentrate	Yusal's	anger	on	himself.	Forcing	a	tone	of	utter
boredom	 and	 disdain	 into	 his	 voice,	 he	 stepped	 forward,	 calling	 loudly	 to	 the
Tualaghi	leader:

'Yusal,	this	is	getting	very	boring.	Can	we	get	on	with	it,	please?'

Yusal	rounded	on	him,	Evanlyn	forgotten.	This	was	the	man	his	soldiers	hated,
he	knew.	This	was	 the	way	 to	 recover	 control	 of	 the	 situation.	Nobody	would
call	 for	Halt's	 release.	He	pointed	his	 sword	now	at	 the	grey-bearded,	 shaggy-
haired	figure.

'Kill	him!'	he	ordered	Hassaun.	'Kill	him	now!'

Two	of	his	men	dragged	Halt	to	the	edge	of	the	platform	while	a	third	brought
the	 execution	 block	 forward.	 This	 was	 a	 tapered	 timber	 block	 about	 a	 metre
high,	designed	so	that	a	kneeling	victim	could	be	forced	to	lean	their	upper	body
against	the	tapered,	sloping	edge,	thus	providing	resistance	to	the	blow	from	the
executioner's	sword.	He	placed	it	in	position	while	Halt	was	forced	to	his	knees
by	the	other	two.	They	shoved	him	hard	up	against	the	block,	looping	his	bound
arms	over	 it	 to	hold	him	 in	position.	Halt	glanced	round,	saw	Gilan's	horrified
expression.	He	smiled	grimly.

'Will's	taking	his	time,'	he	said.	'I'll	give	him	a	piece	of	my	mind	over	this.'

'Silence!'	 screamed	 Yusal,	 his	 voice	 breaking	 into	 a	 higher	 pitch	 with	 the
vehemence	of	his	cry.	'Force	him	round!'	he	added	in	a	more	controlled	voice	to
one	of	his	men.	The	Tualaghi	grabbed	Halt's	head	in	both	his	hands	and	turned	it
so	that	he	was	facing	forward.

Halt	 found	himself	 scanning	 the	 faces	before	him	—	faces	 in	 the	crowd.	They



were	silent	now	and	unmoving.	But	there	was	no	pity	evident	 there	—	just	 the
morbid	fascination	of	those	looking	into	the	eyes	of	a	man	who	is	about	to	die.
Then	he	stopped	at	one	face	that	seemed	vaguely	familiar.	The	man	met	his	gaze
and	 nodded	 slowly.	 Halt	 racked	 his	 brain	 and	 realised	 he	 had	 seen	 the	 man
before	—	he	had	been	one	of	the	Arridi	troopers	turned	loose	by	Yusal	to	die	in
the	desert.	He	was	sure	of	it!

There	was	 a	 vast	 collective	 sigh	 from	 the	 crowd	 as	Hassaun	 stepped	 forward,
advanced	his	right	foot	and	took	the	huge	sword	up	and	back,	high	over	his	right
shoulder.

There	was	a	pause.	Then	Halt	heard	a	hiss	as	something	passed	through	the	air	at
great	speed.	It	was	vaguely	familiar,	he	thought.	In	a	strangely	detached	way,	he
decided	it	must	be	the	sound	of	the	sword	flashing	down	to	end	his	life.

He'd	often	wondered	how	it	would	happen	and	what	 it	would	 feel	 like.	 In	 less
than	a	second,	he	thought,	he'd	know.



Chapter	45

Suspicion	 turned	 to	 certainty	 in	 the	 eyes	 of	 Talish,	 the	 Tualaghi	 thief,	 as	 he
glanced	up	and	saw	Will	hanging	from	the	watchtower	framework,	his	longbow
and	quiver	slung	over	one	shoulder.

The	Tualaghi	didn't	recognise	the	young	man	but	he	recognised	the	weapons.	He
had	seen	bows	like	that	before,	when	he	and	his	friends	had	charged	the	Arridi
camp	site.

'He's	one	of	the	foreigners!'	he	yelled,	drawing	his	sword.	'Get	him!'

His	two	henchmen	moved	forward	with	him,	their	own	swords	ringing	clear	of
their	 scabbards.	 Aloom	 stepped	 clear	 of	 the	 wall,	 discarding	 his	 cloak	 and
drawing	his	own	weapon	to	bar	their	way.

'Keep	going,	Will!'	he	called.	'I'll	take	care	of	them!'

But	there	were	three	of	them,	all	seasoned	fighters,	and	they	crowded	upon	him,
swords	 flashing,	 rising	 and	 failing	 as	 they	 attacked.	 Aloom	 gave	 ground
stubbornly	before	them	but	he	was	fighting	a	losing	battle.	He	set	his	back	to	the
stones	of	 the	wall	and	desperately	parried	 the	storm	of	blows	 that	 rained	upon
him.	 Inevitably,	 one	 of	 the	 swords	 broke	 through	 his	 defence	 and	 he	was	 cut
badly	on	the	upper	part	of	his	sword	arm.	Then	another	stroke	slashed	across	his
thigh	and	he	stumbled,	recovering	just	in	time	to	avoid	a	horizontal	slash	at	his
throat.

Hanging	awkwardly	above	him,	there	was	no	way	Will	could	unsling	his	bow	in
time	to	help.	Even	if	he	could	have	done	so,	he	couldn't	have	shot,	hanging	by
his	 arms.	 Yet	 he	 could	 see	 his	 friend	 would	 be	 dead	 within	 a	 few	 seconds.
Aloom's	parries	were	growing	clumsy	and	awkward	now	and	he	was	cut	again,
this	time	across	the	forehead	so	that	blood	ran	into	his	eyes,	half	blinding	him.

From	the	square,	Will	heard	the	crowd's	chanting	grow	louder	and	louder,	faster
and	faster.



Hassaun!	Hassaun!	Hassaun!	Hassaun!

The	cry	came	from	hundreds	of	throats	and	rolled	across	the	town	like	thunder,
waking	echoes	in	the	gullies	and	mountains	around	them.

Will	 hesitated	 for	 a	 second.	 Aloom	 would	 die	 if	 he	 didn't	 help	 him.	 But	 the
chanting	 of	 the	 crowd	 told	 him	 that	 events	 in	 the	 square	 were	 building	 to	 a
climax.	Halt	needed	him	...

But	Aloom	was	here	and	now,	and	fighting	desperately	to	save	him.	There	was
no	 question	 about	what	 he	 should	 do.	Measuring	 the	 distance,	 he	 released	 his
grip	and	let	himself	drop	to	the	uneven	battle	below	him.

He	landed	feet	first	on	the	shoulders	of	the	Tualaghi	leader.	The	man	gave	a	cry
of	 shock	and	pain	and	crumpled	beneath	 the	 force	of	Will's	body	dropping	on
him	from	four	metres	above.	Will	heard	the	snap	of	bones	breaking	somewhere,
then	a	sickening	thud	as	the	bandit's	head	slammed	into	the	hard,	rocky	ground.
Will	rolled	forward	to	cushion	the	shock	of	landing,	although	the	greater	part	of
the	force	of	his	fall	had	been	broken	by	the	Tualaghi's	body.

He	 leapt	 to	 his	 feet	 as	 the	 other	 two	 bandits	 turned	 on	 him.	 Shocked	 by	 his
unexpected	action,	 they	hesitated	a	 second	—	and	 that	was	a	 second	 too	 long.
Will	 stepped	 into	 them,	 closing	 the	distance	between	him	and	 them	so	 that	he
was	inside	the	reach	of	the	nearest	man's	sword.

Always	move	forward	if	you	have	the	option.

Halt	 had	 drummed	 the	 lesson	 into	 his	 brain	 hundreds	 of	 times.	A	 man	 going
forward	has	 the	momentum	to	control	a	battle.	Now	Will	acted	spontaneously,
stepping	 forward.	 The	 saxe	 knife	 hissed	 out	 of	 its	 scabbard	 as	 he	 drew	 and
lunged	 in	 one	 smooth,	 continuous	 movement,	 taking	 the	 closest	 man	 in	 the
centre	of	the	body.

The	Tualaghi	gave	a	short	cry,	half	surprise,	half	pain,	and	sank	back	against	the
wall,	his	sword	dropping	from	his	hand	and	clanging	against	the	stones.

From	the	square,	Will	heard	a	deafening	cheer,	then	the	ringing	cry	came	again
as	 the	 crowd	 chanted	 Hassaun's	 name.	 Then	 there	 was	 a	 sudden	 silence.	 He



didn't	 like	 the	 sound	 of	 that.	 Time	 was	 getting	 short	 and	 there	 was	 still	 one
Tualaghi	to	take	care	of.

As	Will	had	dropped	from	the	tower	onto	the	shoulder	of	the	first	bandit,	Aloom
had	 sunk	 gratefully	 back	 against	 the	wall,	 trying	 to	 staunch	 the	 flow	of	 blood
from	multiple	 sword	 cuts	 to	 his	 arm,	 leg	 and	 body.	He	watched	 as	 the	 young
Ranger	took	care	of	two	of	his	opponents	in	a	matter	of	seconds,	saw	the	third
Tualaghi	was	within	reach	now	and	tried	to	lend	a	hand.

Coming	 to	 his	 knees,	 he	 slashed	 at	 the	 bandit,	 but	 his	 stroke	 was	 weak	 and
poorly	co-ordinated.	The	Tualaghi	saw	it	coming	and	parried	 it	easily,	sending
Aloom's	sword	spinning	away	out	of	his	grip.	Then	he	raised	his	own	sword	to
finish	off	the	Arridi.	He	was	an	experienced	fighter	and	he	judged	he	had	time
for	one	quick	killing	stroke	before	he	must	turn	and	face	the	foreigner.

Will	threw	the	saxe	underhand,	following	through	to	the	target	automatically,	in
a	movement	that	had	been	drilled	into	him,	over	and	over	again,	in	the	past	five
years.

The	Tualaghi,	 arm	 raised	 for	 the	 killing	 stroke,	was	 totally	 defenceless	 as	 the
saxe	knife	flashed	across	the	distance	separating	him	from	Will.	He	felt	a	heavy
impact	in	his	side,	an	impact	that	staggered	him.

Then	a	huge	pain	flamed	up	around	the	point	of	impact	and	he	wondered	what	it
...

Then	nothing.

Will	 started	 towards	 Aloom.	 Then	 he	 stopped.	 From	 the	 square,	 voices	 were
calling	again.	 Initially,	 they	were	single	voices	but	 then	more	and	more	 joined
together.	He	frowned,	managing	to	make	out	the	words.

Release	her!	Release	her!

He	 realised	 it	must	 be	 about	 Evanlyn	 and	 for	 a	moment	 felt	 a	 surge	 of	 hope.
They	 were	 going	 to	 release	 his	 friends.	 Then	 Yusal's	 hard,	 uncompromising
tones	cut	across	the	voices	of	the	crowd.

That's	enough!	Enough!'



The	crowd	fell	silent.	Aloom,	face	screwed	up	in	pain,	gestured	weakly	for	Will
to	climb	back	up	to	the	watchtower.

'Go!	Go!	Hurry!	There's	no	time!'

He	coughed	and	scarlet	blood	stained	the	front	of	his	robe.	But	he	continued	to
point	to	the	watchtower	and	Will	realised	he	was	right.	He	could	tend	to	Aloom
later	but	now,	he	had	to	rescue	his	friends	and	signal	Umar	to	bring	the	rest	of
his	men	to	the	attack.

Heedless	 of	 the	 rotting	 wood	 that	 groaned	 and	 splintered	 beneath	 his
movements,	he	 scrambled	up	 the	 tower.	Whereas	before	he	had	moved	 slowly
and	carefully,	this	time	he	moved	at	lightning	speed,	reasoning	that	the	less	time
he	put	his	weight	on	a	hand	or	a	foothold,	the	less	chance	there	would	be	that	it
might	collapse	beneath	him.	Several	beams,	in	fact,	splintered	and	shattered	after
he	 had	 stepped	 clear	 of	 them	 and	 on	 to	 the	 next.	 The	 pieces	 clattered	 to	 the
ground	below.

'Kill	him	now!'	He	heard	Yusal's	shouted	order	and	he	knew,	somehow,	that	he
was	talking	about	Halt.

Then	he	was	on	the	relatively	solid	footing	of	the	tower	platform.	He	shrugged
the	bow	off	his	shoulder	into	his	left	hand.	His	right	hand	automatically	sought
an	 arrow	 from	 the	quiver,	 had	 it	 nocked	on	 the	bowstring	before	he	was	 even
aware	of	performing	the	action.

From	his	vantage	point	he	 could	 see	 across	 the	 low,	 flat-roofed	houses	of	 this
section	of	the	town	to	the	square.	Beyond	the	milling	heads	of	several	hundred
spectators,	 Halt	 was	 being	 dragged	 forward	 and	 forced	 to	 kneel	 beside	 the
executioner's	block.	His	companions	stood	in	a	line	behind	him.	Yusal	stood	to
one	side,	a	grim	figure	with	his	dark	robes	and	veiled	face.	On	the	other	side	was
a	monster.	A	giant	Tualaghi,	bare	 to	 the	waist,	head	and	face	covered.	Hugely
muscled,	gleaming	with	oil,	holding	an	immense	sword	in	two	hands.

The	executioner.	Hassaun,	Will	realised.

He	saw	Halt	kneel,	then	turn	and	say	something	to	Gilan,	saw	Yusal	gesture	and
two	men	step	forward	to	twist	Halt's	face	back	to	face	the	front.



The	executioner	stepped	forward.	The	sword	began	to	go	up	over	his	head.

Will	drew	the	arrow	back	until	the	tip	of	his	right	forefinger	touched	the	corner
of	his	mouth.	His	mind	and	senses	analysed	the	shooting	situation	in	fractions	of
a	second.	Range?	A	little	over	a	hundred	and	twenty	metres.	The	arrow	tip	raised
slightly	in	his	sighting	picture.	Wind?	Nothing	to	worry	about.

The	executioner	was	almost	at	full	stretch	now,	measuring	his	stroke	before	the
sword	started	down.	Will	knew	this	shot	had	to	be	right.	There	would	be	no	time
for	a	second	attempt.	He	shrugged	away	the	confidence-sapping	uncertainty	that
followed	the	thought.

Worry	that	you	might	miss	a	shot	and	you	almost	certainly	will,	Halt	had	taught
him.

He	 heard	 the	 long	 sigh	 of	 expectation	 from	 the	 crowd,	 emptied	 his	 mind	 of
worry	 and	 uncertainty	 and	 allowed	 the	 bow	 string	 to	 slide	 free	 of	 his	 fingers,
almost	of	its	own	volition,	sending	the	arrow	on	its	way.



Chapter	46

Gilan	 watched	 helplessly	 as	 the	 massive	 sword	 rose	 higher	 and	 higher	 in
Hassaun's	two-handed	grip.	The	young	Ranger's	face	was	twisted	in	a	grimace	of
impotent	 horror.	 He	 watched	 his	 friend	 and	 teacher	 about	 to	 die,	 torn	 by	 a
combination	 of	 grief	 and	 the	 thought	 that	 he	 was	 unable	 to	 do	 anything	 to
prevent	it.	He	tried	to	cry	out	Halt's	name	but	the	word	choked	in	his	throat	and
he	felt	tears	running	freely	down	his	cheeks.

The	 sword	 rose	 higher	 still.	 Any	 moment,	 he	 knew,	 it	 would	 begin	 its
downward,	cleaving	path.

But	then,	Inexplicably,	it	continued	to	rise,	going	past	the	vertical,	past	the	point
where	the	executioner	should	have	begun	his	killing	stroke.

There	was	a	sudden	chorus	of	surprise	from	several	points	 in	 the	crowd.	Gilan
frowned.	What	was	Hassaun	doing?

The	sword	continued	up	and	over	as	the	executioner,	arms	fully	extended	above
his	head,	slowly	toppled	backwards,	to	fall	with	a	plank-shuddering	crash	on	his
back.	Only	then	did	those	on	the	platform	see	what	had	been	visible	to	the	crowd
in	the	square:	the	grey-shafted	arrow	buried	deep	in	the	executioner's	chest.	The
huge	sword	fell	free	as	Hassaun	hit	the	planks,	stone	dead.

'It's	Will!'	Gilan	 yelled,	 scanning	 the	 crowd	 feverishly	 to	 see	where	 his	 friend
was	concealed.

Kneeling	by	the	block,	Halt	 lowered	his	head,	closed	his	eyes	and	whispered	a
prayer	of	thanks.

Around	them,	pandemonium	erupted.	Yusal	watched,	amazed,	as	his	executioner
fell	dead	before	him.	Then	he	saw	 the	arrow	and	knew	instinctively	where	 the
next	shot	would	be	aimed.	Sword	still	in	hand,	he	hesitated	a	second,	tempted	to
finish	off	the	kneeling	figure.	But	he	knew	he	had	no	time.	He	turned	to	his	right
to	escape.



The	second	arrow	was	already	on	its	way	before	the	first	struck	Hassaun	down.
The	moment	he	released	the	first	shot,	Will	knew,	with	the	instincts	of	a	master
marksman,	that	it	was	good.	In	less	time	than	it	takes	to	say	it,	he	nocked,	drew,
sighted	on	the	black-robed	figure	of	Yusal	and	released.

It	was	the	turn	to	the	right	that	saved	Yusal's	life.	The	arrow	had	been	aimed	at
his	heart.	 Instead,	 it	 took	him	 in	 the	muscle	of	his	upper	 left	arm	as	he	 turned
away.	He	screamed	 in	pain	and	 fury,	dropping	his	 sword	as	he	clutched	at	 the
wound	 with	 his	 right	 hand.	 Stumbling,	 he	 lurched	 towards	 the	 rear	 of	 the
platform	to	escape,	doubled	over	in	pain,	holding	his	bleeding	left	arm.

Will,	high	on	his	vantage	point,	saw	the	movement	and	realised	he	had	missed.
But	he	had	other	priorities	for	the	moment.	Yusal	was	out	of	the	picture	but	there
were	 still	 armed	 Tualaghi	 all	 over	 the	 platform,	 threatening	 his	 friends.	 His
hands	moved	 in	a	blur	of	action	as	he	nocked,	drew,	shot,	nocked,	drew,	shot,
until	 half	 a	 dozen	 arrows	 were	 arcing	 over	 the	 square,	 and	 the	 guards	 began
dropping	with	shrieks	of	agony	and	terror.

Four	of	them	went	down,	dead	or	wounded,	before	the	others	regained	their	wits.
Faced	 with	 the	 prospect	 of	 staying	 on	 the	 platform,	 exposed	 to	 the	 deadly
shooting	of	 the	unseen	archer,	 they	chose	 to	escape,	 leaping	from	the	platform
into	the	square	below.

Already,	 a	 series	 of	 individual	 battles	 had	 begun	 as	 the	 infiltrating	 pairs	 of
Bedullin	 and	 Arridi	 troopers	 threw	 off	 their	 cloaks,	 drew	 their	 weapons	 and
struck	 out	 at	 the	 nearest	 Tualaghi	 warriors.	 The	 square	 was	 soon	 a	 seething,
struggling	mass	of	clashing	warriors.	The	 townspeople	of	Maashava	attempted
to	 escape	 from	 the	 killing	 ground,	 but	 many	 of	 them	 were	 wounded	 as	 the
Tualaghi,	fighting	for	their	lives,	not	knowing	where	the	sudden	attack	had	come
from,	simply	struck	out	blindly	around	them.

On	 the	 platform,	 a	 few	 guards	 remained.	 But	 not	 for	 long.	 Erak	 and	 Svengal
combined	 to	 pick	 one	 bodily	 off	 the	 ground	 and	 heaved	 him	 into	 three	 of	 his
comrades.	The	four	bodies	crashed	over	and	rolled	off	the	edge	of	the	platform
into	the	struggling	mob	below.	Gilan,	meanwhile,	had	seized	Yusal's	fallen	sabre
and	was	cutting	through	Evanlyn's	bonds	with	its	razor-sharp	edge.

Horace,	 taking	 in	what	had	happened,	 reacted	with	all	 the	speed	of	 the	 trained



warrior	he	was.	He	dashed	forward	to	where	Halt	was	struggling	his	way	clear	of
the	 block,	 raising	 himself	 to	 his	 feet	 and	 slipping	 his	 bound	 arms	 up	 over	 the
block.	Horace	 helped	 him	 untangle	 himself,	 then	 turned	 him	 towards	Gilan,	 a
few	metres	away,	now	releasing	Erak	and	Svengal	from	their	bonds.

'Gilan'll	 cut	 the	 ropes,'	 he	 said,	 giving	 the	Ranger	 a	 shove	 to	 send	 him	on	 his
way.	Then	 the	young	knight	 scanned	 the	 square	 and	 the	 space	beyond	 it	 for	 a
sight	 of	 his	 friend.	 He	 saw	 a	 figure	 high	 on	 a	 watchtower	 on	 the	 wall.	 The
clothes	were	unfamiliar	but	the	longbow	in	his	hand	was	unmistakable.	Taking	a
deep	breath,	Horace	yelled	one	word.

'Will!'

His	voice	was	trained	to	carry	over	the	din	of	a	battlefield.	Will	heard	it	clearly.
Horace	saw	him	wave	briefly.	Horace	held	both	his	bound	hands	in	the	air	above
his	head	for	a	few	seconds,	looking	up	at	them.	Then	he	bent	forward	and	placed
them	on	the	far	side	of	the	execution	block,	pulling	them	as	far	apart	as	he	could
to	expose	the	ropes	that	held	his	wrists	together.	He	turned	his	face	away,	closed
his	eyes	and	prayed	that	his	friend	had	got	the	message.

Hissssss-Slam!

He	felt	the	bonds	part	a	little,	opened	his	eyes	and	saw	the	arrow	quivering	in	the
wood	 of	 the	 execution	 block.	 Will,	 had	 cut	 one	 of	 the	 three	 strands	 holding
Horace	captive.	The	other	two	were	still	intact.

'You're	slipping,'	Horace	muttered	to	himself.	But	the	answer	to	the	problem	lay
in	 the	 form	 of	 the	 razor-sharp	 broadhead	 on	 the	 arrow.	 It	 took	 only	 a	 few
seconds	 for	 Horace	 to	 cut	 the	 remaining	 ropes	 with	 the	 keen	 edge	 of	 the
warhead,	leaving	his	hands	free.

In	 the	 square	 below	 them,	 a	 small	 group	 of	 half	 a	 dozen	 Tualaghi	 had
reorganised	and	were	heading	in	a	fighting-wedge	towards	the	stairs	leading	up
to	 the	 platform.	 Horace	 grinned	 mirthlessly	 to	 himself,	 reached	 down	 and
retrieved	 the	 massive	 two-handed	 executioner's	 sword,	 testing	 its	 weight	 and
balance	with	a	few	experimental	swings.

'Not	bad,'	he	said.



As	the	first	two	Tualaghi	mounted	the	stairs	to	the	platform,	they	were	met	by	a
sight	 from	 their	 worst	 nightmare.	 The	 tall	 young	 foreigner	 charged	 them,	 the
huge	sword	whirling,	humming	a	deep-throated	death	song.	The	leading	warrior
managed	 to	 catch	 the	blow	on	his	 shield.	The	massive	blade	 smashed	 into	 the
small	 circle	 of	 metal	 and	 wood,	 folding	 it	 double	 on	 his	 arm.	 The	 stunning
impact	of	 the	blow	sent	him	 tumbling.	back	down	 the	 stairs,	 to	crash	 into	 two
men	following	him.

The	 second	 man,	 slightly	 to	 his	 right,	 drew	 back	 his	 own	 sword	 to	 strike	 at
Horace.	 But	 Horace's	 return	 blow	 was	 already	 on	 its	 way	 and	 it	 caught	 the
Tualaghi's	 blade	 a	 few	 centimetres	 from	 the	 hilt	 of	 the	 sword,	 shearing	 it	 off.
This	nomad	was	made	of	sterner	stuff	than	his	comrades.	Barely	pausing	to	react
to	the	massive	damage	done	to	his	weapon,	he	dropped	it	and	charged	forward,
ducking	under	the	sweeping	flight	of	the	two-handed	sword	as	Horace	brought	it
back.	As	he	came,	he	drew	his	belt	dagger	and	slashed	upwards	in	a	backhanded
stroke,	catching	Horace	high	on	the	shoulder.

A	thin	red	line	formed	immediately,	then	blurred	as	blood	began	to	well	out	of
the	 cut.	 Horace	 barely	 felt	 the	 touch	 of	 the	 blade	 but	 he	 felt	 the	 hot	 blood
coursing	down	his	arm	and	knew	he'd	been	wounded.	How	bad	the	wound	might
be	he	had	no	 idea,	and	 in	any	event,	 there	was	no	 time	 to	worry	about	 it	now,
with	the	Tualaghi	inside	the	arc	of	his	giant	sword.

But	there	was	more	to	the	sword	than	its	long	blade	and	Horace	simply	brought
the	massive	brass-pommelled	hilt	back	in	a	short,	savage	stroke,	thudding	it	into
the	man's	head.	The	kheffiyeh	absorbed	some	of	the	blow,	but	not	enough.	The
man's	eyes	rolled	back	into	his	head	and	as	Horace	put	his	shoulder	into	him,	he
sailed	back	off	the	platform,	landing	on	the	struggling	heap	that	had	fallen	at	the
bottom	of	the	steps.

Horace	stood	at	 the	 top	of	 the	steps,	 feet	wide	apart,	 the	sword	sweeping	back
and	forth	in	short,	menacing	arcs.	Having	seen	the	fate	of	the	last	group	of	men
who	tried	to	mount	the	steps,	none	of	the	other	Tualaghi	were	anxious	to	try	their
luck.

Halt	and	Selethen	stood	towards	the	rear	of	the	platform.	Gradually,	the	square
was	emptying	as	the	Maashavites	found	their	way	into	the	alleyways	and	streets
that	led	from	it.	The	struggling,	fighting	groups	of	Arridi,	Bedullin	and	Tualaghi
were	 rapidly	 becoming	 the	 only	 ones	 left	 in	 the	 square.	 And	 the	 Tualaghi's



numerical	superiority	was	becoming	obvious.

'Nice	of	the	townspeople	to	lend	a	hand,'	Halt	muttered.	He	and	the	Wakir	had
both	armed	 themselves	with	 swords	dropped	by	 the	 fallen	guards.	Gilan	had	a
sword	as	well	and	the	two	Skandians	were	brandishing	spears	—	also	the	former
property	of	 their	guards.	Evanlyn	was	fumbling	with	 the	broad	leather	belt	she
had	 been	 wearing,	 unlacing	 a	 length	 of	 leather	 thong	 that	 had	 formed	 a
decorative	 criss-cross	 pattern	 on	 the	 belt.	 Halt	 glanced	 at	 her	 curiously,
wondering	what	she	was	up	to.

Then	Selethen	replied	to	his	comment	and	his	attention	was	distracted	from	the
girl.

'They're	 used	 to	 submitting,	 not	 fighting.	 They	 think	 only	 of	 themselves,'	 the
Wakir	said.	He	had	expected	no	more	of	the	people	of	Maashava.	He	had	heard
how	some	of	them	had	even	cheered	his	upcoming	execution.

Gradually,	 in	response	to	a	pre-arranged	plan,	 the	Arridi	and	Bedullin	warriors
were	 falling	back	 to	 form	a	perimeter	 around	 the	 execution	platform.	Selethen
glanced	around	the	square,	a	worried	frown	on	his	face.

'There	can't	be	more	than	fifty	of	them,'	he	said.	'Where	did	they	come	from?'

'Will	 brought	 them,'	 Halt	 answered.	 He	 gestured	 to	 the	 semi-collapsed
watchtower,	where	he	had	finally	caught	sight	of	a	small	figure	perched	among
the	 crossbeams,	 a	 longbow	 ready	 in	 his	 hands.	Halt	waved	 now	 and	 his	 heart
lifted	 as	 the	 figure	 returned	his	 salute.	With	 no	 immediate	 targets	 to	 seek	out,
Will	was	conserving	his	arrows,	hoping	for	another	sight	of	Yusal.

'Will?'	Selethen	said,	his	 face	puzzled.	 'Your	apprentice?	Where	would	he	find
men	to	rescue	us?'

Halt	smiled.	'He	has	his	ways.'

Selethen	frowned.	'A	pity	he	didn't	find	a	way	to	bring	more	then.'

'Do	 you	 think	 we	 should	 go	 down	 and	 lend	 a	 hand?'	 Halt	 gestured	 to	 the
stubborn	 line	of	 fighters,	 forming	a	perimeter	around	 the	base	of	 the	platform.
Selethen	 looked	at	him,	cut	his	sword	back	and	forth	experimentally	 to	 test	 its



balance,	and	nodded.

'I	think	it's	time	we	did,'	he	said.

***

Hassan	grabbed	Umar's	 shoulder	 and	pointed	 to	 the	 left	 of	 the	 tower	 they	had
been	watching.

'There!'	he	said.	'He's	on	that	tower!'

They	 had	 heard	 the	 sudden	 silence	 from	 the	 town	 that	 greeted	 the	 death	 of
Hassaun	—	although	they	had	no	way	of	knowing	the	reason	for	 it.	Then	 they
had	heard	the	clash	of	weapons	and	the	screaming	of	the	crowd.	Obviously,	the
battle	had	started,	but	there	was	still	no	sign	of	the	foreigner	on	the	watchtower.
And	 there	had	been	no	signal	 from	Aloom's	bugler.	As	 luck	would	have	 it,	he
had	been	struck	down,	almost	by	accident,	in	the	opening	seconds	of	the	battle.
As	most	soldiers	learn	sooner	or	later,	if	something	can	go	wrong,	it	will.

Then	Hassan	had	noticed	movement	on	 the	adjoining	 tower	as	Will	opened	up
with	his	high-speed	barrage	of	arrows	and	had	drawn	Umar's	attention	to	it.

'He's	on	the	wrong	one!'	the	Aseikh	complained.	Hassan	shook	his	head.

'So	what?	He's	on	a	tower.	What	are	we	waiting	for?'	Umar	grunted	and	drew	his
sword.	He	turned	to	the	men	crouched	behind	him	in	the	gully.

'Come	on!'	he	shouted,	and	led	them,	yelling	their	war	cries,	out	onto	the	dusty
track	that	led	to	Maashava.

***

Gilan	 moved	 into	 the	 thin	 rank	 of	 defenders	 ringed	 around	 the	 platform	 and
began	wielding	the	unfamiliar	curved	sword	as	if	he	had	been	using	one	all	his
life.	 The	 speed	 and	 power	 of	 his	 slashing	 attacks	 cut	 through	 the	 Tualaghis'
defences	 like	 a	 knife	 through	 butter.	 Men	 fell	 before	 him,	 or	 reeled	 away,
clutching	 wounds	 in	 pain,	 sinking	 slowly	 to	 the	 ground.	 But,	 in	 spite	 of	 the
confusion	around	him,	Gilan	was	searching	the	veiled	faces	for	one	in	particular
—	 the	 man	 who	 had	 taken	 such	 pleasure	 in	 beating	 him	 on	 the	 road	 to



Maashava.

Now	he	 saw	him.	And	he	 saw	 recognition	 in	 the	man's	 eyes	 as	 he	 shoved	his
way	 through	 the	 press	 of	 fighting	 men	 to	 confront	 the	 young	 Ranger.	 Gilan
smiled	at	him	but	it	was	a	smile	totally	devoid	of	any	warmth	or	humour.

'I	was	hoping	we'd	run	into	each	other,'	he	said.	The	Tualaghi	said	nothing.	He
glared	at	Gilan	above	the	blue	veil.	Already	imbued	with	a	deep	hatred	of	these
foreign.	 bowmen,	 he	 had	 seen	 another	 half	 dozen	 of	 his	 comrades	 fall	 before
their	arrows	this	morning.	Now	he	wanted	revenge.	But	before	he	could	move,
Gilan	spoke	again.

'I	 think	 it's	 time	we	saw	all	of	your	ugly	 face,	don't	you?'	he	 said.	The	curved
sword	in	his	hand	flicked	almost	negligently	up	and	across,	with	the	speed	of	a
striking	snake.

It	slashed	the	blue	veil	at	the	side,	where	it	was	attached	to	the	kheffiyeh,	cutting
through	it	and	letting	the	blue	cloth	fall,	so	that	it	hung	by	one	side.

There	was	nothing	extraordinary	about	the	face	that	was	revealed	—	except	for
the	fact	that	the	lower	half,	usually	covered	by	the	veil,	was	a	few	shades	lighter
in	tone	than	the	browned,	wind-	and	sun-burnt	upper	half.	But	the	eyes,	already
filled	with	 hate	 for	Gilan	 and	 his	 kind,	 now	 blazed	with	 rage	 as	 the	Tualaghi
leapt	forward,	sword	going	up	for	a	killing	stroke.

It	clanged	against	Gilan's	parry,	and	the	Tualaghi	drew	back	for	another	attack,
attempting	a	hand	strike	this	time.	But	Gilan	caught	the	other	man's	blade	on	the
crosspiece	of	his	own	weapon,	then,	with	a	powerful	twisting	flick	of	the	wrist,
turned	 the	 other	man's	 sword	 aside	 and	went	 into	 a	 blindingly	 fast	 attack.	He
struck	repeatedly	at	the	other	man,	the	strikes	seeming	to	come	from	all	angles	at
virtually	 the	 same	 time.	 The	 sword	 in	 his	 hand	 blurred	 with	 the	 speed	 of	 his
backhands,	forehands,	overheads	and	side	cuts.

The	Tualaghi	was	an	experienced	fighter.	But	he	was	up	against	a	swordmaster.
Gilan	drove	him	back,	the	defenders	on	either	side	of	him	advancing	with	him	to
protect	 his	 flanks.	 The	 Tualaghi's	 breath	 was	 coming	 in	 ragged	 gasps.	 Gilan
could	 see	 the	 perspiration	 on	 his	 face	 as	 he	 tried	 to	 avoid	 that	 sweeping,
glittering	blade.	Then	his	guard	dropped	for	a	moment	and	Gilan,	stretching	and
stamping	with	his	right	foot,	drove	forward	in	a	classic	lunge,	the	curved	sword



upturned	 by	 his	 reversed	 wrist,	 and	 sank	 the	 point	 deep	 into	 the	 Tualaghi's
shoulder.

Gilan	withdrew	his	blade	as	the	sword	dropped	from	the	other	man's	hand.	Blood
was	beginning	to	well	out	of	the	wound,	soaking	the	black	robes.	Gilan	lowered
the	point	of	his	sword.	As	if	by	some	unspoken	agreement,	the	fighting	around
them	stopped	for	a	moment	as	the	other	combatants	watched.

'You	 can	 yield	 if	 you	 choose,'	 he	 said	 calmly.	The	Tualaghi	 nodded	 once,	 his
eyes	still	burning	with	hate.

'I	 yield,'	 he	 said,	 his	 voice	 barely	 above	 a	whisper.	Gilan	 nodded.	He	 stepped
back	and	his	foot	twisted	as	he	stepped	on	the	arm	of	a	Bedullin	warrior	who	had
fallen	 earlier	 in	 the	 battle.	 He	 glanced	 down.	 His	 eyes	were	 distracted	 for	 no
more	 than	a	 fraction	of	a	second,	but	 it	was	enough	for	 the	defeated	Tualaghi.
Left-handed,	he	drew	a	curved	knife	from	his	belt	and	leapt	forward	at	the	young
Ranger.

There	was	a	massive	whistling	sound,	then	a	great	whump!

The	Tualaghi	stopped	in	mid-leap,	seeming	to	fold	double	over	 the	huge	blade
Horace	had	 swung	 in	 a	 horizontal	 sweep.	Horace	withdrew	 the	 sword	 and	 the
warrior	 crumpled	 to	 the	 stony	 ground	 of	 the	 square,	 with	 no	more	 rigidity	 or
resistance	than	his	blood-soaked	robes	themselves.

'Never	take	your	eyes	off	 them,'	Horace	said	to	Gilan,	 in	an	admonishing	tone.
'Didn't	MacNeil	ever	tell	you	that?'

Gilan	nodded	his	thanks.	The	lull	in	the	fighting	that	had	come	when	he	thrust	at
the	 Tualaghi	 now	 continued	 as	 the	 two	 groups	 of	 enemies	 stood	 facing	 each
other.	 It	 was	 a	 moment	 when	 the	 Arridi-Bedullin	 force	 might	 have	 claimed
victory	but	a	voice	rang	out	across	the	square	and	the	moment	passed.

Yusal	was	rallying	his	troops	for	one	last	effort.



Chapter	47

'Riders	of	the	Blue	Veil!	Tualaghi	warriors!	Listen	to	me!'

Yusal's	 harsh,	 grating	 tones	 rang	 out	 over	 the	 market	 square	 in	 the	 sudden
silence	 that	 had	 greeted	 the	 pause	 in	 combat.	 As	 one,	 Tualaghi,	 Arridi	 and
Bedullin	all	turned	to	look	at	him.

He	was	on	the	eastern	side	of	the	square,	standing	on	a	market	stall	to	allow	him
to	address	them.	Halt	noted	the	rough	bandage	wound	round	his	upper	arm.	The
bandit	 war	 leader	 had	 made	 his	 way	 clear	 of	 the	 execution	 platform	 in	 the
confused	 moments	 when	 Will	 had	 begun	 shooting.	 Now	 he	 had	 managed	 to
regroup.	A	force	of	twenty	men	stood	around	him,	weapons	ready,	faces	covered
by	the	ubiquitous	blue	veils.

The	square	was	empty	now	of	 townspeople	—	except	 for	 those	who	had	been
caught	up	in	the	battle	between	the	two	forces	and	now	lay	in	crumpled	heaps	on
the	stony	ground.

Perched	high	on	the	watchtower,	Will	heard	 the	Aseikh's	words	too.	But	Yusal
was	 hidden	 from	Will's	 sight	 by	 the	 buildings	 along	 the	 northern	 side	 of	 the
square.

'Look	 around	you!	Look	 at	 the	 enemy!	There	 are	barely	 forty	of	 them!'	Yusal
continued.	 And	 he	 was	 right.	 The	 raiding	 force	 had	 been	 hard	 pressed	 in	 the
battle	 and	many	 of	 them	 had	 fallen,	 never	 to	 rise	 again.	 The	 remainder	 were
grouped	defiantly	in	front	of	the	platform	where	Halt	and	the	others	were	to	have
been	executed.

'We	outnumber	them!	If	we	work	together,	we	can	crush	them!'

There	was	 a	 sullen	 growl	 of	 assent	 from	 the	 throats	 of	 the	 Tualaghi	warriors.
They,	too,	had	lost	men	in	the	hard	fighting.	But	they	had	started	with	a	four	to
one	superiority	and	they	had	maintained	the	ratio.	As	Yusal	made	his	point,	they
began	to	realise	that	it	was	well	within	their	power	to	crush	the	small	band	who
opposed	them.



'Seley	el'then!	I	will	give	you	one	chance.	One	chance	only.	Throw	down	your
weapons	and	surrender!'

Selethen	 laughed	harshly.	 'Surrender?	Do	you	 think	we	believe	you'd	 show	us
mercy,	Yusal?	You	were	about	to	kill	us	all!'

Yusal	spread	his	hands	in	front	of	him.	'I'll	offer	you	the	mercy	of	a	quick	death,'
he	 replied.	 'Otherwise,	you'll	 linger	 for	days	 in	agony.	You	know	my	men	are
masters	of	slow	torture.'

Selethen	 looked	sideways	at	Halt.	 'That's	 true	enough,'	he	said	quietly.	 'I	 think
we'd	be	better	to	die	with	our	weapons	in	our	hands.'

Halt	 went	 to	 reply,	 then	 stopped.	 Somewhere	 close	 by,	 he	 could	 hear	 a	 faint
humming	noise	—	a	hum	that	gradually	rose	 in	pitch	and	 intensity.	He	had	no
idea	what	it	was.	He	shook	his	head,	dismissing	the	strange	sound.

'I'm	with	you,'	he	said.	'We'll	fight	on.	You	never	know	when	something's	going
to	turn	up.'

Yusal	 had	waited	 several	minutes	 for	 Selethen's	 reply.	When	 he	 realised	 none
was	forthcoming,	he	raised	his	arm	above	his	head,	preparing	to	give	the	signal
to	his	men	for	one	final,	overwhelming	attack	on	the	smaller	group.

'Very	well.	You've	rejected	my	offer.	Now	you'll	pay.	Tualaghi	riders,	let	—	'

His	words	were	cut	off	in	a	strangled	grunt	of	pain	and	his	hands	flew	up	to	his
forehead.	 A	 solid	 smacking	 sound	 could	 be	 heard	 clearly	 around	 the	 square.
Then	Yusal's	hands	dropped	and	revealed	a	mask	of	blood	covering	his	eyes	and
upper	face,	flowing	down	to	soak	into	his	blue	veil.	He	took	one	faltering	step,
missing	the	edge	of	the	stall	he	was	balanced	on,	and	fell	full	length	to	the	hard
ground	below.	He	lay	there,	unmoving.

The	Tualaghi	stirred	uneasily.	Their	leader	had	been	cut	down	in	mid-sentence.
Yet	 there	 had	 been	 no	 evident	weapon	 that	 had	 struck	 him	—	 only	 that	 ugly
smacking	sound	followed	by	a	river	of	blood	flowing	down	his	face.

The	 desert	 riders	were	 superstitious.	 They	 believed	 that	 djinns	 and	 devils	 and



spirits	 all	 lived	 in	 these	 ancient	mountains.	Now	one	 of	 them,	 virtually	 out	 of
thin	 air,	 seemed	 to	 have	 struck	 down	 their	 leader	 with	 terrifying	 force.	 They
began	 to	 back	 away	 from	 the	 defensive	 line	 of	 Arridi	 and	 Bedullin	 warriors,
muttering	 to	 one	 another,	 asking	 what	 had	 happened	 to	 Yusal.	 One	 of	 his
lieutenants,	braver	 than	 the	 rest,	 sprang	up	onto	 the	 stall	 in	place	of	his	 leader
and	tried	to	rally	them.

'Tualaghi	warriors!'	he	yelled,	his	voice	breaking.	'Now	is	the	time	for	—	'

Again	there	was	a	meaty	smack	and,	like	Yusal,	the	man's	hands	flew	to	grasp	at
a	sudden,	vicious	wound	that	appeared	on	his	forehead.	He	lurched,	grabbed	for
the	stall's	awning,	missed	and	fell	 to	 the	ground.	He	knelt	 there,	doubled	over,
clutching	his	face	and	moaning	in	pain.

This	 time,	Halt	 saw	Evanlyn,	 at	 the	 rear	 of	 the	 platform,	 slowly	 lowering	 the
sling.	 She	 caught	 his	 eye	 and	 gave	 him	 a	 grim	 smile.	 He	 noticed	 that	 the
necklace	of	heavy	marble	stones	was	no	longer	round	her	throat.

'Well,	what	do	you	know	about	that?'	he	asked	of	no	one	in	particular.

Demoralised,	confused	and	filled	with	superstitious	fear,	 the	Tualaghi	began	to
back	away.

Then	there	was	a	chorus	of	battle	cries	and	the	clash	of	weapons	as	Umar	and	the
rest	of	his	force	burst	into	the	square.	The	Bedullin	warriors	fanned	out	quickly
into	a	half	circle	and	the	Tualaghi	found	themselves	surrounded,	with	Umar	and
his	men	at	their	back	and	the	forty	determined	defenders	before	them.

The	 Tualaghi	 were	 essentially	 bandits	 and	 thieves.	 They	 would	 fight	 without
mercy,	 but	 only	 when	 the	 odds	 were	 solidly	 in	 their	 favour.	 A	 four	 to	 one
advantage	was	 the	 sort	of	 ratio	 they	 looked	 for	 in	 a	battle.	When	 the	numbers
were	virtually	even,	and	with	no	leader	to	spur	them	on,	their	eagerness	for	battle
tended	to	fade	away.

Slowly	at	first,	then	with	increasing	frequency,	their	weapons	began	to	fall	to	the
ground	at	their	feet.

***



'There's	one	last	little	thing	to	take	care	of,'	Erak	said.

Umar's	 troops	 had	 disarmed	 the	 remaining	 Tualaghi	 and	 were	 busy	 subduing
them,	tying	their	hands	behind	their	back	and	leaving	them	seated	cross-legged
in	the	square.	Yusal	had	been	bound	and	taken	under	guard	to	the	store	room	he
had	used	as	a	prison.	The	Aseikh	was	still	dazed	and	only	semi-conscious.	The
heavy	marble	stone	from	Evanlyn's	sling	had	left	him	with	a	severe	concussion.

'Toshak?'	Svengal	answered	him.

Erak	nodded.	'Toshak.	The	treacherous	swine	has	stolen	off	somewhere	in	all	the
confusion.'

'He	was	in	front	of	the	platform	when	the	whole	thing	began,'	Halt	pointed	out.

Evanlyn	nodded.	 'But	he	 started	 to	move	 towards	 those	colonnades	when	Will
began	shooting,'	 she	said.	She	 looked	around.	 'Where	 is	Will,	 anyway?	What's
keeping	him?'

***

Will	knelt	in	the	rubble	beneath	the	watchtower,	his	bow	and	quiver	discarded,
Aloom's	head	resting	on	his	knee.	The	Arridi	lieutenant	was	dying.	The	loss	of
blood	from	his	multiple	wounds	had	been	too	great.	As	Will	had	dropped	lightly
from	 the	 wall	 to	 tend	 to	 him,	 he	 glanced	 up	 and	 saw	 the	 fat	 trader	 who	 had
betrayed	them,	still	standing,	frozen	to	the	spot,	watching	them.

'Find	a	surgeon,'	he	ordered	and,	as	the	man	hesitated,	he	repeated	the	command.
'Go!	Get	a	surgeon!	Do	it	quickly!'

The	 fat	man's	eyes	betrayed	him.	They	slid	away	from	Will's	and	he	 turned	 to
go.	Will's	cold	voice	stopped	him.

'Wait!'

The	man	turned	back.	Still	he	would	not	make	eye	contact	with	the	Ranger.

'Look	at	me,'	Will	commanded	and,	slowly,	the	man	raised	his	eyes.	'If	you	run
away,	 if	you	don't	 come	back,	be	certain	 that	 I	will	hunt	you	down,'	Will	 told



him.	'I	promise	you	won't	enjoy	that.'

He	 saw	 the	 fear	 of	 certain	 retribution	 slowly	 overcoming	 the	 treachery	 in	 the
man's	eyes	and	the	trader	nodded	quickly.	Then	he	turned	and	slunk	off	into	the
alley	behind	him.

Aloom	 was	 muttering	 feverishly.	Will	 unstrapped	 the	 small	 canteen	 from	 the
Arridi's	 belt	 and	 trickled	 a	 few	 drops	 of	water	 into	 the	man's	mouth.	Aloom's
eyes	cleared	for	a	few	moments	and	he	looked	up	at	Will.

'Did	we	win?'	he	asked.

Will	nodded.	'We	did,'	he	assured	him.	He	saw	the	relief	in	Aloom's	eyes.	Then
the	lieutenant	tried	to	struggle	to	a	sitting	position,	and	Will	had	to	restrain	him
gently.

'Rest,'	he	said.	'There's	a	surgeon	coming.'

'The	Wakir?'	Aloom	said,	then	stopped	and	took	several	ragged	breaths,	as	if	the
mere	effort	of	speaking	exhausted	him.	'Is	he	safe?'

Again	Will	nodded.

'He's	 fine.	 I	 saw	 him	with	Halt	when	 it	 was	 all	 over.	 Something	 happened	 to
Yusal,'	he	added	inconsequentially,	still	 trying	to	understand	what	had	gone	on
in	the	square.	He	had	heard	Yusal's	voice	suddenly	cut	off	in	a	cry	of	agony.	Yet
he	knew	none	of	his	friends	had	a	bow	with	them.

Aloom	had	drifted	into	a	state	of	delirium	again,	as	if	the	news	that	his	lord	was
safe	was	enough	for	him.	His	arms	and	legs	began	to	twitch	and	his	breath	was
coming	in	ragged	bursts.

Will	heard	a	soft	patter	of	footsteps	approaching	in	the	alley	and	reached	for	the
hilt	of	his	saxe	knife.	He	had	recovered	 it	 from	the	body	of	 the	dead	Tualaghi
when	 he	 first	 climbed	 down	 from	 the	 wall.	 Two	 figures	 emerged	 from	 the
shadows	of	the	alley	and	he	recognised	the	fat	trader.	Beside	him	was	an	older
man,	carrying	a	leather	satchel	over	one	arm.

'This	man	is	a	healer,'	the	trader	said	and	his	companion	came	forward,	dropping



to	 his	 knees	 beside	 the	 muttering	 lieutenant.	 He	 looked	 around,	 saw	 Will's
discarded	 cloak	 lying	 close	 by	 and	 rolled	 it	 into	 a	makeshift	 pillow.	 Then	 he
placed	 it	 under	 Aloom's	 head,	 allowing	Will	 to	 move	 free.	 He	 examined	 the
wounded	man	briefly,	looked	up	at	Will.

'Your	friend?'	he	asked.

Will	nodded.	He'd	only	known	Aloom	for	a	few	days	but	the	man	had	held	off
three	 swordsmen	 to	 give	Will	 the	 chance	 to	 save	 the	 others.	You	 couldn't	 ask
more	of	a	friend	than	that.

The	surgeon	shook	his	head.

'I	can	give	him	something	to	ease	the	pain	—	nothing	more,'	he	said.	'He	has	lost
too	much	blood.'

Will	nodded	sadly.

'Do	it,'	he	said	and	watched	as	the	healer	took	a	small	vial	from	his	satchel	and
allowed	 several	 drips	 of	 a	 clear	 liquid	 to	 fall	 into	 Aloom's	 mouth,	 onto	 his
tongue.	 In	 a	 few	 seconds,	Aloom	began	 breathing	more	 freely.	His	 chest	 rose
and	 fell	 more	 evenly.	 Then	 the	 breaths	 came	 more	 slowly	 until,	 finally,	 they
stopped.

The	surgeon	looked	up	at	Will.

'He's	 gone,'	 he	 said	 and	Will	 nodded	 sadly.	He	glanced	up	 and	 saw	 the	 trader
watching	 him	 fearfully.	 The	 man	 obviously,	 was	 remembering	 how	 he	 had
betrayed	the	two	strangers	to	the	Tualaghi.	Now	one	of	them	was	dead	and	the
other	had	shown	 that,	young	as	he	was,	he	was	not	a	man	 to	cross.	The	 trader
wrung	his	hands	together	and	moved	forward,	pleading	for	mercy.	He	dropped	to
his	knees.

'Lord,	please	...	I	didn't	know	you	were	...	'	he	began.

Will	cut	him	off	with	a	contemptuous	hand	gesture.	The	man	had	betrayed	them,
he	knew.	But	he	had	also	returned	with	a	surgeon.	Suddenly,	Will	felt	there	had
been	enough	killing	on	this	day.



'Oh,	go	away,'	he	said	quietly.	'Just	...	go	away.'

The	man's	eyes	widened.	He	couldn't	believe	his	 luck.	He	 rose	slowly,.	 turned
away.	 Then	 he	 hesitated,	 making	 sure	Will	 hadn't	 changed	 his	 mind.	 Finally,
reassured,	he	 scuttled	 into	 the	alley.	Will	heard	his	 soft	 shoes	pattering	on	 the
broken	stones	for	a	few	minutes,	 then	 there	was	silence.	The	surgeon	regarded
him	with	sympathy.	He	had	laid	Aloom	out	with	his	hands	folded	over	his	chest.
Will	 retrieved	 his	 cloak	 —	 Aloom	 had	 no	 further	 use	 for	 it.	 He	 spread	 the
lieutenant's	own	cloak	over	the	still	form,	covering	the	face.	Then	he	felt	in	his
purse	and	handed	the	surgeon	a	silver	coin.

'Stay	with	him?'	he	asked.	'Watch	over	him	until	I	come	back.'

He	 reached	 down,	 retrieved	 his	 bow	 and	 quiver	 and	 headed	 off	 down	 the
alleyway	to	the	market	square.



Chapter	48

Toshak	peered	round	the	corner	of	a	narrow	street	leading	onto	the	square.	The
beginning	of	 the	wide	 thoroughfare	 that	 led	 to	 the	main	gate	was	 forty	metres
away.	 He	 looked	 now	 and	 saw	 Erak	 and	 his	 friends	 moving	 towards	 the
colonnades	that	lined	the	far	side	of	the	square.	Somebody	must	have	seen	him
running	in	that	direction,	he	thought.

He	smiled	grimly.	He	had	gone	that	way	initially.	But	then	he'd	doubled	round,
cutting	through	a	maze	of	streets	and	alleys	to	emerge	back	here.	He	had	a	horse
saddled	 and	 ready,	 in	 a	 stable	 a	 few	 doors	 back	 from	 the	 square.	 Now	 his
enemies	were	moving	away,	 leaving	 the	way	clear	 for	him	 to	escape.	And	 the
Rangers,	he	noted	with	satisfaction,	were	without	their	cursed	longbows.	All	he
needed	 to	do	was	fetch	 the	horse,	 lead	 it	 to	 this	corner,	mount	and	ride	for	his
life.

Once	he	was	out	of	Maashava,	who	knew?	He'd	have	a	head	start,	a	fresh	horse
and	 plenty	 of	 water.	 He'd	make	 forthe	 coast	 sixty	 kilometres	 away.	 His	 ship,
Wolfclaw,	 was	 moored	 in	 a	 little	 bay	 and	 he	 was	 an	 experienced	 stellar
navigator.	He'd	travel	by	night	so	those	damned	Rangers	couldn't	track	him.	In
two	days,	he	could	be	on	board.

But	 first,	 he	 had	 to	 get	 out	 of	Maashava.	 And	 this	 was	 looking	 like	 his	 best
chance.	He	backed	slowly	away	from	the	corner	for	a	few	paces,	then	turned	and
ran	lightly	to	the	stable.

***

'The	trouble	is,	he	could	have	gone	anywhere	once	he	made	it	 this	far,'	Horace
said.	Halt	nodded,	chewing	his	lip	reflectively.	Beyond	the	colonnades	that	lined
the	market	 square,	 they	 found	a	maze	of	narrow,	winding	 streets	 and	crowded
buildings.

'We'll	just	have	to	keep	looking	till	we	find	him,'	he	said.	'At	least	he'll	be	easy	to
spot.'



'What's	all	that	shouting?'	Evanlyn	interrupted.	From	the	square,	they	could	hear
voices	raised,	calling	the	alarm.	In	a	group,	they	ran	back	through	the	rear	door
of	the	coffee	house	they	had	just	left,	then	out	onto	the	square	once	more.

'It's	Toshak!'	Svengal	yelled.

Diagonally	 opposite	 them,	 the	 Skandian	 traitor	 was	 seated	 astride	 a	 rearing
horse,	striking	left	and	right	with	a	battleaxe	at	a	group	of	Bedullin	warriors	who
had	tried	to	stop	him.

He	 beat	 his	way	 clear,	 leaving	 two	 of	 them	 lying	 ominously	 still,	 and	 set	 his
horse	 towards	 the	wide	entrance	 to	 the	 road	 leading	 to	 the	main	gate.	Svengal
ran	forward	a	few	paces	and	launched	his	spear	after	the	retreating	horseman,	but
it	was	a	futile	gesture	and	the	missile	landed,	clattering,	twenty	metres	short.

Then	Halt	heard	that	strange	humming	sound	again,	rising	gradually	in	pitch.	He
glanced	around	to	see	Evanlyn,	feet	braced	apart,	whirling	the	long	leather	sling
around	her	head,	letting	the	speed	build	up.

'He's	wearing	a	helmet,'	he	cautioned.	Toshak	had	been	prepared	to	fight	his	way
clear.	He	was	fully	armed	and	Halt	knew	that	the	sling	would	be	useless	against
his	heavy	iron	helmet.

'I	know,'	said	Evanlyn	briefly,	her	brow	furrowed	in	concentration.

Then	 there	 was	 a	 whistling	 slap	 as	 she	 cast	 the	 heavy	 marble	 ball	 after	 the
fleeing	 Toshak.	 It	 flew	 across	 the	 square,	 too	 fast	 for	 the	 eye	 to	 follow,	 and
slammed	painfully	into	the	target	she	had	set	herself	—	the	horse's	rump.

Stung	by	the	sudden	burning	impact,	the	horse	reared	and	lost	its	footing	on	the
cobbles	of	the	square.	It	staggered	sideways	on	its	rear	legs,	trying	to	regain	its
balance.	 The	 unexpected,	 violent	 movement	 and	 change	 of	 direction	 was	 too
much	for	Toshak	and	he	slid	backwards	over	 the	horse's	withers,	 to	fall	with	a
crash	on	the	cobblestones.

'Good	shot,'	Halt	told	Evanlyn.	She	grinned.

'I	figured	he'd	sit	a	horse	as	well	as	most	Skandians,'	she	said.



Momentarily	winded,	Toshak	regained	his	feet	 to	find	himself	surrounded	by	a
ring	of	vengeful	Bedullin.	The	desert	warriors	circled	him	cautiously,	kept	at	bay
by	the	threat	of	the	massive	battleaxe.	A	true	Skandian,	Toshak	hadn't	released
his	grip	on	the	weapon	when	he	fell.

He	 eyed	 the	 circle	 of	 enemies	 now,	 determined	 to	 sell	 his	 life	 dearly.	 Toshak
might	be	a	traitor	but	he	was	no	coward.

'All	right,'	he	said,	to	nobody	in	particular.	'Who's	going	to	be	first?'

'I	think	that	would	be	me.'

Erak	 shouldered	 his	 way	 through	 the	 Bedullin	 warriors	 and	 stood	 facing	 his
enemy.	Toshak	nodded	several	times,	and	smiled.	He	knew	he	was	going	to	die
but	at	least	he'd	have	the	satisfaction	of	taking	the	hated	Oberjarl	with	him.	He
glanced	down	scornfully	at	 the	Tualaghi	sabre	Erak	was	carrying.	It	 looked	no
bigger	than	a	dagger	in	the	Oberjarl's	massive	fist.

'You're	fighting	an	axe	with	that	 toothpick,	Erak?'	he	sneered.	Erak	studied	the
weapon	 and	 pursed	 his	 lips.	 He	 looked	 round	 the	 watching	 circle	 and	 saw	 a
better	alternative.	He	removed	his	kheffiyeh	and	wrapped	it	round	the	palm	and
fingers	of	his	left	hand.	Then	he	set	the	sabre	down	and	reached	his	right	hand
out	to	Horace.

'D'you	think	I	could	borrow	that	bodkin	of	yours,	Horace?'	he	said.

Horace	stepped	 forward,	 reversed	 the	huge	executioner's	 sword	and	placed	 the
hilt	in	Erak's	outstretched	hand.	'Be	my	guest,'	he	said.

Erak	 swiped	 the	 long	 sword	 back	 and	 forth	 several	 times,	 then	 nodded	 in
satisfaction.

'That'll	do,'	he	said.	'Now	step	back,	everyone.	I've	got	work	to	do.'

The	circle	of	spectators	quickly	backed	off	several	paces	as	he	launched	himself
at	Toshak,	the	sword	swinging	down	in	a	blow	that	would	have	split	the	traitor
down	to	the	waist.



There	was	a	massive,	ringing	clang	as	Toshak	caught	the	blow	on	the	top	of	his
double-bladed	 axe	 head.	He	 twisted	 his	wrists,	 jerking	 the	 sword	 to	 one	 side,
then	it	was	his	turn	and	he	swung	in	a	flailing	round	arm	blow	with	the	axe.

Erak	 leapt	back	just	 in	 time,	 the	heavy	double-bladed	head	whooshing	 through
the	air	only	millimetres	from	his	ribs.	He	was	already	counterattacking	with	the
sword	 and	 this	 time	 Toshak	 swayed	 to	 one	 side,	 letting	 the	 huge	 blade	 slice
down	just	clear	of	him,	striking	sparks	from	the	stones	on	the	ground.

He	tried	an	overhead	cut	and	now	Evanlyn	understood	why	Erak	had	bound	his
hand	with	the	kheffiyeh.	He	gripped	the	blade	with	his	 left	hand	and	the	hilt	 in
his	 right	 to	block	 the	 force	of	 the	 axe	blow.	A	grip	on	 the	hilt	 alone	wouldn't
have	had	sufficient	leverage	to	stop	the	massive	axe,	she	realised.

The	 two	 men	 strained	 against	 each	 other	 for	 several	 seconds,	 their	 weapons
locked	together.	They	were	both	massively	built,	each	one	as	powerful	as	an	ox.
But	Erak	had	been	a	prisoner	for	some	weeks	now	and	his	strength	was	reduced
by	 the	 meagre	 diet	 and	 the	 punishment	 he	 had	 taken	 from	 his	 captors.	 In	 a
straight-out	contest	of	brute	strength	like	this,	Toshak	had	the	advantage	and	he
began	to	force	the	Oberjarl	back,	a	pace	at	a	time.

Realising	he	was	overmatched,	Erak	struck	out	quickly	with	a	flat-footed	kick	to
Toshak's	thigh.	The	blow	staggered	the	traitor	and	Erak	was	able	to	spin	away,
leaping	 suddenly	 to	 avoid	 a	 lightning	 fast	 axe	 stroke	 as	 Toshak	 recovered	 his
balance.

Then	they	rushed	at	each	other	again	and	stood	toe	to	toe,	hammering	blows	at
each	 other.	 Parrying	 and	 blocking,	 sliding	 to	 one	 side	 to	 evade	 each	 other's
weapons	and	beating	at	each	other	 in	a	 final	 trial	of	strength	and	speed.	There
was	no	science	or	subtlety	to	it.	Each	used	the	advantage	his	weapon	gave	him
—	 Erak	 the	 extra	 reach	 of	 the	 sword,	 Toshak	 the	 massive	 weight	 of	 the
battleaxe.

And	it	was	that	weight	 that	began	to	tell	as	he	rained	blow	after	blow	down	at
Erak,	forcing	the	weakened	Oberjarl	onto	the	defensive.

Svengal	watched	 in	an	agony	of	concern	as	his	 leader	began	 to	give	ground,	a
few	centimetres	at	a	 time	at	first,	 then	in	gradually	greater	amounts.	A	light	of
triumph	came	into	Toshak's	eyes	as	he	saw	the	Oberjarl	faltering,	felt	him	giving



way.	 He	 redoubled	 the	 effort	 he	 was	 putting	 into	 his	 strokes,	 feeling	 Erak's
weakening	 resistance,	 seeing	 his	 knees	 buckle	 slightly	 with	 each	 blow.	 Now
Toshak	was	swinging	two	blows	to	Erak's	one	and	the	momentum	of	the	battle
was	with	him	and	it	could	only	be	a	matter	of	time.

Erak's	eyes	were	haunted	and	his	breath	came	 in	 ragged	gasps.	He	caught	one
final,	overpowering	axe	blow	on	 the	blade	of	 the	sword	and	 the	massive	 force
behind	it	buckled	his	knees	and	drove	him	back	and	down	onto	the	cobbles.

There	was	a	groan	from	the	spectators	as	they	saw	the	Oberjarl	fall.	Toshak	leapt
forward	with	a	snarl	of	triumph,	the	mighty	axe	rising	in	a	two-handed	grip	for
the	killing	blow.	Then	he	saw	something	strange.

Erak	was	smiling.

Too	 late,	Toshak	realised	he	had	been	 tricked.	Erak	was	nowhere	near	as	 tired
and	clumsy	as	he	had	seemed.	And	he	was	holding	a	weapon	with	a	much	longer
reach	 than	 any	 battleaxe.	With	 a	mighty	 roar,	Erak	 used	 his	 left	 arm	 to	 thrust
himself	 up	 from	 the	 cobbles	 while	 he	 drove	 the	 sword	 deep	 into	 Toshak's
unprotected	body.	Then,	releasing	the	sword,	he	sidestepped	the	axe	stroke	that
came	 half	 a	 second	 too	 late	 and	 watched	 his	 enemy,	 impaled	 by	 the	 terrible
sword,	stagger,	drop	his	axe	and	fall	to	the	ground.

Toshak's	 eyes	 were	 wide	 open,	 in	 pain	 and	 fear.	 His	 fingers	 scrabbled
awkwardly	on	the	cobbles	and	he	was	mouthing	something	to	Erak.	The	Oberjarl
understood	and	nodded.	With	 the	 toe	of	his	boot,	he	nudged	 the	axe	alongside
his	enemy's	scrabbling	hand.	Toshak's	fingers	closed	over	the	haft	and	he	nodded
once.

Skandians,	Horace	 knew,	 believed	 that	 if	 they	were	 to	 die	 in	 battle	without	 a
weapon	 in	 their	 hand,	 their	 soul	 would	 wander	 for	 all	 eternity.	 Even	 Toshak
didn't	deserve	that.

'Thank	 ...	 you	 ...	 '	 Toshak	 sighed,	 the	 words	 almost	 inaudible.	 Then	 his	 eyes
closed	and	he	died.

'You	should	have	left	him	to	wander,'	Svengal	said	coldly.	Erak	looked	at	him,
eyebrows	raised.



'Would	 you?'	 he	 asked	 and	 Svengal	 hesitated.	 At	 the	 end,	 Toshak	 had	 fought
well	and	that	counted	for	a	lot	with	Skandians.

'No,'	he	admitted.



Chapter	49

The	 long	column	wound	 slowly	across	 the	desert,	 heading	 for	 the	oasis	where
the	Khoresh	Bedullin	tribe	were	camped.

The	 mounted	 Bedullin	 warriors	 herded	 a	 file	 of	 manacled	 Tualaghi	 prisoners
before	them,	the	bandits	forced	to	walk	while	their	captors	rode.	The	Tualaghi,
no	longer	the	scourge	of	the	desert,	were	a	pitiful,	footsore	group	—	more	like
beggars	 than	 the	 feared	 raiders	 they	 had	 been.	 In	 a	 final	 symbol	 of	 their
downfall,	 Selethen	 and	 three	 of	 his	 officers	 had	 walked	 among	 the	 bandits,
tearing	the	blue	veils	from	their	faces	and	throwing	them	on	the	ground.	Mindful
of	the	way	they	had	treated	his	bodyguard,	the	Wakir	also	removed	their	boots,
letting	them	hobble	on	cut	and	bruised	feet	for	the	Journey.

Unlike	Yusal,	however,	he	provided	them	with	sufficient	water.

Before	the	party	left	Maashava,	Selethen	called	the	people	together	in	the	market
square.	 Standing	 above	 them,	 on	 the	 platform	 that	 had	 been	 intended	 for	 his
execution,	he	harangued	 the	crowd,	 reminding	 them	of	how	 they	had	cried	 for
his	blood	only	a	few	days	earlier.	The	townspeople	hung	their	heads	and	shuffled
their	feet	guiltily.	He	assured	them	that	he	would	be	in	contact	with	the	Wakir	of
their	province	and	that	a	heavy	tax	would	be	levied.	The	first	part	of	this	would
be	 a	 requirement	 for	 Maashava	 to	 refurbish	 its	 walls	 and	 watchtowers	 and
organise	 an	 effective	 defence	 force,	 he	 told	 them.	 The	 Maashavites	 nodded
gloomily.	 The	 walls	 were	 in	 a	 parlous	 state	 and	 repairing	 them	 would	 mean
months	 of	 hot,	 heavy	work.	But,	 philosophically,	 they	 accepted	his	words.	He
was	right,	after	all.	They	should	be	better	prepared	to	defend	themselves	against
future	marauders.

There	 was	 at	 least	 a	 little	 good	 news	 to	 brighten	 the	 townspeople's	 spirits.
Selethen	decided	to	leave	thirty	of	the	Tualaghi	captives	behind	to	do	the	heavy
work.

'They'll	have	a	hard	time	of	it,'	Erak	said	to	the	Wakir	when	he	heard	about	that
arrangement.	Selethen	turned	pitiless	eyes	on	him.



'They	 slaughtered	 the	men	 escorting	 you,	 remember?'	 he	 said	 coldly	 and	Erak
nodded.	He	had	no	real	sympathy	to	waste	on	the	Tualaghi.

The	 remaining	 prisoners	would	 be	 taken	 from	 the	 Jass	 Par	Oasis	 to	Mararoc,
where	they	would	spend	their	lives	at	hard	labour.	Selethen	had	negotiated	with
Umar	 for	 an	 escort	 of	 Bedullin	 warriors	 to	 conduct	 them	 there.	 Umar	 agreed
readily.	He	would	be	glad	to	see	so	many	potential	enemies	taken	away	and	kept
in	chains.	Like	Erak,	he	had	no	sympathy	for	them.

***

The	 returning	 war	 party,	 and	 its	 additional	 members,	 received	 a	 noisy	 and
enthusiastic	greeting	when	they	arrived	at	the	oasis.	The	Bedullin	women	stood
in	two	welcoming	lines,	shrilling	a	welcome	in	an	eerie,	ululating	chant,	as	their
menfolk	rode	slowly	back	into	the	massive	grove	of	trees.

The	Tualaghi	prisoners,	following	behind,	were	greeted	with	an	ominous	silence.
They	 shuffled	past	 the	double	 line	of	 silent	women,	 their	 heads	bent	 and	 their
eyes	down.	They	were	still	unaccustomed	to	showing	the	world	their	faces	and
they	were	only	too	aware	that	their	lives	rested	on	a	knife	edge.

Their	 former	 leader,	 Yusal,	 travelled	 on	 a	 litter	 behind	 a	 camel.	 He	 was	 still
concussed	from	the	massive	blow	he	had	taken	to	the	forehead	when	Evanlyn's
heavy	 marble	 missile	 had	 struck	 him.	 On	 the	 infrequent	 occasions	 when	 he
regained	 consciousness,	 he	 raved	 and	 gibbered.	 Sometimes	 he	 was	 even	 seen
with	 tears	 running	 down	 his	 cheeks.	 Evanlyn	 regarded	 the	 result	 of	 her
handiwork	with	some	misgivings.

'Do	 you	 think	 he'll	 recover	 his	 senses?'	 she	 asked	 the	 healer	 who	 had
accompanied	 the	Bedullin	war	party.	The	older	man	 touched	 the	massive	blue
and	yellow	bruise	that	disfigured	the	Tualaghi's	forehead	and	shrugged.

'Head	wounds	are	uncertain,'	he	told	her.	'Maybe	tomorrow	he'll	improve.	Maybe
in	a	year.	Maybe	never.'	He	smiled	at	her.	'Don't	be	too	concerned,	young	lady.
He	doesn't	merit	any	pity.'

She	nodded.	But	she	wasn't	completely	comforted.	She	didn't	 like	 the	 fact	 that
she	had	reduced	a	man	—	no	matter	how	evil	he	might	be	—	to	a	drooling	idiot.



Her	spirits	 recovered	on	 the	 second	night	back	at	 the	oasis,	when	 the	Khoresh
Bedullin	organised	a	feast	of	welcome	and	celebration.

They	ate	spiced	 roast	 lamb,	and	peppers	blackened	 in	 the	 fire	until	 their	 tough
outer	skins	could	be	peeled	away,	then	stuffed	with	flavoured	rice	and	a	cereal
the	Bedullin	called	couscous	—	light	and	fluffy,	spiced	with	saffron	and	cumin
and	 cardamom	 and	 garnished	 with	 plump	 sultanas	 and	 thin	 flakes	 of	 toasted
almonds.

There	 were	 other	 delicious	 dishes	 of	 mutton	 or	 chicken,	 cooked	 in	 strange
conical	clay	cookpots	called	tagines	and	mixed	with	more	spices,	dates,	apricots
and	root	vegetables.	The	cone-shaped	lids	of	 the	 tagines	retained	the	flavoured
steam	from	the	cooking	liquids,	rendering	the	meat	so	succulent	and	tender	that
it	fell	from	the	bone.

The	meal	was	eaten	with	the	hands,	and	pieces	of	fresh	flat	bread	were	tom	up	to
make	implements.	It	was	a	delicious,	greasy-fingered	evening	of	eating	to	excess
—	a	piece	of	indulgence	the	group	felt	they	owed	themselves	after	the	hardships
of	their	desert	campaign.

Halt,	 Gilan,	 Evanlyn,	 Horace	 and	 the	 two	 Skandians	 were	 given	 a	 prominent
position	in	the	circle	sitting	around	the	massive	fire.	Selethen	and	Will,	however,
were	in	the	principal	places	of	honour,	seated	to	the	right	of	Umar	and	his	wife,
Cielema,	respectively.	Evanlyn	smiled	at	Horace	and	jerked	her	thumb	towards
the	young	Ranger,	currently	engaged	in	animated	conversation	with	the	Bedullin
leader	and	his	wife.	The	two	older	people	roared	with	laughter	at	something	he
had	said	and	he	ducked	his	head,	grinning,	pleased	that	he	had	amused	them.

'He	 falls	 on	his	 feet	wherever	 he	goes,	 doesn't	 he?'	 she	 said,	 a	 trifle	wistfully.
Horace	looked	across	the	fire	at	his	old	friend	and	nodded.

'People	like	him,'	he	replied.	Then	he	added,	'There's	a	lot	to	like,	after	all.'

'Yes,'	Evanlyn	said,	her	eyes	fixed	on	Will.	For	a	moment,	studying	her,	Horace
saw	 a	 brief	 shadow	 of	 sadness	 pass	 across	 her	 face.	 He	 jogged	 her	 with	 an
elbow,	a	little	more	enthusiastically	than	good	manners	dictated.

'Sling	us	a	peach,	will	you?'	he	said.	She	raised	an	eyebrow	at	him	and	grinned.



'You	don't	mean	that	literally,	do	you?'	she	said.	He	smiled,	glad	to	see	she	had
shaken	off	her	melancholy,	knowing	that	she	wouldn't	be	able	to	resist	the	pun
on	 his	 use	 of	 the	 word	 'sling'.	 He	 held	 up	 his	 hands	 before	 his	 face	 in	mock
horror.

'Please!	Spare	me	that!'	he	said	and	they	both	laughed.

The	Bedullin,	 as	 a	general	 rule,	 didn't	 use	 alcohol,	 but	 out	of	 deference	 to	 the
two	Skandians,	 several	 flasks	 of	arariki,	 a	 brandy	made	 from	 fermented	dates
and	 peaches,	 were	 provided.	 Now	 Erak	 and	 Svengal,	 at	 their	 own	 insistence,
decided	they	would	perform	a	sea	chanty	for	the	enjoyment	and	education	of	the
assembled	group.	They	 stood	on	 rather	unsteady	 legs	and	began	 to	bellow	out
the	ribald	tale	of	a	penguin	who	fell	hopelessly	in	love	with	a	humpback	whale.

Since	the	desert-dwelling	audience	had	never	seen	either	animal	and	so	had	no
idea	of	the	discrepancy	in	their	sizes,	much	of	the	humour	fell	flat.	So	did	much
of	the	melody.	But	they	applauded	the	enthusiasm	of	the	singers,	and	the	sheer
volume	 at	which	 they	performed,	 and	 the	 two	 sea	wolves	 resumed	 their	 seats,
confident	they	had	upheld	the	honour	of	Skandia.

Halt	was	 quiet,	Gilan	 thought.	But	 then,	Halt	 usually	was	 quiet	 at	 events	 like
this.	Halt's	eyes	were	intent	on	the	animated	young	face	of	his	apprentice	as	he
talked	and	laughed	with	the	Bedullin	Aseikh	and	his	wife.

'He	 did	 well,'	 Gilan	 said	 and	 Halt	 turned	 to	 him,	 a	 rare	 smile	 touching	 the
bearded	face.

'He	did,'	he	agreed.

'Told	you	he	would,'	Gilan	said,	grinning.

Halt	nodded	acknowledgement.	'Yes.	You	did.	You	were	right.'

Gilan	shifted	to	face	Halt	more	directly,	remembering	something	Halt	had	said
some	days	previously.

'But	you	knew,	didn't	you?	You	said	to	us	when	we	were	in	Maashava	that	Yusal
had	 forgotten	 that	Will	 was	 out	 there.	 So	 you	 knew	 he'd	 survived.	 How	 was
that?'



Halt's	 face	 grew	 serious	 as	 he	 considered	 the	 question.	 'I	 think	 knew	 is	 too
definite	a	term.	I	sensed	it.	I've	always	had	a	sense	about	Will.	There's	a	feeling
of	destiny	to	that	boy.	I've	felt	it	since	the	first	day	he	joined	me.'

'And	now	it's	nearly	time	to	turn	him	loose,'	Gilan	said	gently.	He	saw	a	mixture
of	sadness	and	pride	competing	in	Halt's	eyes.	Then	the	grizzled	Ranger	sighed.

'Yes	it	is,'	he	said.

***

After	 the	feast	broke	up,	Evanlyn's	party	sat	with	Umar	and	Selethen	around	a
smaller	fire.	Cielema	passed	around	coffee.

'Perhaps	 it's	 time	 we	 talked	 a	 little	 business,'	 Selethen	 began,	 his	 eyes	 on
Evanlyn.	'There	is	the	small	matter	of	Erak's	ransom.'

He	paused	expectantly,	waiting	for	Evanlyn	to	produce	the	money	draft	and	her
seal	ring.	Both	items	had	been	recovered	from	Yusal.	Evanlyn,	however,	showed
no	sign	of	doing	so.

'His	ransom?'	she	asked	and	he	nodded	impatiently.	'Yes.	You	agreed	to	ransom
him.	I'm	sure	you	can	recall	that,'	he	added	sardonically.

Evanlyn	nodded	several	 times,	went	 to	speak,	 then	stopped,	her	hand	raised	 in
midair.	Then,	as	if	uncertain,	she	said	to	the	Wakir,	 'Just	explain	the	concept	of
ransom	to	me	if	you	would?'

Selethen	frowned.	He	had	hoped	to	hurry	through	this	matter	and	have	it	settled
before	anyone	thought	too	deeply	about	it.	It	seemed	he	wasn't	going	to	get	away
with	it.

'I	think	we	all	know	what	a	ransom	is,'	he	said	evasively.	Evanlyn	smiled	at	him.

'Humour	me.	I'm	an	addle-headed	girl.'

Across	the	fire,	Cielema	hid	a	smile	behind	her	hand.	Umar,	who	had	been	told
the	background	to	this	discussion	by	Will,	leaned	forward	helpfully.



'If	 I	might	 assist	 here.	A	 ransom	 is	 paid	 by	 one	 party	when	 a	 second	 party	 is
holding	a	third	party	hostage.'

'That's	a	lot	of	parties,'	Horace	whispered	to	Will	and	the	young	Ranger	grinned.

'S-o-o-o,'	Evanlyn	said,	'if	I	were	the	first	party,	I	would	pay	an	agreed	amount	to
the	second	party	who	is	holding	the	third	party?	Is	that	correct?'

'Correct,'	 Selethen	 said,	 thin-lipped.	 Evanlyn	 frowned	 at	 him,	 a	 puzzled
expression	on	her	face.

'You	can't	really	expect	me	to	pay	sixty-six	thousand	reels	of	silver	to	Yusal,	can
you?'

'To	Yusal!'	the	Wakir	exclaimed,	coming	close	to	choking	on	his	coffee.	'Why	in
the	name	of	all	that's	holy	would	you	pay	it	to	Yusal?'

Evanlyn	 spread	 her	 hands	 in	 an	 ingenuous	 gesture.	 'Well,	 he	 was	 the	 second
party,	wasn't	he?	He	was	the	one	holding	Erak	hostage	when	we	found	him.	Not
you,'	she	added,	after	a	significant	pause.

'That's	a	technicality,'	Selethen	began	in	a	blustering	tone.	But	he	had	a	sinking
feeling.	He	was	being	outsmarted.	He	thought	it	might	be	a	good	tactic	to	change
the	subject,	then	work	back	to	the	ransom	question	later.	'Besides,	Yusal's	future
is	yet	to	be	decided,'	he	said.

'That's	a	good	point,'	Halt	put	in.	'What's	going	to	become	of	Yusal?'

Selethen	gestured	towards	Umar.	'That's	for	the	Bedullin	to	decide,	I	would	say.
What	do	you	want	to	do	with	him,	Aseikh	Umar?'

Umar	shrugged.	'I	don't	want	him.	You	can	have	him	if	you	want	him.'

Selethen	smiled	for	the	first	time	since	this	discussion	had	begun.

'Oh	yes,	I	want	him.	The	man	is	a	killer	and	a	rebel	and	we	have	a	cell	ready	and
waiting	for	him	in	Mararoc.	He's	been	a	thorn	in	our	side	for	longer	than	I	can
remember.	With	him	out	of	the	way,	the	Tualaghi	will	be	a	lot	easier	to	handle.



As	a	matter	of	fact,	the	Emtikir	has	been	offering	a	substantial	re	—	'

He	 stopped	 himself	 a	 fraction	 of	 a	 second	 too	 late,	 realising	 he	 had	 said	 too
much.	He	feigned	a	fit	of	coughing	to	cover	his	lapse.

Evanlyn	waited	 till	he	finished,	 then	 tugged	at	his	sleeve,	 forcing	him	to	make
eye	contact.

'A	substantial	"re",'	she	said,	mimicking	his	hesitation.	'Would	that	be	"reward"
that	you	were	going	to	say?'

'Yes.'	The	word	was	forced	out	from	between	Selethen's	suddenly	thin	lips.

'Now	let	me	get	this	straight,'	Evanlyn	said	thoughtfully.	'Who	actually	captured
Yusal?	I	mean,	who	actually	defeated	him?'	She	looked	up	at	the	stars,	her	brow
knitted	in	thought.	Then	it	cleared	and	she	said	happily,	'Oh,	I	remember!	I	did!
With	my	little	sling!'

'She's	 right,'	Umar	said,	grinning	fiercely.	 'If	anyone	has	 the	right	 to	determine
his	fate,	it's	her.'

'So	I'd	be	entitled	to	that	"substantial	reward"	you	mentioned?'

Selethen	 was	 in	 an	 awkward	 position.	 If	 they	 had	 been	 conducting	 this
discussion	 at	 Al	 Shabah	 or	 in	 Mararoc,	 he	 would	 have	 had	 the	 negotiating
advantage	that	came	with	a	large	number	of	armed	men	to	uphold	his	argument.
But	the	only	large	force	here	was	Bedullin	—	and	their	 leader	seemed	to	be	in
agreement	with	Evanlyn.	On	top	of	that,	the	Wakir	admitted,	there	was	a	certain
validity	 to	all	her	claims.	He	hadn't	been	holding	Erak	when	the	Skandian	was
rescued	—	and	the	Araluan	Princess	was	the	one	who	had	brought	Yusal	down.
Technically,	 the	 Tualaghi	war	 leader	was	 her	 prisoner.	 Technically,	 she	 owed
Selethen	 nothing	 and	 he	 owed	 her	 the	 reward.	 This	 wasn't	 how	 he'd	 planned
things,	he	thought.

'All	 right,	 let's	 get	 down	 to	 it,'	 said	 Evanlyn,	 dropping	 the	 little	 girl	 act	 and
suddenly	becoming	all	business.	'Selethen,	I	believe	we	do	owe	you	something.
But	not	sixty-six	thousand	reels.	And	we	definitely	owe	Umar	and	the	Bedullin
something	because,	without	them,	Erak	would	still	be	Yusal's	captive.'



'We	didn't	do	it	for	money.	We	did	it	for	friendship,'	Umar	said,	indicating	Will
when	he	mentioned	friendship.	Evanlyn	nodded	acknowledgement.

'You	can	always	give	it	back	if	you	like,'	she	said	and,	as	Umar	hastened	to	make
a	negative	gesture,	she	smiled.	'So	here's	the	offer:	I'm	willing	to	pay	Umar	and
his	people	twenty	thousand	reels	for	their	help.'

She	paused,	taking	in	the	looks	of	agreement	and	approval	around	the	fire.	It	was
a	fair	sum.	She	went	on:

'I'll	pay	the	same	amount	to	you,	Selethen.	Twenty	thousand.	I	think	you're	owed
something.'	Before	the	Wakir	could	say	anything,	she	added,	'And	I'll	forego	the
"substantial	 reward"	for	Yusal.	You	can	have	him.	Keep	him.	Cut	off	his	ears.
Drop	him	down	a	well	if	you	like.	I	don't	want	him.	Is	that	fair?'

Selethen	hesitated,	then	his	own	sense	of	justice	cut	in.	The	offer	was	effectively
more	than	forty	thousand.	She	could	offer	nothing	and	get	away	with	it.

'It's	fair.	I	accept	gratefully,'	he	said.

Erak	nodded	his	approval	too.	He	thought	Evanlyn	had	handled	the	entire	matter
with	great	statesmanship.	Stateswomanship,	he	corrected	himself.

'You're	 very	 generous,	 Princess,'	 he	 said,	 smiling	 indulgently	 at	 her.	 Evanlyn
looked	at	him,	one	eyebrow	raised.

'No,	I'm	not,'	she	said.	'You	are.	You're	repaying	the	forty	thousand	to	my	father,
remember?'

'Oh,	 yes	 ...	 of	 course,'	 Erak	 said.	 He	 felt	 a	 stabbing	 sensation	 in	 his	 heart.
Skandians	 often	 had	 that	 sensation	when	 they	 lost	money.	 Suddenly	 he	 didn't
feel	like	smiling	any	more.

***

The	meeting	broke	up	shortly	after	that	and	Evanlyn	strolled	back	to	her	tent,	her
hand	 resting	 lightly	 on	 Halts	 arm.	 When	 they	 were	 out	 of	 earshot	 of	 both
Bedullin	and	Arridi	ears,	she	turned	to	him,	a	little	anxiously.



'So,	Halt,	how	did	I	do?'

Like	 all	 of	 them,	 she	 thought,	 she	 wanted	 Halt's	 approval	 above	 all	 else.	 He
turned	that	grim,	bearded	face	on	her	and	shook	his	head	slowly.

'Lord	forgive	me,	I've	created	a	monster,'	he	said.	Then	he	smiled	and	patted	her
hand	gently.	'And	I'm	very	proud	of	you.'



Epilogue

Will	and	Halt	sat	facing	each	other,	on	either	side	of	the	plain	wooden	table	in
Halt's	cabin	on	the	edge	of	the	woods.

For	the	fifth	time	in	the	past	few	minutes,	Will	glanced	down	to	make	sure	his
uniform	was	clean	and	neat,	 the	 leather	of	his	belt	and	double	scabbard	waxed
and	shining.	As	unobtrusively	as	he	could,	he	reached	up	and	smoothed	his	hair.
Then	he	checked	his	fingernails,	making	sure	that	in	the	forty	seconds	since	he'd
last	checked	them,	they	hadn't	somehow	become	encrusted	with	dirt	and	grease.

'It's	 not	 a	 fashion	parade,'	Halt	 said.	He	 seemed	 totally	 at	 ease.	But	 then,	Halt
always	seemed	at	ease.	Will,	on	the	other	hand,	was	nervous	as	a	cat.	There	was
one	 thing	he	was	grateful	 for	and	 that	was	 that	he	didn't	have	 to	wear	 the	new
formal	uniform	that	Crowley	had	devised	for	Halt's	wedding.	Tradition	said	that
apprentices	 wore	 their	 normal	 everyday	 uniform	 for	 Graduation	 Day.	 Will
doubted	 that	 he	 could	 have	 kept	 the	white	 silk	 shirt	 and	 the	 fine	 leather	 tunic
clean	 on	 such	 a	 day.	 By	 now,	 he	 would	 surely	 have	 spilled	 something	 on
himself.

'Wonder	what's	keeping	Crowley?'	Halt	said	idly.	And,	as	if	on	cue,	they	heard
footsteps	 on	 the	 small	 verandah	 at	 the	 front	 of	 the	 cabin.	 The	 door	 opened
suddenly	and	Crowley	bustled	in,	head	down,	a	leather	folder	tucked	under	his
arm.

'Right!	Right!	Sorry	to	keep	you	waiting!	Got	held	up	on	the	way	but	here	I	am
at	last,	eh?'

At	the	sudden	appearance	of	the	Corps	Commandant,	Will	had	jerked	up	out	of
his	seat	to	stand	to	attention.	Now	he	wondered	why,	since	he	had	never	before
felt	it	necessary	to	do	so	in	Crowley's	presence.	Crowley	looked	at	him,	a	little
puzzled,	and	motioned	him	back	into	his	seat.



'Sit	down,	Will,	 there's	 a	good	 fellow.	We	don't	 stand	on	ceremony	 too	much,
you	know.'

'Yes,	sir,'	said	Will.

Halt	raised	an	eyebrow	to	Crowley.	'He's	never	called	me	sir,'	he	said.

Crowley	shrugged.	 'Probably	 trying	 to	get	on	my	good	side.	Make	sure	 I	don't
change	my	mind	and	have	him	study	for	another	year	before	graduation.'

Halt	nodded	sagely.	'That	could	be	it.'

Will	glanced	 from	one	 to	 the	other,	nervously	wetting	his	 lips.	He	wasn't	 sure
what	he'd	expected	of	Graduation	Day.	He	had	assumed	there	would	be	more	of
a	ceremony.	More	of	a	sense	of	occasion.	But	 then,	as	Crowley	had	said,	 they
were	 Rangers.	 Maybe	 Graduation	 Day	 was	 like	 any	 other	 day.	 Except	 you
graduated.

Crowley	 pulled	 another	 chair	 to	 the	 table	 and	 sat,	 spilling	 papers	 out	 of	 the
leather	folder,	taking	out	a	quill	pen	and	a	sealed	ink	well.	He	uncorked	the	ink
and	began	flicking	through	the	pages,	muttering	to	himself	as	he	read	the	official
forms.

'Right!	Let's	get	on	with	it!	All	right	...	you	...	Will	...	have	trained	as	apprentice
to	Ranger	Halt	of	Redmont	Fief	these	last	five	twelve-months	and	blah	blah	blah
and	so	on	and	so	on.	You've	shown	the	necessary	level	of	proficiency	in	the	use
of	 the	 weapons	 a	 Ranger	 uses	—	 the	 longbow,	 the	 saxe	 knife,	 the	 throwing
knife.'

He	paused	and	glanced	up	at	Halt.	'He	has	shown	that	proficiency,	hasn't	he?	Of
course	he	has,'	 he	went	 on,	 before	Halt	 could	 answer.	 'Furthermore,	 you	 are	 a
trusted	officer	in	the	service	of	the	King	and	so	on	and	so	on	and	hi	diddle	diddle
dee	dee	...	'	He	glanced	up	again.	'These	forms	really	carry	on	a	bit,	don't	they?
But	I	have	to	make	a	pretence	of	reading	them.	And	so	forth	and	so	on	and	such
like.'	He	paused,	nodded	several	times,	then	continued.

'So	basically	 ...	 '	He	flicked	a	few	more	pages,	found	the	one	he	was	after	and
then	continued,	'You	are	in	all	ways	ready	to	assume	the	position	and	authority
of	a	fully	operational	Ranger	in	the	Kingdom	of	Araluen.	Correct?'



He	glanced	up	again,	his	eyebrows	 raised.	Will	 realised	he	was	waiting	 for	an
answer.

'Correct,'	he	said	hastily,	then	in	case	that	wasn't	enough,	he	added,	'Yes.	I	mean
...	I	do	...	I	am.	Yes.'

'Well,	good	for	you.	So	...	one	other	detail.	You	know	we	need	to	give	you	more
of	a	title	than	Ranger	Will	because	there	are	three	other	Wills	in	the	Corps.,	It's
not	 a	 problem	 that	 applies	 to	 Halt,	 of	 course,	 because	 there's	 only	 one	 Halt.
Normally	we'd	use	your	family	name	but	you	were	an	orphan.	So	in	your	case,
we	looked	for	a	name	that	reflected	your	achievements	over	the	past	five	years.
We	 looked	at	Will	Boar	Killer.'	He	made	 a	move	of	distaste.	 'Didn't	 like	 that.
Someone	 suggested	 Will	 o'	 the	 Bridge	 to	 commemorate	 the	 destruction	 of
Morgarath's	bridge.	But	it	sounded	too	much	like	Will	o'	the	wisp	so	we	let	that
one	go	as	well.

'Finally,	your	mentor,'	he	nodded	to	Halt,	'suggested	a	name	that	had	to	do	with
one	of	your	most	meaningful	contributions	to	the	Kingdom.	He	pointed	out	that
you	were	one	of	those	instrumental	in	the	creation	of	the	treaty	between	Araluen
and	 Skandia	 —	 a	 very	 important	 milestone	 in	 our	 country's	 history.	 So	 the
suggestion	 is	 that	 you	 be	 known	 from	 now	 on	 as	Will	 Treaty.	How	does	 that
suit?'

Will	 nodded	 slowly.	 'I	 like	 that	 very	 much.	 Thank	 you,	 Crowley	 ...	 sir,'	 he
amended,	feeling	the	occasion	required	formality.

'Excellent!	So	Will	Treaty	you	shall	be!'	Crowley	wrote	the	name	at	the	bottom
of	a	form	and	swung	it	round	to	face	Will,	handing	him	the	quill	pen.	'Just	sign
there	at	the	bottom	and	we're	done.'

He	watched	as	Will	scratched	his	signature	at	the	bottom	of	the	parchment	form,
then	slapped	his	hands	on	the	table	top	in	satisfaction.

'There,	all	done!	Congratulations,	Will,	you're	a	Ranger	now.	Well	done!	Is	there
anything	to	drink?'	He	addressed	the	last	part	to	Halt.

Will	 sat	 stunned.	 That	 was	 it?	 He'd	 expected	 ...	 he	 didn't	 know	 what	 he'd
expected	but	he	certainly	hadn't	expected	this	breezy,	off-the-cuff	'Sign	here	and



you're	a	Ranger'	approach.

'Is	that	all?'	he	blurted	out.

Crowley	and	Halt	exchanged	slightly	puzzled	glances.	Then	Crowley	pursed	his
lips	thoughtfully.

'Um	 ...	 it	 seems	 to	 be	 ...	 Listed	 your	 training,	mentioned	 a	 few	 achievements,
made	sure	you	know	which	end	of	an	arrow	is	the	sharp	part	...	decided	on	your
new	name	...	I	think	that's	...	'	Then	it	seemed	that	understanding	dawned	on	him
and	his	eyes	opened	wide.

'Of	course!	You	have	to	have	your	Silver	...	whatsis,	don't	you?'	he	took	hold	of
the	chain	that	held	his	own	Silver	Oakleaf	around	his	throat	and	shook	it	lightly.
It	was	the	badge	of	a	fully	fledged	Ranger.	Then	he	began	to	search	through	his
pockets,	frowning.

'Had	it	here!	Had	it	here!	Where	the	devil	is	it	...	wait.	I	heard	something	fall	on
the	boards	as	I	came	in!	Must	have	dropped	it.	Just	check	outside	the	front	door,
will	you,	Will?,

Too	stunned	to	 talk,	Will	rose	and	went	 to	 the	door.	As	he	set	his	hand	on	the
latch,	he	looked	back	at	the	two	Rangers,	still	seated	at	the	table.	Crowley	made
a	small	shooing	motion	with	the	back	of	his	hand,	urging	him	to	go	outside.	Will
was.	 still	 looking	back,	at	 them	when	he	opened	 the	door	and	stepped	 through
onto	the	verandah.

'CONGRATULATIONS!'

The	massive	cry	went	up	from	at	least	forty	throats.	He	swung	round	in	shock	to
find	 all	 his	 friends	 gathered	 in	 the	 clearing	 outside,	 around	 a	 table	 laid	 for	 a
feast,	 their	 faces	beaming	with	smiles.	Baron	Arald,	Sir	Rodney,	Lady	Pauline
and	 Master	 Chubb	 were	 all	 there.	 So	 were	 Jenny	 and	 George,	 his	 former
wardmates.	There	were	a	dozen	others	in	the	Ranger	uniform	—	men	he	had	met
and	worked	with	over	 the	past	 five	years.	And	wonder	of	wonders,	 there	were
Erak	and	Svengal,	bellowing	his	name	and	waving	their	huge	axes	overhead	in
his	praise.	Close	by	them	stood	Horace	and	Gilan,	both	brandishing	their	swords
overhead	as	well.	It	looked	like	a	dangerous	section	of	the	crowd	to	be	in,	Will
thought.



After	 the	 first	 concerted	 shout,	 people	 began	 cheering	 and	 calling	 his	 name,
laughing	and	waving	to	him.

Halt	and	Crowley	 joined	him	on	 the	verandah.	The	Commandant	was	doubled
over	with	laughter.

'Oh,	if	you	could	have	seen	yourself!'	he	wheezed.	'Your	face!	Your	face!	It	was
priceless!	 "Is	 that	 all?"	 '	He	mimicked	Will's	 plaintive	 tones	 and	doubled	over
again.

Will	turned	to	Halt	accusingly.	His	teacher	grinned	at	him.

'Your	face	was	a	study,'	he	said.

'Do	you	do	that	to	all	apprentices?'	Will	asked.

Halt	nodded	vigorously.	'Every	one.	Stops	them	getting	a	swelled	head	at	the	last
minute.	You	have	to	swear	never	to	let	an	apprentice	in	on	the	secret.'

He	touched	Will's	sleeve	and	pointed.

'But	only	the	luckiest,	or	the	best,	get	this.'

Will	looked	in	the	direction	he	indicated	and	felt	a	lump	rise	to	his	throat.	Side
by	 side,	 Alyss	 and	 Evanlyn	 were	 walking	 slowly	 across	 the	 clearing	 towards
him,	carrying	a	small	red	satin	cushion	between	them.

Alyss,	tall,	poised,	ash	blonde	and	beautiful	in	her	elegant	Courier's	robe.

Evanlyn,	tomboyish,	grinning,	honey	blonde	and	beautiful	in	her	own	way.

And	 on	 the	 cushion	 between	 them,	 gleaming	 in	 the	 errant	 rays	 of	 the	 late
afternoon	sun	 that	 found	 its	way	 through	 the	 trees,	 lay	a	simple,	 silver	oakleaf
amulet	on	a	chain	—	symbol	of	everything	Will	had	been	striving	for	in	the	past
five	years.	Now	his.

The	 two	girls	 lifted	 it	 from	the	cushion	and	together,	draped	 it	over	his	bowed
head	while	the	assembled	crowd	cheered	themselves	hoarse.	Then,	driven	by	the



same	impulse,	they	kissed	him	—	Alyss	on	the	left	cheek,	Evanlyn	on	the	right.

And	then	glared	daggers	at	each	other.

'Let's	 get	 this	 party	 started!'	 said	Crowley	hurriedly.	And	catching	Will	 by	 the
arm,	he	drew	him	down	to	the	group	of	friends	waiting	to	congratulate	him.

***

It	was	 a	 party	 that	would	 go	 down	 in	 the	 annals	 of	Castle	Redmont.	 The	 last
guests	were	still	celebrating	as	the	sun	began	to	rise.	Will	and	Horace,	his	oldest
friend,	 sat	 on	 the	 little	 verandah	 watching	 the	 last	 dancers	 stagger	 out	 of	 the
clearing	and	head	for	home.

'Do	you	feel	like	a	Ranger	at	last?'	Horace	asked	him.

Will	shook	his	head	ruefully.	'I	feel	absolutely	overwhelmed	by	the	whole	thing,'
he	said.	Then,	after	a	few	seconds,	he	confided,	'You	know,	a	few	weeks	back,	I
didn't	think	I	was	ready	for	this.'

'And	now?'	Horace	prompted.

'Now	 I	know	 that	 if	you	wait	 till	 you	 think	you	are	 ready,	you'll	wait	 all	your
life.'

The	young	knight	nodded.	 'I	couldn't	have	put	it	better,'	he	said.	 'That's	exactly
how	I	felt	when	we	came	back	from	Skandia	and	Duncan	knighted	me.	"I'm	not
ready",	I	kept	wanting	to	say.'

'But	you	were,'	Will	said.

Horace	nodded.	'Yes.	Maybe	our	teachers	do	know	what	they're	doing,	after	all.
Halt	thinks	the	world	of	you,	you	know.	When	we	were	in	prison	in	Maashava,
he	 knew	 you'd	 turn	 up	 to	 get	 us	 out.	 He	 must	 have	 been	 proud	 to	 see	 you
graduate	today.	Following	in	his	footsteps.'

'They're	 big	 footsteps	 to	 follow	 in,'	Will	 said.	 'I	 guess	 that's	 why	 I	 thought	 I
wasn't	ready.	I	knew	I'd	never	be	as	wise	or	as	capable	or	as	courageous	as	Halt.
I	could	never	be	like	him.	Crowley	said	it	today:	there's	only	one	Halt.'



Horace	 looked	 at	 him	 very	 seriously,	 appraising	 him,	 thinking	 of	 all	 he	 had
learned	about	this	remarkable	young	man	in	the	past	five	years.

'You	may	not	ever	be	exactly	like	him,'	he	said.	'But	there	won't	be	a	lot	in	it.'

Then	the	two	friends	leaned	back	and	watched	the	sun	rise	clear	of	the	trees.

'Best	time	of	the	day,'	said	Will.

'Yes,'	Horace	agreed.	'What's	for	breakfast?'

THE	END
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Plot	summary

The	Ruins	of	Gorlan

In	the	first	book	of	the	Rangers	Apprentice	series,	a	15	year-old	boy	named	Will
is	chosen	to	become	a	Ranger's	Apprentice.	Halt	became	his	mentor	and	teaches
him	many	things.

The	Burning	Bridge

	

The	king	captures	Morgarath's	secret	plans	for	battle.	On	a	mission	to	deliver	a
message	 for	 the	 king,	Will,	 his	 friend	 Horace	 (an	 apprentice	 knight),	 and	 the
Ranger	Gilan	travel	to	a	neighboring	country,	Celtica.	They	discover	that	all	the
villagers	are	gone.	On	their	way	they	come	across	Evanlyn,	who	claims	to	be	a
maid	to	an	Araluen	lady.	She	tells	them	that	Wargals	have	destroyed	the	country
and	that	everyone	who	has	not	been	captured	has	fled.	Gilan	thinks	that	the	evil
Lord	Morgarath	 finally	devised	a	plan	 to	cross	 the	mountain	pass.	 If	 that	were
true,	 and	 the	 King	 weren't	 warned,	 his	 army	 would	 be	 caught	 unaware	 and
destroyed,	 and	 the	 country	with	 it.	Gilan	 rides	 to	warn	 the	King:	 the	 captured
plans	were	a	trick	trap	the	king	between	two	forces.	Will,	Horace,	and	Evanlyn
decide	to	follow	a	small	Wargal	force.	In	doing	so,	they	discover	that	Morgarath
is	building	a	bridge	across	The	Fissure,	which	had	 formerly	kept	 the	kingdom
safe.	 If	 the	Wargal	army	comes	across,	 the	King's	army	will	be	 trapped	on	 the
Plains	 of	Uthal,	 surrounded	 by	Morgarath's	 army	 and	 a	 Skandian	 force.	 They
decide	 that	 the	 only	 way	 to	 save	 their	 country	 is	 to	 burn	 the	 bridge.
Unfortunately,	 Will	 and	 Evanlyn	 are	 captured	 by	 the	 Skandians	 (some	 of
Morgarath's	mercenaries)	when	 they	 find	 themselves	 on	 the	wrong	 side	 of	 the
bridge	as	 it	 falls	 into	 the	Fissure.	Meanwhile,	when	Gilan	reaches	 the	camp	of
the	 king's	 army	 and	 reports,	 he	 is	 told	 that	Evanlyn	 is	 actually	Cassandra,	 the
princess	of	Araluen.	Horace	rushes	to	camp	to	warn	the	king	of	another	force	of
Skandians	coming	from	the	North,	and	to	alert	him	of	Will	and	Evanlyn's	fate.
Halt	destroys	the	Northern	Skandian	army,	but	 the	king	simulates	a	battle	with
them	 in	 order	 to	 lure	Morgarath's	 army	 out	 so	 the	 king's	 calvalry	 will	 be	 on
firmer	ground.	The	Wargals	are	frightened	of	horses,	and	Morgarath's	army	falls



into	 chaos.	Morgarath	 sounds	 a	 retreat;	 but	 to	 revenge	 himself,	 he	 challenges
Halt	to	single	combat.	When	the	King	forbids	Halt	to	accept,	Horace	challenges
Morgarath	 instead.	 Morgarath	 breaks	 Horace's	 sword,	 but	 using	 a	 two-knife
fighting	technique	Gilan	taught	Will,	he	is	able	to	not	only	defend	himself,	but	to
kill	 Morgarath.	 The	 Wargals	 lose	 all	 power	 of	 independent	 thought	 with	 his
death.	With	the	defeat	of	Morgarath's	army,	the	Skandians	escape	with	Will	and
Evanlyn.	Halt	attempts	to	rescue	them,	but	he	only	arrives	as	the	Skandian's	ship
leaves.	He	shouts	a	promise	to	Will	that	he	will	rescue	him	wherever	Will	might
be	taken.	255	pages	in	US	edition.

	
	
	



The	Icebound	Land

Will	 and	 Evanlyn	 are	 bound	 for	 Skandia	 as	 the	 captives	 of	 the	 fearsome
Skandian	Jarl,	Erak.	Halt	has	sworn	to	rescue	Will	and	will	do	anything	to	keep
his	promise	—	even	defy	his	King.	He	insults	King	Duncan	until	he	is	taken	into
custody.	Expelled	from	the	Rangers	and	banished	by	the	king	for	a	year,	Halt	is
joined	by	Horace,	who	was	unofficially	released	from	Battleschool,	as	he	travels
through	Gallica	towards	Skandia	on	his	venture	to	save	Will.	On	their	way,	they
are	constantly	challenged	by	freelance	knights	—	otherwise	known	as	 thieving
thugs.	 Horace	 knows	 how	 to	 fight,	 though,	 and	 he	 soon	 begins	 to	 attract	 the
attention	of	knights	and	warlords	for	miles	around	with	his	uncanny	skill.	They
are	captured	and	tormented	by	the	local	warlord.	Meanwhile,	Will	is	forced	into
slavery	and	becomes	addicted	 to	warmweed.	Jarl	Erak	helps	Will	and	Evanlyn
escape	from	captivity	and	tells	Evanlyn	how	to	cure	Will.	315	pages.



Oakleaf	Bearers	(The	Battle	for	Skandia,	in	U.S.)

Just	 as	 spring	 approaches	 and	 Will	 and	 Evanlyn	 can	 finally	 escape	 Skandia,
Evanlyn	is	carried	off	by	a	mysterious	horseman.	Will	sets	out	after	them.	He's
not	 the	only	one	on	 their	 trail.	On	 the	way	 to	 find	Will,	Halt	and	Horace	have
also	been	 tracking	 the	small	party	of	Temujai,	a	 fierce,	nomadic	 tribe	of	horse
warriors	 from	 the	 east.	Will	 is	 overjoyed	 to	 be	 reunited	 with	 his	 mentor	 and
friend,	and	together	they	rescue	Evanlyn;	however,	the	occasion	is	not	as	happy
as	it	could	have	been	as	Halt	realizes	that	the	Temujai	they	discovered	are	only
the	scouts	for	a	massive	 invasion	force.	The	Skandians	have	no	chance,	unless
they	accept	the	help	of	their	sworn	enemies	from	Araluen.	Will	trains	Skandian
slaves	as	archers,	in	return	for	safe	passage	home.	This	book	in	one	edition	has
327	pages	and	294	in	the	U.S.	edition.



The	Sorcerer	of	the	North

Five	 years	 have	 passed	 since	 the	 Skandians	 and	 the	 Araluens	 made	 a	 peace
treaty,	and	Will	has	finally	become	a	Ranger,	with	his	own	fief	to	look	after.	He
soon	learns	that	even	sleepy	little	island	fiefs	have	enough	problems	to	keep	Will
on	 his	 toes.	 Will	 and	 his	 old	 friend	 Alyss	 are	 thrown	 into	 a	 terrifying	 new
adventure,	investigating	the	truth	behind	rumors	of	sorcery	in	a	remote	northern
fief.	 As	 he	 stands	 in	 Grimsdell	 Forest,	 hearing	 eerie	 voices	 and	 seeing	 the
horrific	 figure	 of	 the	 Night	Warrior	 looming	 in	 the	 fog,	Will	 asks	 himself	 if
sorcery	really	exists	or	if	there	is	some	other	explanation.	329	pages



The	Siege	of	Macindaw

In	 this	desolate	northern	 fief,	Will	 tries	 to	gather	 the	 fighting	men	he	needs	 to
overcome	Sir	Keren	and	his	band	of	criminals.	Across	 the	border,	fierce	Scotti
warriors	are	waiting	for	 the	signal	 that	castle	Macindaw	is	 in	friendly	hands	to
launch	a	full	scale	invasion.	With	the	arrival	of	an	old	friend,	Will	has	to	try	to
stop	 Sir	 Keren	 and	 rescue	 the	 imprisoned	 Alyss.	 Released	 May	 2007	 in
Australia.	331	pages.



Erak's	Ransom

When	Erak,	the	Skandian	Oberjarl,	 is	taken	hostage	during	a	raid	on	the	desert
lands	to	the	south	of	the	constant	sea,	a	few	of	his	men	escape,	including	Erak's
second	in	command,	Svengal.	Halt	and	Will	must	go	with	Svengal	to	deliver	the
ransom	 and	 secure	 Eraks	 freedom,	 but	 a	 royal	 presence	 is	 needed,	 too.	 The
princess	Cassandra,	who	Will	knows	as	Evanlyn,	persuades	her	father	to	let	her
go	with	them.	Horace	and	the	ranger	Gilan	round	out	the	group	to	make	sure	that
Evanlyn	 is	well	 protected,	 but	 there	 are	 still	 the	 threats	 of	 violent	 sandstorms,
warring	tribes,	and	danger	every	where	that	may	keep	them	from	reaching	Erak
in	 time	 to	 secure	 his	 release.	 This	 book	 was	 released	 November	 1	 2008,	 in
Australia,	though	some	book	stores	released	it	earlier.	441	pages



The	Kings	of	Clonmel

Will	 is	 at	 the	 annual	 Ranger	 Gathering	 but	 Halt	 is	 investigating	 mysterious
happenings	in	the	west.	When	he	does	finally	return,	it's	with	bad	news.	Hibernia
is	 in	 turmoil.	 A	 religious	 cult	 calling	 themselves	 the	 Outsiders	 are	 sowing
confusion	 and	 sedition,	 and	 five	 of	 the	 six	 Hibernian	 kingdoms	 have	 been
undermined.	Now	the	sixth,	Clonmel,	is	in	danger.	Halt,	Will	and	Horace	set	out
to	 restore	 order.	 Can	 the	 secrets	 of	Halt's	 past	 help	 them	 in	 their	mission?	 In
book	stores	now.



Halt's	Peril

Halt,	Horace	 and	Will	 follow	Tennyson's	 trail	 to	 Picta.	 They're	 determined	 to
stop	the	Outsider	prophet	and	his	remaining	followers	before	the	outlaws	make
their	way	across	 the	border	 into	Araluen.	Will	has	defeated	one	of	Tennyson's
Genovesan	 assassins	 in	 Clonmel	 –	 but	 there	 are	 two	 left	 alive.	 Are	 the
extraordinary	archery	skills	of	Will	and	Halt	enough	to	save	them	during	a	duel
with	the	assassins	...	or	is	Will's	mentor	facing	his	last	battle?	It	is	scheduled	to
be	released	November	2,	2009.



Characters

People

*	Will	 Treaty	 is	 chosen	 by	Halt	 to	 become	 one	 of	 the	Ranger	Corps.	He	 is	 a
small	orphan	with	brown	eyes	and	hair	that	is	tousled	by	his	cloak.	He	is	agile,
curious	and	stealthy.	His	father,	Daniel,	was	a	sergeant	in	King	Duncan's	army,
and	his	mother	a	farmer	who	died	in	child	birth	to	Will.	Will's	father	died	doing
a	good	deed	for	the	kingdom	by	saving	Halt,	who	saved	the	kingdom	of	Araluen
twice.	Will	was	raised	in	the	orphan	ward	of	castle	Redmont.	Will	has	a	small,
grey	pony	called	Tug,	and	acquires	a	dog	 later	 in	 the	series.	The	dog	 is	called
several	names,	such	as	Blackie,	Bread-and-butter	pudding,	Traitor,	and	Shadow,
in	 which	 is	 permanent.	 He	 later	 leaves	 the	 dog	 in	 Macindaw	 with	 the	 giant
Trobar,	who	 is	 quite	 fond	 of	 her.	Will's	 first	 assignment	was	Seacliff,	 a	 small
island	that	is	described	as	a	backwater	place	and	was	later	assigned	to	Redmont
to	help	Halt	with	his	duties.	He	is	highly	thought	of	in	the	Ranger	Corps	and	in
Araluen	nobility.	As	a	Ranger,	Will	carries	a	longbow,	a	heavy	saxe	knife	and	a
short	 throwing	 knife.	 Will	 is	 also	 able	 to	 play	 the	 mandola.	 He	 is	 given	 the
surname	"Treaty"	because	of	the	agreement	he	organized	between	the	Skandians
and	the	Arauluens.	Will	is	stated	as	being	like	a	son	to	Halt	and	is	his	best	man
at	his	wedding.	In	an	interview,	Flanagan	stated	that	Will	is	loosely	based	on	his
son,	Michael.	John	Flannagan	says	that	he	started	the	series	as	an	inspiration	to
him.	

*	Halt	is	a	member	of	the	mysterious	Ranger	Corps,	and	is	small,	with	brown-
and-gray	hair	and	a	beard.	He	is	grim	and	famous	throughout	the	kingdom,	(his
fame	precedes	him)	though	people	are	often	disappointed	when	they	find	out	that
he	is	small.	He	is	a	superb	archer;	as	demonstrated	in	his	proceedings	and	uses	a
massive	 longbow.	 Like	 all	 rangers	 his	 skill	 with	 the	 bow	 is	 uncanny,	 deadly
accurate	 and	 devastatingly	 swift.	 Halt	 is	 fond	 of	 Will,	 and	 is	 willing	 to	 risk
banishment	from	Araluen	and	the	Ranger	Corps	to	rescue	Will.	In	the	third	book
he	is	shown	to	have	a	fondness	towards	Horace	and	smiles	quite	a	bit	more	than



regular.	It	is	revealed	that	he	enjoys	young	company,	even	if	it	means	a	torrent
of	questions.	(Seen	in	his	interactions	with	Will,	Horace,	and	Alyss.)	He	owns	a
ranger	 horse	 named	 Abelard.	 Halt	 is	 the	 ranger	 for	 Redmont	 and	 part	 of	 the
rangers	 senior	 council,	 as	well	 as	 the	 king's	 trusted	 adviser.	 It	 should	 also	 be
noted	 that	 he	 is	 rather	 shy	 around	 other	 people.	 His	 former	 apprentice	 is	 the
humorous	sword	expert,	Gilan.	Halt	has	some	skill	as	a	carver	and	likes	to	have
flowers	 in	his	cottage,	and	 is	an	excellent	cook	and	a	coffee	drinker.	When	he
encounter's	other	people,	they	are	often	inclined	to	be	disappointed	by	his	lack	of
height	and	apparent	muscles.	Halt	hardly	ever	smiles;	instead	he	raises	one	of	his
eyebrows,	which	Will	 first	mistook	as	 a	 sign	of	displeasure.	He	once	defeated
Morgorath's	army	by	 leading	a	cavalry	charge	across	a	secret	 ford	on	 the	river
and	into	the	army's	rear.	In	book	seven	he	marries	Lady	Pauline.	He	is	a	major
character	in	books	one,	two,	three,	four,	seven	,	eight	and	appears	a	few	times	in
books	five	and	six.

*	Horace	is	a	wardmate	in	Castle	Redmont	with	Will,	and	eventually	becomes	a
Battleschool	 Apprentice.	 He	 is	 a	 natural	 warrior,	 and	 although	 he	 used	 to	 be
Will's	 rival,	 they	became	best	 friends	when	Will	 saved	him	 from	a	 rampaging
wild	 boar	 only	 to	 be	 rescued	by	Halt.	He	 traveled	with	Halt	 to	 rescue	Will	 in
skandia.	 He	 is	 tall	 and	 he	 is	 the	 captain	 of	 the	Araluen	Royal	Guard	Unit	 B.
Horace	 is	 the	 champion	 of	 Princess	 Cassandra	 and	 he	 is	 also	 known	 as	 the
Oakleaf	Knight.	He	 is	 famous	 in	Gallica	 and	 also	quite	 comfortable	 in	 female
company.	Most	 people	 think	 of	Horace	 as	 a	 slow	 thinker,	 but	 he	 just	 likes	 to
think	 things	 through	 properly.	 He	 is	 very	 logical	 and	 methodical.	 Horace
normally	carries	a	round	shield	with	an	oak	leaf	carving	on	it,	a	plain	sword,	and
a	heavy	dagger.	Horace	has	saved	the	Royal	Princess	of	Araluen	(He	and	Will
have	 some	 tension	 between	 them	 about	 Princess	 Cassandra)	 and	 killed
Morgarath	 in	single	combat	(the	duel	 is	described	 in	 the	second	book).	Horace
plays	a	large	part	in	most	of	the	books.

*	Gilan	is	Halt's	former	apprentice	and	is	the	only	Ranger	who	carries	a	sword.
Gilan	 is	 tall	 and	 humorous,	 in	 sharp	 contrast	 to	 his	 former	master.	He	 is	 also
good	with	dealing	with	people,	making	them	feel	at	ease	with	the	tall	Ranger.	He
also	 tries	 to	 cover	 up	 fears	 and	 worries	 with	 more	 humorous	 and	 seemingly
uncaring	attitude,	mainly	to	calm	people	down.	He	is	the	ranger	for	Meric	Fief,



although	he	is	moved	to	Norgate	in	The	Siege	of	Macindaw	and	later	moved	to
Whitby	 during	 the	Ranger's	Gathering	 in	 book	 eight.	He	 owns	 a	 horse	 named
Blaze.	Gilan	wants	to	travel	with	Halt	to	rescue	Will	in	the	third	book,	but	Halt
does	not	allow	him	to.	Gilan	is	one	of	the	junior	Rangers,	though	one	of	the	best
unseen	movers.	Gilan's	father	and	Halt	were	good	friends,	which	was	why	Gilan
wanted	to	become	a	Ranger.	Gilan	appears	in	the	first,	second,	third,	seventh	and
eighth	books,	and	mentioned	in	the	sixth	book.

*	Erak	is	the	Skandian	Oberjarl	and	is	in	charge	of	his	wolfship,	Wolfwind.	Erak
appears	in	the	second,	third,	fourth	books.	He	is	captured	and	held	at	ransom	in
the	seventh.	He	is	originally	seen	in	the	Wargals	camp	eating	meat	with	Svengal,
Nordel	and	a	few	other	Skandians,	who	later	capture	Will	and	Evanlyn.	He	is	a
typical	mercenary	but	he	isn't	a	cold	blooded	killer	like	most	Skandians.	He	is	a
fearsome	 opponent,	 and	 wields	 a	 large	 battleaxe.	 He	 later	 becomes	 Skandian
Oberjarl	in	the	end	of	book	four.

*	Evanlyn/Cassandra	is	a	mysterious	girl	Will	meets	in	Celtica,	and	she	is	later
revealed	to	be	the	Princess	Cassandra.	Evanlyn,	the	person	she	is	pretending	to
be,	is	actually	her	late	maid	and	friend.	She	is	pretty,	blonde	and	very	brave	as	is
proven	when	she	 takes	command	of	 the	 fifty	or	 so	 remaining	archers	after	 the
skandian	 line	 is	 breached.	 She	 is	 familiar	with	 politics	 and	military	 strategies,
but	 not	 survival	 skills.	 She	 appears	 in	 the	 second,	 third,	 fourth	 and	 seventh
books.

*	When	Will	and	Evanlyn	travelled	and	fought	together	through	celtica,	and	later
imprisoned	 in	 Skandia,	 they	 developed	 a	 strong	 bond	with	 each	 other.	 It	 was
even	hinted	that	Evanlyn	held	a	love	for	Will,	however	this	never	had	a	chance
to	 develop	 or	 be	 reciprocated	 as	 when	 they	 returned	 home	 their	 relationship
suffered	due	 to	 their	 separate	callings	and	way	of	 life.	Evanlyn	 is	described	as
being	 very	 determined,	 brave	 and	 on	 occasions	 stubborn.	 She	 is	 beautiful,
tomboyish	 and	 fiercly	 loyal.	 On	 the	 first	 meeting	 between	 Will,	 Horace	 and
Evanlyn,	 she	 shows	 little	 survival	 or	 fighting	 skills-	 being	 accustomed	 to	 the
comfort	 of	 royalty	 and	 castle	 life.	However	 as	 the	 series	 develops,	 she	 proves



herself	to	be	a	skillful	fighter	armed	with	her	weapon	of	choice-	a	sling.	This	is
particularly	evident	during	her	travels	in	Arridi	and	her	calm	leadership	in	battle
is	shown	during	 the	battle	for	skandia.This	 leadership	strength	will	make	her	a
great	queen	when	that	day	comes.

*	Morgarath,	The	Lord	of	Rain	and	Night	is	the	former	Baron	of	Gorlan,	who
is	rebelling	against	King	Duncan.	He	is	said	to	be	an	expert	swordsman	but	this
is	questionable	when	he	is	defeted	by	Horace	in	his	second	year	of	battle	school.
He	 has	 strange	 allies	 (Wargals	 and	 Kalkara).	 His	 former	 fief	 is	 the	 ruined
Gorlan,	and	his	current	domain	 is	 the	Mountains	of	Rain	and	Night.	He	 is	 tall
and	pale,	with	white	 hair	 and	 a	 thin	voice.	He	 is	 defeated	 and	killed	 in	 single
combat	by	Horace.

*	 Alyss	 is	 a	 former	 ward	 mate	 of	 Horace	 and	 Will,	 and	 a	 member	 of	 the
Diplomatic	 Corps,	 recruited	 by	 Lady	 Pauline	 in	 the	 first	 book.	 She	 is	 a	 tall,
graceful,	and	intelligent	young	woman,	and	is	in	love	with	Will.	She	appears	in
the	first,	second,	fifth,	and	sixth	books	as	a	Courier	of	the	King.	In	the	fifth	and
sixth	 books	 she	 is	 captured	 by	 Sir	 Keren	 and	 imprisoned	 into	 a	 high	 tower,
where	she	is	subjected	to	a	form	of	mind	control	based	on	a	blue	stone.	She	is
Lady	Pauline's	bridesmaid	at	her	wedding	to	Halt	in	the	seventh	book.	At	the	end
of	the	6th	book	she	writes	a	letter	to	Will	saying	she	loves	him.	Will	is	attracted
to	her	and	she	kisses	him	in	the	first,	fifth,	sixth,	7th	book,	and	8th	books.	At	the
end	of	the	sixth	book	Will	takes	a	few	weeks	leave	to	visit	her	at	Redmont.

*	George	is	Horace	and	Will's	former	ward	mate,	who	is	now	in	scribe	school.
He	 has	 appeared	 solely	 in	 the	 first	 book,	 but	 was	 mentioned	 in	 the	 second,
seventh	and	eighth	books.	He	is	currently	thought	of	as	the	best	defense	attorney
in	all	of	Redmont.

*	Baron	Arald,	the	Lord	of	Castle	Redmont,	is	a	trusted	advisor	of	the	king.	He
often	 cracks	 jokes,	 but	 as	 a	 baron,	 is	 always	 taken	 seriously.	 He	 is	 slightly



overweight,	with	a	neatly	trimmed	beard	and	moustache,	but	is	a	capable	warrior
and	has	a	good	grasp	of	strategies.

*	Crowley	 is	 the	head	of	 the	Ranger	Corps	and	 is	most	 likely	based	 in	Castle
Araluen.	He	is	fond	of	dogs,	and	has	a	hideout,	which	few	know	about,	among
which	are	Will	and	Halt.	He	appears	in	the	second,	third,	fourth,	fifth	and	eighth
books,	 makes	 a	 brief	 appearance	 in	 the	 sixth	 and	 seventh	 and	 is	 briefly
mentioned	in	book	one	.

*	 Jenny,	 Will's	 former	 ward	 mate,	 is	 apprenticed	 to	 the	 chef	 Master	 Chubb.
Jenny	is	pretty,	plump,	and	blonde,	and	Horace	is	fond	of	her	in	the	first	book.
She	is	a	bridesmaid	with	Alyss	at	Lady	Pauline's	wedding.	In	the	seventh	book,
Jenny	 is	 in	 love	with	 the	Ranger	Gilan.	She	 also	 appears	 briefly	 in	 the	 eighth
book,	where	 it	 is	 explained	 that	 she	 has	 left	 the	Redmont	 castle	 kitchens,	 and
now	works	in	her	own	restaurant	in	the	Redmont	area.

*	Gundar	is	a	Skandian	Skirl	who	appears	in	the	fifth	and	sixth	books.	He	most
likely	lives	in	Northern	Skandia.	He	has	a	beard,	and	wields	a	war-axe.

*	Malkallam/Malcom	 is	 an	 alleged	 sorcerer	who	 resides	 in	Grimsdell	 Forest.
His	house	is	in	the	Healer's	Clearing,	where	he	treats	people's	various	ailments.
He	is	balding,	humorous,	and	short,	with	hazel	eyes.	He	was	named	Malkallam
(his	 real	 name	 is	 Malcom)	 when	 after	 a	 healing	 excersise	 went	 wrong,	 was
wrongly	accused	of	sorcery.	Malkallam	was	a	 legendary	sorcerer	of	 the	region
with	 an	 argument	 against	 the	 Seneschal	 of	 Macindaw.	 It	 is	 rumored	 that
Malcolm	will	appear	in	the	ninth	book	of	the	series,	entitled	Halt's	Peril.

*	Orman	is	the	son	of	the	Norgate	fief's	baron,	and	cousin	to	the	treacherous	Sir
Keren.	Will	and	Alyss	think	him	to	be	the	enemy	for	the	main	part	of	'Sorcery	in



the	North',	until	the	truth	is	revealed	about	his	cousin.

*	Sir	Keren	plots	against	his	uncle	and	cousin	in	the	fifth	and	sixth	books.	He
tries	to	get	Norgate	fief	into	his	control	by	killing	Syron	and	Orman.	Few	people
believe	 he	 is	 guilty	 because	 he	 is	 very	 well	 known	 and	 liked.	 One	 guard	 is
quoted	 saying	 that	Keren	 is	 a	 real	warrior,	 and	 that	 if	Orman	ordered	 them	 to
take	up	arms	against	him,	they	would	refuse.

*	Lady	Pauline	is	in	charge	of	the	Diplomatic	Corps	at	Castle	Redmont.	She	is
good	friends	with	the	Scribemaster	and	recruited	Alyss	in	the	first	book.	She	is	a
tall	and	graceful	lady	and	mentor	to	Alyss.	In	book	seven	she	marries	Halt	on	the
fourteenth	of	an	unknown	month.

*	Sir	Rodney	is	the	battlemaster	of	Redmont.	He	is	good	friends	with	Halt	and
Baron	Arald	 of	 Redmont.	He	 is	 large	 and	 has	 a	 deformed	 nose,	 due	 to	many
instances	of	 it	breaking.	The	 two	handed	battleaxe	 is	his	weapon	of	choice.	 In
the	first	book	he	fearlessly	battles	 the	 last	surviving	Kalkara	 (Morgarath's	elite
assassins).	He	is	nearly	killed	when	paralized	by	its	hypnotic	stare.	Luckily,	Will
is	 able	 to	 kill	 the	 it	 with	 a	 burning	 arrow	 before	 it	 was	 able	 to	 murder	 Halt,
Arald,	and	Rodney.

*	Ragnak	was	 the	 former	Oberjarl	of	Skandia.	He	appears	 in	books	 three	and
four.	Ragnak	is	a	large	muscular	man	who	died	saving	Will	in	the	battle	against
the	 Temujai,	 in	 the	 fourth	 book.	 He	 died	 from	 his	 wounds,	 which	 were
temporarily	 ineffective	due	 to	his	 going	Berserk.	Being	 a	berserker,	 he	gained
instant	access	to	the	Skandian	form	of	heaven	for	dying	berserk	in	battle.	It	was
later	noted	that	he	had	many	non-killing	wounds	and	at	least	half	a	dozen	fatal
wounds.



*	King	Ferris	is	Halt's	younger,	identical	twin	brother	and	the	king	of	Clonmel
(book	eight).	Little	is	known	about	him.	According	to	Halt,	he	was	always	eager
for	 the	 crown	 and	would	 do	 anything	 take	 it	 off	 his	 twin	 brother,	 the	 rightful
heir.	He	first	and	only	currently	appears	in	book	8.

*	Skinner	not	much	is	known	of	Skinner	except	his	mum	is	taller	than	him	and
he	takes	over	Harrison's	old	fief.



Retired	Rangers

*	Geldon	is	the	advisor	to	Crowley	who	lives	in	the	castle	of	Araluen.	He	gives
pointers	to	Princess	Cassandra	about	unseen	movement.

*	Berrigon	was	forced	to	become	a	travelling	minstrel	after	losing	a	leg	fighting
Skandians.	He	occasionally	works	undercover	for	the	Ranger	Corps.

*	Bartell	is	the	ranger	of	Seacliff	before	Will	(Will	then	hands	over	his	position
at	 Seaciff	 to	 Ranger	 Clarke	 and	 joins	 a	 special	 task	 group)	 and	 in	 charge	 of
devising	tests	for	apprentices.	Now	working	in	the	Ranger	Archives.



The	Horses

Rangers	have	very	good	relationships	with	their	horses,	and	as	such,	become	like
brothers	to	them.

*	Tug	 is	 a	 sturdy	 little	 pony	 and	 is	 very	 fond	 of	 Will	 and	 vice	 versa.	 Will
momentarily	 loses	 him	 in	 the	 seventh	 book	 during	 a	 sandstorm	 in	 the	 desert
country	of	Arrida	and	leaves	by	himself	to	get	him	back.	He	eventually	finds	and
wins	 the	 little	pony	back	 in	 a	 race	because	 the	 current	 'owner'	wanted	 to	keep
him.	Tug	 has	 saved	Will's	 life	 on	many	 occasions,	most	 prominently	 the	 boar
hunt	 in	 the	 first	 book.	 Also,	 in	 the	 fourth	 book,	 Tug	 was	 shown	 to	 become
distressed	when	Halt	and	Horace	were	 tracking	someone	who	 turned	out	 to	be
Will.

*	Abelard	 is	Halt's	 horse	 and	 his	 name	 originates	 from	Gallica.	Halt,	 like	 all
Rangers,	is	very	fond	of	him,	and	is	often	seen	to	be	sharing	a	private	joke	with
the	horse,	and	talking	to	him.	He	also	states	in	the	third	book	that	ranger	horses
are	only	human'	with	a	faint	smile	on	his	face.

*	Kicker	 belongs	 to	 Horace	 and	 is	 a	 tall	 and	 musculer	 bay	 battlehorse	 that
appears	first	in	book	two.	Since	both	horse	and	rider	are	tall,	Halt,	Will	and	even
Gilan	have	to	look	up,	but	only	slightly	for	Gilan.	Kicker	and	Horace	both	seem
to	understand	each	other,	but	Kicker	is	not	up	to	any	Ranger	horse	standard,but
Horace	cares	and	makes	sure	that	Kicker	is	comfortable	wherever	he	is.	He	also
begins	 talking	 to	 his	 horse	 when	 he	 rides	 alone,	 to	 which	 his	 horse	 seems	 to
respond.

*	Blaze	is	Gilan's	mare,	and	like	the	Ranger,	she	is	tall	and	easily	amused,	even



through	 its	 hard	 to	 tell	with	 a	 horse,	 even	 a	Ranger	 one.	 She,	 like	 all	 Ranger
horses,	will	 also	 listen	and	 respond	 to	 a	 single	 touch	or	 sound.	They	are	quite
similar	in	their	personalities.

*	Arrow	is	the	horse	that	was	lent	to	Will	in	Erak's	Ransom	after	he	lost	Tug.	He
has	very	good	manners.	He	dies	saving	Will	from	a	lion.
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